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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The prevalent application of the term mysticism to a 

way of thinking about oneself and one's relation to an 

unchanging reality makes a precise definition difficult, 

maybe even impossible. It is a mind-set shared and 

practiced by a varied pool of individuals across 

geographical and chronological lines. The ambiguities of 

the mystics themselves and the obstacles to clear expression 

of an overwhelming and sometimes incommunicable experience 

also diminish clarity. According to Jean Leclercq, the 

mystic knows that "literature, with all its formalities and 

necessary laws, is an example of the impotence of our 

condition, its limitations, and of the inadequacy of what we 

say to represent what gives us our life."1 The mystics' 

desire to move not only beyond the material world but beyond 

the spiritual realities codified by church tradition 

accounts for their difficulty as well as their appeal. 

Within the contexts of the fourteenth-century Catholic 

Church and the religious communities of late sixteenth-

century Lutheran Germany, mystics were met with responses 

ranging from discouragement to censure. Crucial to 

providing a working definition which is true to each figure 

1Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for 
God: A Study of Monastic Culture, trans. Catharine Mishari 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), p. 269. 
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under study here while allowing for variations within this 

unity is a certain narrowing of the field, or an explanation 

which moves from the broad to the specific, possibly 

excluding some of those tendencies which are arguably 

mystical. 

Confining this study to the Christian West excludes a 

significant number of accomplished mystics in the Hindu, 

Buddhist, Muslim, and Jewish traditions. This isolation of 

Christian mysticism will allow for the comparison of 

conflicting tendencies within the Christian tradition, both 

Catholic and Protestant, as well as the identification of 

commonalities. Conflict and variety, within a shared 

tradition, will be a central feature of this study as 

Christian mysticism is traced from its appearance in the 

ancient world through the Middle Ages and into the 

Reformation era. 

Following a brief history of the development of 

mystical theology in the ancient and medieval Christian 

church, I will attempt to compare the expressions of 

mysticism in the Protestant and Catholic traditions through 

the examination of several influential figures. The 

writings of Gerard Groote (1340-1384) and Thomas a Kempis 

(1380-1471) will serve as an example of a common tradition 

to whose teachings and practices Catholics and Protestants 

were to be indebted. From the foundation provided in the 

"Introduction" and the two subsequent chapters, I will go on 
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to examine two figures rooted in the conflicts of the 

Reformation era; Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556) and Jacob 

Boehme (1575-1624). Boehme provides an excellent 

opportunity to view the growing lay influence in religious 

affairs. An analysis of their writings and activities will 

reveal two remarkable individuals, each struggling within 

the confines of his environment to fulfill his potential and 

what he so clearly saw as his calling. The differences 

between the founder of the Society of Jesus and a Lutheran 

visionary will often seem stark though when seen in the 

broader context of a Christian mystical tradition some 

similarities will be evident. 

While Christian mystics are examined as a separate 

phenomenon, it must be remembered that mystical elements are 

present in every expression of the Christian faith. A 

religion which hinges upon a relationship between an 

individual and a triune God, complimented by personal 

exchanges and reciprocal love, and sealed with a promise of 

eternal salvation, can properly be said to contain many 

elements often attributed solely to mysticism. Saint 

Augustine stated that, ''this mind of our seeks to find 

something that is God. It seeks to find a Truth not subject 

to change, a Substance not capable of failing." We see this 

struggle expressed not only in the Confessions, but in the 

autobiography of Saint Teresa, and the Pensees of Blaise 

Pascal. As these aspirations are shared by all Christians, 
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the propriety of drawing clear distinctions between mystical 

and non-mystical spirituality appears questionable. The 

historian is not only faced with the task of contemplating 

the meaning of the Passion, but also with making a judgment 

concerning another human being's response to these events. 

According to Andrew Louth, "what makes interpretation 

possible at all is the capacity man has, in virtue of being 

a self-conscious mind, to enter into the minds of others."2 

Perhaps mystics became more easily distinguishable from 

their co-religionists as theological systems were worked out 

and accepted forms of worship were instituted. The practice 

of mysticism presupposes a special penchant for isolation, 

and a tempering of the desire for communal worship. The 

purpose of this work in part is to analyze the works of the 

late medieval and early modern European Christian mystics as 

a manifestation of or a reaction to the ecclesiastical 

milieu in which they lived, without assuming that these 

factors alone shaped their thinking. While we should 

recognize that human souls can be affected by external 

provocations, the fact remains that the individuals to be 

examined here devoted their existence to the solitary 

contemplation of God, and found purpose and reward in this 

exercise. The political and social ramifications of a 

sometimes aberrant spirituality deserves careful attention, 

2Andrew Louth, Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the 
Nature of Theology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), p. 23. 
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and I hope to incorporate into this study as much of this 

material as possible to place the mystics' theoretical 

expressions in a clear historical framework. Conversely, it 

should be noted that personalities and historical 

circumstances sometimes molded opinion in the mystics' favor 

and assured their security. A study of this period is 

especially fruitful, as the treatment of the Brethren of the 

Common Life and the position they occupied in the 

fourteenth-century will necessarily center on issues that 

will anticipate the pronouncements of later reformers, and 

the chapters on Ignatius and Jacob Boehme will take these 

questions into the turbulent sixteenth-century. But by 

primary focus will be on the mystics' inner disposition as 

expressed through their lives and writings. 

