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HOW SHE APPEARED TO OTHERS
 
Inevitably this unsexing of self, this unhappiness with her body, gave rise 
to suspicions of anorexia.11 Beyond dispute is that Simone was a 
stranger inside her own body – suspicious of the very fact of 
embodiment. And her body, in turn, betrayed her. She was spectacularly 
clumsy. She was tormented by agonizing migraines that drove her to the 
brink of suicide, and by childhood illnesses and traumas the effects of 
which would never abate. She was betrayed by having been born a 
woman in a man’s world. [Yourgrau, Palle. Simone Weil (Critical Lives) 
(pp. 17-18). Reaktion Books. Kindle Edition.]



When still a child, she was traumatized when she overheard a visitor 
praising brother and sister: ‘one is genius itself; the other, beauty’. The 
observation hit the mark. She had fine, curly, black hair, porcelain 
skin and ‘black, almond shaped eyes that suggested those of 
Byzantine frescoes’. As for her brother, she herself would compare 
André’s childhood to Pascal’s, a childhood that fully presaged his 
development into one of the leading mathematicians of the century, a 
colleague, in the end, of Kurt Gödel at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced 
Study. Like her brother’s genius, her beauty, too, was real, and 
visible – for nothing is more visible than beauty, whereas Simone’s 
own genius was for years, less visible, yet no less real. As André 
himself confessed late in life apropos his sister’s genius, he had been 
‘only a mathematician’. [Yourgrau, Palle. Simone Weil (Critical Lives) (p. 
18). Reaktion Books. Kindle Edition.]

A tangle of black hair hid a pale countenance overpowered by a pair of 
face-eating, horn-rimmed glasses. ‘She looked’, said, a classmate, ‘as if 
she belonged to another order of being.’ (She did.) Her garments, 
always ‘with a monastic, masculine cut’, told the rest of the story: ‘a 
cape, boyish flat-heeled shoes, a long full skirt, and a long, body-
obscuring jacket in dark colors’. (‘The Weils didn’t do light colors’, notes 
Sylvie.) Her unusually small hands were singularly weak and clumsy. A 
chain smoker, she rolled her own cigarettes – ‘the Achilles heel of her 
asceticism’, said a friend – but made a mess of it, so that there was 
often more tobacco outside the paper, and on her lips, than inside. Her 
pockets, stuffed with tobacco and papers, for writing, as well as 
smoking – assuming there’s a difference (‘this smoke has been 
transformed into pages covered with writing’, she once told a friend) – 
would be stained by a bottle of Waterman ink that she had failed to 
close properly. [Yourgrau, Palle. Simone Weil (Critical Lives) (pp. 29-30). 
Reaktion Books. Kindle Edition.]

Her powers of concentration became legendary. She assigned herself 
impossibly long lists of study and disappeared for days at a time without 
food or sleep to devour her chosen texts. She carpeted her floor with 
books, crawling on her hands and knees from one end of the room to 
the other guided by her myopic eyes, her nose buried deep in the 
volumes, without respite. [Yourgrau, Palle. Simone Weil (Critical Lives) 



(p. 42). Reaktion Books. Kindle Edition.] 



HER EXPERIENCE OF THE LORD’S PRAYER

Πάτερ ἡµῶν ὁ ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς,
ἁγιασθήτω τὸ ὄνοµά σου,
ἐλθέτω ἡ βασιλεία σου,
γενηθήτω τὸ θέληµά σου ὡς ἐν οὐρανῷ καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς.
τὸν ἄρτον ἡµῶν τὸν ἐπιούσιον δὸς ἡµῖν σήµερον
καὶ ἄφες ἡµῖν τὰ ὀφειλήµατα ἡµῶν, ὡς καὶ ἡµεῖς ἀφίεµεν τοῖς 
ὀφειλέταις ἡµῶν.
καὶ µὴ εἰσενέγκῃς ἡµᾶς εἰς πειρασµόν, ἀλλὰ ῥῦσαι ἡµᾶς ἀπὸ τοῦ 
πονηροῦ.
ὅτι σοῦ ἐστιν ἡ βασιλεία καὶ ἡ δύναµις καὶ ἡ δόξα εἰς τοὺς αἰῶνας ἀµήν.

“The Our Father contains all possible petitions; we cannot conceive of 
any prayer not already contained in it… It is impossible to say it once 
through, giving the fullest possible attention to each word, without a 
change, infinitesimal perhaps but real, taking place in the soul.”

In one of her letters, she recounts memorizing the Greek text of the 
prayer:
“The infinite sweetness of this Greek text so took hold of me that for 
several days I could not stop myself from saying it over all the time. The 
following week, I began the grape harvest. I recited the Our Father in 
Greek every day before work, and I repeated it very often in the 
vineyard. Since that time I have made a practice of saying it through 
once each morning with absolute attention. If during the recitation my 
attention wanders or goes to sleep in the minutest degree, I begin again 
until I have once succeeded in going through it with absolutely pure 
attention.

“Sometimes it comes about that I say it again out of sheer pleasure, but 
I only do it if I really feel the impulse. The effect of this practice is 
extraordinary and surprises me every time, for, although I experience it 
each day, it exceeds my expectation at each repetition. At times the very 
first words tear my thoughts from my body and transport it to a place 
outside space where there is neither perspective nor point of view. The 
infinity of the ordinary expanses of perception is replaced by an infinity 
to the second or sometimes the third degree. At the same time, filling 
every part of this infinity of infinity, there is silence, a silence which is 



not an absence of sound but which is the object of a positive sensation, 
more positive than that of sound. Noises, if there are any, only reach me 
after crossing this silence. Sometimes, also, during this recitation or at 
other moments, Christ is present with me in person, but his presence is 
infinitely more real, more moving, more clear than on that first occasion 
when he took possession of me.”

TIMELINE
1909

February 3, born in Paris
1925

Earned Baccalaureate in Philosophy from Lycée Henri IV
1928

Accepted into L'Ecole Normale Supérieure
1929

Publishes first articles in Libres Propos (edited by Alain)
1931 

Passes Agrégation and begins teaching at girl’s school in Le Puy-en-
Vélay 

1931
Becomes active with trade unions and participates in worker 

demonstrations

1932
Transferred from Le Puy to Auxerre

1933  
Dismissed from Auxerre and transferred to Roanne

1933
Meets with Leon Trotsky at her parents' home in Paris

1934
Works at the Elektro-Firma Alshom factory as a drill-press operator, at 
the Boulogne-Billancourt as a packer, and as a machinist at the Renault 

factory



1935  
Vacation in Portugal, where she is overwhelmed by the songs sung by 

Portuguese women and turns toward Christianity

1935  
Teaches at Lycée in Bourges and starts Entre nous, a journal produced 

and authored by factory workers

1936
Despite her pacifist convictions, she volunteers in Spanish Civil War; she 
is burned by cooking oil and returns to France to receive proper medical 

treatment

1937
Appointed Professor of Philosophy at the Lycée Saint-Quentin

1938
Easter at the Abbey of Solesmes she is overcome by the beauty of 

the Gregorian chants

1938 
Has mystical experience while reciting George Herbert's poem, 

"Love (III)"

