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Dear Reader, 
Some of the quotations from Simone Weil in this 
series have been edited for broadcast. Please do 
not quote directly from this transcript without first 
checking against the citations I have given after 
each passage. 
David Cayley 
 
Texts Cited (Complete citations in bibliography at 
end) 
 
First and Last Notebooks (FLN) 
Formative Writings, (FW) 
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The Need for Roots (NR) 
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Selected Essays (SE) 
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Simone Pétrement, Simone Weil (P) 
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Waiting for God (WG) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reader 
The organ through which we see truth is the 
intelligence; the organ through which we see God is 
love. Faith is the experience that the intelligence is 
enlightened by love. (N, 242) 
 
Paul Kennedy 
Welcome to Ideas. I’m Paul Kennedy. Tonight we 
begin “Enlightened by Love,” a series of five 
broadcasts by David Cayley on the thought of the 
French philosopher and mystic Simone Weil. 
  
Simone Weil lived between 1909 and 1943 — her 
short life bracketed by the First and Second World 
Wars and shaped by the political and economic 
upheavals that came between. She registered the 
anguish of her time with exquisite sensitivity and 
felt called, in the face of this suffering, to radically 
re-think her collapsing civilization. In the thirties, 
she was active on the political left, involving herself 
in trade union politics, worker education and the 
Spanish Civil War. Albert Camus called her essays 
of this period “the most penetrating and prophetic 
contributions to Western social and political thought 
since Marx.” Then, in her last years, a mystical 
spiritual perspective unexpectedly opened to her, 
and she came to know the love of God as 
intimately, she says, as the smile of a friend... 
 
Reader 
The moment stands still. The whole of space is 
filled, even though sounds can be heard, with a 
dense silence which is not an absence of sound but 
an  object of positive sensation; it is the secret 
word, the word of Love who holds us in his arms 
from the beginning. (SL, 136) 
 
Paul Kennedy 
Simone Weil’s mysticism, taken together with her 
fiercely political commitment to justice, made her a 
singular figure, and her writings found a wide 
audience after the Second World War. The lucid 
originality of her thought, her ascetic life and her 
early death completed the mystique that still 
surrounds her name. In this five-hour Ideas series, 
David Cayley looks behind this mystique and 
discovers a philosophy whose pertinence has only 
increased in the years since she wrote. He begins 
tonight with a biographical sketch and devotes the 
rest of the series to her political and religious 
thought. “Enlightened by Love,” Part One, by David 
Cayley...  
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David Cayley 
In August of 1943, a 34-year-old French woman lay 
dying in a sanatorium in southern England. Some 
months earlier, a friend had found her unconscious 
on the floor of her room in London, where she had 
been living in exile and working for the liberation of 
France from German occupation. She was taken to 
hospital and diagnosed with severe tuberculosis. 
She ate very little and said she was unwilling to 
take more than the rations allowed to her 
compatriots in occupied France. The hospital 
doctor proposed surgery — an operation then used 
to relieve the lungs called a pneumothorax — but 
she refused and was transferred to the Grosvenor 
Sanatorium, at Ashford in Kent. There, in a bright 
room with a view towards France, she died 
peacefully on August 24th. Although she had not, in 
fact, refused all food and had been, at the end, 
more unable than unwilling to eat, the coroner 
issued a verdict of suicide. “The deceased did kill 
and slay herself,” he reported in the antique formula 
of his trade, “by refusing to eat whilst the balance of 
her mind was disturbed.” The local papers carried 
stories of “the French professor’s curious sacrifice.”  
 
A handful of friends attended Simone Weil’s burial. 
The gravesite was marked only by a number cast in 
relief on an iron shield — a paupers grave, the local 
people said. For 15 years, it remained anonymous.  
 
Simone Weil died with a sense that her life had 
been a botched and a broken affair. She had begun 
with high hopes. “You have the whole world before 
you,” she told herself in a notebook she kept in her 
early twenties, “Life, for you, ought to be more real, 
more full and more joyful” than it has ever been. 
But events during the thirties had slipped inexorably 
toward catastrophe, and her own efforts had been 
undermined by constant, wearing headaches that 
left her unable to work and sometimes even to 
think. As the war went on, she felt a growing 
anguish at her inability to serve her country or her 
world in its agony. She still trusted the validity of 
her ideas as a writer, but she saw herself as an 
entirely inadequate vehicle for the inspiration that 
had somehow seized on her... 
 
Reader 
I cannot make any use of these thoughts that have 
settled in me...for I am an instrument already rotten 
and worn out... For others...I do not exist at all, like 
the colour of dead leaves, or certain unnoticed 
insects. I can never read the story of Christ’s 
having cursed the barren fig tree without trembling. 

I think that is a portrait of me. In the tree also, 
nature was powerless, and yet it was not excused. 
(WG, 100-101) 
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s feeling of barrenness, of having failed to 
yield the fruit it should have been hers to give, 
reflected her powerful and unrelenting sense of 
vocation. It also mirrored her sense of a world in 
acute need, a world in a state of advanced spiritual 
starvation... 
 
Reader 
In all the history now known, there has never been 
a period in which souls have been in such peril as 
they are today in every part of the globe... We are 
living in times that have no precedent...Today it is 
not nearly enough to be a saint. We need the 
saintliness demanded by the present moment, a 
new saintliness, itself also without precedent. This 
new type of sanctity would be a fresh spring, an 
invention...almost equivalent to a new revelation... 
This is the thing we have to ask for now; [and] we 
have to ask for it as a famished child...asks for 
bread. The world needs saints who have genius... 
(WG, 99) 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil did not consider herself such a saint,  
but, after the Second World War had ended, it was 
exactly in this way that she came to be seen: as a 
saint with genius. With her mother and the friends 
who had saved her letters and manuscripts as 
midwives, collections of her writings began to 
appear in a steady stream. By the time publication 
was complete, 15 volumes of her writings had 
appeared in English. In France, Albert Camus 
recognized her as a kindred spirit, and oversaw the 
publication of a number of her works. In England, 
T.S. Eliot introduced Weil to the reading public with 
the claim that she possessed for him “a type of 
genius akin to that of the saints.” In the United 
States, the literary critic Leslie Fiedler was one of 
her early champions, calling her “an exemplar of 
sanctity for our time —  the Outsider as saint.” And, 
in Canada, she was embraced by George Grant, 
who would go on to become one of the most widely 
read and respected political philosophers of his 
generation. Grant spoke to me about Weil in an 
interview recorded in 1985, just a few years before 
his death... 
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George Grant (archival) 
Many very splendid thinkers aren’t remarkably 
saintly people, in one way or another, but, with 
Simone Weil, you have to combine this staggeringly 
clear intellect with something that is quite beyond 
the intellect, namely, sanctity. And I mean, by a 
“saint,” a being who gives themself away. 
 
Now, when you talk about “giving themselves 
away,” there’s sort of a low order of giving oneself 
away where people who are absolutely occupied by 
a particular vice have, in a way, given themselves 
away. But I mean giving themselves away in love. 
Simone Weil, to me, is the supreme teacher of the 
relation of love and intelligence. 
               
David Cayley 
George Grant discovered Weil’s writings in the 
fifties and continued to meditate on them 
throughout his life. For others, interest in Weil 
proved to be more of a vogue — a vogue which 
had more or less run its course by the end of the 
sixties. During this period, a fascination with the 
extremes of Weil’s personality sometimes got in the 
way of an appreciation of Weil’s thought. One can 
see this tendency still at work in the recent 
biography by Francine du Plessi Gray, which gave 
me the feeling that Gray was interested in Weil 
mainly as a case study in abnormal psychology. 
But generally, I would say, scholarly interest since 
the seventies has focussed on getting to grips with 
Weil’s thought. That will be my approach in this 
series, which will be largely devoted to an 
exploration of her ideas. But her life remains the 
matrix of her thought, and so I’ll begin tonight with 
her story... 
 
Simone Adolphine Weil was born on February 3, 
1909, in Paris. Her parents were well-to-do, middle-
class Jews. As with many other assimilated Jews, 
Judaism played no part in their lives. In fact, her 
brother later told an interviewer that when he was a 
boy, someone had told him that he was Jewish, 
and he simply hadn’t known what the person 
meant. Their family life was happy. Bernard Weil, 
Simone’s father, was a doctor in general practice. 
Her mother, Selma, devoted herself to their 
household and to the upbringing and education of 
their two children.  
 
Education was an important matter in the Weil 
household. André, who was the elder, showed early 
signs of genius in mathematics and, by the age of 
12, could read Greek and solve advanced 

mathematical problems. He eventually became one 
of the most noted mathematicians of the twentieth 
century, credited with fundamental contributions to 
the field. André and Simone were close as children, 
and Simone’s mother was unusual in her 
determination that her daughter should receive as 
good an education as her son. Nonetheless, 
Simone could not help comparing herself 
unfavourably to her brother... 
 
Reader 
At 14, I fell into one of those fits of bottomless 
despair that come with adolescence, and I seriously 
thought of dying because of the mediocrity of my 
natural faculties. The exceptional gifts of my 
brother, who had a childhood and youth 
comparable to those of Pascal, brought my own 
inferiority home to me. I did not mind having no 
visible successes, but what did grieve me was the 
idea of being excluded from that transcendent 
kingdom to which only the truly great have access 
and wherein truth abides. I preferred to die rather 
than to live without that truth. After months of 
inward darkness, I suddenly had the everlasting 
conviction that any human being, even though 
practically devoid of natural faculties, can penetrate 
to the kingdom of truth reserved for genius, if only 
he longs for truth and perpetually concentrates all 
his attention on its attainment...The conviction had 
come to me that when one hungers for bread one 
does not receive stones. (WG, 64) 
 
David Cayley 
This conviction — that a loving attention is always 
finally fruitful — would never leave Simone Weil. 
Having overcome her despair, she went on to a 
brilliant academic career herself. The teacher who 
exerted most influence on her, Émile Chartier, 
known by his pen-name Alain, said she was 
“superior — and by a great margin — to all others 
of her generation.” In 1931, she graduated with a 
licence to teach philosophy from the elite École 
Normale, a member of only the second class into 
which women had ever been accepted and the sole 
woman in her year. At the university, she was a 
rebel, an organizer, a constant goad to the political 
conscience of her classmates and a thorn to the 
academic administration, whose director satirized 
Weil’s leftist views by nicknaming her “the red 
virgin.”  As she had been from childhood, she was 
keenly sensitive to the suffering of others, on one 
occasion, breaking down in tears on learning of a 
famine in China. And this was neither perversity nor 
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affectation, says Weil scholar Diogenes Allen, but 
simply her nature...  
 
Diogenes Allen 
It is a tremendous burden to have: to care that 
profoundly and to feel so incapable of dealing with 
it. You just can’t do enough. I think that Weil was 
tremendously burdened by this. She was constantly  
seeking alleviation both in thought and in action — 
How can we understand? What can we do about it? 
— her whole life, almost at times frantic, unable to 
relax very much it seems, from what I can pick up, 
a difficult person to be with, and not because of 
perverseness, but a tremendous sensitivity.  
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s sympathy was universal — any partiality, 
exclusiveness or inequality provoked her — but she 
was particularly roused by the condition of the 
working class in France. Part of the reason was the 
central importance she gave to manual work. She 
believed that, to really know the world, one had to 
experience it through physical labour, and she tried 
from childhood on to escape the class privilege that 
exempted her from such labour. While she was at 
school, she spent a holiday in the country hoeing 
potatoes for many hours a day. And the summer 
after she left the Ecole Normale, she travelled to 
Normandy with her parents in the hope of being 
taken on by a fisherman. At first, her request 
encountered only rejection — surely this earnest, 
passionate, clumsy, young woman would be a 
liability at sea — but, at last, a fisherman called 
Marcel Lecarpentier accepted her. “I decided to 
please Dr. Weil [her father],” Lecarpentier later 
recalled, “when I saw his daughter running along 
the beach like a crazy woman...her large skirts 
trailing in the sea... So I turned around and picked 
her up.” Weil spent the summer on his boat, 
showed herself fearless in storms and often 
lingered late on deck at night, writing and sketching 
the constellations, in love with solitude and the sea. 
Despite warnings from the other fishermen that she 
was a communist and would bring trouble on him, 
Weil became to Lecarpentier and his family a 
friend, a teacher and a business advisor. When 
they recalled her in later years for one of Weil’s 
biographers, they remembered also an intimation of 
something strange and pure that had briefly 
touched their lives. 
 
In the fall of 1931, just as the Great Depression 
was overtaking France, Simone Weil began 
teaching philosophy to girls at the lycée in the rural 

town of Le Puy. Her mother accompanied her and 
tried to make her comfortable. But, as soon as her 
mother returned to Paris, Weil established the 
ascetic style of life she preferred: working 
incessantly, eating and sleeping irregularly, and 
giving away much of her money, though always 
anonymously, as she hated personal philanthropy. 
Books and tobacco were her only indulgences.  
 
In Paris, as a student, she had already become 
involved in worker education, and she continued 
this in Le Puy. Often after school, she travelled 
three hours by train to the town of St. Etienne, 
taught a course to miners there, slept a few hours 
on a bench at a café and returned to Le Puy in time 
for school the next day. She also threw herself into 
left-wing politics, taking part at one point in a strike 
of unemployed workers who had been set to 
quarrying stone at starvation wages by the 
municipality. Her participation created a scandal in 
the town. The mayor petitioned unsuccessfully for 
her dismissal, and the local press mocked her as a 
Jew, a woman and, it was claimed, a Communist. 
Weil’s politics, in fact, were syndicalist, a movement 
that emphasized militant unionism and working-
class solidarity, rather than the advancement of a 
political party. Its organ in France was a monthly 
review called Proletarian Revolution, for which she 
frequently wrote. Weil believed that society is 
defined by its attitude to work, and she agreed 
passionately with Karl Marx’s view that labour is 
alienated under capitalism, but she soon came to 
see Marxist ideology as muddled and the hope of 
revolution as vain. Communism appalled her. She 
was shocked during a visit to Germany at the way 
the Communist Party there seemed paralyzed in 
the face of Naziism, and she was equally 
distressed by what she learned of the situation in 
Stalin’s Russia. So when a former student from Le 
Puy wrote to say how much Weil’s teaching had 
radicalized her and her classmates, Weil felt 
obliged to send back this sober warning... 
 
Reader 
In no country...are the working masses more 
miserable, more oppressed, more humiliated than 
in Russia....My information comes from people who 
have lived there for years. But one can also find 
proofs of barbarity and oppression in official 
Communist sources, if one reads them critically.... 
 
My heart breaks to have to tell you these sad 
things. But I owe you the truth....The present 
society can only heap misfortunes and 



Ideas                                          Enlightened by Love: The Thought of Simone Weil 
 

  
5 

disappointments on those who refuse to adapt to 
oppression and lies. Realize this fully from now on. 
We don’t live in one of those periods when rebels 
are stimulated and supported by large currents of 
opinions. The rebel is morally and materially 
alone....Only those who are really strong, really 
pure, really courageous, really generous will be 
able to meet the challenge. Although one has the 
right to some illusions at 16, it is best that you 
should know the whole truth 
immediately...particularly about Russia. I have been 
grudgingly forced to admit the sad reality. 
Affectionately yours, 
Simone Weil 
(P, 201-202) 
  
David Cayley 
At the age of 25, Simone Weil was disillusioned 
with revolutionary politics. Her denunciations of the 
Communist Party and of conditions in the Soviet 
Union had resulted in her being repeatedly abused 
and shouted down at trade union congresses, and 
in the fall of 1934, she took a new direction. “I have 
decided,” she wrote to a former pupil, “to take a 
year’s leave from teaching in order to make a little 
contact with the famous ‘real life.’” The phrase was 
ironic but, at the same time, deeply felt. After 
several years of talk about the conditions of 
working-class life, she wanted to experience 
industrial work for herself. So she took advantage 
of her acquaintance with the owner to get herself 
hired in a factory which made electrical equipment 
and later worked in two other Paris manufacturing 
plants, to which she applied on her own. The 
experience, she wrote to a friend, radically altered 
her sense of herself. 
 
Reader 
In the factory, the very basis of my self-respect was 
radically destroyed within two or three weeks by the 
daily experience of brutal constraint. I was forced to 
recognize that the sense of personal dignity that I 
had thought internal to me actually depended 
entirely on external circumstances. And don’t 
imagine this provoked in me any rebellious 
reaction. No, on the contrary, it produced the last 
thing I expected from myself: docility. The resigned 
docility of a beast of burden. It seemed to me that I 
was born to wait for, and receive and carry out 
orders — that I had never done and never would do 
anything else. I am not proud of that 
confession....When I was kept away from work by 
illness [and] became fully aware of the degradation 
into which I was falling..., I swore to myself that I 

would go on enduring the life until the day when I 
was able to pull myself together in spite of it. And I 
kept my word. Slowly and painfully, in and through 
slavery, I reconquered the sense of my human 
dignity — a sense which relied, this time, upon 
nothing outside myself and was accompanied 
always by the knowledge that I possessed no right 
to anything...that any moment free from humiliation 
and suffering should be accepted as a favour, as 
merely a lucky chance. 
 
....It has left an indelible bitterness in my heart. Yet 
all the same I am glad to have experienced it. (SL, 
21-22) 
 
Clare Fischer 
She experienced the drudgery of repetitive labour, 
with bad ventilation, terrible noises, demands from 
the foreman and really the meaningless of the 
gesture, not even knowing where the notions of the 
work plan began and what essentially was the 
result of her labour. Of course, she knew in an 
abstract sense, but, in a concrete sense, she didn’t. 
 
David Cayley 
This is Clare Fischer, a Weil scholar and professor  
at the Starr King School for the Ministry in Berkeley, 
California. 
 
Clare Fischer 
Now, Marx had written about this, but he had not 
experienced it firsthand. What also happened is 
that she had horrendous headaches, she burned 
her hands, she experienced lack of sociability. And 
out of this, she understood a very important 
question, which was one that she took into the 
factory with her: Why don’t labourers revolt? Why 
don’t they join up and develop a solidarity that will 
overwhelm the forces, as she used to call them, the 
violent forces that dominate? And she concluded 
that it was because one was fatigued, that the job 
made people de-energized. This is a mild way of 
putting this, but her conclusion essentially is, you 
can’t mount revolution on the basis of fatigued and 
dispirited human beings. 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil left factory work, having learned this 
lesson in her bones. She had also gained a new 
awareness of the fragility and evanescence of what 
we now call “identity.” She speaks of the 
degradation of her self-respect and says she was 
forced to recognize that the autonomy she had 
thought part of her nature was in fact only a happy 
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accident, easily destroyed by what she calls 
“affliction.” In an instant, she had become a slave, 
and recognizing herself as a slave, she says, was a 
step in her journey towards Christianity... 
 
Reader 
After my year in the factory, before going back to 
teaching, I was taken by my parents to 
Portugal....That contact with affliction had killed my 
youth...and I was in a wretched condition 
physically. In this state, I left my parents and went 
alone to a little Portuguese village, which, alas, was 
very wretched too, entering it on the very day of the 
festival of its patron saint. I was alone. It was the 
evening, and there was a full moon over the sea. 
The wives of the fishermen were, in procession, 
making a tour of all the ships, carrying candles and 
singing what must certainly be very ancient hymns 
of a heart-rending sadness. Nothing can give any 
idea of it. I have never heard anything so poignant 
unless it were the song of the boatmen of the 
Volga. There the conviction was suddenly borne in 
upon me that Christianity is pre-eminently the 
religion of slaves, that slaves cannot help belonging 
to it, and I among others. (WG, 66-67) 
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s opening toward Christianity did not, in any 
way, diminish her political commitment. She 
continued to agitate against French imperialism. “I 
have never been able to think of Indochina,” she 
wrote, “without a feeling of shame for my country.”  
And, when the Spanish Civil War broke out, she 
immediately felt impelled to enroll in the anarchist 
militia, even though she then considered herself a 
pacifist. “I could not prevent myself,” she said, “from 
participating morally in that war.” She had been in 
Spain only a few weeks when she was severely 
burned in an accident in camp and forced out of 
action. 
 
There were also times of happiness. Weil seems to 
have realized in her early twenties that her desire 
for perfection ruled out the compromise and 
dependency of sexual love, but she had a lively 
sense of humour, many friends and a deep feeling 
for beauty, both in nature and in art. In 1937, she 
was able to visit Italy for the first time, and her 
letters about her experiences there were rapturous. 
From the graceful landscapes around Assisi to the 
little puppet theatre she discovered in the Piazza 
Beccaria in Milan, everything pleased her and 
showed her capacity for enjoyment.  
 

But the dominant note in Simone Weil’s life was 
certainly suffering, and a main reason for this was 
the headaches which wore her out and sometimes, 
as she says, annihilated her mental faculties 
altogether. They had begun in 1930, as the result of 
what was later diagnosed as probable viral 
sinusitis, and they continued to her death. She 
described their effect on her in a letter to a friend 
written in 1936... 
 
Reader 
I am not at the moment up to doing anything....I 
cannot do any work without a great deal of effort, 
without the anguish of the swimmer who wonders 
whether he will have the strength to reach the 
shore....Nonetheless, [as] I reflect...I become more 
and more aware of what I carry in my belly, and if I 
must speak to you with complete sincerity, I have 
the conviction that it contains the germ of great 
things. This contradiction invites despair... 
 