When the field of inquiry is narrowed to mysticism as 

expressed in the Christian tradition, it is important to 

identify what it is that unifies mystics under this broad 

rubric. The element which unifies Christianity at large 

also unifies mystics, this being the object of their faith, 

the historical person of Christ. What should be self

evident is sometimes lost when we are caught up in absorbing 

the visions, ecstasies, and fervent devotion of the 

individuals under study here. It is easy to mistake the 

rapturous experience for what drove the mystic to incredible 

ends, namely devotion to Christ. The details of these 

journeys provide the historian with material to reconstruct 
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and examine the faith once exercised by these individuals. 

In one sense, even the most intimate accounts are secondary 

sources, leaving one with the task of tracing the meaning 

and motivations of these expressions. In discussing the 

artificial barrier erected between theology and 

spirituality, Andrew Louth maintains that 

mystical theology provides the context for direct 
apprehensions of the God who has revealed himself 
in Christ and dwells within us through the Holy 
Spirit; while dogmatic theology attempts to 
incarnate those apprehensions in objectively 
precise terms which then, in their turn, inspire a 
mystical understanding of the God who has thus 
revealed hfmself which is specifically 
Christian. 

This preliminary argument that the ranks of mystics 

included individuals who strictly adhered to some of the 

most basic tenets of Christianity is not to suggest that 

they were not different. Of course they were, and it is for 

that reason that they have fascinated generations of 

historians and theologians. However, the mystics under 

study here maintained a prolonged and singular devotion to 

those elements of Christianity that the faith as a whole 

considered crucial. While it is tempting to dwell on 

oddities or single out peculiar events, the mystics 

discussed here, with the possible exception of Jacob Boehme, 

did not base their self-perception or their standing in the 

Christian community on the intensity or uniqueness of their 

3Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical 
Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), p. xi. 
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experiences. In the case of Bernard of Clarivaux, his 

sermons on the Song of Songs were clear expressions of a 

contemplative, designed to move his listeners to simple 

devotion and love for Christ. In the Brethren of the Common 

Life, a deep spirituality was evidenced through intellectual 

endeavor, works of mercy, and unimpeachable character. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE FOUNDATIONS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM 

An intellectual framework based on the writings of 

Plato was transmitted to the medieval and early modern 

Church through philosophers such as Plotinus as well as the 

early Church fathers, notably Augustine, Bishop of Hippo. 

The negative theology of Pseudo-Dionysius influenced the 

varieties of mystical expression, emphasizing the hidden 

nature of the Divine Being. "Because God utterly transcends 

all knowledge and being, mystical union occurs in agnosia or 

unknowing, which in turn requires a logic of negation."1 

While these examples are in many respects widely diverse, 

they do share in common the belief that the world as it is 

perceived by the natural man is incomplete and transitory. 

Beyond the knowledge transmitted by the senses, there exist 

universal truths which give meaning to those objects and 

ideas which only seem permanent. Comprehension of these 

forms requires the stripping away of passions and the 

cultivation of a mind-set which distrusts the messages of 

the material world. With this purification and subsequent 

awakening, "the soul becomes what it truly is in its deepest 

self; its kinship with ultimate reality becomes something 

1Donald F. Duclow, "Mystical Theology and Intellect in 
Nicholas of Cusa," American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 
64 (Winter 1990): 111. 
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experienced. "2 As stated by the Apostle Paul: "While we 

look not at the things which are seen, but at the things 

which are not seen: for the things which are seen are 

temporal; but the things which are not seen are eternal."J 

These ancient writers' prescriptions for attaining a more 

thorough knowledge of oneself and of God are quite 

dissimilar. But they provided a foundation, and subsequent 

figures who carried on wars of words with equal vehemence 

did not hesitate to claim allegiance to the same historic 

traditions. Luther left an Augustinian monastery to reclaim 

the sovereignty of God and preeminence of grace in the 

salvific process, a position espoused by the African bishop. 

In efforts to find and explain unity in the many 

mystical proclamations that have been made by individuals 

within the Church, historians and theologians have analyzed 

these experiences and broken them down into stages, stages 

that cannot always be clearly delineated but can provide 

some systematic guidance into this perplexing phenomenon. 

In a classic work on the subject, Evelyn Underhill orders 

the spiritual planes ascended by the mystic as well as 

taking on modern philosophical and psychological systems 

which have usurped religion's claim on authority. For the 

sake of clarity, she set out five distinct stages-

Awakening, Self-Knowledge, Illumination, Surrender, and 

2Louth, Origins, p. 194. 

32 Cor. 4:18 (KJV). 
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Union--these, of course, were not followed rigidly by all or 

even one mystic, but describe a general progression which 

guided most contemplatives. 

