
The via negativa
There is no necessity at all for you to use positive attributes of God with the view of 
magnifying Him in your thoughts… I will give you in this chapter some illustrations, in order 
that you may better understand the propriety of forming as many negative attributes as 
possible, and the impropriety of ascribing to God any positive attributes. A person may 
know for certain that a “ship” is in existence, but he may not know to what object that 
name is applied, whether to a substance or to an accident: a second person then learns 
that the ship is not an accident; a third, that it is not a mineral; a fourth, that it is not a plant 
growing in the earth; a fifth, that it is not a body whose parts are joined together by nature; 
a sixth, that it is not a flat object like boards or doors; a seventh, that it is not a sphere; an 
eighth, that it is not pointed; a ninth, that it is not round-shaped; nor equilateral; a tenth, 
that it is not solid. It is clear that this tenth person has almost arrived at the correct notion of 
a “ship” by the foregoing negative attributes, as if he had exactly the same notion as those 
have who imagine it to be a wooden substance which is hollow, long, and composed of 
many pieces of wood, that is to say, who know it by positive attributes. Of the other 
persons in our illustration, each one is more remote from the correct notion of a ship than 
the next mentioned, so that the first knows nothing about it but the name. In the same 
manner you will come nearer to the knowledge and comprehension of God by the negative 
attributes... It is in this sense that some men come very near to God, and others remain 
exceedingly remote from Him.
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