So...there is no way out. Or, rather, this is the way 
out: keep on pushing myself as long as it will be 
possible for me — and when the disproportion 
between the tasks that have to be accomplished 
and my ability to work will have become too great, 
then die. And take away with me what I bear inside 
me, as undoubtedly has happened to many people 
over the centuries who were worth a great deal 
more than I.  
    
Every time that I go through a period of headaches, 
I ask myself whether the moment to die has not 
come. [When they lessen] I throw myself into life 
with such ardour and passion that [when they 
return] it is analogous to a death sentence. (P, 260-
261) 
  
David Cayley 
Weil’s headaches would grow worse in the last 
years of the 1930s, and she would be increasingly 
tormented by the discrepancy between her 
enfeebled condition and the tasks seemingly 
mandated by the “great things” within her. But Weil 
also recognized that her spiritual gifts were, in 
some sense, due to her headaches, which had 
forced her to refine her powers of concentration in 
order to accomplish anything at all. “I have no 
alternative between creative attention and mental 
nullity,” she once wrote, “because my capacity for 
every other kind of attention is paralyzed.”  It was 
through this faculty of attention that Weil first 
entered the state of mystical rapture that graced 
her final years. It happened first at Solesmes, a 
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Benedictine Abbey which had been a leader in the 
modern revival of Gregorian plainchant, a form of 
singing which Weil adored and would listen to for 
hours. Now 27 years old, she had gone there to 
attend services during the week of Easter in 1938. 
 
Reader 
I was suffering from splitting headaches; each 
sound hurt me like a blow; by an extreme effort of 
concentration I was able to rise above this 
wretched flesh, to leave it to suffer by itself, heaped 
up in a corner, and to find a pure and perfect joy in 
the unimaginable beauty of the chanting and the 
words. This experience enabled me by analogy to 
get a better understanding of the possibility of 
loving divine love in the midst of affliction....In the 
course of these services the thought of the Passion 
of Christ entered my being once and for all. 
 
There was a young English Catholic there from 
whom I gained my first idea of the supernatural 
power of the sacraments because of the truly 
angelic radiance with which he seemed to be 
clothed after going to communion. Chance — for I 
always prefer saying “chance” rather than 
“providence” — made of him a messenger to me. 
For he told me of the existence of those English 
poets of the seventeenth century who are named 
metaphysical. In reading them later on, I discovered 
a poem of George Herbert’s called “Love.” I learned 
it by heart. Often at the culminating point of a 
violent headache, I make myself say it over, 
concentrating all my attention upon it and clinging 
with all my soul to the tenderness it enshrines. I 
used to think I was merely reciting it as a beautiful 
poem, but without my knowing it, the recitation had 
the virtue of a prayer. It was during one of these 
recitations that Christ himself came down and took 
possession of me. (WG, 68-69) 
  
David Cayley 
This experience was a revelation for Weil, but not 
precisely a conversion. As she says in a long letter 
that has come to be known as her spiritual 
autobiography, her conception of life had, in a 
sense, always been Christian in its spirit of poverty, 
love of justice and longing for purity. If she had not 
sought for God, she says, it was because she 
believed such a quest impossible and, therefore, 
likely to produce only self-serving fantasies of the 
divine. Now God at last had found her and in a 
startling and unlooked for way. 

 
 

Reader 
In my arguments about the insolubility of the 
problem of God, I had never foreseen the possibility 
of that, of a real contact, person-to-person, here 
below, between a human being and God. I had 
vaguely heard tell of things of this kind, but I had 
never believed in them....Accounts of apparitions 
rather put me off, like the miracles in the Gospel. 
Moreover, in this sudden possession of me by 
Christ, neither my senses nor my imagination had 
any part; I only felt in the midst of my suffering the 
presence of a love, like that which one can read in 
the smile of a beloved face. 
 
I had never read any mystical works because I had 
never felt any call to read them....God, in his mercy, 
had prevented me...so that it should be evident to 
me that I had not invented this absolutely 
unexpected contact. 
 
Yet I still half-refused, not my love but my 
intelligence. For it seemed to me certain, and I still 
think so today, that one can never wrestle enough 
with God if one does so out of pure regard for the 
truth. Christ likes us to prefer truth to him because, 
before being Christ, he is truth. If one turns aside 
from him to go toward the truth, one will not go far 
before falling into his arms. (WG, 69) 
 
David Cayley 
In June of 1940, German armies occupied Paris. 
Simone Weil and her parents fled the city,  
eventually settling in Marseilles. There, Weil threw 
herself into a new life. She became part of the 
Resistance and was several times interrogated by 
the police, though never arrested. She befriended a 
group of interned Vietnamese workers, often giving 
them her ration coupons and agitating on their 
behalf with the authorities. And, as always, she 
wrote. 
 
While in Marseilles, Weil tried to get a new post as 
a teacher but found that, as a Jew, she was now 
barred from teaching. So she sought work as a 
farm labourer and, in the late summer of 1941, was 
taken on as a grape harvester by a grower in the 
Rhone Valley. While she was there, she decided to 
write to the Commissioner of Jewish Affairs, so 
called, in the Vichy government, which then ruled 
southern France in collaboration with the Germans. 
This letter was not required of her, but she felt 
called to write it. She used the occasion to set 
down her views on the Vichy government’s 
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regulations concerning Jews and on her own 
relation to Judaism. 
 
Reader 
The government has proclaimed its desire that 
Jews should go into production, and preferably go 
to work on the land. I do not consider myself a Jew, 
since I have never set foot in a synagogue and 
have been raised by free-thinking parents, with no 
religious observances of any kind. I have no feeling 
of attraction for the Jewish religion and no 
attachment to Jewish tradition, having been 
nourished, since my early childhood, only on the 
Hellenic, Christian and French tradition. 
Nevertheless, I have obeyed and am at this 
moment working in the grape harvest.... 
 
I consider the statute concerning the Jews as being 
unjust and absurd, for how can one believe that a 
university graduate in mathematics could harm 
children who study geometry by the mere fact that 
three of his grandparents attended a synagogue? 
But, in my particular case, I would like to express 
the sincere gratitude I feel toward the government 
for having removed me from the social category of 
intellectuals and given me the land and, with it, all 
of nature. (P, 443-444) 
 
David Cayley 
This letter has attracted a lot of fire, along with a 
few other writings of the same tenor, because of 
Weil’s disavowal of her Judaism. George Steiner, 
for example, who otherwise calls Weil the 
outstanding woman philosopher in the Western 
tradition, calls this letter “nauseating” and Weil 
herself “a classic case of Jewish self-loathing.” Her 
defenders respond that she was perfectly sincere in 
her opinion that she was not a Jew. Michael Ross, 
who is himself a Jew who became a Christian, is 
working on a doctoral dissertation on Weil at the 
Catholic University of America. 
 
Michael Ross 
She’s a product of the post-Enlightenment Jewish 
bourgeoisie, and they basically rejected Judaism as 
a religion in the Enlightenment sense that it was 
mysticism or superstition or what have you, and so 
she doesn’t identify as Jewish. She wasn’t running 
from being mistreated as a Jew, which has 
sometimes been alleged. It’s not as though she 
was fleeing her Judaism in order to protect and 
save her skin. That’s not what Weil was about. I 
think basically there she genuinely and truly, 
because she came out of those bourgeois 

Enlightenment, Jewish circles, did not identify as a 
Jew — period. 
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s attitude, Michael Ross says, was quite 
common among assimilated European Jews. What 
bothers Weil’s critics is the feeling that Weil was 
disowning her own people, as Steiner says, “in the 
midnight of the gas ovens.” Opinion again divides. 
Steiner claims Weil had “early, but unmistakable, 
evidence of the Holocaust.” Michael Ross is sure 
she did not. 
 
Michael Ross 
She couldn’t possibly have known about what was 
going on in Germany, and to hold her accountable 
for that is to hold half the world accountable, 
including half Judaism. Jews all over Europe didn’t 
really know what the hell was going on. German 
Jews didn’t know what was going on as it was 
happening. How was she supposed to know? So I 
don’t think that’s fair. 
 
David Cayley 
What Simone Weil knew is not a question I can 
settle, except to say that I know of no textual 
evidence that she knew what was going on in 
Germany or Eastern Europe. In a larger sense, the 
issue of Simone Weil and Judaism seems to come 
down to this: Weil viewed Judaism as a religion, not 
a race, and thought that one could leave it as much 
as any other religion. After the war, when the full 
extent of the destruction of Europe’s Jews became 
known, this view came to seem like a betrayal or — 
worse — even an endorsement of the Holocaust. 
But Weil by then was dead, and how she might 
have responded had she known what we know now 
is something no one will ever know. 
 
In the fall, after the grape harvest, Weil returned to 
Marseilles. What she wanted above everything at 
this point was to contribute to the war effort, but she 
was unsure whether she ought to remain in France 
or try to get to London, where, since the fall of 
France, General de Gaulle’s Free French had 
carried on the struggle in exile. Before the 
occupation of France, she had tried to promote a 
plan to form a group of what she called “Frontline 
Nurses.”  The idea, as she explained it, was to 
have, in the forefront of battle, a corps of nurses 
who would both offer first aid and show, by their 
spirit of charity and self-sacrifice, the superior 
goodness of the Allied cause. Her plan had come to 
nothing with the German victory, but she hoped to 
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revive the idea with the Free French. She also 
wanted to ensure the safety of her parents, whom 
she knew would never leave France without her. 
And so seeing no alternative, she sailed with her 
parents for New York in May of 1942, hoping to 
proceed from there to London. On arrival, she 
wrote to Maurice Schumann, an old classmate and 
friend who was in London with the Free French. 
She enclosed her frontline nurses plan and asked 
for his help. Receiving no immediate 
encouragement, she wrote again, this time urging 
her suitability for a mission of sabotage in Occupied 
France. And finally she sent him this plea... 
 
Reader 
Any really useful work, not requiring technical 
expertise, but involving a high degree of hardship 
and danger, would suit me perfectly. Hardship and 
danger are essential because of my particular 
mentality. Luckily, it is not universal, because it 
would make all organized activities impossible, but 
as far as I am concerned, I cannot change it; I know 
this by experience. 
 
The suffering all over the world obsesses and 
overwhelms me to the point of annihilating all my 
faculties, and the only way I can revive them and 
release myself from the obsession is by getting for 
myself a large share of danger and hardship. 
 
I beseech you to get for me, if you can, the amount 
of hardship and danger which can save me from 
being wasted by sterile chagrin. 
 
It is unfortunate...but that is really how I am, and I 
can do nothing about it; it is something too 
essential in me to be modified. The more so 
because it is not, I am certain, a question of 
character only, but of vocation. (SL, 156-157) 
 
David Cayley 
In September, Schumann replied, giving her some 
hope of employment in London and easing the 
desolation exile had inspired in her. In November, 
she sailed for England and took up a post with the 
Department of the Interior in de Gaulle’s provisional 
government. It was a desk job, not what she had 
wanted, but she was given one compelling task. 
The time was early 1943. The outcome of the war 
was still very much in doubt. But the Free French 
and the Resistance within France were thinking 
about how to govern France after its liberation from 
German rule. Weil was asked to contribute her 
thoughts on a new French constitution.  

She wrote feverishly on this and other subjects and, 
in little more than two months, produced 
manuscripts amounting to some 800 printed pages. 
Her writing was urgent, lucid and profound, but not 
exactly what her superiors were looking for. They 
were thinking of how to establish a new French 
Republic, not so very different from the one that 
had crumbled in 1940, while she was thinking of a 
reformation of her entire civilization.  
 
Weil felt increasingly that she had nothing left to 
live for. She had no hope of the mission she longed 
for in France — she looked too Jewish, they said — 
and her frontline nurses plan was not taken 
seriously. “But she is mad,” de Gaulle supposedly 
said on hearing of it.  
 
In April, a friend found her lying unconscious on the 
floor of her rented room. She was taken to hospital, 
and tuberculosis diagnosed. Her parents never 
knew she was ill. She put her regular address on 
the letters she continued to write to them and said 
nothing of her weakening condition. But she did 
reveal how completely overlooked she felt, as in 
this letter in which she calls her mother “Mime,” an 
endearment that was used within the family... 
 
Reader 
The only people able to tell the truth in this world 
are those whom common opinion considers to be 
fools. All others lie. Yet in Shakespeare’s plays, the 
fools are not even listened to. They possess no 
titles or dignities, no claim on anyone’s attention, 
and so everyone, including Shakespeare’s readers 
and audiences, remains unaware that what they 
say is simply the truth — luminous, profound, and 
essential. 
 
Darling Mime, do you feel the affinity, the essential 
analogy between these fools and me — in spite of 
my academic successes and the eulogies of my 
‘intelligence.’....The eulogies of my intelligence are 
positively intended to evade the question: “Is what 
she says true?”.... 
 
A thousand kisses, darlings....Be happy. I hug you 
both again and again. 
Simone (SL, 200-201) 
      
David Cayley 
Not long after these words were written, Simone 
Weil died. The local coroner, as I said at the outset, 
ruled her death a suicide on the grounds that she 
had refused food. Her family and friends did not 
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accept this diagnosis. They emphasized that she 
was ill, that she didn’t want to eat more than people 
in France were receiving, and that accepting death 
is not the same thing as committing suicide. 
Perhaps her destiny had been reached, one friend 
said. The coroner’s judgment was the first of many 
that would be applied to the life of this extraordinary 
woman.  
 
In a memoir of Simone Weil published in France in 
1952, her friend Gustave Thibon deplored “the 
immense halo of commentaries and legends” which 
he felt already obscured her memory. “The crowd,” 
he wrote, “which is incapable of discerning the 
albatross’s solitary flight across the sky, eagerly 
watches its picturesque movements when it lands 
and its giant wings prevent it from walking.” His 
image of solitary flight signifies Weil’s spiritual 
odyssey; the bird’s ungainly waddling, her social 
misadventures. Perhaps, the case is covered by 
the old story of the bishop who wanted to add to the 
Litany of the Saints the petition: “From living saints, 
good Lord, deliver us.” Weil’s mother, who spent 34 
years trying to moderate her daughter’s conduct, 
said something similar: “Sir,” she told the poet Jean 
Tortel,” “if you ever have a daughter, pray she isn’t 
a saint.”  

 
Perhaps, in the end, there is no such thing as a 
living saint, because the closer we get to the point 
at which such a being is actually inserted into 
society, the more we see the discomfiture created 
by someone who won’t lie, won’t compromise, 
won’t fit in, and the more we are uncertain of the 
supposed saint’s motives.  
 
This will never be settled. Some will diagnose Weil 
as an anorexic or as a self-loathing Jew. Others will 
light candles to Sainte Simone, as one dissenter 
from this view put it to me.  
 
What matters most to me is what Thibon calls “her 
solitary flight,” the lonely intensity with which she 
tried to forge a language, a spirituality and a mode 
of political existence adequate to the crisis of 
meaninglessness and disorientation which she felt 
was shattering her civilization. In one of her last 
letters to her parents she speaks of a “deposit of 
pure gold,” disregarded by others, that she thinks 
lies within her and that ought to be handed on. In 
the programs that follow, I will try to unearth some 
of this gold. 
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Paul Kennedy 
Welcome to Ideas. I’m Paul Kennedy with Part Two 
of David Cayley’s “Enlightened by Love: The 
Thought of Simone Weil.” 
 
Reader 
There is a reality outside the world, outside space 
and time, outside man’s mental universe... 
 
Corresponding to this reality, at the centre of the 
human heart, is the longing for an absolute good, a 
longing which is always there and is never 
appeased by any object in this world. 
 
This reality is the sole source of all beauty, all truth, 
all justice, all legitimacy and all order. It is beyond 
the reach of any human faculty, but we have the 
power to turn our love and our attention towards it. 
It is through minds [so] turned...that good comes 
into the world. (SE, 219) 
 
Paul Kennedy 
Good — absolute good — has no place in the 
politics of modern societies. Goods are various. 
Politics is about establishing the conditions in which 
these goods can be pursued and enjoyed without 
interference. Simone Weil has a different view. She 
believes that political society derives its legitimacy 
and its order from its attunement to an over-all 
good. Without such attunement, she claims, we 
have no way of knowing what is good about human 
beings or what is good for human beings.  
 
Simone Weil was born in Paris in 1909 to a well-to-
do family of secular Jews. As a young school 
teacher in the early 1930s, she threw herself with 
passionate intensity into left-wing politics. She went 
to Spain on the Republican side during the Spanish 
Civil War and wrote constantly, publishing in left-
wing journals and literary reviews. Her life was one 
of great charity. She gave away her time, money 
and attention without counting the cost — and of 
great austerity. In the later ‘30s, after years of 
intense suffering from violent headaches, she 
began to have mystical experiences. “Christ,“ she 
says, “took possession of me.” She died in exile in 
London in 1943, aged only 34. The cause of her 
death was tuberculosis, compounded by the effects 
of her refusal to eat more than the rations her 
compatriots in France were receiving. Years of 
suffering and overwork had also undermined her 
health. She believed herself a failure. “I’m 
convinced,” she wrote to her parents in her last 

days, “that there is within me a deposit of pure gold, 
but no one to receive it.”  
 
Then after the war, this deposit was discovered. 
French thinker Albert Camus who oversaw the 
posthumous publication of many of her writings 
called her a prophet. Many others called her a saint 
or religious genius. She has been finding new 
readers and friends ever since.  
 
Tonight’s program is Part Two of a five-hour Ideas 
series in which David Cayley explores the 
intellectual and spiritual legacy of Simone Weil. In 
his first broadcast, he recounted the story of her 
life. Tonight he turns to her social and political 
thought. 
  
David Cayley 
“Philosophy,” Simone Weil says, “is exclusively an 
affair of action and practice.” She does not mean by 
this that philosophy has no concern with ideals. 
She means that we can recognize what is good 
only by testing it. Her definition of freedom is 
similar. “True liberty,” she says, “is defined by a 
relationship between thought and action.” We are 
free, in other words, only when we are in a position 
to put our thoughts to the test of action, and the 
best society is the one that provides the widest 
scope for thoughtful action.   
 
This was the standard Simone Weil applied both to 
her society and to herself. It motivated her attempts 
to discover the possibilities and limits of political 
engagement. And it guided her analysis of modern 
civilization, a civilization which had become so 
complex, she thought, that individuals could no 
longer discern the effects of their own actions within 
it.  
 
The greatest good for human beings, according to 
Weil, is direct contact with reality, the chance to 
discover the world for oneself. Modern societies, 
she thought, deprive their citizens of this chance by 
absorbing them into an abstract and 
incomprehensible system. Weil envisioned society 
restored to a human scale, a scale at which people 
can once again find themselves in their 
surroundings. In what follows I’ll trace her steps 
along the path that led her to this vision. 
 
In December of 1934, Simone Weil took a job in a 
Paris factory which produced electrical equipment. 
Trained as a teacher of philosophy at the élite 
Ecole Normale, she had been involved for a 
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number of years in worker education and the 
politics of the left. Now she wanted to experience 
the reality of industrial labour herself. Weil had 
always questioned the privileges that went with her 
upper middle-class upbringing and often tried to set 
them aside. But it was only when she entered the 
factory, she said, that she realized how much her 
very idea of herself had been formed by the 
autonomy that was taken away from her there. 
  
Reader 
I came close to being broken. I got up in the 
mornings with anguish. I went to the factory with 
dread. I worked like a slave. Time was an 
intolerable burden.  
 
The feeling of self-respect which society had 
previous conferred on me was destroyed, and I was 
forced to recognize myself as one of those who do 
not count and never will. (FW, 225)  
  
David Cayley 
Simone Weil was not well-suited to the rigours of 
work with stamping presses, industrial furnaces and 
milling machines. She was clumsy, nearsighted and 
suffered from crippling headaches. The work 
pushed her to the limit of her endurance. But, in the 
end, what she experienced was what all her fellow 
workers experienced: not to count, to be the 
passive object of another’s will. She called this 
condition “slavery” and described it in a letter to a 
friend... 
 
Reader 
There are two factors in this slavery: the necessity 
for speed and passive obedience to orders. In order 
to “make the rate” — that is, to achieve the 
expected output — one has to repeat movement 
after movement faster than one can think so that 
not only reflection but even daydreaming is 
impossible. In front of his machine the worker has 
to annihilate his soul, his thought, his feelings and 
everything for eight hours a day. Then orders: from 
the time he clocks in to the time he clocks out, he 
may at any moment receive any order, and he must 
obey without a word. The order may be unpleasant, 
dangerous or even impracticable, two superiors 
may give contradictory orders; no matter, one 
submits in silence. (SL, 22) 
 
Larry Schmidt 
No one ever explained to her what it is they were 
making, what the function of what they were 
making would be eventually, what the whole 

process was that they were engaged in. They 
simply took her to the place in the factory and said, 
“You’ll do this for the next eight hours, and you’ll be 
paid on the basis of how many bobbins, or 
whatever it was, you produce.” For her, that was 
the most awful form of alienation possible, that you 
did this as a slave to the system that was totally 
unintelligible and morally neutral for you. That really 
did crush her. 
 
David Cayley 
That was  Professor Larry Schmidt of the 
Department of Religious Studies at the University of 
Toronto. He thinks that what Simone Weil found 
most terrible about factory work — far worse than 
the physical duress —  was the way in which it 
deprived workers of any say in either the 
organization or the outcome of their work and, 
therefore, of any basis on which they could consent 
to it. This appalled her both because she saw work 
as an expression of the rational soul of each 
person, and because she saw consent as 
something sacred. To be forced to labour without 
consent and without understanding was, therefore, 
to lose one’s soul. This was how she put it in an 
essay written in the last year of her life... 
 