1939
Revises her stance on pacifism when German troops enter Prague

1939 
Took sick leave from teaching and  travels to Italy; she never teaches 

again 
1940  

Studied Sanskrit and the Bhagavad Gītā

1940  
June 30, Weil and her parents flee Paris to Vichy day before German 

troops seize the city

1940  
Under pseudonym, Émile Novis, she published articles in Cahiers du 



sud, her most famous being "The Illiad or the Poem of Force"

1941  
Met Father Joseph-Marie Perrin and began working on the farm of 
Gustave Thibon; she entrusted her Cahiers to the latter (which he 
published selctions from posthumously as Pesanteur et la Grâce) 

and her Spiritual Autobiography to the former

1942 
With her parents, she left France and arrived in New York

1942
In November Weil set out on return to France where she intended to 

participate in the Resistance

1943
Soon after her arrival in London presumably before moving on to France

—Weil grew ill and in April 1943 was diagnosed with pulmonary 
tuberculosis

1943
She resided at Ashford Sanatorium in Kent during her recovery, but 

refused to take any more rations than what was allowed her compatriots 
under German occupation in France

1943 
August 24, Weil dies; after three days, the coroner ruled that the cause 

of her death was 'suicide'

1943
Weil is buried at Ashford Cemetery  



"In 1942, Simone Weil joined the Provisional French Government in 
London but developed tuberculosis and died in Grosvenor Sanatorium, 

Ashford. Her writings have established her as one of the foremost 
modern philosophers."

WORKS

This is from the Oxford Bibliographies Online, “Simone Weil” by David 
Levy - 

Weil’s work is disparate, consisting mainly of articles, manuscripts, and 
notebooks. This makes it difficult to grasp the larger picture of her 
thinking, so using an introduction can be helpful. Most introductory 
books include a significant amount of biography, such as Yourgrau 
2011, McLellan 1990, and von der Ruhr 2006. Some focus more narrowly 
on a few topics in Weil’s thought, such as Chenavier 2012, Little 1988, 
and Hellman 1982, while Rozelle-Stone and Davis 2018 is broad and 
synoptic. Pétrement 1989 is the best biography by Weil’s friend and 
contemporary, though Perrin and Thibon 2003 and Nevin 1991 offer 
interesting contrastive biographical perspectives.

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0010
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0010
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0004
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0009
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0001
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0003
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0002
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0008
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0007
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0006
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0230.xml#obo-9780195396577-0230-bibItem-0005
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Chenavier, Robert. Simone Weil: Attention to the Real. 
Translated by Bernard E. Doering. Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2012 

Chenavier is unusually expert in all of Weil’s writings and gives particular 
emphasis to the role she gave to the idea of work. This is short but 
penetrating.

Hellman, John. Simone Weil: An Introduction to Her 
Thought. Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 
1982. 

This book is unusual in addressing the political dimension of Weil’s 
thought by comparison with Weil’s historical and religious interests.

Little, J. P. Simone Weil: Waiting on Truth. Oxford: Berg, 
1988. 

This short book by Little is informed by exceptional familiarity with Weil’s 
writing, which is synthesized into a few chapters each of which 
addresses a key aspect of Weil’s work while indicating the unity of her 
work.

McLellan, David. Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of 
Simone Weil. New York: Poseidon Press, 1990. 

McLellan’s book brings out the political dimension in Weil’s life and 
thought with a critical sympathy. He highlights the importance of her 
late essay on human personality.

Nevin, Thomas R. Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991. 

The question of the place of Weil’s Jewish background is recurrent and 
this is a serious attempt to answer that question, even though aspects 
of it have been superseded by subsequent authors.

Perrin, J. M., and G. Thibon. Simone Weil as We Knew Her. 
New York: Routledge, 2003. 

There is a hagiographic aspect to these reports of the authors’ 
friendships with Weil, but their perspectives on a critical period in her 
life and the development of her thought are invaluable.
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●

●
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Pétrement, Simone. Simone Weil: A Life. Translated by 
Raymond Rosenthal. New York: Schocken Books, 1989. 

There are other biographies, but this is the best informed and least 
judgmental.

Rozelle-Stone, A. Rebecca, and Benjamin P. Davis. “Simone 
Weil.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Edited 
by Edward N. Zalta. Stanford, CA: Stanford University, 
2018. 

This entry has the virtue of presenting Weil’s work through the 
philosophical concepts she developed, thus making comparisons with 
other, academic formulations of philosophy more straightforward.

Von der Ruhr, Mario. Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in 
Attention. London: Continuum, 2006. 

Von der Ruhr’s biographical treatment aims to be comprehensive, 
though it gives special attention to the centrality of Weil’s idea of 
attention.

Yourgrau, Palle. Simone Weil. London: Reaktion, 2011. 
This is dense with detail on her ideas and their development, thereby 
offering a thorough return on time spent.

SEPARATION
 

The Oxford English Dictionary at “empathy” – “2.a. Psychology 
and Aesthetics. The quality or power of projecting one's 
personality into or mentally identifying oneself with an object of 
contemplation, and so fully understanding or appreciating it.”

A romantic at heart, she was in equal part a stoic. ‘Kisses and embraces 
disgusted her’, said Gustave Thibon, her friend, years later, ‘and I never 
saw her cry.’ It was other people’s pain that moved her, not her own. 
From early in life to late, no border could contain her empathy for the 
plight of others, from soldiers on the front lines to enemies subjected to 
harsh treaties, from workers in the luxury hotels in which her family 
vacationed to factory workers, slaves to machines, from present 
holocausts to those buried in the distant past. But what she could least 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2018/entries/simone-weil/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2018/entries/simone-weil/


bear was separation – holding herself apart from those outside, in 
pain. It would brand her forever. It would make her a slave. As she 
confessed later, it was only when she realized she herself was a 
slave and that Christianity is the religion of slaves that she became 
aware of her spiritual vocation. Unsurprising, then, that she would 
resist the religion of her ancestors, in which it is precisely the 
deliverance from the burden of slavery that is celebrated. [Yourgrau, 
Palle. Simone Weil (Critical Lives) (p. 22). Reaktion Books. Kindle 
Edition.]

ATTENTION
 

Simone Weil, Waiting for God – “One of the principal truths of 
Christianity, a truth that goes almost unrecognized today, is that 
looking is what saves us.”

Sylvie Weil (niece of Simone Weil) in “Simone Weil and the 
Rabbis: Compassion and Tzedakah” – “Simone Weil’s notion of 
compassion is intimately linked with the act of looking, of 
paying attention. Attention is the rarest and purest form of 
generosity, she writes. This is closely related to one of the great 
themes of Simone Weil’s writings: the extreme humiliation and 
dehumanization of the wretched person suffering misfortune and 
poverty, who becomes a nonperson, beneath pity.” [Weil, Simone. 
Awaiting God (p. 5), from the “Introduction” by Sylvie Weil. Fresh 
Wind Press. Kindle Edition.]

Simone Weil, Waiting for God, “Reflections on the Right Use 
of School Studies in View of the Love of God” – “Although 
today we seem ignorant to it, the formation of the faculty of 
attention is the true goal and unique interest of all studies.” [Weil, 
Simone. Awaiting God (p. 21). Fresh Wind Press. Kindle Edition.]



