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FS400 Provincial Letter 12 (August 2016)
Ecstasy of Intellect, Ecstasy of Will, Ecstasy of Action

Dear Young People, Dear Lay Mission Partners, Dear Brothers and Sisters of the Salesian Family,

The peace of the Lord be with you always! Last month we listened to St. Francis de Sales’ teaching about the
different forms of love: love of concupiscence, love of complacence, and love of benevolence. This month we shall
ask him to teach us about another famous trilogy of his, namely, the three forms of ecstasy: Ecstasy of Intellect,
Ecstasy of Will, and Ecstasy of Action. What has “ecstasy” to do with love? Ecstasy is the highest expression of love.
In St. Francis’s words: “Ecstasy is the supreme degree of union with the Beloved” (Theotimus VII, 3 Title) St.
Francis quotes the great St. Dionysius the Aeropagite who says: “Divine live is ecstatic, since it does not permit
lovers to live for themselves but rather for the thing beloved” (Theotimus Book VI, Chapter 5)

First of all, let us ask St. Francis to explain to us the meaning of “ecstasy”: “An ecstasy is called [...] ecstasy
because in it we go out of and above ourselves, and remain there so as to be united to God”. Next, let us ask St.
Francis to explain to us the three degrees of ecstasy: “With regard to sacred ecstasies, my dear Theotimus, they are of
three kinds: the first of the intellect, the second of the will [or of the affections], and the third of action. The first is in
splendor, the second in fervor, and the third in deeds. The first is made by admiration, the second by devotion, and
the third by operation. (Theotimus Book VI, Chapter 4)

St. Francis explains the first ecstasy as follows: “Admiration is aroused in us when we encounter a new truth
which we neither knew nor expected to know. [...] Just as wonder has produced philosophy and the careful study of
natural things, so also it has caused contemplation and mystical theology. When such wonder is strong, it takes us
out of ourselves and above ourselves by the lively attention and application our intellect gives to heavenly things. As
a result, it carries us on to ecstasy.” (Theotimus Book VII, Chapter 4)

The second species of ecstasy is explained by St. Francis thus: “God attracts our minds to himself by his
supreme beauty and incomprehensible goodness. [...] Everything is done for the good and the beautiful. All things
look towards it and are moved and held by it and for love of it. [...] For this reason St. Paul, that admirable Apostle,
being possessed of this divine love and having part in its ecstatic power, says with divinely inspired lips: It is no
longer | who live, but Christ lives in me.” (Gal 2:20) As a true lover, gone out of himself into God, he no longer lived
his own life but the life of his beloved as being supremely worthy of love. This ecstasy of love is brought about in
the will in the following manner. [...] The will touched with heavenly love is moved forward and borne towards God.
It leaves behind all its earthly inclinations and by this means enters into an ecstasy, not of knowledge but of fruition,
not of admiration but of affection, not of science but of experience, not of sight but of taste and savor.” (Theotimus
Book VII, Chapter 5)

“[...T]he third species of ecstasy [...] is all-holy and all-worthy of love and [...] crowns the other two. It is
the ecstasy of work and life. [...] In addition to God’s commandments there are certain heavenly inspirations for the
fulfillment of which it is necessary not only that God raise us above our powers but also draw us above the instincts
and inclinations of our nature. Although these inspirations are not opposed to human reason, yet they exceed it,
surpass it, and are above it. Hence by them we live not only a civilized, virtuous, Christian life, but a superhuman,
spiritual, devout, ecstatic life, that is, a life that is in every way beyond and above our natural condition. [...] To
forsake all goods, to love poverty, to name and hold it as one’s most delightful mistress, to hold opprobrium,
contempt, insults, abjection, persecution, and martyrdom to be joys and blessings, to keep oneself within the limits of
most absolute chastity, and finally, to live in the world and in his mortal life contrary to all the opinions and maxims
of the world, and against the current of the river of this life, by ordinary resignation, renunciation, and self-denial —
this is not to live a merely human but rather a superhuman life. This is not to live in ourselves, but out of ourselves
and above ourselves. Since no man can in this way go above himself unless the eternal Father draws him (John 6:44),
it follows that such life is a continual rapture and a perpetual ecstasy of action and operation” (Theotimus Book VI,
Chapter 6)

Dear brothers and sisters, with this teaching of St. Francis of Sales regarding the three forms of ecstatic love,
we conclude our review of St. Francis’s teaching on God’s love that we undertook to commemorate the 400"
anniversary of his publication of the Treatise on the Love of God (1616-2016). Wishing you and me a happy summer
with some experience of the threefold ecstasy of love, in Jesus Mary Joseph StFrancis DonBosco, | am,

Yours affectionately,
Fr. Lanfranco M. Fedrigotti, Provincial
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