Reader 
It is a sacrilege to degrade labour in exactly the 
same sense that is sacrilege to trample upon the 
Eucharist. If the workers felt this, their resistance 
would have a very different force from the 
resistance that springs from the consideration of 
personal rights. It would not be just an economic 
demand but an impulse from the depth of their 
being, fierce and desperate like that of a young girl 
who is being forced into a brothel. And at the same 
time, it would be a cry of hope from the depth of 
their heart.  
 
Usually, when working conditions are discussed, 
the focus is on wages. For men burdened with a 
fatigue that makes any effort of attention painful, it 
is a relief to contemplate the unproblematic clarity 
of figures. And, in this way, they forget that the 
subject of the bargain is nothing other than their 
soul. It is as if the devil were bargaining for the soul 
of some poor wretch, and someone, moved by pity, 
should step in and say to the devil: “It is a shame 
for you to bid so low; the commodity is worth at 
least twice as much.”  
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Such is the sinister farce which has been played by 
the working-class movement, its trade unions, its 
political parties, its leftists intellectuals. (SE, 18) 
 
David Cayley 
The left, in Simone Weil’s opinion, had addressed 
the question of work only superficially: as a 
question of wages or working conditions. But what 
is actually at stake, she says, is the soul. Work, for 
Simone Weil, is spiritual, not in any romantic sense 
— she recognizes that work can be harsh and 
tedious — but because it is the way in which reality 
enters the body, the way in which the inexorable 
passage of time and the resistance of things to our 
wills becomes undeniable. The mind, Weil says, 
dominates time, surveying past and future with a 
God-like freedom. Labour subjects us to time, 
subjects us to necessity and makes us realize that 
we are finally things, material beings. When we 
recognize this condition, Weil says, we are “close to 
salvation.” But we must be able to recognize it and 
give our consent to it; otherwise, it is mere slavery. 
And this is where Weil is most critical of the 
situation of the modern worker. Consent is 
impossible without understanding, and 
understanding is impossible in a situation which so 
far exceeds the human scale that the results of 
one’s actions cannot even be foreseen. 
 
Reader 
We are living in a world in which nothing is made to 
man’s measure. There exists a monstrous 
discrepancy between man’s body, man’s mind and 
the things which, at the present time, constitute the 
elements of human existence. Everything is 
disequilibrium. 
 
In appearance, nearly everything is carried out 
methodically: science is king, machinery invades, 
bit by bit, the entire field of labour, statistics take on 
a growing importance. But, in reality, methodical 
thought is progressively disappearing, owing to the 
fact that the mind finds less and less matter on 
which to bite. Science and mathematics form too 
vast and too complex a whole to be grasped by one 
mind. Consequently, new discoveries, as they go 
on accumulating, take on the appearance of 
enigmas. Technical progress and mass production 
reduce manual workers to a more and more 
passive role. Industry is too complex for any one 
man to be able to grasp it fully. (OL, 109-111) 
 
 
 

David Cayley 
Production, Weil concluded, had become a vast 
automatism, obeying its own laws. Blind forces — 
money, machinery, bureaucracy — had usurped 
the place that should belong to thought. Science, 
too complex and arcane to be understood, had 
become a new mystery religion. This made true 
freedom impossible, in Weil’s view, because to be 
free one has to be able, first of all, to know what 
one is doing and then to be able to trace the 
consequences of what one has done. And what 
was already impossible in the ‘30s, says Larry 
Schmidt, is all the more so today. 
 
Larry Schmidt 
Freedom is being able to act in the world and 
understand what you’re doing to achieve an end 
that you understand to be good. When you get to 
the levels of complexity of contemporary society, I 
would assume that the average business person 
who works in the stock market has no idea, when 
he’s bought or sold a particular stock, whether he’s 
acted for good in the world. The distance and the 
abstraction of the dollar transaction from what it 
eventually leads to in terms of what actually gets 
produced, and the world of the people who produce 
it as well as the people who consume it, is so great 
that there couldn’t be any sort of moral judgment 
made on it, even if you wanted. And that, to her, is 
evil. It’s not that what they’re doing is evil, in the 
sense that what they’re achieving is evil. It’s that 
you can’t even know what you’re doing, because 
life becomes more and more abstract and 
unintelligible.  
 
David Cayley 
The problem of excessive abstraction that Larry 
Schmidt identifies here was one that Simone Weil 
saw at work everywhere in her time. She saw it in 
industry, where the mysterious workings of science 
and the occult properties of markets dictated the 
fates of passive and uncomprehending workers, but 
she also saw it in the language of politics. During 
the early 1930s, Weil was intensely involved in the 
trade union movement as part of a group 
associated with a  journal called Proletarian 
Revolution. Her involvement led her to the 
conclusion that the discourses of both left and right 
were largely made up of empty abstractions, words 
like “revolution” or “capitalism” that had been 
enlarged beyond their capacity to carry concrete 
meanings and whose only purpose was to 
command or to convey emotion. Such words, in 
Weil’s opinion, gave thought no grip and so left the 
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field to the imagination. Without thought, force was 
unchallenged. Weil found evidence of the 
connection between force and meaningless words 
all around her in the 1930s, from the Stalinist terror 
in Russia to the rise of fascism. At several French 
trade union congresses where she spoke against 
the Soviet Union, she was herself shouted down 
and sometimes physically prevented from 
leafletting. And this violence, she thought, was 
actually made worse by the belief that modern 
civilization is rational and scientific. With no 
recognized outlet for the irrational, she said, 
irrationality had become total. 
 
Reader 
The glossy surface of our civilization hides a real 
intellectual decadence. There is no area in our 
minds reserved for superstition, such as the Greeks 
had in their mythology. So superstition, under the 
cover of an abstract vocabulary, has revenged itself 
by invading the entire realm of thought. Our science 
is like a store filled with the most subtle intellectual 
devices for solving the most complex problems, 
and yet we are almost incapable of applying the 
elementary principles of rational thought. In every 
sphere, we seem to have lost the very elements of 
intelligence: the ideas of limit...proportion [and] 
interdependence....Our political universe is peopled 
exclusively by myths and monsters. This is 
illustrated by all the words of our political and social 
vocabulary: nation, security, capitalism, 
communism, fascism, order, authority, property, 
democracy. Each of these words seems to 
represent for us an absolute reality. Our lives are 
lived, in actual fact, among changing realities; and 
yet we strive and sacrifice by reference to fixed and 
isolated abstractions. In this so-called age of 
technicians, the only battles we know how to fight 
are battles against windmills. (SE, 156-157) 
 
David Cayley 
Modern society is a paradox, Simone Weil thinks. 
It’s ostensibly reasonable but, in practice, highly 
superstitious. It believes itself scientific but is 
actually governed by incomprehensible and 
increasingly uncontrollable forces. Her prescription 
was a return to earth: to meaningful words and 
intelligible, self-directed work. But she was, in no 
sense, a Luddite. She sometimes wrote quite 
glowingly of machinery and anticipated possible 
benefits from automation. Her issue was always the 
subjugation of people by alien powers, and she 
thought that this issue had to be addressed in the 
context of an industrial civilization. “To escape back 

into primitive life is a lazy solution,” she wrote. “The 
original pact between mind and the world must be 
rediscovered through the actual civilization in which 
we live.”  
 
Simone Weil’s first hope for a recovery of the pact 
between mind and world was invested in the 
political left. At university, one of her trademarks 
was the copy she carried of the communist 
newspaper L’Humanité, and, according to her 
brother, she even flirted with joining the party at this 
time. Eventually, she identified herself with 
revolutionary syndicalism, which espoused trade 
union solidarity as the road to social change and 
opposed the communist idea that a political party 
should be the central instrument of the workers’ 
movement. This required her to come to terms with 
Marxism, which was the prevailing ideology of the 
syndicalists as much as the communists, and she 
did. By 1934, when she went to work in the factory, 
still only 25, she had completed a manuscript, 
published after her death under the title Oppression 
and Liberty, in which she carefully distinguished 
what she thought was valuable in Marxism from 
what she thought was wrongheaded. Marx’s idea of 
progress, of a society evolving inevitably towards a 
higher and happier condition, she completely 
rejected, but she insisted that Marx’s writing did 
contain one seminal and  indispensable idea... 
 
Reader 
Marx was the first to have the idea of taking society 
as the fundamental human fact and of studying 
therein, as the physicist does in matter, the 
relationships of force. Here we have an idea of 
genius, in the full sense of the word. It is not a 
doctrine but a method of investigation essential to 
every doctrine that does not want to risk crumbling 
to dust on contact with the truth.  
 
But having had this idea, Marx hastened to render it 
barren by plastering over it the wretched cult of 
science of his time. The result was a system 
according to which the relationships of force that 
define the social structure entirely determine both 
man’s destiny and his thoughts. Such a system is 
ruthless. Force counts for everything; no hope is 
left for justice. There is not even the hope of 
conceiving justice, since all that thought supposedly 
does is  reflect the relationships of force.  
     
But Marx was a generous soul, and the sight of 
injustice made him suffer. This suffering was 
intense enough to have made it impossible for him 
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to live had he not harboured the hope of an 
imminent and earthly reign of complete justice. In 
previous centuries, those who required such 
certitude rested it on God. Then eighteenth century 
philosophy and the wonders of technical science 
seemed to carry man to such heights that this habit 
was lost. But later on when the radical inadequacy 
of everything human began to be felt once more, it 
became necessary to seek for a support. God was 
out of fashion. So matter was taken in his place. 
Man cannot bear for more than a moment to be 
alone in willing the good. He needs an all-powerful 
ally. If you do not believe in the remote, silent, 
secret omnipotence of spirit, there remains only the 
manifest omnipotence of matter. 
(OL, 171-173) 
 
David Cayley 
The term “matter,” as Weil uses it here, refers to 
social matter, to society considered as an 
ensemble of material forces. Marx, Weil thought, 
was right in supposing that society is a material 
thing bound by inexorable laws but wrong in 
supposing that this social matter contains within 
itself the germ of inevitable progress. Marx adopted 
the principle of progress, Weil claimed, because he 
could not face the world without such consolation. 
To her, this was merely wishful thinking tricked out 
as a science of historical materialism. 
 
Reader 
Marx’s revolutionary materialism consists in 
positing, on the one hand, that force alone governs 
social relations and, on the other hand, that one 
day the weak, while remaining the weak, will 
nevertheless be the stronger. He believed in 
miracles without believing in the supernatural. 
 
The essential contradiction in the human condition 
is that man is subject to force and craves for 
justice. That is why we all believe that there is a 
unity between necessity and the good. Some 
believe that the thoughts of man concerning the 
good possess the highest degree of force here 
below; these are known as idealists. Others believe 
that force is of itself directed towards the good; 
these are idolaters. Marx was an idolater. The 
object of his idolatry was the society of the future; 
but, since every idolater needs a present object, he 
transferred his idolatry to the part of society which 
he believed to be on the verge of bringing about the 
expected transformation:  the proletariat. (OL, 158-
160) 
 

David Cayley 
The distinction Weil draws here between necessity 
and the good has a central place in her thought. 
“Necessity” is the web of cause and effect that 
makes up the world. It exerts force. The “good” is 
our longing for justice, our sense of what ought to 
be. It exerts no force but exists in the world only as 
a guiding light. To confuse these two, Weil thinks, is 
fatal. Idealists confuse them, she says, by claiming 
that the good is a force in the world. This is 
impossible in her view because the good would 
cease to be the good in becoming a force. Idolaters 
confuse necessity and the good by claiming that 
force is good, and this is where she criticizes Marx. 
In her view, Marx had taken the Judaeo-Christian 
idea that history has a divinely ordained direction 
and transformed it into a limitless vista of material 
progress. She also believed — and this was a 
second major strand in her critique of Marxism — 
that Marx had been mistaken about the direction in 
which capitalism would evolve.  
 
Michael Ross is completing a doctoral thesis on 
Simone Weil at the Catholic University of America. 
 
Michael Ross 
She argues that Marx didn’t quite grasp — and 
Marxists haven’t grasped at all — the evolution of 
modern industrial society, capitalist or, later on, 
communist, especially with the emergence of 
bureaucracy, which she identified as having its 
source in the separation between ownership and 
management that has made management a kind of 
separate elite. And so she argues that bureaucracy 
has evolved in all organizations, that the end of 
bureaucracy always has oppressive consequences 
and that it has permeated not just corporate 
productive enterprises but governments and 
especially political parties and political movements. 
And so she’s highly critical, in a series of essays 
written between 1931 and 1933, of the syndicalists 
as well as the reform parties and the Communist 
Party and the mass movements of workers for all 
having become bureaucratized. Leaders exercise 
authority and control, and workers, even among 
syndicalists, are deprived of the opportunity to 
engage in the kind of free study and thought which 
would enable them to apply Marx’s one truly great 
idea by understanding their circumstances, by 
observing the data of the world, and then deciding 
how to act. 
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David Cayley 
This one truly great idea is Marx’s materialism, his 
recognition that social forces are as regular and as 
inexorable as natural forces. Weil always honoured 
this idea. But she came to think, as Michael Ross 
has just said, that oppression is a predicament that 
goes far beyond capitalism as such. Marx had 
imagined that ending capitalism would end 
oppression. The emergence of bureaucracy, 
professionalism and managerialism proved that this 
was not so. So Weil undertook a more 
comprehensive analysis. She observed that 
oppression has survived all revolutions, and she 
pointed to the nature of power as one of the 
reasons.  
 
Reader 
There are two struggles which every man of power 
has to wage: the first, against those over whom he 
rules: the second, against his rivals. And these two 
are inextricably bound up together and constantly 
re-kindle each other. This most fatal of vicious 
circles drags the whole of society in the wake of its 
masters in a mad merry-go-round. Power, if one 
examines it closely, shows itself to be a fiction. 
There is, in its very essence, a fundamental 
contradiction that prevents it from ever existing in 
the true sene of the word. Those who are called the 
“masters” are ceaselessly compelled to reinforce 
their power for fear of seeing it snatched away from 
them and are forever seeking a dominion 
essentially impossible to attain. It would be 
otherwise if one could possess in oneself a force 
superior to that of many other men put together. 
But such is never the case. The instruments of 
power — arms, gold, machines, magical or 
technical secrets — always exist independently of 
him who disposes of them and can be taken up by 
others. Consequently, all power is unstable. 
 
There never is power but only a race for power, and 
there is no term, no limit, no proportion set to the 
efforts that it exacts. Agamemnon sacrificing his 
daughter lives again in the capitalists who, to 
maintain their privileges, acquiesce lightheartedly in 
wars that may rob them of their sons. (OL, 65-66) 
 
David Cayley 
Agamemnon was a legendary Greek king whose 
story is told in the Iliad and in the tragedies of 
Aeschylus. A Trojan named Paris had seduced and 
carried off the beautiful Helen, wife to 
Agamemnon’s brother Menelaus. Agamemnon 
assembled a Greek fleet to sail to Troy and recover 

her, but the fleet was becalmed by Artemis, a 
hostile goddess. To placate her and reach Troy, 
Agamemnon sacrificed his daugher Iphigenia. The 
Greeks then fought at Troy for ten years, ostensibly 
over Helen. The whole story, for Weil, was a 
parable of the way force dominates those who think 
they can control and use it for their own purpose. 
She took it up in an essay written in 1937 which 
she called, “Let Us Not Restart the Trojan War.” 
 
Reader 
The Greeks and Trojans massacred one another 
for ten years on account of Helen. Not one of them, 
except the dilettante warrior Paris, cared two straws 
about her. All of them agreed in wishing she had 
never been born. The person of Helen was so 
obviously out of scale with this gigantic struggle 
that, in the eyes of all, she was no more than the 
symbol of what was really at stake. But the real 
issue was never defined by anyone, nor could it be, 
because it did not exist. For the same reason, it 
could not be calculated. Its importance was simply 
imagined as corresponding to the deaths incurred 
and the further massacres expected. And this 
implied an importance beyond all reckoning. No 
one felt the cost was too great, because they were 
all in pursuit of a literal non-entity whose only value 
was in the price paid for it.  
 
Most of the conflicts that are taking place today 
have even less reality than the war between the 
Greeks and the Trojans. At the heart of the Trojan 
War, there was at least a woman and, what is 
more, a woman of perfect beauty. For our 
contemporaries, the role of Helen is played by 
words with capital letters. If we grasp one of these 
words, all swollen with blood and tears, and 
squeeze it, we find it is empty. (SE, 155) 
 
David Cayley 
It is the nature of power, according to Weil, that 
makes us bleed and cry for empty words. Power 
does not, in itself, exist. It is no more than an 
endless pursuit of something that resides entirely in 
the opinion of others. And yet it is, at the same 
time, necessary, Weil recognizes, because no one 
knows how to keep order without the appearance of 
power. Power, therefore, cannot be overcome but 
only limited by those who understand its nature. 
Weil is finally a realist, says Michael Ross, who 
always understood that some must rule, some 
obey. Ross uses the terms “superordination” for 
“rule” and “subordination” for “obedience.” What 
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she wanted, he says, was that power be exercised 
reasonably and truthfully. 
 
Michael Ross 
I think her view is that subordination and 
superordination are the necessary elements of all 
human organization. They go with order, no matter 
where it’s found. Marx is wrong in supposing, 
therefore, that, when you eliminate private property, 
you’re not going to have subordination and 
superordination. The experience of the Soviet 
Union showed her as early as 1931 and 1932 that 
that was clearly not the case. And the technological 
efficiency of late capitalism wasn’t liberating people 
either. Subordination and superordination were, if 
anything, more intense in these two experiences of 
communism and advanced capitalism. 
 
I think what she thought was that those were 
inherent realities of order, not to be rejected. 
Individuals are going to live under circumstances of 
subordination and superordination, where some 
have or exercise power over others. The issue is 
how to make that non-oppressive. And I think she 
thought that every kind of order is necessarily and 
inherently subjugating and, therefore, oppressive 
unless individuals are allowed to engage in free 
discussion and free deliberation and free rational 
thought. Weil is very much a rationalist. She very 
much thinks that the one most distinctive and 
proper characteristic of the human being is 
rationality.  
 
And so I don’t think the issue is, for Weil, an 
opposition to power, as such. It’s the way power 
has always been exercised. And what she is 
looking for is a way for power to be exercised in a 
non-oppressive manner. She does not polarize 
power with justice, power with oppression, power 
with the good. Force maybe, but not power. 
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s view on the overcoming of oppression by a 
politics of truthfulness, thoughtfulness and 
participation had little resonance during the 1930s, 
when huge, highly polarized forces were at play 
and words with capital letters in the ascendancy. 
But later she got much more of a hearing. She was 
a recognized ancestor of the so-called New Left of 
the ‘60s. It emphasized participatory politics, self-
directed work and decentralization of power — all 
crucial themes in Weil’s political thought. She was 
echoed again in the 1970s and ‘80s in Central and 
Eastern European by the Polish Workers Defence 

Committee, which made openness, truthfulness, 
autonomy of action and trust its watchwords, and 
by Vaclav Havel, who proposed “living in truth“ as a 
mode of political existence. And, finally, Weil 
anticipates the many contemporary thinkers who 
have tried to frame a political theory which 
emphasizes proportion, limitation and balance. 
 
Reader 
In everything related to social order, force is to be 
found. It is balance alone which can abolish force. If 
one knows in what respect society is unbalanced, 
one must do what one can to add weight to the 
lighter of the two scales. Although the weight is 
bound to be evil, by using it with the intention of re-
establishing the balance, it may be one thereby 
avoids any personal degradation. But one must first 
of all have clearly recognized where the balance 
lies and be ever ready to change sides, like 
‘Justice,’ that ‘fugitive from the camp of the victors.’ 
(N, 467) 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil’s political philosophy pits the 
imaginary against the real. The imaginary for her is 
whatever is unlimited: power, progress, words with 
capital letters. “Imagination,” she says, “is always 
the fabric of social life and the dynamic of history.” 
The real is the principle of limitation. It is what we 
learn, for example, through work in which we 
discover the resistance of the world to our wills. It is 
what finally makes us aware of the nature of the 
world in which we live.  
 
In her view, the opposition between reality and 
imagination is played out politically as a tension 
between the individual and the collective. The 
collective is the imaginary element. Only the 
individual has access to reality. A good society 
would foster this access, she thought, but what she 
saw happening in her time was just the opposite. 
Science had become obscure, language bloated, 
and work alienated. Institutions had grown ever 
larger and more centralized, culminating in the 
modern state, which had gradually displaced all 
other claims on people’s loyalty and obedience. Its 
epitome could be seen, she believed, in Hitler’s 
Germany.  
 
How then was the human scale to be restored? 
Weil got a chance to try and answer this question in 
the last year of her life. It was 1943, the middle of 
the war, and she was working for the Free French, 
Charles de Gaulle’s French government-in-exile in 
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London. There she was asked to contribute her 
ideas on the re-constitution of France after the war. 
Most of the people around her imagined France 
resurrected to its former glory. Weil thought that 
this was just a continuation of the power worship 
that had led to war in the first place. A France that 
revered Napoleon, she said, was no better than 
Germany in thrall to Hitler. She thought the collapse 
of France called for a much deeper rethinking, and 
that was what she tried to do in the long essay that 
was published after her death as The Need for 
Roots.  
 