The Greek verb hupmenein (see entry from the Brill Dictionary of 
Greek above) means “to remain where one is, motionless, in 
expectation, unshaken and unmoved by any external shock.

Jane Khin Zaw, “Only a Witness to Speak for the Light” in 
The Way 55, 2 (April 2016), pp. 55-70 – “The idea of attention 
is central to Weil’s spirituality. It is not an effort of mind or will-
power, something at which we strain in a muscular way. What 
Simone means by attention is more like looking or listening, 
‘suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty and 

ready to be penetrated by the object’.6 It is a passive process, 
expressed better by the Greek word hypomene (steadfast 
endurance) than by its Latin translation patientia. It is watching 
and waiting in ‘faithful immobility which lasts indefinitely and 
cannot be shaken’, like the servant waiting for his master’s 

return.7 This waiting for goodness and truth commits us more 
fully than any searching. God searches for us, rather than the 
other way round. We can only turn our eyes towards God.”

Matthew T. Eggemeier, “A Mysticism of Open Eyes”, Spiritus 12,1 
(Fall 2012), in an article he did on Johannes Metz and Jon Sobrino:

According to Metz, there are stories and parables that are 
inscribed in the
memory of humanity and the “‘Good Samaritan’ belongs first and 
foremost

among these.”39 The significance of this parable stems from 



the fact that it nar-
rates the central concern of Jesus’s life and ministry as a 
primordial sensitivity

to the suffering of others.40 As the parable is narrated, the 
priest and the Levite
simply pass by the victim on the side of the road “for the sake of 
a higher

concern”41 and fail to see the victim’s suffering as of ultimate 
concern. In contrast to the moral blindness of the priest and 
Levite, Jesus points toward the Samaritan as the one who 
embodied this primordial sensitivity to the suffering of 
others by seeing and responding to the wounded victim. In 
the parable, the ethical event takes place at the level of the 
body in a visceral encounter with the suffering victim. 
Following the analysis of Hans Jonas, who claims the very fact 
that a human being is breathing lays on obligation on the self, 
Metz contends that the “categorical imperative” of the 

mysticism of open eyes is “just look and you know!”42 It is 
not a question of applying abstract rules of justice or 
theories of morality to a concrete situation, but rather a 
question of opening one’s eyes to the ethical call that arises 
from the encounter with the embodied suffering of the other. 
In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Metz maintains that Jesus 
“depicted a situation in which it is not possible for one to think 
through—Do I have to do this or that? Can I ascertain where the 
meaningful action lies? Rather, it is a situation in which one has to 
obey.

Rowan Williams, Luminaries: Twenty Lives that Illuminate the 
Christian Way.

Publisher:  SPCK Publishing (August 15, 2019)
Language:  English
Hardcover:  160 pages
ISBN-10:  0281082952
ISBN-13:  978-0281082957

Over against that impersonal technological ideal, she defined her own 
spiritual ideal, casting it regularly in terms of one particular French word 



which is difficult to translate because it means two things: attente, 
meaning both ‘waiting’ and ‘attention’. It’s the kind of waiting 
experienced by a birdwatcher: you have to be very still, relaxed and 
focused all at the same time. At every moment you’re expecting 
something, but you’re not so screwing up your energies that you are too 
tensely concentrated to notice when it happens. Her best-known book 
has the title Attente de Dieu (Waiting on God, published 1951): the 
essence of prayer begins in attention, waiting attention; and this 
involves a kind of selflessness. You put your thoughts and anxieties on 
the back burner, you open yourself to what’s there and you allow your 
mind to be shaped by what’s in front of you. That is her most central 
and important idea, and what is most striking about her development 
of it is that it helps her connect experiences that we all share in some 
way with the experience of contemplating God. Instead of thinking, ‘I 
must be very concentrated and pure and saintly before I can 
contemplate God,’ we can think, ‘I’m actually already “contemplating” in 
some way when I’m learning how to speak Italian, how to conduct an 
experiment, even how to ride a bicycle. I am already not unfamiliar with 
the experience of putting my ego’s preoccupations on hold while I 
respond to the demands of what is simply there, what is simply Not-Me, 
insisting that I conform my mind and will to its reality.’ [Williams, Rowan. 
Luminaries (p. 92). SPCK. Kindle Edition.]

Simone sees this selfless process of ‘giving ourselves’ to our work as 
the ground of union with God, because God himself is always giving 
himself so selflessly that we could almost say God cancels himself 
out so that the world can exist. He steps out of sight so that the 
world can come into sight. And this gift in which God gives so 
completely that he virtually cancels out himself as giver is translated by 
Weil into the idea that somehow our own ideal relationship with God is 
when we, in response to God’s stepping right out of sight, ‘cancel’ 
ourselves and are simply aligned with God. As she puts it, we ‘de-
create’ ourselves. [Williams, Rowan. Luminaries (p. 93). SPCK. Kindle 
Edition.]

Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a 
View to the Love of God” (1942) - If someone searches with true 
attention for the solution to a geometric problem, and if after about an 
hour has advanced no further than from where they started, they 



nevertheless advance, during each minute of that hour, in another more 
mysterious dimension. Without sensing it, without knowing it, this effort 
that appeared sterile and fruitless has deposited more light in the soul. 
The fruit will be found later, one day in prayer. In addition, they will 
also undoubtedly find it in some domain of the intelligence, perhaps 
completely foreign to mathematics. Perhaps one day the one who gave 
this ineffective effort, because of this effort, will be capable of grasping 
the beauty of a verse from Racine more directly. But that the fruit of this 
effort will be found in prayer—this is certain; there is no doubt at all. 
[Weil, Simone. Awaiting God (p. 22). Fresh Wind Press. Kindle Edition.]

Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a 
View to the Love of God” (1942) - Even outside of any explicit religious 
belief, every time a human being accomplishes an effort of attention 
with the sole desire of becoming more capable of knowing the truth, 
they acquire a greater aptitude for it, even if their effort produces no 
visible fruit. [Weil, Simone. Awaiting God (pp. 22-23). Fresh Wind Press. 
Kindle Edition.]
Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a 
View to the Love of God” (1942) - One must therefore study without 
any desire to obtain good grades, to succeed in exams, to obtain any 
scholarly result, without any regard for taste or natural aptitudes, 
applying oneself equally to all the exercises with the idea that they all 
serve to form this attention that is the substance of prayer. At that 
moment when we apply ourselves to an exercise, we must want to 
accomplish it correctly because this wish is indispensable for any true 
effort. But to reach this immediate goal, profound attention must be 
uniquely directed toward increasing our power of attention in view 
of prayer, as when we are writing, and draw the form of the letters 
on the paper, not in view of their form, but in view of the ideas they 
express. [Weil, Simone. Awaiting God (p. 23). Fresh Wind Press. Kindle 
Edition.]

Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a 
View to the Love of God” (1942) - The virtue of humility—a treasure 
infinitely more precious that any scholarly progress—may 
especially be acquired this way. In this regard, contemplation of one’s 
own stupidity is perhaps even more useful than contemplating one’s sin. 
Consciousness of sin produces a feeling that we are evil, and a certain 



pride can sometimes find its way into our account. When we violently 
constrain ourselves to fix the gaze of our eyes and the gaze of our 
soul on an academic exercise we have failed through stupidity, we 
sense with irresistible evidence that we are something mediocre. 
No knowledge is more desirable. When we reach the knowledge of 
that truth with the whole soul, we have established ourselves solidly on 
the true way. [Weil, Simone. Awaiting God (p. 24). Fresh Wind Press. 
Kindle Edition.]

Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a 
View to the Love of God” (1942) - The role of desire in our studies 
allows them to be preparation for the spiritual life. For desire, 
oriented toward God, is the only force capable of raising the soul. Or 
rather, God alone comes to possess and lift the soul, but only desire 
obliges God to descend. [Weil, Simone. Awaiting God (p. 25). Fresh 
Wind Press. Kindle Edition.]

Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a 
View to the Love of God” (1942) - WAITING ON GOD - The most 
precious goods are not to be sought out, but to be waited for 
(expectantly). For we cannot find them in our own power, and if we give 
ourselves to searching for them, we find false goods in their place that 
we cannot discern as falsities. [Weil, Simone. Awaiting God (p. 26). 
Fresh Wind Press. Kindle Edition.]

INTRODUCTION TO LIFE AND THOUGHT (1998)by Eric O. 
Springsted

This short biography (below) is a particularly good one by a scholar who 
has spent his life studying, thinking about, Simone Weil.

An Introduction to the Life
and Thought of Simone Weil

from Simone Weil: Readings Selected with an Introduction by
Eric O. Springsted (Maryknoll, NY: 1998, Orbis Books)

Copyright, 1998, Eric O. Springsted



            The twentieth century has not lacked seriousness. That very 
seriousness, however, has not always provided very well for either the 
human spirit or body. Instead, we have been in the midst of a lightning 
storm of moral, social and religious clashes. The very things that we 
need to save us seem the very things that would destroy us. As a result 
we often wonder if there is any real spiritual bread when having sought 
for it we have gotten only stones and serpents instead; we withdraw 
then into our own private reveries, threatened by and suspicious of that 
which ought to draw us together. Yet the century's seriousness has also 
produced some wonderful examples of genuine inspiration; we have not 
been without some of history's clearest witnesses to a life of light and 
grace, and genuine compassion for others.

            Simone Weil was one of those witnesses. Possessed of a rare 
and pure intensity of spirit, and an unusual combination of personal 
commitment and a high and clear intelligence, she has spoken clearly to 
those who have sought both justice in human affairs and light in matters 
of the spirit. Yet in a time of clashing moral commitments and spiritual 
ideals, it is not surprising to find that less than a beacon in the storm, 
she has functioned something more like a lightening rod attracting both 
positive and negative charges, attracting and focusing them. The way 
she has done so, though, is highly unusual. The reactions to what she 
did in her life and what she wrote do not fall along a dividing line among 
already clearly demarcated positions, say between the religious and 
non-religious, or between liberal and conservative. In thinking on her life 
and thought, positive and negative come within those categories. For 
she has attracted the deep appreciation of many whose lives are lived 
outside the Christian church, and has divided that of those within it. T.S. 
Eliot described her as "at the same time more truly a lover of order and 
hierarchy than most who call themselves Conservative, and more truly a 
lover of the people than most those who call themselves Socialist."

            The radically different valences assigned to Simone Weil have to 
many thinkers touched by her bespoken a pure spirit, perhaps one of 
genius and insight, but one which is also sometimes confused and 
contradictory. There may be some of that, but, I think, it is much less 
than would serve to make us comfortable. She herself in the last months 
of her life seemed to be surprised at how coherent the various traces of 



her thought really were. Writing to her parents, she claimed that she had 
discovered something solid and dense, something of pure gold, in her 
thinking. She worried deeply that it would be obscured because people 
would look at her, and not at that deposit of gold, somewhat like St. 
Augustine who complained of those students who when he pointed to 
the sky would look at his finger instead. If Weil was right, and I am 
more than inclined to think that she was, then the positive and 
negative charges that she has attracted may well be reflections of 
our confusions. That she has acted like a lightning rod may well be 
because she has put in balance the opposing valences that have 
made our moral and spiritual seriousness such a storm, and it is we 
who strike at it to restore our preferred imbalance. Because we are 
so serious, we assume that it she who has only half the truth.

            That is to put it in such a way that borders nearly on the 
hagiographic, and Weil would have detested that. Therefore let me say 
somewhat more specifically and quickly just what it is that is 
important in her thought, and that, because it does run against the 
grain of much of the century's orthodoxy, both attracts people to 
her and repels them at the same time. It is, I believe, the sense she 
has of what the moral self is. How we are accustomed to thinking of 
ourselves as moral and spiritual beings lies so close to us that it is as 
nearly unrecognizable to us as water must be to the fish. That is, until 
we are faced with alternatives. It is at that point that we are often 
stunned and react sharply, as well we might; our very selves are at 
stake. Simone Weil's distinctive contribution to religious, social and 
moral thought lies, I believe, in her sharp insights into what we take 
ourselves to be and the confusions and blindnesses and limitation 
therein. Her contribution also lies in the alternative she offers.

            All this can be made clearer if we first take a closer look first at 
her life. For it is there that our attractions and repulsions begin.

            Simone Weil was born February 3, 1909. Her older brother, 
André, was destined to become one of the world's greatest 
mathematicians of his generation. Her father, Bernard, was a 
physician and his profession put the Weil family in solid upper 
middle class comfort and respectability. Selma, her mother put her 
own considerable abilities untiringly in the service of the 



advancement of her children's lives. The family background was 
Jewish, but as with so many Jewish families of the generation that lived 
between the time of the Dreyfus affair and the discovery of the 
Holocaust, it felt free to take little notice of the fact, being as fully 
assimilated as one could be in French society. Weil herself never felt any 
particular kinship to her ancestry; indeed, she felt some hostility towards 
it, and is almost never generous when discussing Judaism or the Old 
Testament, excepting some books such as Genesis, Isaiah, and Job. She 
certainly felt that it did not define her and reacted sharply whenever it 
was suggested that it did. Nobody but Simone Weil could tell Simone 
Weil who she was.

            Simone was, I think, no less brilliant that her brother. But her 
genius was very different. André's intelligence as a mathematician, as 
with most great mathematicians, manifested itself early and in the most 
apparent ways. In a family where intelligence was terrifically important, 
this caused Simone no small amount of anxiety. How that "inferiority" 
was felt by her, however, is actually an important clue to where he own 
capacities lay. For she says in a letter that is one of the rare places in all 

her writings where she talks extensively about herself1, that it was not 
the lack of visible successes that bothered her, "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." What 
brought her out of what appears to be a serious adolescent crisis of 
identity was the thought that that kingdom was accessible not only by 
pure intelligence but could be entered also if one desires truth and 
concentrates one's whole being on it. Under the name of truth. she 
adds, "I also included beauty, virtue, and every kind of goodness, so 
that for me it was a question of the relationship between grace and 
desire. The conviction that had come to me was that when one hungers 

for bread one does not receive stones."2 That idea of moral 
concentration, the idea of “ATTENTION,” is central to her genius. For 
her it is what distinguishes the truly great from the merely talented; 
throughout her writings she applies it severely. Although at this point 
such a notion held no religious connotations for her -- she said she saw 
the problem of God as insoluble and therefore left it alone -- it would 
bloom in her religious thought.



