
Chapter 27 - Activity and Receptivity 

Half of everyone’s life, men and women alike, is yin, anima, feminine, receptive; 

and the other half is yang, animus, masculine, active; and both are equally parts 

of God’s providence and our “abandonment” to it. 

Since activity and receptivity are the two halves of our nature, of our love, and of 

our holiness, therefore two errors are possible: Martha-like activism that devalues 

contemplation and receptivity, and passive quietism that devalues action. 

Quietism was a more common heresy in de Caussade’s day than in ours. He writes 

against it: “It is a waste of time to try to picture any kind of selfabandonment 

which excludes all personal activity and seeks only quiescence, for if God wishes 

us to act for ourselves, then action makes us holy” (p. 30). What makes both 

activity and receptivity good is God’s will. “Not as I will, but as you will” is the 

essence of holiness. 

In fact the two halves always include each other. We pray or contemplate 

because it is our duty, it is the act God wills for us. And we act in doing our daily 

duty because we are being receptive to God’s will. 

Each involves the other. To act according to God’s will is, first, to surrender to it. 

And if we surrender to it, we will act, for it is His will for us to act. What Mary told 

the servants who had run out of wine at the wedding feast at Cana, “Do whatever 

he tells you” (Jn 2:5), she tells us, too. The “do” means activity, and the “whatever 

he tells you” means receptivity. They are two dimensions of the same act. They 

do not alternate, though consciously focusing on our external activity and 

consciously focusing on inner contemplation in prayer do alternate. The 

Benedictine motto “ora et labora” (“pray and work”) means both (1) that life is 

rightly divided into times for external, physical work and times for internal, 

spiritual prayer, since God wills both for us, and also (2) that prayer is itself a work 

and work should itself be a form of prayer. 

Ignoring the outer world and action would be irresponsible. “Obedience to the 

clearly expressed and definite will of God . . . implies normal vigilance, care, 

prudence, and discretion” (p. 77). Receptivity to His supernatural will demands 

natural activity; our supernatural duty demands faithfulness to our natural duties; 

and supernatural faith demands using our natural reason. 



This last example of activity and receptivity together, the relation between faith 

and reason, means three things: (1) that it is the receptivity of trusting faith that 

demands our use of our reason and our action, (2) that what this trusting faith 

demands is active reason, and (3) that this trusting faith demands active reason. 

  

A theological footnote about activity and receptivity: in the Christian theology of 

the Trinity there is receptivity even in God, for the Son is begotten by the Father 

as well as the Father begetting the Son, and both are equally divine acts as well as 

equally Divine Persons. 

Also, the Son receives and obeys the Father’s will. He says He comes to do not His 

own will but the Father’s will. Yet He is equal to the Father. This shows, at the 

highest level, that receptivity is not an imperfection, except accidentally, because 

of time, when the received effect is dependent on the prior acting cause. But in 

themselves, the essences of giver and receiver are equally valuable. 

This is the metaphysical basis for women’s equality (but not sameness) with men. 

A woman’s receptivity is the power and the glory of her inner being; it is not a 

shameful relegation to secondary status by a male chauvinist society. 