In this essay, Weil argues that a society can only 
be good when it recognizes that the source of its 
goodness lies beyond the reach of any human 
institution. This was how she expressed the idea in 
a paper written at the same time and in the same 
vein as The Need for Roots... 
 
Reader 
There is a reality outside the world, outside space 
and time, outside man’s mental universe 
 
Corresponding to this reality, at the centre of the 
human heart, is the longing for an absolute good, a 
longing which is always there and is never 
appeased by any object in this world. 
 
This reality is the sole source of all beauty, all truth, 
all justice, all legitimacy and all order. It is beyond 
the reach of any human faculty, but we have the 
power to turn our love and our attention towards it. 
It is through minds [so] turned...that good comes 
into the world. (SE, 219) 
 
David Cayley 
Good, for Weil, is what we know of God. It enters 
the world only through love manifest as attention. 
The ability to pay attention, Weil thinks, develops 
only in a society which addresses what she calls 
“the needs of the soul.” In The Need for Roots, she 
mentions a variety of such needs, ranging from 
order, obedience and truth, on the one hand, to 
equality and freedom of opinion, on the other. 
Society exists, she says, to nourish these needs. 
 
Reader 
Relations between the collectivity and the person 
should be arranged with the sole purpose of 
removing whatever is detrimental to the growth and 
mysterious germination of the impersonal element 
in the soul.  
 

This means, on the one hand, that for every person 
there should be enough room, enough freedom to 
plan the use of one’s time, the opportunity to reach 
ever higher levels of attention, some solitude, some 
silence. At the same time, the person needs 
warmth, lest it be driven by distress to submerge 
itself in the collective. 
 
If this is the good, then modern societies, even 
democratic ones, seem to go about as far as it is 
possible to go in the direction of evil. In particular, a 
modern factory reaches almost the limit of horror. 
Everybody in it is constantly harassed and kept on 
edge by the interference of extraneous wills, while 
the soul is left in cold and desolate misery. What 
man needs is silence and warmth; what he is given 
is an icy pandemonium. (SE, 17) 
 
David Cayley 
Social conditions should be so arranged, Weil says, 
as to foster what she calls the “impersonal element 
in the soul.” What she means by the “impersonal” is 
what we have in common as human beings. Our 
attributes as persons are only accidents of fortune 
— one is beautiful, another is plain, one rich, 
another poor — and such chances are always 
unequally distributed. What we have in common, 
what makes us equal is that we are all the same vis 
à vis what she calls “the reality outside the world,” 
which is God or the good. This common link to an 
eternal and unchanging good is the source of our 
dignity, our equality and our obligations one to the 
other. The modern view has been just the opposite. 
It has emphasized personality or identity, as we 
might say today. But the glorification of personality, 
Weil says, can only lead to inequality. 
 
Reader 
The full expression of personality depends upon its 
being inflated by social prestige; it is a social 
privilege. But to the dimmed understanding of our 
age, there seems nothing odd in claiming an equal 
share of privilege for everybody — an equal share 
in things whose essence is privilege. The claim is 
both absurd and base; absurd because privilege is, 
by definition, inequality; and base because it is not 
worth claiming. 
 
Unhappily, those who monopolize public discussion 
are themselves privileged, so they are not the ones 
to say that privilege is unworthy to be desired. They 
don’t think so, and, in any case, it would be 
indecent for them to say it. 
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Many indispensable truths go unspoken for reasons 
of this kind; those who could utter them cannot 
formulate them, and those who could formulate 
them cannot utter them. If politics were taken 
seriously, finding a remedy for this would be one of 
its more urgent problems. (SE, 21-22) 
 
David Cayley 
The privileged, according to Weil, have the public 
ear but cannot admit their privileges are merely 
their good luck; the less fortunate know the truth, 
but have no voice. So the absurd claim of privileges 
for all, she says, dominates political discussion.  
 
The way out of this dilemma, says Weil, is to 
recognize that our roots are in what she calls “the 
supernatural,” by which she means the reality that 
transcends space and time. Only heaven, she says, 
can give us back the earth. 
 
Reader 
Supernatural good is not a supplement to natural 
good. It would be nice if this were true, but it is not. 
In all the crucial problems of human existence, the 
only choice is between supernatural good, on the 
one hand, and evil, on the other. 
 
To put into the mouth of the afflicted words from the 
vocabulary of middle values, such as democracy, 
rights, personality, is to offer them something which 
can bring them no good and will inevitably do them 
much harm 
 
These notions do not dwell in heaven; they hang in 
the middle air, and, for this reason, they cannot root 
themselves in earth. It is the light falling continually 
from heaven which alone gives a tree the energy to 
send powerful roots deep into the earth. The tree is 
really rooted in the sky. 
 
It is only what comes from heaven that can make a 
real impress on the earth. (SE, 23) 
 
David Cayley 
Modern societies can regrow their roots, Weil says, 
only insofar as they re-orient themselves towards 
an eternal and unchanging good. This is a view that 
makes modern liberals nervous. They claim, with 
considerable evidence, that talk of the good leads, 
sooner or later, to an attempt to enforce this good 
on everyone. Their solution is to leave everyone to 
pursue their own good. But such freedom often 
ends in a different kind of tyranny in which the 
state, the market or the crowd becomes the final 

good. Weil is interesting because she combines her 
devotion to the good with a profound commitment 
to freedom from oppression. This opens a new path 
in which freedom and the good are not thought of 
as opponents but put into relationship. To 
understand this path, we will have to go deeper into 
Weil’s understanding of the good, and that is where 
I will resume in the next program of this series. 
 
Reader 
There are certain words which possess, in 
themselves...when properly used, a virtue which 
illumines and lifts up towards the good. These are 
the words which refer to an absolute perfection 
which we cannot conceive. Since the proper use of 
these words involves not making them fit any 
conception, it is in the words themselves, as words, 
that the power to enlighten and draw upward 
resides. What they express is beyond our 
conception. 
 
God and truth are such words; also justice, love 
and good. It is dangerous to use words of this kind. 
They are like a kind of ordeal. (SE, 33) 
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Paul Kennedy 
Welcome to Ideas. I’m Paul Paul Kennedy with Part 
Three of “Enlightened by Love,” a series of five 
broadcasts by David Cayley on the thought of 
Simone Weil. 
 
Reader 
Imagine two prisoners in neighbouring cells who 
communicate by means of taps on the wall. The 
wall is what separates them, but it is also what 
enables them to communicate. It is the same with 
us and God. Every separation represents a bond. 
(N, 497) 
  
Paul Kennedy 
Simone Weil was known during her lifetime mainly 
for her political involvements: a writer for the 
magazine Proletarian Revolution, a volunteer in the 
Spanish Civil War, an opponent of French 
colonialism, part of the underground resistance 
movement in Vichy France during the Second 
World War. The fact that she was also a mystic — 
“Christ himself came down and took possession of 
me,” she says — was known only to a small group 
of friends and colleagues. Weil died in exile in 
London in 1943, aged only 34, from tuberculosis, 
from her insistence on eating no more than the 
rations then available in France and from the 
ravages of a life that had left her, in her phrase, 
“rotten and worn out.” Then after the war, the 
abundance of spiritual writings she had left behind 
in letters, notebooks and unpublished essays 
began to be collected and published. The woman 
who had felt at the time of her death, in her words, 
“as invisible as dead leaves” was hailed as a 
religious genius and, by some, as a saint.  
 
Weil’s appeal as a religious thinker rests on her 
intellectual honesty. She begins from experience — 
from suffering, from love, from beauty — and not 
from doctrine. She holds that religion ought not to 
be a matter of what we make ourselves believe but 
of what we know. And she insists that the test of 
religious truth is always a practical one: “Truth is 
bread,” she says, you know it by its taste. 
 
Tonight, David Cayley continues his series on 
Simone Weil with an introduction to the basic 
concepts of her religious thought: necessity, 
goodness, affliction and suffering love. “Enlightened 
by Love,” Part Three, by David Cayley... 
 
 

David Cayley 
In 1938, while attending Easter services at a 
Benedictine abbey, Simone Weil met a young 
English Catholic who introduced her to the religious 
poetry of George Herbert. She particularly admired 
a poem of Herbert’s called Love and often recited it 
during the violent headaches from which she 
suffered. During one such recitation, she suddenly 
felt the presence of Christ as something as close 
and as real, she said, as the smile on a beloved 
face. This contact with the divine continued through 
the five remaining years of her life, and she spent 
much of these years working out its implications. By 
the time she died, she had created the outlines of a 
theology entirely her own.  
 
She read widely during this period, dipping into 
Taoism, Zen Buddhism and the Bhagavad Gita, 
along with the Bible, the Christian mystics and 
Christian theology — and there are many places 
where her thought draws on these sources — but 
the whole is expressed in terms that are hers alone.  
 
Weil’s theology begins with a distinctive doctrine of 
creation. Usually the creation of the world is 
portrayed as an expansion of God’s power. Weil 
sees things differently, says Weil scholar Diogenes 
Allen of the Princeton Theological Seminary. For 
her, creation is a contraction of God, a withdrawal 
in order to let something else be.  
 
Diogenes Allen 
When Luther talks about the creation of the world, 
he will sometimes describe how marvellous God’s 
power is. He just says the word, and life springs 
into being, all that is made, and it sounds like it’s 
almost easy. He’s so powerful. He just says these 
things, and, bang, they happen.  
 
And Weil, of course, believes in the power of God, 
but, for her, creation is also a suffering in God, for 
God has to cease to be all that exists, to pull back 
his power, to allow something to be that isn’t 
himself. He has to expose it — let it be vulnerable. 
That, to me, is very fresh and very powerful. And 
she’s able to connect that to the cross. So often in 
Christian theology, creation and crucifixion are 
separate doctrines. For her, God suffers in creating 
a universe that isn’t himself, which means he has to 
restrict himself and allow things to be themselves. 
Things have to eat each other to live, don’t they? If 
our deeds don’t have consequences, we don’t 
exist. We’re like an illusion show or a dream, 
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without causes and effects. To make a universe 
that is real, with beings that have causal efficacy, 
means there’s going to be some suffering, and that 
causes God to suffer. But in order for us to be, God 
withholds God’s power. 
 
Reader 
The love that God bears us is the substance of our 
being. God’s creative love, which maintains us in 
existence, is not merely a superabundance of 
generosity; it is also renunciation and sacrifice. Not 
only the Passion but Creation itself is a 
renunciation and sacrifice on the part of God. The 
Passion is simply its consummation. God already 
voids himself of his divinity by the Creation. He 
takes the form of a slave, submits to necessity, 
abases himself. His love maintains in existence, in 
a free and autonomous existence, beings other 
than himself, beings other than the good, mediocre 
beings. Through love, he abandons them to 
affliction and sin. For if he did not abandon them, 
they would not exist. His presence would annul 
their existence as a flame kills a butterfly. (SNLG, 
151) 
 
David Cayley 
In order that we should truly exist, Weil says, God 
abandons us to what she calls “necessity.” 
Necessity is the set of conditions by which humans 
can exist as independent beings. And, as such, 
says Weil scholar Lissa McCullough of Hanover 
College in Indiana, it is what distinguishes the world 
from God. 
 
Lissa McCullough  
As pure good, God is without limit, without 
boundary, without division from himself. And the 
world obviously exists according to boundary and 
limit, determinateness. Its structure and its order 
and its whole way of being is through limitation, 
through division, through plurality, through things 
holding apart from other things. Now, that kind of 
reality doesn’t exist in God. In order to create the 
world, God has to withdraw his unity, in a sense, 
divide his unity, to make possible a reality that is 
defined by limit, by structure, by these kinds of 
conditions. God abdicates when he creates the 
world. In that sense, he cannot intervene in the 
world without eliminating it, without causing it to 
evaporate, because the very conditions of 
necessity that make up the world are what allow it 
to exist as other than God. If God were to come 
and try to touch the world, it would dissolve it, 
dissolve those conditions, and there would no 

longer be this message of love from God to God 
across creation. 
         
David Cayley 
Necessity is the set of interlocking conditions that 
make a world. Necessity makes human existence 
possible but is, at the same time, perfectly 
indifferent to our purposes. It favours no one, 
subjecting all to fortune, all to death. And yet, says 
Lissa McCullough, its reason for being, according 
to Weil, is love, and love alone, because love is a 
relationship and can exist only where there is 
another. 
 
Lissa McCullough  
God is essentially love, and that is a love that 
communicates itself to another. In order for God to 
love another, God has to take an infinite distance 
from himself. In other words, he has to create an 
opposite to himself, and he does so in a way that 
Weil speaks of as a crucifixion. The crucifixion is 
the self-sacrifice of God, the self-division, for the 
sake of loving another and making that love actual 
and real. 
 
David Cayley 
To describe this division, or opposition, between 
God and God, Weil adopts the Christian language 
of the Trinity. This language distinguishes God the 
Father from God the Son and God the Spirit, which 
unites them. 
 
Lissa McCullough  
God the Father is outside the world and is 
powerless to intervene in the world because to do 
so would undo the world. It would dis-create the 
world. On the other hand, there’s the incarnate 
Son, God in the world, incarnate as God’s will that 
the world be created, that the world exist, that it be 
beautiful, that it be beautiful in a way that also 
causes suffering, that it be determined by limits. 
And this crucifixion, if it were just purely infinite 
distance, would be two realities, wouldn’t it? You’d 
have God outside the world — pure good. And 
you’d have the world purely ruled by necessity, 
which is the incarnate God. And there would be no 
communication between these two realities. This is 
where the third person of the Trinity comes in. The 
Holy Spirit is the continuing unity of God across the 
infinite distance between the Father and the Son. 
So the Father and the Son are truly and utterly 
divided in the creation of the world, but, at the same 
time, that division itself is mediated by the Holy 
Spirit so that the unity remains across the distance. 
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And that is the idea of God as love, the Holy Spirit 
as the love uniting the Father with the Son across 
an infinite distance. 
 
Reader 
The Creation is an abandonment. In creating what 
is other than himself, God necessarily abandoned 
it. He only keeps under his care the part of creation 
which is himself: the uncreated part of every 
creature. That is the life, the light, the word; it is the 
presence here below of God’s only Son. God is 
absent from the world, except in the existence in 
this world of those in whom his love is alive. (FLN, 
103) 
  
David Cayley 
God is absent from the world, Weil says, except as 
he lives in what she calls the “uncreated part” of us: 
the part of us that is God, the part that knows and 
longs for good. But the world remains God’s 
creation — the footprint that he leaves when he 
withdraws in order to let us be. And, in this sense, 
says Eric Springsted, the President of the American 
Simone Weil Society, every created thing can serve 
as a mediator or bridge between humanity and 
God. 
 
Eric Springsted 
All that is created is a reflection of God, and we can 
use these various things in order to be led back to 
God. There’s absolutely nothing that doesn’t bear 
the trace of God in some way, and if we can learn 
how to use it, it is God’s way of making contact with 
us. 
 
There’s a wonderful analogy that she uses. Two 
prisoners are separated by a wall, but by tapping 
on it, they can actually communicate. So that which 
separates them is also the medium by which they 
can make contact.  
 
If we could see God, we’d probably be utterly blown 
away. Moses, in Exodus, has to hide behind a rock 
and then can only see the back part of God. The 
people can’t see anything at all. But God is not 
utterly distant because all these things that make 
us different than God are also the very things that 
can allow us to touch God and allow God to touch 
us. 
 
Reader    
The dereliction in which God leaves us is his own 
way of caressing us.  
 

Time, which is our misery, is the very touch of His 
hand. It is the abdication by which He lets us exist.  
 
He stays far away from us because, if He 
approached, He would cause us to disappear. He 
waits for us to go to him and disappear. (FLN, 142) 
 
Eric Springsted 
I think the idea that she’s trying to get at is that in 
order for us to exist as intelligent beings who do 
actually have free will, we need space in which to 
exercise it. And necessity, in one sense, is actually 
what provides it, which sounds odd because we 
assume necessity is precisely what gets in the way 
of our free will. But if the world were not consistent, 
how could we make choices? If it didn’t go on in a 
regular way, we’d never know if what we chose 
would turn out or not. So in that sense, necessity is 
precisely what gives us space to make the sorts of 
choices we need to make to be human. She gave a 
couple of examples, one drawn from Kant: A bird 
might think that it could fly a whole lot farther and 
faster if it didn’t have the resistance of the air, but 
the fact of the matter is, a bird can’t fly in a vacuum. 
Without that resistance, you can’t move at all. 
We’re the sort of creatures that to be able to do 
what we do at all means that we have to do it within 
certain kinds of limits, and you take away those 
limits, and, in fact, we ultimately lose ourselves. 
 
David Cayley    
One of the keys by which Simone Weil unlocked 
her understanding of necessity was the experience 
which she calls “affliction.” Her French word is 
malheur or misfortune. Affliction, for Weil, is the 
sign of our abandonment. For if God has left the 
world to us and left us to the world, if there is no 
divine puppeteer pulling the strings of our destinies, 
then nothing but chance stands between us and 
catastrophe. War, crime, accident, disease, natural 
disaster — any one could deprive us of personality, 
reason, life at any moment. Weil was astonished by 
human misery and would not turn away from it. 
From this unflinching look she concluded that 
affliction is something more than just suffering, 
though it is that. Suffering can sometimes be seen 
as meaningful and accepted without degradation. 
Affliction, she says, is the cold touch of blind 
chance. It involves a loss of meaning and 
orientation, a destruction of social standing and 
significance. 
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Reader 
Affliction is anonymous. It deprives its victims of 
their personality and turns them into things. It is 
indifferent, and it is the chill of this indifference — a 
metallic chill — which freezes all those it touches, 
down to the depth of their soul. They will never find 
warmth again. They will never again believe that 
they are anyone. Affliction would not have this 
power without the element of chance which it 
contains. Those who are persecuted for their faith 
and are aware of it are not afflicted, in spite of their 
sufferings. They only fall into affliction if suffering or 
fear fills the soul to the point of making it forget the 
cause of the persecution. The martyrs who came 
into the arena singing as they faced the wild beasts 
were not afflicted. Christ was afflicted. He did not 
die like a martyr. He died like a common criminal, in 
the same class as thieves, only a little more 
ridiculous. (SNLG, 175—176) 
  
David Cayley 
The degrading character of Christ’s crucifixion is 
often obscured by the glorious significance 
Christians attach to this event, but, for Weil, 
degradation was its essence. Taken out of the city, 
abandoned by his followers, hung on a cross, he 
believed, according to two of the gospels, that even 
God had forsaken him. He was absolutely alone, 
absolutely without support — as far from God as it 
is possible to be. And this deprivation of meaning 
itself, according to Weil, is the hallmark of affliction. 
 
Reader 
The mind comes slap up against physical suffering, 
affliction, like a fly against a pane of glass. It is 
unable to make the slightest progress or to discover 
anything new in the experience, but it is also unable 
to prevent itself from returning to the attack. 
 
To turn suffering into a punishment or a spiritual 
offering is consoling, but it is a veil thrown over the 
reality of suffering. Suffering has no significance. 
There lies the very essence of its reality. We must 
love it in its reality, which is the absence of 
significance. Otherwise we do not love God. (N, 
484) 
 
David Cayley 
The significance of affliction, according to Weil, is 
its lack of significance. Affliction is not a 
punishment. It is not a teaching. It is not an 
opportunity to show off our uncomplaining fidelity. It 
comes to us by chance, not design, and is nothing 
but the painful touch of necessity. Affliction is 

something, says Diogenes Allen, about which 
nothing can be said. 
 
Diogenes Allen 
It’s a position that is inarticulate. That’s one of the 
marks of it. How can you describe the condition to 
someone else so that they can understand it? It’s 
as if you’re separated by a great chasm. I don’t 
know if this fits fully, but I can think of once or twice 
really reaching the absolute limits of a powerful 
sense of utter helplessness, and this happens at 
night, because I have an incurable cancer. And 
during the first year of getting to terms with what 
that meant, I found myself more than once waking 
in the middle of the night, when your defences are 
weak, and you’re just overwhelmed. You don’t 
know what to do. You’re just up against a 
blankness, and all your usual methods of dealing 
with it, such as praying or thinking thoughts, just 
don’t work. You’re just done for, and there’s nothing 
to say. 
 
Well, I think affliction has that mark. There is 
nothing to say. You just endure it. You’re silent. The 
vocabulary of society, which is provided by 
newspapers, television, what you learned at school 
doesn’t fit. You don’t have a vocabulary to describe 
what you’re enduring. You don’t know what is 
happening to you. And in many ways, that’s why 
Christ is so silent on the cross. There’s nothing to 
say. Just endure it. And, hence, the word “waiting,” 
which was really given by an editor to her book 
Waiting on God, but the reference is the Greek 
word hypomene, which means “patient endurance.” 
I’m Modern Greek-speaking, and we used to use 
that word in our normal life and vocabulary. It would 
be used if a child was ill and in pain. The village 
women did all they could — there were no doctors 
or nurses around — but if their remedies failed and 
the child was still ill and whimpering and crying, the 
women would just cuddle the child and say 
“Hypomene,” “Endure.” And I’ve heard that word 
said to me as a child. It somehow gives you 
strength to endure. 
 