            To say, however, that she had no visible intellectual successes 
would be wrong. She was educated in the elite schools of the best 
French intellectual tradition. She studied at the Lycée Henri IV 
under the philosopher Alain, who gave her his deepest respect, and 
in his own  emphasis on human action, the earliest shape to her own 
thinking. She was one of the first women to graduate from the 
prestigious École Normale Supériore, with the degree of agregée de 
philosophie, which was reserved for the top few graduates. But 
even there and in subsequent teaching positions in the French lycée 
system, to which her degree gave her access, it was her moral 
commitment that is remembered. Her moral intensity and active 
involvement in leftist causes earned her the nicknames of "The Red 
Virgin" and "The Categorical Imperative in Skirts." Simone de Beauvoir 
recounts her one meeting with Weil during their university days. De 
Beauvoir recounts that already at that time Weil had established a 
somewhat intimidating reputation. Coming upon Weil in a courtyard of 
the Sorbonne while Weil was holding forth on the need for revolution in 
order to feed the masses, de Beauvoir recalls that her own offering to 
the conversation was the philosopher's opinion that what the people 
really needed was meaning in their lives. Weil frostily replied, quickly 
looking her over, that it was clear that she had not ever gone hungry, a 
remark that de Beauvoir recognized as putting her and her philosophy in 
its place as belonging to the petty bourgeoisie. (Yet, de Beauvoir adds, 
what was most impressive to her about Weil was not the intimidating 
moral severity, it was the story recounted of how when Weil read of an 
earthquake in China she had wept openly at the thought of the 
destruction. Here was a heart that beat across the world.) Weil was no 
less accommodating to those in authority such as the director of the 
Ecole and her thesis advisor, Leon Brunschivg, the great Pascal scholar, 
constantly posing challenges to their authority.

            That sort of personality, of course, has consequences. She never 
did get along with Brunschivg and he did not appreciate much her 
diploma thesis on Descartes. It is perhaps because of this mutual 
antipathy that Weil never saw much on Pascal, although philosophically 
they seem to have much in common. When it came time to assign her to 
a teaching position  the authorities deliberately put her in small 
provincial towns away from the great centers of the workers' movements 



in which she was so deeply involved. But even there she could not be 
kept quiet. Living as thriftily as possible, she donated the additional pay 
to which her agregée entitled her to workers' movements. When not in 
class, she taught night classes to workers, and associated freely 
with them, something that scandalized the bourgeois parents of her 
students whose educational ambitions for their children were 
clearly more aimed at social advancement than the "kingdom of 
truth." In one of her more scandalous moves in the town of Le Puy, she 
even managed to lead a strike of the unemployed, a feat whose 
paradoxicalness seems not to have fazed her in the least.

            But these are simply anecdotes, enlightening as they might 
be. Far more important to understanding her is the year she spent 
working in three factories in Paris in the year 1934-35. At that point 
Weil had written what she then considered a sort of masterpiece titled 
"Reflections concerning the Causes of Liberty and Social Oppression." It 
was a masterful, yet sympathetic critique of Marx and an attempt to 
understand how dignity could be found in human labor. Marx had given 
an analysis of the relations between human thought and dignity and the 
larger economic enterprise, she argued, that was truly formidable. 
Rather than individual thought shaping and controlling such an 
enterprise, he recognized that it was the other way around. Thought 
came out of and was conditioned by the "material conditions of 
existence." In this sense, human thought was not free, and human 
beings were cogs in the larger economic enterprise. This insight Weil 
extended to modern technology, arguing that it was no longer 
capitalists that ran the economy, but technocrats. But even they 
were not really in charge. They, too, were simply part of the larger 
whole, a point that is hardly exhausted sixty years later. But therein 
is a problem. If we are so determined by the material conditions of 
existence, how then could there be human dignity? How could humans 
have some charge of their destiny? Marx, she thought, gave no 
satisfactory solution; his analysis was so good it seemed that his own 
solutions ran contrary to what he had already established. Where there 
were possibilities, Weil contended, was in the recognition that human 
labor was always subject to necessity. If we cannot escape necessity 
human dignity can nevertheless be achieved if the human mind can 
come to recognize this necessity and can freely give itself to it, 
making the necessity its own, something not simply external. 



Practically this meant structuring labor so that workers could get 
some sense of the larger project, both within the factory and in the 
larger social whole. The project could then be morally theirs. The 
essay is insightful and particularly mature. But it was typical of Weil that 
she was not entirely satisfied with it. As a result, faithful to what Alain 
had taught her, she therefore sought to revise her thinking by actually 
coming into contact with the object of thought. Thus she entered the 
factories, to feel in her own being the structures that others only talked 
about.

            Her experience was not that of a spectator. Despite the family 
cushion readily available to her ( which her mother was ever ready to 
provide -- sometimes even without Simone being aware of it ), she 
chose to live in a small flat in a working class section of Paris and only 
on the wages she had earned. She fully expected that this project 
would not be easy; she was not after all very sanguine about the 
conditions workers were subjected to in the depression of the 
1930s. It does seem, though, that she initially believed that she 
would discover something of human dignity in a sort of workers' 
stoicism and in their own inter-personal relations. The expectation 
was brutally destroyed. Now there is certainly a sense in which the 
experience was harder on her than it would be for most people. Weil was 
maladroit, and had a hard time keeping up with the piece work rate that 
was commonplace in factories of the time. ( Paying laborers by the 
number of pieces they produce -- a unfair practice that is also obviously 
open to abuse by setting unrealistic expectations -- is illegal in western 
nations today ). Physically it wreaked havoc on her health, which, since 
she also suffered from severe migraines, was not strong. More 
importantly, she came to recognize that labor in those conditions 
was universally humiliating, that it destroyed all sense of human 
dignity. She recognized that in the factory system the worker 
counted for nothing. Given her earlier analysis, that was not entirely 
surprising. What was surprising was the discovery that in the 
course of time, the worker came to count for nothing in his or her 
own eyes or anybody else's for that matter. The humiliation went to 
the depths of the soul. 

So Weil discovered “AFFLICTION” (malheur), a condition to which one 
could not consent, a condition that in its very nature could never be 



ennobling. Affliction had the literal ability to kill the soul and 
everything that makes us human, even though the body continued 
on. This included any sense of rights, of initiative, of expectation of 
respect from others, of hope itself. This discovery shattered all her 
earlier optimism.

            Weil, of course, was able to leave the factory and did so at the 
end of August, 1935. Brutalizing as the experience had been, it did not 
keep her from further attempts to learn by actual contact. She could 
never be content with watching from afar. Interspersed with teaching 
and sick leaves over the next three years, she also worked on a farm 
and, although a pacifist at the time, joined the anarchist-syndicalist 
elements in the Spanish Civil War. Again, she found even good causes 
tainted, as she learned not only of fascist butchery but that of her own 
comrades who executed a priest, as well as a fifteen year boy who 
refused to join them. A clumsy accident -- she stepped into a pot of 
cooking oil -- soon forced her back home, and probably saved her life, 
for shortly afterwards the militiamen with whom she served were 
decimated in battle. In a letter to Georges Bernanos, who also had 
written of the Spanish Civil War, she noted the results of her 
experience: "one sets out as a volunteer, with the idea of sacrifice, 
and finds oneself in a war which resembles a war of mercenaries, 
only with much more cruelty and with less human respect for the 
enemy."