Well, that’s the word that Weil finds in the 
Scriptures and the one she associates with what it 
is to be afflicted. There’s just nothing to be done but 
endure. 
 
David Cayley 
To endure, for Weil, was to face affliction without 
consolation. But she recognized that nothing could 
be more difficult, because the mind naturally flees 
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the harsh touch of reality and takes refuge in 
ideology or fantasy. 
 
Reader 
I believe that the root of evil, in everybody perhaps, 
but certainly in those whom affliction has touched is 
daydreaming. It is the sole consolation, the unique 
resource of the afflicted, the one solace to help 
them bear the fearful burden of time, and a very 
innocent one, besides being indispensable. It has 
only one disadvantage, which is that it is unreal, 
and this must be recognized. Even while one is 
sustained by it, one must never forget for a moment 
that in all its forms — those that seem most 
inoffensive by their childishness, those that seem 
most respectable by their seriousness and their 
connection with art or love or friendship — in all its 
forms without exception, it is falsehood. It excludes 
love. Love is real. (SL, 139) 
 
Father Lawrence Freeman 
Daydreaming is a way in which we escape or run 
away from the demands that our life, our 
experience of time present us with. And so to give 
up daydreaming is to give up that escape or denial 
of reality. 
 
David Cayley 
This is Father Lawrence Freeman, a Benedictine 
monk who leads the World Community for Christian 
meditation. 
 
Father Lawrence Freeman 
The contemplative practice is about coming into the 
present moment, and as soon as you sit down to 
meditate, you discover that you are not in the 
present moment, and that’s what makes meditation 
difficult, although it is utterly simple. It’s difficult 
because we are so habituated to living in the past 
or in the future. And most of the time, if we could 
put our complex thought processes on a screen, I 
think we’d see that we are thinking about the past, 
feeling sad, feeling guilty, feeling regretful, or we 
are planning for the future and feeling anxiety about 
what is going to happen, or we indulge in 
straightforward, unambiguous daydreaming: 
imaginary conversations, imaginary fantasies of 
one kind or another.  
 
So I think daydreaming is a very central and very 
important concept for Simone Weil because of her 
total commitment to truth. That’s why, although she 
accepts it as an understandable human plight and a 

universal human condition, she doesn’t hesitate to 
say that it is the root of all evil. 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil was transfixed by affliction throughout 
her life, and always with a question in mind: What is 
the point of it? Affliction was plainly a product of 
chance — to think otherwise would be to imagine a 
God who designs our sufferings — so the mind 
could attach no meaning to it in the sense of ever 
finding an answer to the question, why me? But 
could the experience nonetheless be put to some 
use? Her answer was, yes. Affliction destroys 
illusion, the illusion of perspective that puts each 
one of us at the centre of the world; the illusion of 
personality, which convinces us that there is 
something permanent and substantial about our 
egos; the illusion of property, which attaches us to 
transitory possessions. All these are barriers that 
stand between the person and reality, the person 
and God. But, if we can adhere to God while these 
illusions are being destroyed, Weil says, then we 
can see things as they are. 
 
Reader 
The man whose soul remains oriented towards God 
while a nail is driven through it finds himself nailed 
to the very centre of the universe, the true centre, 
which is not in space and time, which is God. The 
nail has pierced through the whole of creation, 
through the dense screen which separates the soul 
from God. In this marvellous dimension, without 
leaving the time and place to which the body is 
bound, the soul can traverse the whole of space 
and time and come into the actual presence of 
God. (SNLG, 183) 
 
David Cayley 
The connection between affliction and the presence 
of God was the subject of a long letter which 
Simone Weil sent to a writer she had met called 
Joë Bousquet. Bousquet had been wounded in the 
First World War when a bullet struck his spine and 
left him paralyzed and in permanent pain. But, 
through this experience, Weil told him, he had been 
given a chance to break the shell of illusion in 
which our perception is normally confined. 
 
Reader 
When once you have emerged from the shell, you 
will know the reality of war, which is the most 
precious reality to know because war is unreality 
itself....That is why you are infinitely privileged, 
because you have war permanently lodged in your 
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body, waiting for years in patient fidelity until you 
are ripe to know it. Those who fell beside you did 
not have time to collect their thought...and those 
who came back unwounded have all killed their 
past by oblivion, even if they have seemed to 
remember it, because war is affliction, and it is as 
easy to direct one’s thought voluntarily towards 
affliction as it would be to persuade an untrained 
dog to walk into a fire and let itself be burnt. To 
think affliction, it is necessary to bear it in one’s 
flesh, driven very far in like a nail and for a long 
time so that thought may have time to grow strong 
enough to regard it, to regard it from outside, 
having succeeded in leaving the body and even, in 
a sense, the soul as well. Body and soul remain not 
only pierced through but nailed down at a fixed 
point....Thanks to this immobility, the infinitesimal 
seed of divine love placed in the soul can slowly 
grow and bear fruit in patience... (SL, 137) 
 
David Cayley  
In this letter, Simone Weil also described for Joë 
Bousquet what he could expect when this seed 
bore fruit, and he was set free. The description 
draws on her own experience of transcending 
suffering... 
 
Reader 
You...now...have...only a thin shell to break before 
emerging from the darkness inside the egg into the 
light of truth. It is a very ancient image. The egg is 
this world we see. The bird inside it is Love, the 
Love which is God himself and which lives in the 
depths of every man, though at first as an invisible 
seed. When the shell is broken and the being is 
released, it still has this same world before it. But it 
is no longer inside. Space is opened and torn apart. 
The spirit, leaving the miserable body in some 
corner, is transported to a point outside space, 
which is not a point of view, which has no 
perspective, but from which the world is seen as it 
is, unconfused by perspective....The moment 
stands still. The whole of space is filled, even 
though sounds can be heard, with a dense silence, 
which is not an absence of sound, but is a positive 
object of sensation; it is the secret word, the word 
of Love, who holds us in His arms from the 
beginning. (SL, 136-137) 
 
David Cayley 
Four-hundred years ago, Martin Luther drew a 
distinction which has lasted between what he called 
a “theology of glory” and a “theology of the Cross.” 
A theology of glory dissolves suffering in triumph. It 

sees the crucifixion of Christ as no more than 
groundwork for his glorious resurrection; his 
passion, as a comedy in which the suffering seems 
innocuous because we already know that there will 
be a happy ending. A theology of the Cross, on the 
other hand, stays with suffering and finds in 
suffering not a prologue to glory but an irreducible 
mystery. The theologian of glory, Luther says, calls 
evil good. The theologian of the Cross calls the 
thing what it is.  
 
Simone Weil never quotes Luther, and probably 
never read him, but she is very much a theologian 
of the Cross. In Weil’s essay on “The Love of God 
and Affliction,” Diogenes Allen says, it is the Cross 
that unlocks the mystery of affliction by revealing 
that whatever we suffer, God has also suffered. 
 
Diogenes Allen 
God goes the furthest distance of all into 
destruction and annihilation so that none of us are 
beyond his reach. For God is the alpha and the 
omega, the beginning and the end, and we’re 
someplace in between. So no matter how bad 
things get for us, there’s always someone who is 
further away from the Father than we are, and yet 
he continues to trust and love the Father, and, 
therefore, we can continue to trust and love, even 
when we don’t feel like it. That, to me, is the great 
achievement of that essay on affliction. It is, to me, 
original. I don’t know anyone else who’s written this 
way about it in the history of theology. Now, I 
haven’t read everything, but I’ve certainly read a lot. 
I’ve never heard this in churches, and I’ve been 
attending church all my life. This, to me, is the most 
profound and original piece of writing I’ve ever seen 
on the crucifixion. 
 
Reader 
In affliction, the splendour of God’s mercy shines 
from its very depths, in the heart of its inconsolable 
bitterness. We may fall to the point where the soul 
cannot keep back the cry, “My God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?” But if we remain at this point and still 
persevere in love, we will end by touching the very 
love of God. 
 
We know then that joy is the sweetness of contact 
with the love of God, that affliction is the wound of 
this same contact when it is painful, and that only 
the contact matters, not the manner of it. 
 
The knowledge of this presence of God does not 
afford consolation; it takes nothing away from the 
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fearful bitterness of affliction; nor does it heal the 
mutilation of the soul. But we know quite certainly 
that God’s love for us is the very substance of this 
bitterness and this mutilation. (WG, 89) 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil speaks here of Christ’s cry of 
dereliction from the cross, “Why have You forsaken 
me?” But she speaks of it as a universal human 
experience. She did not believe that one need have 
knowledge of the career of Jesus of Nazareth in 
order to experience what she calls “Christ.” 
Salvation, for her, cannot depend on the 
dissemination of an “historical anecdote,” as she 
puts it. That would be to believe that humanity has 
a single story, and, for her, it manifestly has many. 
Christianity is therefore but one disclosure of a 
cosmic truth. 
 
Reader    
The Cross of Christ is the only source of light that is 
bright enough to illuminate affliction. Wherever 
there is affliction, in any age or country, the Cross 
of Christ is the truth of it. Any man, whatever his 
beliefs may be, has his part in the Cross of Christ if 
he loves truth to the point of facing affliction rather 
than escaping into the depths of falsehood. If God 
had been willing to withhold Christ from the men of 
any country or age, we should know it by an 
infallible sign: there would be no affliction among 
them. We know of no such period in history. 
Wherever there is affliction, there is the Cross — 
concealed, but present to anyone who chooses 
truth rather than falsehood and love rather than 
hate. Affliction without the Cross is hell, and God 
has not placed hell upon earth. (SNLG, 194) 
 
David Cayley 
Affliction, for Simone Weil, is a way in which we can 
come into direct contact with reality, but she does 
not think it is the only way. Necessity shows us 
another face, which is beauty, and beauty, in her 
view, is as much a path to the good as is suffering. 
We suffer because nature is pure mechanism, 
indifferent to our human feelings and purposes, and 
our contact with it can hurt us; but we have only to 
stand back, she says, in order to see this 
mechanism in an altered light. 
 
Reader 
If we transport our hearts beyond ourselves, 
beyond space and time to where our Father dwells, 
and if, from there, we behold this mechanism, it 
appears quite different. What seemed to be 

necessity becomes obedience. Matter is entirely 
passive and, in consequence, entirely obedient to 
God’s will. It is a perfect model for us. There cannot 
be any being other than God and that which obeys 
God. On account of its perfect obedience, matter 
deserves to be loved by those who love its Master, 
in the same way as a needle, handled by the 
beloved wife he has lost, is cherished by a lover. 
The beauty of the world gives us an intimation of its 
claim to a place in our heart. In the beauty of the 
world brute necessity becomes an object of love. 
What is more beautiful than the action of gravity on 
the fugitive folds of the sea waves or on the almost 
eternal folds of the mountains.  
 
The sea is not less beautiful in our eyes because 
we know that sometimes ships are wrecked by it. If 
it altered the movement of its waves to spare a 
boat, it would [not] be perfectly obedient, [and] it is 
this perfect obedience that constitutes the sea’s 
beauty. 
 
Men cannot escape from obedience to God. The 
only choice given to men as intelligent and free 
creatures is to desire obedience or not to desire it. 
If a man does not desire it, he obeys nevertheless, 
perpetually, inasmuch as he is a thing subject to 
mechanical necessity. (WG, 128—129) 
 
David Cayley 
Beauty, for Weil, is our encounter with what we 
cannot wish to change. It is our consent to 
necessity, whether we recognize it in the waves of 
the sea or in a perfect melody. In the beauty of the 
world, she says, necessity is revealed as love. 
 
Reader 
Beauty is the supreme mystery of this world. It is a 
gleam which attracts the attention, and yet does 
nothing to sustain it. Beauty always promises but 
never gives anything; it stimulates hunger but has 
no nourishment for the part of the soul which looks 
for sustenance in this world. It feeds only the part of 
the soul that gazes. While exciting desire, it makes 
clear that there is nothing in it to be desired, 
because the one thing we want is that it should not 
change. If one does not seek means to evade the 
exquisite anguish it inflicts, then desire is gradually 
transformed into love, and one begins to acquire 
the faculty of pure and disinterested attention. (SE, 
29) 
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Reader    
Beauty, as much as suffering, invites the 
unanswerable question: why? Why, if the beautiful 
excites us, does it not satisfy us? Why, if we 
attempt to force this satisfaction from beauty, do we 
destroy it in the process? These questions, like the 
“why” evoked by affliction, direct our attention 
beyond the world, Weil says. They teach us to read 
the world as God’s creation and not ours. 
 
Reader 
[The] obedience of things in relation to God is what 
the transparency of a window pane is in relation to 
light. As soon as we feel this obedience with our 
whole being, we see God. 
 
When we hold a newspaper upside down, we see 
the strange shapes of the printed characters. When 
we turn it the right way up, we no longer see the 
characters; we see words. 
 
As one has to learn to read, so one must learn to 
feel, in all things, the obedience of the universe to 
God. It is really an apprenticeship. When an 
apprentice gets hurt, the workmen [say], “It’s the 
trade entering his body.” Each time we have some 
pain to go through, we can say to ourselves quite 
truly that it is the universe, the order and beauty of 
the world, and the obedience of the creation to God 
that are entering our body. After that, how can we 
fail to bless with tenderest gratitude the Love that 
sends us this gift. 
 
Joy and suffering are two equally precious gifts, 
which must be savoured to the full, each one in its 
purity, without trying to mix them. Through joy, the 
beauty of the world penetrates our soul. Through 
suffering, it penetrates our body. We could no more 
become friends of God through joy alone than one 
becomes a ship’s captain by studying books on 
navigation. (WG, 130-132) 
 
Necessity, as Simone Weil understands it, has a 
double aspect: From one point of view, it is pure 
mechanism, from another, perfect obedience, 
evident as beauty. But in modern science, she 
thinks, one of these aspects has been left out. 
Nature has been treated entirely as mechanism, as 
merely a set of facts, and in this view, she says, 
there is nothing that a human mind can love. She 
found an alternative in the science of ancient 
Greece. Greek science recognized the purely 
mechanical aspect of nature, she says, but did not 
neglect its meaning. 

Reader 
The blind necessity, which constrains us and which 
is revealed in geometry, appears to us as a thing to 
be overcome; for the Greeks, it was a thing to love. 
They searched for proportions everywhere — in the 
regular recurrence of the stars, in sound, in 
equilibrium — in order to love God. Greek science 
contemplates in sensible phenomena an image of 
the good. (SNLG, 21) 
 
Larry Schmidt 
Greek science is an expression of, an attempt to 
understand, the beauty and order of the world, not 
an attempt to manipulate or master or control the 
world. 
    
David Cayley 
This is Weil scholar Larry Schmidt of the University 
of Toronto. 
 
Larry Schmidt 
The emphasis that has emerged within the last 
three centuries has been, we want to understand in 
order to act into nature, we want to act into and 
transform nature in a variety of ways. That leads to 
a sense, I think, in her view, of limitlessness, of not 
appreciating that there are things which ought 
never to be done, ought not to be attempted. 
 
David Cayley 
What Larry Schmidt calls the “sense of 
limitlessness” results, in Weil’s opinion, from 
viewing nature as without inherent meaning. Greek 
science, as Weil understood it, sought wisdom in 
nature. When it found balance, proportion, harmony 
and limits in the world, it took these to be the 
principles of the soul’s salvation as well. So why did 
modern science take the turn it did? One answer, 
Weil suggests, was the conception of Divine 
Providence, with which early modern scientists had 
to contend. Judeo-Christian tradition, Weil felt, had 
spoken of a God who is manifest in history and who 
intervenes in human affairs, a God about whom 
one can use the language of planning and imperial 
power. This required science to clear a space free 
of religion if it wanted to study a necessity which 
does not vary according to divine caprice. But, for 
Weil, this conception of Providence, or how God 
provides for us, is simply wrong. There is no 
difference for her between necessity and the will of 
God. 
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Reader 
Divine Providence is not a disturbing influence or 
an anomaly in the order of the world, like some 
cutting taken by us out of the more than infinite 
complexity of causal connections. It is itself the 
order of the world. It is Eternal Wisdom spread 
across the whole universe in a web of sovereign 
relations. “The net of heaven is vast,” says Lao 
Tse, “and the meshes wide, but nothing gets 
through.” Every force is subject to an invisible limit, 
which it shall never cross. In the sea, a wave 
mounts higher and higher; but at a certain point, 
where there is nevertheless only space, it is 
arrested and forced to descend. And like the 
oscillations of the waves, the whole succession of 
events here below renders one keenly alive to the 
invisible presence of a network of limits without 
substance and yet harder than any diamond. That 
is why things are beautiful in their vicissitudes. (NR, 
272-274) 
  
David Cayley 
For Simone Weil, providence and necessity are 
finally the same thing. This is a tragic view in the 
sense that it denies that there is a God who 
arranges events in anyone’s favour or promises a 
happy ending. But it does create a basis on which 
to reconcile science and religion, and one that goes 
beyond the weary view that science and religion 
aren’t in disagreement because they deal with 
different realities. With Weil, there is only one 
reality. The difficulty, in her view, lies in our 
conception of God, about whom we make up 
fanciful stories that then appear to conflict with the 
nature of things. She thinks that we need to 
overcome our desire for consolation and wait for 
the true God to make himself known. I’ll explore her 
account of how we can learn to wait for God in the 
next program of this series. 
 
Reader 
Christ’s crucifixion is charged with no more 
significance than a pine needle which falls to the 
ground. God wants all things that are to an equal 
degree....Christ’s body occupied no greater portion 
of space [and] occupied space no differently than 
does the trunk of any tree. It disappeared in no less 
certain a fashion through the action of time. (N, 
400) 
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Paul Kennedy 
Welcome to Ideas. I’m Paul Kennedy with Part Four 
of “Enlightened by Love,” a series by David Cayley 
on the thought of the French philosopher and 
mystic Simone Weil.  
 
Reader 
God...waits like a beggar for our love....The stars, 
the mountains, the sea and all the things that speak 
to us of time convey his supplication to us. God is 
only the good. That is why he is waiting there in 
silence. Anyone who comes forward and speaks is 
using a little force. That which is nothing but good 
can only stand and wait. (FLN, 140) 
 
Paul Kennedy 
Imagine two people, Simone Weil writes, who have 
no experience or knowledge of God. One denies 
God’s existence, one affirms it. Which is nearer to 
God? Weil’s answer is the atheist because he puts 
no false conception between himself and God. The 
one who believes without knowledge cuts himself 
off from God by creating an idol of his own 
imagining. How can we look for God, she asks, if 
we do not know what we are looking for? All we can 
do is refuse the name of God to whatever is not 
God and then wait in patient attention for God to 
find us. 
 
This view of the religious life is based on Simone 
Weil’s own experience. Born to a family of 
bourgeois, free-thinking Jews in Paris in 1909, she 
threw herself as a young woman into left-wing 
politics. She was involved in worker education and 
trade union affairs. She wrote for leftist publications 
and literary reviews and served with the anarchist 
militia during the Spanish Civil War. Then in the 
later 1930s, she was touched by a series of 
mystical experiences during which, she says, Christ 
“took possession of her.”  Simone Weil died young, 
in exile in England during the Second World War, 
aged only 34, but she left behind her a remarkable 
body of writing, most of it unpublished in her 
lifetime, on the religious life.  
 
In tonight’s program, David Cayley looks into her 
account of how we know God. Enlightened By 
Love, Part Four, by David Cayley...   
 
David Cayley 
Religious faith is often described as a matter of 
belief. “Do you believe in God?” we say. The 
assumption behind the question seems to be that 
knowledge of God is a combination of inspired 

guess work and will. Believing in God is a decision, 
a throw of the dice, by which we commit our limited 
knowledge to one side of the question or the other.  
 
This is not how Simone Weil approaches the 
matter. She thinks that trying to believe can only 
have bad consequences: Either God will remain an 
abstract and empty word, or we will label something 
other than God with that name. “It does not rest 
with the soul to believe in God,” she says, “if God 
does not reveal this reality.” We don’t find God, in 
other words, God finds us. How this happens is 
what tonight’s program is about. It begins with what 
she calls “attention.” The love of God, Weil says, 
has attention for its substance — that’s what it’s 
made of, in other words — and so, before returning 
to the question of faith, I want to spend a few 
minutes exploring what she means by “attention.” 
She means by it, first of all, a kind of alert, receptive 
waiting. 
 
Reader 
Attention consists of suspending our thought, 
leaving it detached, empty and ready to be 
penetrated by the object. It means holding in 
abeyance what we already know about this object. 
With respect to these already formulated thoughts, 
we should be like a man on a mountain who gazes 
into the distance, and, as he does so, notices, 
without actually looking at them, the forests and 
plains below. Above all, our thought should be 
empty, waiting, not seeking anything, but ready to 
receive, in its naked truth, the object that is to 
penetrate it. Many errors are due to the fact that 
thought has seized upon some idea too hastily and 
being thus prematurely blocked, is not open to the 
truth. The cause is always that we have wanted to 
be too active; we have wanted to carry out a 
search.  
 
We do not obtain the most precious gifts by going 
in search of them but by waiting for them. (WG, 
111-112) 
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s idea that thought should wait on its object is 
striking when compared with the more aggressive 
posture of most modern sciences. Ever since 
Francis Bacon proposed to put nature on the rack, 
science has been about gaining access to nature 
and finding ways to make things yield up their 
secrets. Weil gives the authority and the initiative 
back to the world. She recalled, in one of her 
notebooks, that even as a teenaged student, “My 
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form of meditation consisted of contemplating an 
object fixedly while asking myself, ‘What is it?’ 
without thinking of any other object or relating it 
with anything else for hours together.” Instead of 
forcing the question, she thought, we have to let 
things disclose themselves in their own time and on 
their own terms. 
 