            It was in the midst of these unsettling years that Weil's life 
took a profound spiritual turn. That turn, and this is particularly 
important to understanding her, is not away from what she had already 
learned. It took place within it.

            In the letter known as her "spiritual autobiography" Weil 
describes three "contacts" with Christianity that "really counted." The 
first took place shortly after the factory experience. Taken by her 
parents to Portugal to recover, she recounts that one night while alone in 
a small, "wretched" fishing village she watched a procession take place 
among the villagers in honor of their patron saint. She, too, felt 
wretched, the discovery of AFFLICTION having burned itself into her, 
like the brand on the head of a slave.



“It was 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 
heart-rending sadness. Nothing can give any idea of it...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.”3

            The second she more briefly describes when she tells of how in 
1937 while at Assisi, "I was compelled for the first time in my life to go 
down on my knees." The third is more extensive, and the account is 
deeply related to the way that she would subsequently articulate 
Christian spirituality.

            In 1938, Weil and her mother attended Holy Week services at 
Solesmes, a monastery known for a distinctive form of chant. At the 
outset, the intention seems to be primarily aesthetic. In the course of 
the week, she met a "young English Catholic" ( although it may have 
been actually an American Rhodes Scholar, Charles Bell ) who 
introduced her to the English metaphysical poets, especially George 
Herbert. She quickly memorized Herbert's poem "Love" and recited 
it to herself regularly, particularly in the midst of a headache. "It 
was during one of these recitations that...Christ himself came down 

and took possession of me."4

            When dealing with Simone Weil, there is too often a tendency to 
peek at her life behind what she says, as if she were simply writing in 
code of her own life. She rarely is. What she says of this experience, 
however, is vitally important to understanding the nature of her spiritual 
writings in at least two ways. First, it says something about the nature 
of faith and the supernatural in Weil's thinking. She makes it quite 
clear that she did not reason herself into faith. Indeed, she says that 
afterwards that "I still half refused, not my love but my 

intelligence."5 But she was no less certain for that. For what she 
felt in the midst of her suffering was "the presence of a love, like 
that which one can read in the smile on a beloved face." FAITH was 
not an intellectual position for her, although it clearly had profound 



intellectual consequences. It responded to something that intellect 
had only glimmers of, and which shapes in time how we use our 
intellect. It was a capacity given by grace, given by God's own 
possession, to read goodness and love, and to respond to it, just as 
we read the smile on a beloved face.

            Second, AFFLICTION now appeared in a much different light. 
She suddenly recognized that love and goodness did not have to be 
defeated even by affliction, that even in the midst of soul destroying 
suffering God could be present. Indeed, as she came to outline in "The 
Love of God and Affliction," in affliction God could be perfectly present, 
just as he was to the afflicted Christ on the Cross. If the discovery of 
affliction marked the end of a belief that humans by understanding the 
structure of necessity could consent to it and be ennobled, in the 
experience of Christ, Weil's thinking about affliction was given a 
new cast. It could be a way of giving one's total consent to God who 
never refuses his love to those who wait for it. AFFLICTION could 
serve to erase the screen of the self that we erect, and cannot tear 
down by ourselves, between us and God. She notes: "The 
supernatural greatness of Christianity lies in the fact that it does 
not seek a supernatural remedy for suffering but a supernatural use 

for it."6

            The Solesmes experience marks a clear transformation in Weil's 
thinking. From here on she begins to produce, in addition to her social 
and political works, a vast corpus of spiritual and philosophical writings 
whose Christian emphasis is explicit. But in many ways it is also at that 
point that Weil's own thinking and person becomes more recalcitrant to 
easy discussion. The conversion takes place at a time that she is already 
beginning to withdraw from much direct and organized political 
involvement. At the same time, her attempts at putting herself in contact 
with the world actually intensifies, but often in a way that puzzles us.

              Soon after Hitler invaded Prague, Weil gave up the pacifism that 
she held with so many intellectuals of the decade. Soon after, 
disappointed that Paris was not defended, she was forced to flee (quite 
reluctantly) with her parents to Marseilles when the Nazis marched into 
the capital.  It was in Marseilles that a whole series of new projects came 
to occupy her. She, like others, did what she could to undermine the 



Nazi effort, including distributing anti-Nazi literature and visiting the 
prison camps. She managed to get herself arrested, and quite typically 
gave no ground to the judge. It was also during this period that she 
again spent time working on a farm, this time that of the philosopher, 
Gustav Thibon. And again, she eschewed any comfort, choosing not to 
live with the family but in an old hut. But most important was a plan 
that she began to develop at this point for a corps of front-line 
nurses. Apparently inspired by old germanic sagas which told of 
young maidens who at the front of battle inspired the troops and 
gave them a visible reminder of the land and people for which they 
were fighting, Weil hoped to establish a corps of young women who 
would be parachuted into the front lines to care for the wounded in 
the midst of battle. Because it was so dangerous ( death was nearly 
inevitable ), but so freely done and solely for reasons of compassion, 
she believed that it would serve as a witness to what the Allies were 
fighting for. War, she knew, even when entered into for the best of 
motives, soon came to possess men's souls making them blind. 
Such an action she hoped would tip the balance back again. And, of 
course, she meant to be one of those who put herself in harm's way.

            It was in hope of putting this plan into action that Weil allowed 
herself to join her parents in leaving Marseilles for New York, for she 
hoped that from there she could get back to the war zone in France. 
After a brief period in New York, she managed through contacts with the 
Free French in London to get as far as London. There she was set to 
work on writing a number of analyses and reports that would address 
the problems that needed to be dealt with when a legitimate 
government was returned to France after the war. Her output was 
tremendous, including the book, The Need for Roots, and involves a 
truly distinctive and new approach to political and social problems. 
Crucial to this approach were two elements. First was her 
insistence that social life be oriented around the moral category of 
obligations rather than rights as it had been since the French 
revolution. Second, was the idea that social life be rooted, rooted 
both in a past, but just as vitally, through labor, in the natural world 
of necessity itself. Her thought had come full circle, returning to the 
same issues that had occupied her at the beginning of her career. They 
were, however, now transformed in the light of faith. Yet, it was still 
action that preoccupied her, and all this work meant little to her without 



the nurses project.

            But the project was not to be. De Gaulle thought it mad. Weil 
herself collapsed in the spring of 1943, suffering from tuberculosis, 
exacerbated by overwork. The prognosis for recovery was not dim, 
but in an era without penicillin and when tuberculosis was treated 
by rest and overeating, Weil proved an intractable patient. A person 
who had always seen in food something belonging to the moral order 
and who therefore had regularly and consciously eaten slightly, she 
simply refused to eat more than she thought people in occupied France 
were getting. (This was a fast, if we may use that word, she had begun 
before her collapse, although in all likelihood she knew before arriving in 
London that she had tuberculosis.) As a result her condition 
worsened, and she died on August 23, 1943 at Ashford, Kent.