Reader 
A method is necessary for the understanding of 
images and symbols. One should not try to interpret 
them but contemplate them until their significance 
declares itself. One should be wary of treating the 
thing contemplated only as a symbol and thereby 
diminishing its reality. It is preferable to take the risk 
of taking things too literally than insufficiently so. 
They should, first of all, be taken in a purely literal 
fashion and contemplated thus for a considerable 
time. They should then be taken in a less literal 
fashion and contemplated thus and so on, by 
degrees. One should then return to the purely literal 
fashion of contemplating them. Meanwhile, one 
should drink in the light whatever it may be, 
springing from these several forms of 
contemplation. 
  
This method can be used to discriminate between 
what is real and what is illusory. When uncertain, 
shift position while going on looking — for example, 
go around the object — and the real will appear. In 
the life of the spirit, time takes the place of space. 
Time brings modification in us, but, if we keep our 
gaze directed at a certain thing throughout these 
modifications,  what is illusory is finally dissipated, 
and what is real appears — always provided that 
our attention consists of a contemplative look and 
not one of attachment. 
 
Attachment manufactures illusion. Anyone who 
wants to behold the real must be detached. (N, 
334) 
 
Michael Ross 
The concept that she uses is attention, and 
attention very much involves allowing things to 
come forward. She uses a series of French words 
that mean, first of all, “waiting for” and “displaying 
oneself to.” They also have connotations of “caring 
about.” “To be attentive” is to care about the thing 
that you’re waiting for or watching or looking at or 
expecting to display itself. 
 
 
 

David Cayley  
This is Michael Ross, who is currently writing a  
doctoral dissertation on Simone Weil. 
 
Michael Ross 
Attention for her is this way in which consciousness 
allows the world to display itself. And Weil very 
much liked that idea because she was fearful of the 
modern predisposition to control. She sees control 
as turning into oppression. And so attention is one 
of the ways in which the world comes forward 
without our gobbling it up, controlling it, forcing it 
into it being what we want it to be. And, 
methodologically, that means that the way you 
perceive is to be attentive, to look at the manifold of 
some problem and let its various sides come 
forward. And in social living, that’s how you live. 
You allow multiple views of the truth to come 
forward, and, out of the deliberation that’s involved, 
some kind of collective agreement or unity 
emerges. But that requires the disposition to be 
attentive to each other, to listen to what each has to 
say, to be attentive and to pay attention to the truth 
that’s being uttered and not to seek or force one 
particular viewpoint or one particular way of 
practice on a social situation. 
 
And then when she turns into her religious phase, 
that’s exactly how she thinks of God. The problem 
with all prior religion is to try to control God. The 
issue, she says, in religious thought, is to get out of 
the way, in effect, to de-create oneself so as to 
allow God to come forward, rather than seeking to 
control God, which we, in the end, can’t do anyway, 
but the effort to do it, in effect, holds God at 
abeyance because we’re not being attentive. 
Attention and control are irreconcilable for Weil. 
They’re opposites. Very hard to reconcile those 
two. 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil’s concept of attention, as Michael 
Ross says here, involves a receptive attitude to 
other people as much as to ideas or to things. In 
fact, Weil thinks that attention is, in many ways, the 
heart of charity, because what those who have 
been hurt most need from us is recognition. 
 
Reader 
In the legend of the Grail, the keeper of this 
miraculous vessel is a king paralyzed by a most 
painful wound. And there it is said that the Grail 
shall belong to the first who asks this king the 
question, “What are you going through?” The love 
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of our neighbour, in all its fullness, simply means 
being able to say to him, “What are you going 
through?” It is a recognition that the sufferer exists, 
not only as a unit in a collection or a specimen from 
the social category labelled “unfortunate,” but as a 
man, exactly like us, who was one day stamped 
with a special mark of affliction. For this recognition 
to occur, it is enough, but it is indispensable, to 
know how to look at him in a certain way. 
 
This way of looking is, first of all, attentive. The soul 
empties itself of all its own contents in order to 
receive into itself the being it is looking at, just as 
he is, in all his truth. (WG, 115) 
 
David Cayley 
Through attention, Simone Weil says, we empty 
ourselves in order to receive another. Without this 
emptying, we are bound to reduce the other to what 
we think we already know — to a specimen, Weil 
says — and, in this way, we remain locked in 
ourselves, unable to be surprised or to find out 
anything new. The world can never touch us 
because we are constantly domesticating and 
denaturing it with our preconceptions. We worship 
only idols, show kindness only to categories.  
 
The same strictures, according to Weil,  apply to 
our relation with God. If we try to search for God, 
we will discover only what we think we’re looking 
for, and, at the outset, we can have no idea what it 
is we’re looking for. So all we can do, she thinks, is 
pay attention. 
 
Reader 
It is not for man to seek or even to believe in God. 
He has only to refuse his love to everything which 
is not God. This refusal does not presuppose any 
belief.... All men know this, and, more than once in 
their lives, they recognize it for a moment, but then 
they immediately begin deceiving themselves again 
so as not to know it any longer, because they feel 
that if they knew it, they could not go on living. And 
their feeling is true because that knowledge kills, 
but it inflicts a death which leads to a resurrection. 
(SNLG, 158) 
 
Diogenes Allen 
She says initially, we all have a need for God, but 
we don’t have a desire for God because we don’t 
know God enough to desire him. So we have to 
come to desire God by refusing to give our love to 
anything that we know. 
 

David Cayley 
This is Diogenes Allen of the Princeton Theological 
Seminary who has written extensively on Weil’s 
theology. 
 
Diogenes Allen 
And by that, she means we must come to realize 
that, no matter what we gain or achieve, it isn’t 
enough to satisfy us. We’ve got a craving that 
nothing of this world can fulfil — a very old 
teaching. She refers to Plato’s Gorgias, where 
Plato describes a human being as like a leaky 
vessel. A leaky vessel, no matter how much you 
pour into it, never gets filled, because it’s always 
draining out. She says Plato teaches us that we are 
a mass of desires or a mass of loves, and we keep 
thinking that if we could just gratify them or enough 
of them, we’d finally be fulfilled, but we never are.  
                              
David Cayley 
We’re never are, according to both Weil and Plato, 
because what we long for doesn’t exist in this 
world. What we want, Weil says, is the good, but 
we can only recognize that we want it when we first 
understand that no earthly thing can fulfill this 
desire. 
 
Reader 
We must know that nothing that we touch, hear or 
see, nothing that we visualize to ourselves, nothing 
that we think of is the good. If we think of God, that 
is not the good either. All that we conceive in the 
mind is imperfect, as we are, and what is imperfect 
is not the good. 
 
The good represents for us a nothingness, since no 
one thing is in itself good. But this nothingness is 
not a non-being,  not something unreal. Everything 
which exists is unreal compared to it. This 
nothingness is at least as real as we are ourselves. 
For our very being is nothing else than this need for 
the good. (N,  491) 
  
David Cayley 
The “good,” as Simone Weil uses the term here, 
does not mean “good” in the ordinary, relative 
sense in which good opposes bad. It refers to an 
absolute good, and is, therefore, virtually 
synonymous with the word “God.” The good’s way 
of existing is paradoxical, says Weil scholar Lissa 
McCullough of Hanover College in Indiana, 
because it seems both to be and not to be at the 
same time. 
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Lissa McCullough 
I’d like to quote from an interview by The New York 
Times Magazine of Marcel Marceau, the great 
French mime. He was asked about silence, being a 
mime, by the interviewer, and Marceau said in 
response, “Silence does not exist.” Now, that’s a 
very pure answer. He’s thought a lot about silence 
obviously, because what we speak of as silence in 
everyday language is just an absence of sound or a 
relative absence of sound, but there’s always a 
certain low level of sound everywhere at all times in 
the world. There is no such thing as true silence. 
 
For Weil, thinking as purely about good and God as 
the good, she has to come to the conclusion, God 
does not exist, the good does not exist. And yet 
everything in the world is somehow related to the 
good, and her religious thought works that out. It’s 
working out what it means that God, who is good, 
does not exist, whereas the world, which does 
exist, is not good. 
 
David Cayley 
Pure good, according to Weil, cannot exist in the 
world, anymore than pure justice or a perfect circle. 
Good in the world is always shadowed by evil 
because all attempts to enact good require the 
exertion of some force, even if only moral or 
psychological, and force engenders counter force. 
It is simply the condition of the world’s existence 
that motives are always mixed, actions always 
liable to miscarry and produce unforeseen and 
unintended consequences.  
 
God, as the good, is what is beyond this condition, 
according to Weil. But even though within the world 
the good cannot exist and remain the good, it exists 
within us. This is shown, says University of Toronto 
Weil scholar Larry Schmidt, by the fact that all of us 
have expectations and standards that go beyond 
what we have been taught or what we have 
experienced.  
 
Larry Schmidt 
We, as human beings, always live with the 
expectation that the good will be done to us. And 
we’re constantly disappointed, but there is, deep in 
our heart, this feeling that there is a justice, and, 
when we’re mistreated, that this is not right. And it 
doesn’t mean that we can do anything about it et 
cetera, but we all feel that. And I think that, unless 
we’re totally morally perverted or brainwashed, we 
also, at the other end, experience the good as 
something to which we’re called, even when we fail 

to do it. When we act unjustly, even if we get away 
with it, we know deep down that we’re called to 
something different. So we have these two 
elements, the feeling that we should be treated with 
justice and the feeling that justice requires things of 
us. And these elements are not simply socially 
determined. It’s not just a matter of the law. We 
know, I think, even when we act unjustly but legally. 
There’s a deeper reality. 
                              
David Cayley 
The good, according to Simone Weil, is what each 
of us expects and longs for. It is the light by which 
we judge our actions. But this good, she says, 
exists in a different way than the world exists. It can 
exist only outside the net of necessary conditions 
that make up the world. Accordingly, all we have of 
this good, as worldly creatures, is our desire for it. 
But this desire, in her view, has a curious property. 
Worldly desire never escapes the endless cycle of 
anticipation and  disappointment — we cannot, 
famously, have our cake and eat it too — but desire 
for the good, she says, is its own fulfilment. 
 
Reader 
My desire is attached to the things of this world, 
and I lack the energy to wrench it away. Efforts of 
will are illusory. If I make them, my soul disbelieves 
me.  
 
All I can do is to desire the good. But whereas all 
other desires are sometimes effective and 
sometimes not, according to circumstances, this 
one desire is always effective. The desire for gold is 
not the same thing as gold. The desire for good is 
itself a good. (FLN,  316) 
 
David Cayley 
The desire for good, Simone Weil says, is of a 
different kind than all other desires. Its special 
character consists in having no object, in being a 
journey, not a destination. And this character has 
long been recognized within mystical Christianity, 
says Father Lawrence Freeman, a Benedictine 
monk and a teacher to the World Community for 
Christian Meditation. 
 
Father Lawrence Freeman 
I think there she is part of the Christian mystical 
tradition, which speaks about the desire for God as 
the desire which consumes all other desires. As St. 
Irenaeus said, we can never know God as an 
object. We can only know God by sharing in God’s 
own self-knowledge. And Simone Weil says in the 
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same spirit, in the same tradition, that we can’t 
desire God as an object in the same way as we 
might desire success in our career or recognition or 
material or sensory satisfaction. The desire for the 
good is in a different category altogether, and that 
is a desire that we need to discover within 
ourselves. It’s inherent in us, I think, in her view. 
But we have to dig deep through all our other 
egotistical daydreaming and desires in order to 
uncover it and release it and then live by it and then 
make this the guiding light of our moral and spiritual 
lives — this desire for the good. 
 
Reader 
It is in the power and fixity of our desire that we 
should become like children. A child stretches out 
his hands and his whole body towards a bright 
object, even if it is the moon. If a child is hungry, he 
cries with his whole body, tirelessly, to be given 
milk or bread. A child does not will to obtain the 
bright object or the milk. He makes no plans for 
getting them. He simply desires and cries. The will 
and the intelligence which makes plans are adult 
faculties. We must use them up. We must destroy 
them by wearing them out. It is of little importance 
whether we possess a large or small share of those 
faculties. What matters is that we should persevere 
to the end and use them up completely. 
 
The intelligence can be destroyed by the 
contemplation of clear and inescapable 
contradictions. The will can be destroyed in the 
accomplishment of impossible tasks, like the 
superhuman trials in folk tales. (FLN, 326) 
 
David Cayley 
Using up our faculties of intelligence and will 
means, for Weil, pushing them to their limit. This 
means pushing them to the point at which it 
becomes clear that we cannot possess the good by 
our own devices. Only then, she says, will we 
realize that our desire for good is our only hope.  
 
Those who seek God, says Simone Weil, have to 
learn to desire without an object because God 
cannot be an object. As an object, he is 
immediately an idol of the imagination and, 
therefore, not God. It is this idol that Buddhists refer 
to when they talk of “killing the Buddha” and that 
medieval German mystic Meister Eckhardt intends 
when he speaks of “killing God.” We cannot look for 
God, Weil says, because what we are looking for is 
what is looking. 
  

Reader   
The great difficulty in seeking for God is that we 
have him within us, at the centre of ourselves. How 
can I approach myself? Every step I take leads me 
away from myself. That is why we cannot search 
for God. 
 
The only way is to come out of oneself and 
contemplate oneself from outside. Then, from 
outside, one sees — at the centre of oneself — 
God as he is. 
 
But coming out of oneself means total renunciation 
of being anybody and a complete consent to being 
merely a thing. 
 
One cannot come out of oneself by willing to do so. 
The harder one wills, the more one is oneself. 
(FLN, 261) 
 
David Cayley 
The will, according to Weil, defeats its own 
purpose. The will to come out of oneself inevitably 
reinforces that very self. This effect can only be 
avoided, she thinks, by waiting on God and  
refusing ultimate allegiance to anything else. 
 
Reader 
Until God has taken possession of him, no human 
being can have faith, but only simple belief; and it 
hardly matters whether or not he has such a belief 
because he will arrive at faith equally well by not 
believing. The only choice before man is whether 
he will or will not attach his love to this world. Let 
him refuse to attach it, let him stay motionless, 
without searching, waiting in immobility and without 
even trying to know what he awaits, and it is 
absolutely certain that God will come all the way to 
him. To search is to impede rather than to facilitate 
God’s operation. How could we search for God, 
since he is above, in a dimension not open to us? 
We can only advance horizontally; and if we 
advance in this way, seeking our good, and the 
search succeeds, the result will be illusory, and 
what we have found will not be God. A little child 
who suddenly perceives that he has lost his mother 
in the street runs about in all directions crying; but 
he is wrong. If he had the sense and courage to 
stay where he is and wait, she would find him 
sooner. (SNLG, 159) 
 
David Cayley 
We cannot search for God because he does not 
exist in the worldly or horizontal dimension, as she 
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says,  in which we try to look for him. As a result, 
says Diogenes Allen, what is called “God” is very 
often just a disguise for our own conceits. 
 
Diogenes Allen 
We’re always seeking to gratify earthly desires by 
using God to satisfy those earthly desires. We 
haven’t yet developed a desire for what God 
actually is. I’ll give you an example. In evangelical 
circles, and elsewhere too, one often hears: I’m 
going to stick with Jesus because he is going to 
win, and I want to be on the winning side. That’s 
not a desire for God. Or, it’s said, if you pray 
enough, these things will all work out for you. That’s 
a half-truth. The half that isn’t true is, I want things 
to work out for me the way I want them to work out, 
not in terms of what God wants for me in life. So 
we’re constantly using God as a means to our 
ends. That has to be broken. 
 
One of the biggest problems in all religions is that 
struggle. The message, the teaching, the life are 
constantly distorted because a person hasn’t 
reoriented themselves or repented. They haven’t 
changed their direction.  
 
David Cayley 
This change of direction is not an event that can 
occur once and for all. That’s exactly the difficulty 
with the kind of “are you saved or aren’t you?” 
Christianity that Diogenes Allen is criticizing here.  
According to Father Lawrence Freeman, the desire 
for God demands continuous correction. 
 
Father Lawrence Freeman 
It has to be purified endlessly because we are 
constantly creating an image of that desire, and 
that image naturally becomes a substitute for the 
reality of God. And this, for her, is, I suppose, the 
tragic dimension of life, that the ascetical path is 
continuous. One of the desert Fathers, one of the 
early Christian monks in the fourth century, said 
that the spiritual struggle goes on every day until 
the end of one’s life because there is constantly this 
tendency to create God in our own image or to 
reduce the desire for the good to a desire for a 
good which will satisfy us in the short term. 
                              
David Cayley 
Like the desert monk Lawrence Freeman quotes, 
Simone Weil believed an incessant struggle was 
necessary to keep from worshipping gods of our 
own imagination. “The imagination,” she wrote, “is 
continually at work, filling up the cracks through 

which grace might pass.” But if we can wait without 
accepting any substitute, she thought, then God will 
surely find us. 
 
Reader 
Over the infinity of space and time, the love of God 
comes to possess us. He comes at his own time. 
We have the power to consent to receive him or to 
refuse. If we remain deaf,  he comes back again 
and again like a beggar, but also like a beggar, one 
day he stops coming. If we consent, God places a 
little seed in us, and he goes away again. From that 
moment, God has no more to do; neither have we, 
except to wait. (SNLG, 181) 
 
Diogenes Allen 
If you withhold yourself, there is an opening for God 
to get in. There’s just enough of an opening for him 
to drop in a seed, as Weil puts it, the seed of his 
kingdom. 
 
Now, the problem is, the seed is very small, and the 
chasm is very large. And at first, you don’t even 
know it’s there. You don’t feel it. And there’s a 
danger, she says, of spitting it out again, i.e., 
returning to the things of this world for fullness. But 
if you continue to withhold your love from all things 
as able to give you the fullness you seek, that seed 
can start growing. That’s what waiting for God is in 
part. It’s waiting for the seed to grow. And as it 
grows, after a while, you’re going to start feeling a 
presence and a love you’ve never known before, 
and you’ll be able to respond with love to things 
outside of you that you never responded to with 
love before, such as the suffering of people, such 
as beauty of the world, such as the beauty of the 
Gospel story, such as things that happen in 
worship. Now your heart goes out to them because 
God has put his love into you. 
 
David Cayley 
The image of God’s love as a seed is one to which 
Simone Weil returns again and again. She thinks of 
the mustard seed, which Jesus compares to the 
Kingdom of Heaven, because it is the tiniest of 
seeds and yet produces a great plant; or of the 
Greek myth of Persephone, who is bound to remain 
half the year in the underworld because she has 
eaten a single pomegranate seed which the god of 
the underworld has given her.  
 
This image of the seed has a double significance 
for Weil. It signifies the potential for growth, but it 
also suggests, by its smallness, how negligible the 
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presence of the good is in this world. God, as the 
good, exerts no coercive power, and yet, as in 
Archimedes saying that, with the right point of 
leverage, he could lift the world, the action of what 
is small, secret and easily overlooked can 
sometimes prove decisive. 
 
For God to plant his seed in us, there has to be an 
opening, Simone Weil says. This opening occurs 
when we recognize that our situation is not what it 
appears to be. Creation, for Weil, is an abdication. 
God withdraws in order to let his creatures be. But 
it then appears to these creatures that they 
possess their own being, their own will, their own 
world. This illusion, for Weil, constitutes our fall, our 
original sin, says Eric Springsted, the president of 
the American Simone Weil Society. Our task is to 
overcome the illusion, he says, but, first, we have to 
recognize our situation. 
 
Eric Springsted 
Human beings are given this space, and that 
creates a certain sort of anxiety. Death is imminent. 
They also think that they have the power to take 
charge of things and even defeat their destiny, 
which ultimately means the denial of God, partly 
because they tell themselves a lie about how things 
really go. They put themselves at the centre of the 
world.  
 
In fact, there’s a wonderful analogy that she uses. 
When you go outside on a clear day, and you look 
up, the sky looks like a bowl that’s inverted over 
you, and the centre of that bowl is directly above 
you. Now, you can go down the road a mile or two, 
and it looks like the centre is still directly above you. 
It’s just an optical illusion. She said, morally, we 
often see ourselves as the centre of the universe. 
Whatever is closest to us is what’s most important: 
our families, our friends. And then people in China 
— we don’t think that much about them because 
they’re just really very distant. She said, now, that’s 
just a natural illusion. There’s no problem with that 
by itself. The problem is when we believe that we’re 
the centre of the world and act as if we are. And in 
that sense, there is original sin because we do act 
on it. And she thinks that there are consequences, 
that we become something because of those 
choices. We tell ourselves that lie, or we believe 
that lie, that we’re the centre of the world. We 
believe that illusion, and it becomes a lie when we 
act on it. And then we start doing everything on the 
basis of that lie. So, yes, there is a fall, and it has 
real consequences.   

Reader 
Each man imagines he is situated in the centre of 
the world; an illusion of the same kind falsifies his 
idea of time; yet another illusion...arranges a whole 
hierarchy of values around him....We live in a world 
of unreality and dreams. To give up our imaginary 
position as the centre, to renounce it, not only 
intellectually but in the imaginative part of the soul, 
that means to awaken to what is real and eternal, to 
see the true light and hear the true silence. A 
transformation then takes place at the very roots of 
our sensibility, in our immediate reception of sense 
impressions. It is a transformation analogous to that 
which takes place in the dusk of evening on a road, 
where we suddenly discern as a tree what we had 
at first seen as a stooping man; or where we 
suddenly recognize as the rustling of leaves what 
we had thought at first was whispering voices. We 
see the same colours; we hear the same sounds, 
but not in the same way. (WG, 158-159)                       
 
David Cayley 
This changed point of view is available, Weil says, 
when we give up the illusion of our own centrality. 
We exist, according to her, because God has 
sacrificed his completeness and unity in order to let 
something other than himself be. That’s how she 
conceives Creation: not as an expansion of God’s 
power, but as a contraction of it. God, out of love, 
withholds himself, giving us space and time in 
which to exist. This allows us the illusion of an 
independent will. The choice before us, Weil thinks, 
is whether we will embrace this illusion or give up 
our egocentrism, what she calls here the “individual 
I.” 
 
Reader 
God considered as the one and unique “I am” does 
not enter into man. Nor is it given to man to 
embrace God considered as an object of love. But 
by means of the disappearance of the individual “I,” 
the love of God can pass through the soul of a man 
like the light through a piece of glass. That is what 
is meant by the presence of the Holy Spirit to the 
soul. 
 
It lies within our power to be mediators between 
God and that part of creation which has been 
entrusted to us. Our consent is necessary in order 
that through the medium of ourselves God may be 
able to perceive his own creation. It would only be 
necessary for me to withdraw myself from my own 
soul for this table that is in front of me to have the 
incomparable good fortune of being seen by God. 



Ideas                                                                                                      Enlightened by Love: The Thought of Simone Weil 

36  

In creating us, God withdraws in order to let us be. 
By withdrawing  in order to let him pass, we do the 
same. God is like a father who gives his child the 
wherewithal to enable the child to give his father a 
present on his birthday. 
 
God, out of love, withdraws from us so that we can 
love him. For if we were exposed to the direct 
radiance of his love, without the protection of 
space, of time and of matter, we should be 
evaporated like water in the sun; there would not be 
enough “I” in us to make it possible to love, to 
surrender the “I” for love’s sake. Necessity is the 
screen placed between God and us so that we can 
be. It is for us to pierce through the screen so that 
we cease to be. We shall never pierce through it if 
we do not understand that God lies beyond at an 
infinite distance, and that good lies in God alone. 
(N, 344, 401) 
 
David Cayley 
To see things as they are, Simone Weil says, we 
first have to get ourselves out of the way. The great 
obstacle to our doing this, she thinks, is 
imagination. This is a word which today is usually 
glorified because of its association with romantic 
notions of art, creativity and self-expression, so I 
should say that Weil, though definitely anti-
Romantic, is not attacking art. She loved many 
works of literature, of painting and of music and 
believed that all these arts could sometimes be 
truthful. She uses the word “imagination” to signify 
fantasy, illusion, self-deception and lying. She says 
that justice, for example, is always contaminated by 
imagination. It’s contaminated by the image we 
would like to have of ourselves as just and by the 
image we would like others to have of us as just. 
Such images become substitute motives; the desire 
for justice is displaced by the desire to appear just. 
That is why, for her, justice is best exemplified by 
the crucified Christ. 
 
Reader 
In order to be just, one must be naked and dead — 
without imagination. That is why the ideal of justice 
has to be naked and dead. The Cross alone is not 
exposed to an imaginary imitation. It is very much 
easier to place oneself in imagination in the position 
of God the Creator than in that of Christ crucified. 
(N, 411) 
  
David Cayley 
Christ on the Cross exemplifies justice because 
there is nothing in his situation to which the 

imagination can attach itself. He is, to all eyes, a 
contemptible criminal, abandoned by his followers, 
because they cannot recognize their former leader 
in this outcast, and powerless even to save himself. 
Nailed there, he can do nothing for us, and we can 
gain nothing by acknowledging him. And it is 
precisely in this condition of perfect wretchedness 
that we should love him and recognize him as the 
truth, Weil says.  This love, in her view, is what 
constitutes the resurrection. Christ revives as a 
living presence only through our love for him when 
he is naked and dead. But what had happened 
within historical Christianity, she thought, was that 
imagination had tended to de-nature the crucifixion, 
reducing it to a mere prologue to the power and 
glory to come. And, when this imaginary meaning 
prevails,  Diogenes Allen says, resurrection is 
transformed from a recognition of death into its 
denial. 
 
Diogenes Allen 
There’s a woman I know who is extremely well-off 
and lives in a well-off way, and she’s absolutely 
convinced in the resurrection. And from what I can 
tell dealing with her, it appears that what she 
expects  is to continue to be well-off forever. Now, 
for me, that is not a belief in the resurrection. That’s 
a belief in, “I’m going to survive and be all right.” 
Resurrection of the dead means that God redeems 
us from sin, evil and indeed our destruction. And to 
be redeemed from those, you have to recognize 
them. You have to reach the point where you can 
say, God is my helper, that’s the only helper I’ve 
got. Until you reach that point, I don’t know if you 
can even know what the resurrection means. You 
haven’t got a glimmer as to the reality of a 
reconstitution. So resurrection is bought only 
through tears, only through loss.  
 
David Cayley 
One thing remains to be said: Tonight’s program 
has been mainly concerned with the soul. But the 
soul for Weil is always an embodied reality. The 
body, she says, is the only way in which the soul 
can act on the soul. Nothing enters existence 
except through the body. She talks about the 
relation between body and spirit in a passage from 
one of her notebooks with which I’ll conclude. She’s 
discussing the Christian Gospel, and she says that 
everything in it ultimately pertains to how we should 
live in the world. 
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Reader 
The Gospel contains a conception of human life, 
not a theology. 
 
If I light an electric torch at night out of doors, I 
don’t judge its power by looking at the bulb, but by 
seeing how many objects it lights up. 
 
The brightness of a source of light is appreciated by 
the illumination it projects upon non-luminous 
objects. 
 
The value of a religious or, more generally, a 
spiritual way of life is appreciated by the amount of 
illumination thrown upon the things of this world. 
 
Earthly things are the criterion of spiritual things. 
 
This is what we generally don’t want to recognize, 
because we are frightened of a criterion. 
 
The virtue of anything in manifested outside the 
thing. 
 
If, on the pretext that only spiritual things are of 
value, we refuse to take the light thrown on earthly 
things as a criterion, we are in danger of having a 
non-existent treasure. 
 
Only spiritual things are of value, but only physical 
things have a verifiable existence. Therefore, the 
value of the former can only be verified as an 
illumination projected on to the latter. (FLN, 147) 
 

*** 
 
A victim of misfortune is lying in the road, half dead 
of hunger. God pities him but cannot send him 
bread. But I am here, and luckily I am not God; I 
can give him a piece of bread. It is my one point of 
superiority over God. “I was hungry and you fed 
me.” God can beg for bread for the afflicted, but he 
cannot give it to them. (FLN, 312) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Ideas                 Enlightened by Love: The Thought of Simone Weil 

38  

Paul Kennedy 
Welcome to Ideas. I’m Paul Kennedy with the final 
program of “Enlightened by Love,” David Cayley’s 
series on the thought of Simone Weil. 
 
Reader 
Religion is nothing else but a looking. In so far as it 
claims to be anything else...it is inevitable that it 
should either be shut up inside churches, or that it 
should stifle everything in every other place where 
it is found. Religion should not claim to occupy a 
place in society other than that which rightly 
belongs to supernatural love in the soul....True faith 
implies great discretion, even with regard to itself. 
(WG, 199) 
 
Paul Kennedy 
The place of religion is a vexed subject these days.  
The religious complain that religion has been 
virtually banned from public discussion.  Secularists 
think that religious conservatives are all too 
influential. But what exactly is at issue in these 
debates? What is “religion”? Simone Weil claimed it 
was “nothing more than a looking,” by which she 
meant that it should be a form of contemplation, a 
way of paying attention, but not a centre of power. 
It’s an unusual definition but one that might actually 
help to clarify the contemporary scene. 
 
Simone Weil was a Christian mystic who never 
joined the Christian church, claiming that it was too 
much in need of what she called “a philosophical 
cleanup.”  She was born in Paris in 1909 and was 
involved, as a young woman, in the radical politics 
of the 1930s. She died in 1943, aged only 34, in 
England, where she was working for the Free 
French forces during the Second World War. She 
had been suffering for several months from 
tuberculosis, its effect compounded by her 
unwillingness to eat more than the rations her 
compatriots in Occupied France were getting, and 
by the devastation she felt in the face of the world’s 
suffering and her own inability to do anything about 
it.  
 
She had written throughout her life, publishing in 
left-wing journals and literary reviews. And in her 
last five years, after, as she said, Christ “took 
possession” of her, she sketched out an entire new 
theology. With the exception of a couple of 
published essays, this remarkable body of thought 
was found in her letters, notebooks and 
manuscripts and published after her death. These 
posthumous writings created a sensation, and she 

was acclaimed, variously, as a prophet, a saint and 
a religious genius.  
   
In this series, David Cayley has been exploring 
Simone Weil’s intellectual and spiritual legacy. 
Tonight, in the final program of the set, he turns to 
her critique of the Judeo-Christian tradition and to 
the reformation of which she felt it was in need. 
“Enlightened By Love,” Part Five, by David Cayley. 
 
David Cayley 
Religion, it sometimes seems, is something we 
can’t live with and can’t live without. The reasons 
we can’t live with it are currently on display all over 
the world, in religious wars and attempts by the 
religious to force their views on those who don’t 
share them. The reasons we can’t live without it 
relate to the spiritual emptiness of our civilization 
and to the fact that without religion we just worship 
something worse. What seems to be needed is an 
account of religion that breaks out of this impasse, 
and that is what Simone Weil tried to provide. 
 
Simone Weil was a child of the Enlightenment:  
secular, rationalist, free-thinking, who became a 
Christian mystic. It happened in her later twenties, 
at a time when she was suffering from acutely 
painful  headaches. “Christ himself came down and 
took possession of me,” she says, “[and I] felt, in 
the midst of my suffering, the presence of a love 
like that which one can read in the smile on a 
beloved face.” This sudden contact with God was, 
she says, “absolutely unexpected,” and the last five 
years of her life were largely occupied with trying to 
understand it. She entered into a dialogue with 
Catholic Christianity, questioning many priests and 
sampling Christian sources, ranging from the works 
of St. Augustine to the decrees of the Council of 
Trent. She also read widely in other religious 
traditions, exploring Taoism, Zen Buddhism and the 
Bhagavad Gita, which she particularly loved and 
learned to read in Sanskrit.  
 
The result of her research and reflection was a 
thorough and searching criticism of Judeo-Christian 
tradition. She offers, in its stead, a religious 
philosophy whose hallmarks are its universality, its 
insistence on complete intellectual freedom and its 
rejection of a God of power. In what follows, I will 
outline this critique and the renovation of 
Christianity to which it points. She begins from the 
assumption that all human beings are inherently 
religious. 
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Reader 
Even materialists place somewhere outside 
themselves a good which far surpasses them, 
which helps them from outside, and towards which 
their thought turns in a movement of desire and 
prayer. For Napoleon, it was his star. For Marxists, 
it is history. But they place the good in this world, 
like the giants of folklore who hide their hearts or 
their lives inside a fish in a lake guarded by a 
dragon.  
 
No human being escapes the necessity of 
conceiving some good outside himself towards 
which his thought turns in a movement of desire, 
supplication and hope. For every creative mind, 
whether poet, composer or mathematician...the 
unknown source of inspiration is this good, to which 
a beseeching desire is directed.  
 
Consequently, the only choice is between 
worshipping the true God or an idol. (FLN,  308) 
  
David Cayley 
The “true God,” according to Simone Weil, is a God 
beyond all human projection or manipulation, a God 
of pure, disinterested love, who neither intervenes 
nor exerts power in the world. God makes the 
world, in her view, by withdrawing from it in order 
that we should be free. Everything in the world 
speaks of God, but God is absent from creation, 
except as love. On this basis, she distinguishes two 
types of religion. 
 
Reader 
Creation is not an act of self-expansion but of 
restraint and renunciation. The religions which have 
a concept of this renunciation, of God’s apparent 
absence and his secret presence, are true religion, 
the translation into different languages of the great 
revelation. The religions which represent divinity as 
a commanding presence seem false....Even though 
they are monotheistic, they are idolatrous. (WG, 
145-146) 
 
David Cayley 
Idolatry, for Jews and Christians, has usually meant 
the veneration of images. Weil has a somewhat 
different view. She thinks monotheism, of the type 
we have inherited from ancient Israel, can 
sometimes be the worst of idolatries because it 
cannot recognize itself as such. 
 
Reader 
Images are a guarantee against a certain kind of 
idolatry. It is impossible to stand before a piece of 

carved wood and say to it, “Thou hast made the 
heavens and the earth.” But the Hebrews...could 
perfectly well address their God in this way 
because this God, not being a material 
object...could not be [recognized as] a created 
thing....The Hebrews called their own collective 
soul “God.” (FLN, 214) 
 
David Cayley 
“Collective soul” means, for Weil, the nation or 
entire people. A god of wood, plaster or stone, she 
says, is easily identified as an artefact, but not so 
the God of monotheism, in whom no human hand is 
visible. Monotheism, therefore, is the likelier to 
become a power religion, in which a people 
worship, under the name of God, a projection of 
their own collective existence. She finds examples 
in the historical books of the Hebrew Bible. There, 
God chooses one people and seems to despise all 
others, giving away their lands to his chosen ones 
and frequently commanding the destruction of their 
enemies. In the book of Samuel, for example, God 
orders King Saul to completely exterminate the 
Amalekites and then reproves Saul when he spares 
a single soul and some of the livestock. This 
identification between a people and God, Weil 
thought, was not true religion, but an attempt to rise 
above the human condition. She saw a second 
example in the ancient Romans. 
 
Reader 
Both the Romans and the Hebrews believed 
themselves to be exempt from the misery that is the 
common human lot. The Romans saw their country 
as the nation chosen by destiny to be mistress of 
the world; with the Hebrews, it was their God who 
exalted them, and they retained their superior 
position just as long as they obeyed him. In Rome, 
gladiatorial fights took the place of tragedy. With 
the Hebrews, misfortune was a sure indication of 
sin and, hence, a legitimate object of contempt; to 
them, a vanquished enemy was abhorrent to God 
himself. (SW, 213) 
 
David Cayley 
The Hebrews and the Romans were always 
Simone Weil’s bêtes noires. Whether this was fair 
is a question I’ll take up in a moment, but it was her 
opinion that both peoples had identified God with 
power, and good fortune with God’s favour. The 
contrasting case, for her, was the ancient Greeks, 
whom she thought had a more impartial view of 
humanity. An example is The Iliad, a book she 
loved and could read in Greek. 
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Reader 
What is unique in The Iliad is the bitterness that 
proceeds from tenderness and that spreads over 
the whole human race, impartial as sunlight. Never 
does the tone lose its colouring of bitterness; yet 
never does the bitterness drop into lamentation. 
Justice and love, which have hardly any place in 
this study of extremes and of unjust acts of 
violence, nevertheless bathe the work in their light 
without ever becoming noticeable themselves, 
except as a kind of accent. Nothing precious is 
scorned, whether or not death is its destiny; 
everyone’s unhappiness is laid bare without 
dissimulation or disdain; no man is set above or 
below the conditions common to all men; whatever 
is destroyed is regretted. Victors and vanquished 
are brought equally near us. Both are seen as 
counterparts of the poet, and the listener as well. If 
there is any difference, it is that the enemy’s 
misfortunes are possibly more sharply felt. (SW, 
208) 
 
David Cayley 
The spirit of The Iliad, in Simone Weil’s view, 
continued in Greek tragedy, where misfortune was  
portrayed in the same light of dispassionate mercy. 
And this attitude was found again, she thought, in 
the Christian Gospels. 
 
Reader 
The Gospels are the last marvelous expression of 
the Greek genius, as The Iliad is the first. The 
accounts of the Passion show that a divine spirit, 
incarnate, is changed by misfortune. [This spirit] 
trembles before suffering and death [and] feels 
itself, in the depths of its agony, to be cut off from 
man and God. The sense of human misery gives 
the Gospels that accent of simplicity that is the 
mark of the Greek genius. This accent cannot be 
separated from the idea that inspired the Gospels, 
for the sense of human misery is a pre-condition of 
justice and love. He who does not realize to what 
extent shifting fortune...[holds] in subjection every 
human spirit cannot regard as fellow 
creatures...those whom chance [has] separated 
from him by an abyss. Nor can he love them as he 
loves himself. 
 
Moreover, nothing is so rare as to see misfortune 
fairly portrayed; the tendency is either to treat the 
unfortunate person as though catastrophe were his 
natural vocation, or to ignore the way in which 
suffering marks the soul and recasts the sufferer in 
misfortune’s image. Once Greece was destroyed, 

nothing remained of this spirit but pale reflections. 
(SW, 212-213) 
 
David Cayley 
For Simone Weil, misfortune is the great leveller, 
the great source of human equality. “The sense of 
human misery,” as she calls it, is not the sense that 
all are miserable, but that each one of us might be, 
and that whether we are or not is largely outside 
our power. True religions possess this sense; false 
religions turn away from it into consoling fantasies. 
That is Simone Weil’s critical distinction. Whether 
she is right that it completely divides the ancient 
Hebrews from the Greeks and the Hebrew Bible 
from the Christian New Testament is another 
question. It seems to me that her knowledge of the 
Hebrew Bible was relatively cursory and superficial, 
unlike her knowledge of the Greeks, which was 
often profound and studied. She belonged as well 
to a Jewish family who had completely rejected 
Judaism, which probably also disposed her against 
a book which she read only hurriedly and only as 
the Old Testament of the Christian Bible. In any 
case, I think that she overlooked in the Old 
Testament many of the qualities that she loved in 
the New Testament, as well as overlooking much 
that was not to her taste in the New Testament.  
 
Simone Weil worked fast, died young and, like 
many geniuses, sometimes grabbed from her 
sources only what fit her own purposes. It also 
needs to be said that Simone Weil’s point about the 
Hebrew Bible refers only to the historical books, 
most notably Joshua, Samuel and Kings, and does 
not touch the prophets, the books of wisdom, Job, 
and some of the Psalms, which she admired and 
found beautiful.  
 
What she objected to was the idea of a chosen 
people, the idea that this people had a divine 
mandate to dominate others, and the idea that God 
superintends human destinies on the basis of a 
divine plan. She considered these objections urgent 
because she viewed these ideas not as the 
superceded notions of an ancient people, but as a 
conception that had been carried over into 
Christianity as well.  
 
To Simone Weil, the crucifixion of Christ, as 
narrated in the four Gospels, represents the 
supreme truth: that God is present in the world only 
as suffering love. But this truth, she thought, began 
to be eclipsed within the Christian religion almost 
from the beginning, and the bitterness of this truth 
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sweetened by its incorporation into a triumphant 
divine plan of salvation. 
 
Reader 
To undergo suffering and death joyfully was, from 
the very beginning, considered a sign of grace in 
the Christian martyrs — as though grace could do 
more for a human being than it could for Christ. 
These were people whose own scriptures showed 
that God himself, once he became a man, could not 
face the harshness of destiny without a long 
tremour of anguish. [They] should have understood 
that the only people who can give the impression of 
having risen to a higher plane, who seem superior 
to ordinary human misery, are the people who 
resort to the aids of illusion, exaltation [or] 
fanaticism to conceal the harshness of destiny from 
their own eyes. The man who does not wear the 
armour of the lie cannot experience force without 
being touched by it to the very soul. Grace can 
prevent this touch from corrupting him, but it cannot 
spare him the wound. Having forgotten it too well, 
Christian tradition can only rarely recover that 
simplicity that renders so poignant every sentence 
in the story of the Passion. (SW, 215) 
 
David Cayley 
The early Christians pulled the sting from the 
crucifixion, according to Simone Weil, by inserting it 
into a consoling narrative, taking place, as she 
says, “on a higher plane.” This was partly the effect 
of their belief in Christ’s resurrection, a doctrine 
Weil thought should be treated with great 
discretion. She didn’t reject it, but she did object to 
its being used to turn the cross into a sign of 
triumph. The crucifixion, for her, was a supreme 
instance of a truth available to all peoples at all 
times — that God suffers with us — but the early 
Christians, she thought, had treated it as a 
revelation unique to them. And as a result, these 
Christians felt called to announce “what they alone 
recognized,” she says, because they alone were 
privy to the divine plan. 
 
Reader 
Primitive Christianity concocted the poison 
represented by the notion of progress through the 
idea of a divine system of education designed to 
make men fit to receive Christ’s message. This 
fitted in with the hopes of a universal conversion of 
the nations and the end of the world, regarded as 
both being imminent. This metaphor of divine 
teaching dissolves the individual destiny — which 
alone counts for salvation — into that of the 
peoples in general.  

Christianity tried to discover a harmony in history. 
This is the germ in Hegel and consequently Marx. 
The notion of history as a directed continuity is 
Christian.  
  