            Here we begin to see a sort of eccentricity -- a life lived outside 
the center to which we are accustomed -- that does attract and repel at 
the same time. It is underlined by her personal religious life after her 
conversion. On the one hand, it is highly attractive, beautiful in its 
attention and clarity. We see this not only in her writings, but in her 
practices. While working on Gustave Thibon's farm she says that 
she developed the practice of reciting the LORD’S PRAYER each 
morning in Greek, with "absolute attention." The effect, she says, is 
extraordinary: "The infinity of the ordinary expanses of perception 
is replaced by an infinity to the second or sometimes the third 
degree. At the same time, filling every part of this infinity of infinity, 
there is silence, a silence which is not the absence of sound but 
which is the object of a positive sensation, more positive than that 
of sound." Moreover, she adds: "Sometimes during this recitation or 

at other moments, Christ is really present with me in person..."7 In 
New York, she regularly attended not only Mass but black churches in 
Harlem, finding both the people, the ones not in power, and their 
freedom quite to her taste. Yet, on the other hand, her faith was 
anything but exultant. She steadfastly refused baptism until on her 
death bed when it was performed by an unordained friend, and never 
even then actually participated in the eucharist that she had so 
steadfastly contemplated in Catholic churches. Her "spiritual 
autobiography" is actually written to explain why she could not enter the 
church.



            The "spiritual autobiography" is one of a series of letters that 
Weil wrote to Father Perrin, a blind Dominican priest who became who 
close friend and confidant in Marseilles. Impressed by her incredible 
understanding of the universality of grace, it was under his pressing that 
she wrote the series of essays on the ancient Greeks that is so central to 
her thought. As she explains it to him, she is particularly fearful of 
the "social nature" of the church, a sort of group think that all too 
often substitutes for genuine focus on God. More exactly, she feels 
so attracted to it that it is a temptation she feels she has to resist, 
for it will alter her. How? She gives a number of reasons, including a 
sense that she would betray those outside the church (such as the 
ancient Greeks) from she had gained so much. The church's refusal 
to accept such outsiders smacked of totalitarianism. But the crucial 
reason as she tells it is the feeling that God did not want her in the 
church. And for her obedience to God is the heart of the matter. She 
notes that even if her salvation were lying on the table, she would not 
pick it up unless commanded.

            It is at this point that the unsettling parts of Weil's person come 
through most clearly. There is at once a sort of pride combined with 
great diffidence, and, indeed, a certain sort of brutality towards the self. 
When thinking of Christ's affliction on the Cross, she admits to "the sin 
of envy." (But she knows it is a sin.) She refuses to do anything for 
herself. And for many of her readers this makes her more of a danger 
than a guide to be trusted. Her insistence in her writings that our selves 
need to be "decreated" in order to fully love God and neighbor seems 
not only perilous, but even, according to some, Manichaean and 
inhuman.

            What are we to make of this? There may well be a sense in which 
Weil may have been unhealthy, and in which her own experiments in life 
were less than sensible. Dwelling on that, however, can be terrifically 
shallow and miss her real importance, especially as that of a guide. Weil 
never recommended herself as a paradigm for others. Her refusal to join 
the church was not the result of an argument; it was a vocation to which 
she felt called and which she could not betray. In her writings, she 
almost never uses "I" for the "I" has no place in spirituality. But that 
is a clue to where she is helpful. If she was sometimes less than 



careful about her own person, she was interested in truth and she 
was fully convinced that truth is not an abstraction but something 
that exists only in life itself. If "the problem of God" could not be 
solved by cool, distanced, speculation, it could bear fruit, she 
discovered, by committing one's self to God. Just as the truth about 
the factory could only be gained by contact, so the truth of life and 
God can only be gained by contact. And contact only comes when one 
does not keep herself at a safe distance, surveying the possibilities and 
deciding ahead of time whether they will be good for us or not. We have 
to be willing to be transformed by the truth of what we encounter; we 
cannot seek to control it to our own ends.

            That is why Weil becomes a lightening rod attracting all the 
charges attaching to our notion of the human self. The modern sense of 
the self is something constituted by the notion of rights and personal 
development. Morally, we thus often see ourselves in terms of what we 
should expect from others, and of what we can and ought to do for 
ourselves. That, at its worst puts us awash in idolatrous religions of self-
affirmation. Those are obvious and shallow. But even at our most 
refined our sense of human justice tends to be controlled by a 
metaphor of power development that leads us to believe that by 
increasing power and sharing it around we will find the human good, 
a sort of capitalist economy designed for the moral and spiritual 
self. Just as we think we can help the poor by increasing the 
economy through additional material production and competition, 
by increasing wealth, so, too, we often believe that everyone can be 
morally prosperous by increasing the personal power of individuals. 
The empowered self is the one that has freedom and autonomy. And 
that is what it means to us to be fully human. That metaphor is not one 
of narrow selfishness, for justice is achieved when there is universal 
empowerment and self determination. When Weil refuses to use her 
powers and talents to maintain freedom and autonomy, when she 
refuses to develop them, it is clear why we begin to regard her as self-
destructive. Her death seems a waste, not only of herself to herself, but 
of somebody who had so much to offer to the moral economy had she 
lived longer.

            Why she thought differently, though, can be understood if we 
consider what the discovery of affliction revealed to her. AFFLICTION 



was not simply a problem with a system, although the factory system of 
her time and many of the systems of the century are particularly 
effective at producing affliction. It was a universal possibility for the 
human soul. The human soul is fragile and can be destroyed. 
Oppression -- the stifling of empowerment --and unfairness can leave 
us intact and noble; the problem in those cases is, a Weil thought in her 
earlier work, a matter of reforming the system. But AFFLICTION can 
seize the soul and undo it. How? As she makes clear in "The Love of 
God and Affliction" affliction, while including physical suffering, is 
chiefly a matter of social humiliation, a ceasing to count in anyone's 
eyes, including one's own. At that point, giving power to the 
powerless is not possible; there is nobody left inside to wield 
effective human power in the human world. Power simply burns 
itself into the soul, making the soul more and more an object of 
other people's actions, no longer the subject of one's own. Our self 
is a self that acts among others and requires that they respect our 
actions; for the afflicted, they no longer direct their own actions. There 
is nothing to them that can focus human power into a coherent project. 
They do not affect us any longer. And since AFFLICTION has also an 
essential accidental quality to it ( malheur is literally "bad fortune") 
one who is afflicted can find no reason for this being so. The mind 
cannot understand and thus cannot find any way to accept this 
condition. The world then seems chaotic, purposeless and 
poisonous. Hope disappears, and the afflicted inevitably begin to 
hate themselves. Thus even well meaning "empowerment" simply 
makes matters worse. The afflicted become tools of our pity and 
our own self image, our exercises of our own moral empowerment, 
and they recognize it.

            The possibility of AFFLICTION and the impossibility of 
“EMPOWERMENT” as a way of saving the soul from destruction 
thus signaled for Weil not only a practical problem with modern 
understandings of the person and of justice, they also signalled that 
the sense of well being and goodness we derive from empowerment 
is conceptually other than that of perfect goodness. It is an ersatz 
kingdom. In her notebooks, she claims that if it were not for affliction, 
we might believe ourselves in paradise. That she thought was a horrid 
possibility, for it was the possibility that we would continue to live for a 
goodness that was no more than the projection of the relief of our 



anxieties. But where is the alternative? Where is perfect love and 
justice?

            It is God's own love in the Cross of Christ. In "The Love of 
God and Affliction" Weil insists that we see the crucified Christ not 
as a martyr for truth, or even the king of glory executed out of 
jealous resentment. For her, Christ is purely and simply afflicted. 
But Christ does not let his condition change his love for the Father 
and the world he has created, even though it contains affliction. 
Even though abandoned, he accepts this as the Father's will and 
loves even when there seems nothing to love. He is not filled with 
resentment. And in that, Weil suggests, is ultimately established a 
bond of perfect love between the abandoned Christ and the Father 
in heaven, between emptiness and fullness. In Christ's love, God's 
love is present in the world. That at least means that affliction is not an 
ultimate evil. But Christ is not simply an example of how we might 
get through suffering. By accepting emptiness he redeems 
affliction; by accepting the nothingness of our condition he gives 
life to a world. His self-emptying is for life, not his own, but others. 
When love triumphs over power, and selflessness over autonomy, it 
is Christ's love in us that is our soul.

            If there is a single key to understanding Weil it is recognizing that 
CHRIST’S CRUCIFIXION provides the paradigm of perfect love and 
justice, and as such a very different sense of what it means to be human 
and to act as a human subject. Throughout her writings an analogy to 
Christ's self emptying for the life of others needs always to be 
sought. These are some important, repeated examples: In creating a 
world, God renounces being all, in order that a world might exist. 
Similarly God's love becomes incarnate in us when we pay 
“ATTENTION” to others, putting aside our interests and projections and 
letting them reveal themselves to us. That is the sole way of giving life 
back to the afflicted, for we in giving up our autonomy let them have 
life again. In waiting on them, we create room for them to act, a 
space that does not exist when human relations are those of power, 
even benign power. Additionally, the beauty of the world is revealed to 
us when technology is replaced by a science that pays attention to the 
order of the world governed by goodness. The paradigm even carries 
through to Weil's later political thought. Replacing the concept of 



“RIGHTS” as the chief political category of justice with that of 
OBLIGATIONS -- the duties we owe others -- she seeks to make 
political justice a matter not of rationally balancing concentrations of 
power, whether personal or institutional, but of balancing them by direct 
human interaction. That interaction is a matter of seeking the 
consent of others, and never violating it. When she calls this sort of 
justice "impersonal" it is not because it is abstract, but because of 
what we take the "personal" normally to be. We therefore need to 
act "impersonally" in order to take person seriously. And she means 
us to take individual humans very seriously indeed.

            That self emptying is what she means by “DE-CREATION.” 
Hopefully enough has been said to this point that the reader can gain 
some sense of what role those ideas play in her thought. But it may be 
helpful to add two biblical parallels. In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus tells his 
disciples that unless they hate their own father and mother, even his 
own life, who does not bear his own cross, they cannot be his disciples. 
But as he makes clear doing so is like making the calculations for 
erecting a building. Unless you do so, you are likely not to have the 
wherewithal to finish the project. In that sense, self emptying is not an 
end in itself. It is the condition for some further work. And what is that 
work? In Colossians 3:10-11, St. Paul talks about "stripping off the old 
self" and "clothing yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed 
in knowledge according to the image of its creator." The new self, the 
self "hid in Christ in God" is that work. Similarly “DE-CREATION in Weil 
is not self destruction; it is the putting off an old self in order to be open 
to becoming a new one. In this she has certain parallels to other spiritual 
masters of the twentieth century such as Thomas Merton, although she 
is far less gentle with the old self. There have been few of any time 
who better understood than Weil its self deceptions and attempts 
to call the old "new" with little substantial change. But in Weil, like 
Paul and others, what is important is that the new self be in the image of 
its creator. For Weil that image is the image of the Christ who gave up 
his power to give life to others.

     1 Letter IV, "Spiritual Autobiography" in Waiting for God

     2 ibid. p. 64



     3ibid. p. 67

     4 ibid. p. 69

     5ibid

     6 Gravity and Grace p. 73

     7 ibid. p. 72

TEXT - PHILIPPIANS 2:1-11

Philippians 2:1-11 (J.B. Phillips) – 

Above all things be loving, humble, united

2 1-4 Now if your experience of Christ’s encouragement and love 
means anything to you, if you have known something of the 
fellowship of his Spirit, and all that it means in kindness and deep 
sympathy, do make my best hope for you come true! Live 
together in harmony, live together in love, as though you had only 
one mind and one spirit between you. Never act from motives of 
rivalry or personal vanity, but in humility think more of each other 
than you do of yourselves. None of you should think only of his 
own affairs but should learn to see things from other people’s 
point of view.
Let Christ be your example of humility
5-11 Let Christ himself be your example as to what your attitude 
should be. For he, who had always been God by nature, did not 
cling to his prerogatives as God’s equal, but stripped himself of 
all privilege by consenting to be a slave by nature and being born 
as mortal man. And, having become man, he humbled himself by 
living a life of utter obedience, even to the extent of dying, and 
the death he died was the death of a common criminal. That is 
why God has now lifted him so high, and has given him the name 
beyond all names, so that at the name of Jesus “every knee shall 
bow”, whether in Heaven or earth or under the earth. And that is 
why, in the end, “every tongue shall confess” that Jesus Christ” 
is the Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

 
 



This magnificent passage (vv. 6–11) is an early Christian hymn in honour 
of Christ. It is the most important section of the letter to the Philippians 
and provides a marvellous description of Christ’s self-humbling in his 
incarnation and death, together with his subsequent exaltation by God 
to the place of highest honour…. The paragraph is the most difficult in 

Philippians to interpret.[1]

1] Peter Thomas O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians: A Commentary 
on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 186–188.

The enormous attention the Christ-hymn in 2:5–11 has drawn in 
scholarly and popular discussion has resulted in a tendency to gloss 
over 2:1–4. This is an enormous mistake, not least because vv. 1–4 
set up what follows and make clear that here Paul is mainly 
interested in the ethical implications of Christ’s example. He wants 
this example imitated and followed, not merely admired or 
contemplated. “Live worthy of the gospel” means to “have this 
mind in yourself which was also in Christ Jesus.…” The Philippians 
must become what they admire, must model their behavior on that of 
their savior. This whole discourse has a paraenetic function. The 
disposition desired in the converts as listed in 2:1–4 was first exhibited 

by the Son of God himself.14 Put the other way around, while 2:1–4 sets 
up 2:5–11, “both rhetorically and theologically, 2:5–11 shapes and 

illustrates 2:1–4.”15 2:1–4 is no mere prelude to 2:5–11 because the 
latter simply illustrates the principles for worthy Christian living and 
behavior enunciated in 2:1–4. The issue here is ethics, which involves 

both a mindset and a lifestyle.16 [2]

*14 Certainly one of the most helpful full length studies of how the 
Christ-hymn serves as a paradigm for the behavior of the Philippians is 
S. E. Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul (Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1990), see especially pp. 49–60.
*15 Bockmuehl, Philippians, p. 104.
*16 See Fee, Philippians, p. 176 and n. 12.
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[2] Ben Witherington III, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians: A Socio-
Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. 
Eerdmans Company, 2011), 117.
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