It seems to me that there are few more completely 
false ideas than this. It is seeking harmony in 
becoming, in what is the exact opposite of the 
eternal. It is a bad union of opposites. (N, 616) 
 
David Cayley 
According to Simone Weil, history, or “becoming” 
as she also calls it, can never be harmonized with 
what is eternally true. She agrees with Plato that 
there is an infinite distance between necessity, 
which is the world’s way, and the good, which is 
God and which is above and beyond existence. But 
she saw Christianity as claiming that the cross of 
Jesus had brought the good into history in a unique 
and decisive way and set history moving inexorably 
towards a final good — an idea she completely 
rejected.  
 
Reader 
Chronology cannot play a decisive role in a 
relationship between God and man, a relationship 
one of the terms of which is eternal. If the 
redemption...had not been present on this earth 
from the very beginning, it would not be possible to 
pardon God...for the affliction of so many innocent 
people, so many people uprooted, enslaved, 
tortured and put to death in the course of centuries 
preceding the Christian era. Christ is present on 
this earth, unless men drive him away, wherever 
there is crime and affliction. Without the 
supernatural effects of this presence, how would 
the innocent, crushed beneath the weight of 
affliction, be able to avoid falling into the crime of 
cursing god, and consequently into 
damnation....The proof that the content of 
Christianity existed before Christ is that, since his 
day, there have been no very noticeable changes in 
men’s behaviour. 
(LP, 17) 
 
David Cayley 
The presence of Christ means, to Simone Weil, that 
God suffers with us, and this “suffering with us” 
must have been part of creation from the beginning, 
she thinks; otherwise, how could we accept the 
pains of those who lived before Christ or the 
sufferings of people in cultures that remained 
beyond the reach of Christianity for centuries? 
God’s love is “impartial as sunlight,” she says, it’s 
distributed equally everywhere. 
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Reader 
It is impossible that the whole truth should not be 
present at every time and every place, available for 
anyone who desires it. No one who asks for bread 
is given a stone, and truth is bread. It is absurd to 
suppose that, for centuries, nobody, or hardly 
anybody, desired the truth, and then that, in the 
following centuries, it was desired by whole 
peoples....Whatever has not been available at all 
times and places to whoever desires the truth is 
itself something other than the truth. (FLN, 302-
303) 
 
David Cayley 
To Simone Weil, the universality of truth ruled out 
the idea that the divine mercy could be known only 
in the person of Jesus. However, the Jesus of the 
Gospels did represent to her a perfect epitome of 
God’s love. And it was good, she thought, that 
news of this incarnation be shared with other 
peoples, but not as a competing religion. 
 
Reader 
When Christ said, “Go ye therefore and teach all 
nations and bring them the glad tidings,” he 
commanded his apostles to bring glad tidings, not a 
theology. He himself, having come, as he said, 
“only for the lost sheep of the house of Israel,” 
added these good tidings...to the religion of Israel. 
 
He probably wished that each of the apostles 
should, in the same way, add the good tidings of 
the life and death of Christ on to the religion of the 
country in which he happened to find himself....He 
never said, Compel them to renounce all that their 
ancestors have looked upon as sacred and to 
adopt, as a holy book, the history of a small nation 
unknown to them. Personally I should never give as 
much as a dime towards any missionary enterprise. 
I think that, for any man, a change of religion is as 
dangerous a thing as a change of language is for a 
writer. It may turn out a success, but it can also 
have disastrous consequences. (LP, 30-33) 
 
David Cayley 
Weil’s comparison here of religions to languages is 
telling. For her, a religion is true in the same way 
that a poem is true; its truth doesn’t preclude other 
poems. Truth is universal but it exists in many 
versions.  
 
What stands in the way of a universal, non-divisive 
account of religion, according to Simone Weil, is 
the idea that God is, in any sense, partial or 
particular. This idea took an especially pernicious 

turn, she thinks, when the Emperor Constantine 
made Christianity the official religion of the Roman 
Empire in the fourth century. At this point, she 
thinks, God began to be conceived as a kind of 
heavenly emperor. What was lost in the process 
was the idea of the divine not as an imperial 
personage, but as an impersonal world order. The 
personal conception of God is found in the 
Gospels, she admits, in the image of God as a 
father, but often the actions of this Father are 
compared to an impersonal mechanism. An 
example is Jesus’ saying that the perfection of God, 
which we should imitate, is found in God’s making 
his sun to shine on the evil and the good and 
sending his rain on the just and the unjust alike. 
 
Reader 
What is held up as a model of perfection to the 
human soul is the blind impartiality of matter, 
indifferent to men’s individual quality. 
 
All the parables comparing the Kingdom of God to 
a seed are also connected with this notion of an 
impersonal providence. Grace descends from God 
upon all beings; what becomes of it depends on 
what they are. “A man scatters seed on the land,” 
says the Gospel of Mark. “Night and day, when he 
sleeps, when he wakes, the seed sprouts and 
grows, he knows not how. Of its own accord the 
land produces grain.” (Mark 4:26-28) 
 
Everything [that] has to do with asking is likewise 
suggestive of a piece of mechanism. All real desire 
for pure good, after a certain degree of intensity 
has been reached, causes the good in question to 
descend. If this result is not attained, either the 
desire is not real, or it is too weak, or the good 
desired is imperfect, or it is mixed with evil. When 
the conditions have been fulfilled, God never 
refuses. Supernatural mechanisms are at least as 
dependable as are the laws of gravity. One finds in 
the Gospels what one might call a ‘supernatural 
physics of the human soul.’ (NR, 251-252, 254) 
 
David Cayley 
This supernatural physics, for Weil, is the form 
taken by God’s providence. The word refers to 
God’s care, his provision for us, but Weil thinks we 
mistake this care if we think of it as something 
personal, as if God could prefer one person to 
another, one country to another. She also thinks 
that providence is misunderstood if it is 
distinguished from chance, as if some are subject 
to mere fortune, but others are the beneficiaries of 
divine planning which engineers for them an 
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exceptional fate. She found a comical example in 
an article she came across which was written on 
the anniversary of Columbus reaching America. 
 
Reader 
It was said that God had sent Christopher 
Columbus to America in order that there should be, 
a few centuries later, a nation capable of defeating 
Hitler. God apparently despises coloured races, so 
the wholesale extermination of native American 
peoples in the sixteenth century seemed to him a 
small price to pay if it meant the salvation of 
Europeans in the twentieth. He was evidently 
unable to bring them salvation by less [bloody] 
means. One would have thought that instead of 
sending Christopher Columbus four centuries in 
advance, it would have been simpler to send some 
one to assassinate Hitler round about the year 
1923.  
 
But it would be a mistake to imagine that this 
example represents an exceptional degree of 
stupidity. All providential interpretations of history 
are unavoidably situated on exactly the same level.  
(NR, 269) 
 
David Cayley 
Weil called “providentialism” the belief that God 
organizes history and manages the fortunes of 
individuals, and she thought that it had badly 
undermined Western Christianity. It had created an 
opposition between religion and science, for 
example, by making God’s providence appear as 
something other than the natural order of things 
which science studies. And more generally, she 
thought, providentialism had made religion 
implausible and its believers defensive. 
 
Reader 
Most of those who embrace Christianity...are 
attracted...by a need of the heart. But for religious 
feeling to emanate from the spirit of truth, one 
should be absolutely prepared to abandon one’s 
religion...if it should turn out to be anything other 
than the truth, even if that should mean losing all 
motive for living. In this state of mind alone is it 
possible to discern whether there is truth in it or not. 
Otherwise, one doesn’t even bother to propound 
the problem in all its rigour. God ought not to be for 
a human heart a reason for living, like his treasure 
is for a miser. (NR, 239) 
 
David Cayley 
The absence of the spirit of truth from religion, 
Simone Weil thought, was a consequence of a 

false opposition between faith and intellect. For her, 
the proper relationship between faith and intellect is 
complementary, not antagonistic. She does not 
accept the modern view that truth is something 
objective, that we know the truth of something by 
holding it away from ourselves in order to get a 
view of it unclouded by faith or love. She says that 
the intellect is enlightened by faith in God’s love. 
Religious doctrines, therefore, are not something 
which the intellect should try to judge. They are 
something the intellect should use as a source of 
light. This is Weil scholar Diogenes Allen of the 
Princeton Theological Seminary... 
 
Diogenes Allen 
What’s interesting is her revival of what’s called 
“illuminationism” in the tradition. This is to say, 
these doctrines like creation, incarnation, Trinity are 
above the intellect to fully comprehend. You can 
understand them enough to love them. If you love 
them, then the intellect is illuminated by them — 
that’s what faith is — so you understand the things 
of this world in a new way, and they cast light on 
the dark corners of life, including such things as 
affliction. The cross casts light on affliction, where, 
otherwise, we’re completely baffled. 
 
So she compares doctrine to a flashlight. Many of 
us look at the bulb, and we get no illumination. It 
blinds us. And an awful lot of theologians do this. 
They just keep stirring the doctrines over and over. 
And she says instead the flashlight is to be used to 
cast light on the dark places of the world. So even 
though religious doctrines are above the intellect, to 
grasp fully, to comprehend, to prove, nonetheless, 
we can understand enough of them with our minds 
to love them. If we love them, then they can cast 
light, and so the mind is illumined. So this is a 
remarkable combination of faith and reason. 
 
Now, there’s another side to this. You can cheat 
awfully quickly by saying, “Oh, it’s above the 
intellect; accept it by faith,” and that’s tyranny to the 
intellect. No, it must illumine the intellect. The only 
way it can illumine the intellect is if you ask 
questions and begin to see how these things that 
are above the mind illumine the mind. Tons of folks 
that are nominal Christians and very talkative about 
it, very dogmatic about it, aren’t having their minds 
illumined at all. They’re just looking at the flashlight. 
That’s why they’re often so wooden and dogmatic. 
They’re not even interested in the whole range of 
life.  
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So theology becomes a living thing in Weil’s hands. 
This doesn’t happen with many academic 
theologians. It’s living because she casts light on so 
many, many dark corners. That’s her originality, the 
place where she throws light.  
                
Reader 
The dogmas of the faith are not things to be 
affirmed. They are things to be regarded from a 
certain distance, with attention, respect and love. 
This attentive and loving gaze brings a light into the 
soul which illuminates all aspects of human life on 
this earth. Dogmas lose this virtue as soon as they 
are affirmed.  
 
The propositions “Jesus Christ is God” or “The 
consecrated bread and wine are the body and 
blood of Christ,” when enunciated as facts, have, 
strictly speaking, no meaning whatever. The value 
of these propositions does not belong to the order 
of factual truth but to a higher order; for it is a value 
impossible for the intelligence to grasp, except 
indirectly, through the effects produced. The 
mysteries of the faith are not a proper object for the 
intelligence considered as a faculty permitting 
affirmation or denial. (LP, 48-49, 57) 
 
David Cayley 
Religious doctrines, in Weil’s view, are mysteries 
which exceed the intellect but enlighten it. We have 
no basis on which to say “yes” or “no” to them until 
we have first tested them for the light they shed.  
 
But when religion is institutionalized, she thinks, 
these mysteries become the basis of a social 
identity and are then imposed on people as a 
condition of membership.  The result, she says, is 
that religious doctrines addressed only to a certain 
part of the soul are held and asserted as if they 
possessed an everyday, matter-of-fact validity. 
 
Reader 
The mysteries of the Catholic faith — and those of 
other religions or metaphysical traditions — are not 
meant to be believed by all parts of the soul....Only 
the part of myself which is made for the 
supernatural should adhere to these mysteries. But 
this adherence is more a matter of love, than of 
belief. With those who have received a Christian 
education, the lower parts of the soul become 
attached to these mysteries when they have no 
right to do so. The mysteries of faith cannot be 
either affirmed or denied, they must be placed 
above that which we can affirm or deny. (N, 238-
239 

David Cayley 
That something can be beyond affirmation or denial 
yet still nourish us, Weil says, is shown by our 
experience of beauty. The mind finds nothing in 
beauty on which to fasten, and yet it speaks to us. 
 
Reader 
When one give one’s whole attention to a beautiful 
piece of music, the intelligence finds nothing therein 
to affirm or deny. But all the soul’s faculties become 
silent and are wrapped up in listening. The listening 
itself is applied to an incomprehensible object, but 
one which contains a part of reality and of good. 
And the intelligence, which cannot seize hold of any 
truth therein, finds nevertheless a food. 
 
I believe that the mystery of the beautiful in nature 
and art is a sensible reflection of the mystery of 
faith. (LP, 59-60) 
 
David Cayley 
Because faith was a mystery for Simone Weil, she 
strongly objected to its being made in any way 
compulsory. One of the things, for example, that 
she found most offensive about the Roman 
Catholic Church was its use of the formula 
anathema sit, “be it cursed,” by which the Church 
condemned, expelled and, at the worst, killed so-
called heretics. To her, it was right to try to 
preserve the purity of doctrine, but absolutely 
wrong to try to coerce belief in this way. The 
Church’s attempt to punish disbelief or wrong 
belief, to her, exposed a profound and destructive 
misunderstanding. Faith, she said, could not be 
willed or forced but only waited for in patient 
attention. 
 
Reader 
Intellectual adherence is never owed to anything 
whatsoever. For it is never in any degree a 
voluntary thing. Attention alone is voluntary. And it 
alone forms the subject of an obligation.  
 
If one tries to bring about in oneself an intellectual 
adherence by the exercise of the will, what actually 
results is not an intellectual adherence, but 
suggestion. Nothing degrades faith more....  
 
Nothing has contributed more towards weakening 
faith and encouraging unbelief than the mistaken 
conception of an obligation on the part of the 
intelligence. (LP, 60-61) 
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David Cayley 
“The intelligence,” Simone Weil wrote — and I’m 
quoting directly — “requires total liberty, implying 
the right to deny everything and allowing of no 
domination.” She thinks that only if the intelligence 
remains uncompelled can it arrive, by its own 
operations, at the threshold of mystery. And only if 
the intelligence has completely exhausted its own 
devices, she said, can mystery be accepted. 
 
Reader 
Mystery must not be used to provide a cover for 
saying anything whatsoever. For then it becomes 
an instrument of totalitarian power, and anything 
that it pleases the church to say has to be 
accepted. 
 
The notion of mystery is only legitimate when the 
most logical and rigorous use of the intelligence 
leads to an inescapable contradiction. Then, like a 
lever, the notion of mystery carries thought beyond 
the impasse, to the other side of the unopenable 
door, beyond the domain of the intelligence and 
above it. But to arrive beyond the domain of the 
intelligence, one must have travelled all through it, 
to the end, and by a path traced with 
unimpeachable rigour. 
(FLN, 130-131) 
 
David Cayley 
True mystery begins, Simone Weil says, only at the 
point at which the intelligence has done its all and 
run into contradiction. Past this point, the 
intelligence can see only by the light of love. 
Whether this light is true is a question of 
experience, says Weil scholar Martin Andic, 
because faith, according to Weil, is the experience 
that the intelligence is enlightened by love. 
 
Martin Andic 
It’s interesting that here she’s saying not just that 
the intellect is enlightened by love, illuminated or lit 
by it, but that we have experience of this. This is 
not an intellectual doctrine so much as an 
experimental one. In other words, we could say that 
this is proposed as an empirical claim: Try it and 
see for yourself. And she generally connects faith 
with experience and practice and action. This is 
why she will contrast faith with belief. She boldly 
says that faith is not a matter of belief, of affirming 
propositions. We must adhere to the dogmas of the 
church that are proposed to us with our love, but 
that means to act on them, to take them on faith 
and act on them in an experimental spirit, see 
whether they are true, wait for the illumination of 

our intellect by experience, not to affirm them as 
though we understood them, as though they now 
had to be fitted into our intellectual picture of the 
world. We ought to try them out and see whether 
they don’t make the world more understandable, 
clearer.  
 
Sometimes she speaks of beauty as a proof. And I 
think it would be very easy to get this wrong. It’s not 
that she’s appealing to wishfulness: See if you don’t 
like this view of life. It’s a matter of seeing whether 
this view of life doesn’t make better sense than it 
did before you thought about it in connection with 
God as creating out of love and suffering everything 
in love.  
 
David Cayley 
In the years after she became convinced of the 
truth of Christianity, Simone Weil spent a good deal 
of time circling warily around the Roman Catholic 
Church. She spoke at length with a number of 
priests and, as a result of a particularly close 
friendship with Father Perrin in Marseilles, 
considered being baptized. In the end, she rejected 
the idea of joining the Church. She set down her 
reasons in a series of remarkable letters to Father 
Perrin that were later published, along with several 
of her essays, under the title Waiting for God. In 
these letters, she urges on Father Perrin the idea 
that Christianity must become, in her word, 
“universal.” One of the things which prevents this, 
she thinks, is the power of the Church as a social 
institution.  
 
Reader 
What frightens me is the Church as a social 
structure. My natural disposition is to be very easily 
influenced, too much influenced, and above all by 
any collective....For this reason, I am afraid of the 
Church patriotism existing in Catholic circles. There 
were saints who approved of the Crusades or the 
Inquisition. I cannot help thinking they were wrong; 
but, if I see more clearly on this point than they did, 
I who am so far below them, then I must also admit 
that in this matter they were blinded by something 
very powerful. 
 
I am well aware that the Church must inevitably be 
a social structure; otherwise, it would not exist. But 
insofar as it is a social structure, it belongs to the 
Prince of this World. (WG, 53-54) 
 
David Cayley 
“Church patriotism,” as Weil calls it here, was, for 
her, but one facet of the larger problem of 
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exclusiveness within institutional Christianity. If 
Christian doctrine is true, she thought, then it is true 
for everyone, and one ought to begin thinking 
through what this means. But though the word 
“Catholic” means “universal,” she said, she saw no 
disposition within the Catholic Church of her time to 
actually be universal. 
 
Reader 
Christianity should contain all vocations, without 
exception, since it is catholic. But in my eyes, 
Christianity is catholic by right but not in fact. So 
many things are outside it, so many things that I 
love and do not want to give up, so many things 
that God loves; otherwise, they would not be in 
existence. All the immense stretches of past 
centuries, except the last twenty, are among them; 
all the countries inhabited by the coloured races; all 
secular life in the white peoples’ countries; in the 
history of those countries, all the traditions banned 
as heretical...and all those things resulting from the 
Renaissance, too often degraded but not quite 
without value.  
 
I should betray the truth, that is to say, the aspect 
of truth that I see, if I left the point, where I have 
been since my birth, at the intersection of 
Christianity and everything that is not Christianity. 
(WG, 75-76) 
 
David Cayley 
Simone Weil insisted on remaining at the 
intersection of Christianity and everything which is 
not Christianity because she believed the truth of 
Christianity to be universal and non-exclusive, and 
because she thought this truth pointed to the world 
and should not remain enclosed in some separate 
religious sphere.  
 
Her quest for a reformed understanding of 
Christianity led her to three conclusions which I 
think bear on the problem I posed at the outset: the 
place of religion in society. First, she argues 
against the idea that Christianity represents a 
historically unique revelation. Second, she insists 
that religion is not a question of belief but of 
experience, so belief cannot be compelled in 
advance of experience. And finally, she holds that 
religion is corrupted by the exercise of any social 
power whatever. Religion should be present in 
society, she says, only as a way of seeing things. 
 
Reader 
Religion is nothing else but a looking. Insofar as it 
claims to be anything else...it is inevitable that it 

should either be shut up inside churches, or that it 
should stifle everything in every other place where 
it is found. Religion should not claim to occupy a 
place in society other than that which rightly 
belongs to supernatural love in the soul....[Many] 
people [corrupt] charity in themselves because they 
want to make it occupy too large and too visible a 
place in their soul. True faith implies great 
discretion, even with regard to itself. (WG, 199) 
 
David Cayley 
To call religion a “looking” is to purge it of all power 
and all social standing and to think only of the light 
it sheds. It sounds so slight, so modest, and yet it 
was, in a sense, all that Simone Weil aspired to: to 
let things be, to let them be just what they are, and 
to let them speak to us without putting ourselves in 
the way. 
 
Reader 
A beautiful thing involves no good except itself. We 
are drawn to it without knowing what to ask of it. 
We want to get behind the beauty, but it is only a 
surface, a mirror that sends us back our own desire 
for goodness. It is a sphinx, an enigma, a mystery 
which is painfully tantalizing. We should like to feed 
upon it, but it is merely something to look at; it 
appears only from a certain distance. The great 
trouble in human life is that looking and eating are 
two different operations....Children feel this trouble 
already when they look at a cake for a long time, 
almost regretting that it should have to be eaten, 
and yet are unable to help eating it. It may be that 
vice, depravity and crime are nearly always, in their 
essence, attempts to eat beauty, to eat what we 
should only look at. “Two winged companions,” 
says one of the Upanishads, “two birds are on the 
branch of a tree. One eats the fruit, the other looks 
at it.” These two birds are the two parts of our soul. 
(WG, 166) 
 
Paul Kennedy 
On Ideas tonight, you’ve listened to the final 
program of “Enlightened by Love,” our five-hour 
series on the thought of Simone Weil. The 
programs were written, presented and produced by 
David Cayley, with the help of Lynda Shorten and 
Dave Field. Readings from Simone Weil were by 
Kate Cayley. The incidental music was drawn from 
the works of Eric Satie, performed by Reinbert de 
Leeuw and Aldo Ciccolini. The theme music was 
Satie’s “Petite Ouverture à Danser.” David Cayley 
would like to thank Jutta Mason and the members 
of the American Simone Weil Society for their help 
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with these programs. The Executive Producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht, and I’m Paul Kennedy. 
 