Awakening consists of an initial awareness of the 

presence of a universal ideal, or in the case of the 

Christian mystic, a transcendent God. Underhill describes 

it as a ''disturbance of the equilibrium of the self, which 

results in the shifting of the field of consciousness from 

lower to higher levels, with a consequent removal of the 

center of interest from the subject to an object now brought 

into view. " 4 An elementary realization leads to a 

reaction, an acute sense of unworthiness as one is shaken 

out of a state of complacency and condemned by God's 

perfection. This sense is clearly expressed by Augustine: 

But You, Lord . . turned me toward myself, 
carrying me from behind my back, where I had 
placed myself, refusing to pay attention to 
myself; and you placed me before my face, that I 
might see that I was foul, deformed and sordid, 
stained and ulcerous. 

4Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism: A Study in the Nature 
and Development of Men's Spiritual Consciousness (London: 
Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1911; reprinted, New York: New 
American Library, 1974), p. 176. 

5Lucas Verheijen, ed., Corpus Christianorum: Series 
Latina (Brepolis: Typograph Brapols Editores Pontificii, 
1981), vol. 27: Confessionum, by Sancti Augustini, Book 
VIII, 7. 16. "Tu autem, domine . . retorquebas me ad me 
ipsum, auferens me a dorso meo, ubi me posueram, dum nollem 
me attendere, et constituebas me ante faciem meam, ut 
uiderem, quam turpis essem, quam distortus et sordidus, 
maculosus et ulcerosus." All translations from the Latin 
are those of the author. 
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Being forced out of complacency, one is prepared to seek and 

recognize God as a remedy to spiritual sickness. This level 

of illumination brings one to a higher plane, not only being 

cognizant of God's glory, but being able to enjoy and 

identify with it as well.6 In fact, Underhill believes 

that some mystics have not progressed beyond illumination, 

this without their standing among the ranks of mystics being 

in question. 7 The more ardent souls, however, sometimes 

experience what Underhill refers to as "The Dark Night of 

the Soul," or surrender. Here the mystic is taken back, 

stripped of emotional and intellectual security, and plunged 

into a state of darkness where he is seemingly abandoned and 

left devoid of spiritual gifts. According to Underhill, 

this bitter struggle is necessary as a corrective to an 

improper tendency of the mystic to revel in the satisfaction 

of communion with God. Having experienced this extreme 

spiritual aridity, one is able to "dissociate the personal 

satisfaction of mystical vision from the reality of mystical 

life."8 This prepares the mystic for the proper end of 

these preparatory stages, mystical union. In this final 

stage, "the Absolute Life is not merely perceived and 

enjoyed by the Self, as in illumination; but is one with 

6underhill, Mysticism, pp. 232-234. 

7Ibid., p. 169. 

sibid., p. 110. 
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it."9 While this pattern is not explicitly recognized by 

mystics in general or the ones under study here, it is a 

good interpretive guide to a phenomenon that is varied and 

not open to easy categorization. 

Should one concede that there exist among Christian 

mystics various points of commonality, it is necessary to 

consider possible unifying themes which extend outside of 

the Christian tradition. In his examination of the 

spirituality of the ancient world between the late second-

century and the reign of Constantine, E. R. Dodds expresses 

the view that the Christian mystical experience is 

indistinguishable from other forms. "It is recognizably the 

same psychological experience everywhere, however different 

the glosses that have been put upon it, however incompatible 

the theologies which it has been held to con£ irm. nlO I 

would argue that varying "glosses" and exclusive 

"theologies" represent deep qualitative differences that 

cannot help but produce experiences that are quite 

divergent. Dodds credits Christianity with offering to an 

impersonal and violent society not only a vital new faith 

but a new ethic emphasizing charity and mutual love. He 

states that 

The Church provided the essentials of social 
security: it cared for widows and orphans, the 

lOE. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), p. 86. 
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old, the unemployed, and disabled; it provided a 
burial fund for the poor and a nursing service in 
time of plague. But even more important, I 
suspect, than these material benefits was the 
sense of be~onging which the Christian community 
could give. 

Just as the early Church produced as a product of its 

theology radical political and social visions, it likewise 

developed a unique spirituality, a claim that could be made 

for other religious traditions as well. 

The continuation of the Platonic tradition and the 

elements of it which are crucial to the fostering of 

mysticism in the Christian church are emphatically present 

in the writings of Saint Augustine. Any discussion of 

Augustine's influence must begin with a brief treatment of 

that pivotal experience he shared with his mother, Monica, 

at Ostia. He begins with a description of the scene as he 

and his mother conversed. 

Moreover, with the day now impending, on which 
she was to depart from this life--You knew this 
day of which we were ignorant--it happened that, I 
believe by your own hidden means that she and I 
stood alone, leaning upon a certain window, which 
looked into the garden of the house which we had 
around Ostia on the river Tiber, where removed 
from the crowds, we renewed ourselves ffiom the 
labor of a long journey for the voyage. 

llrbid., p. 137. 

l2sancti Augustini, Confessionum, 9. 10. 23. 
"Impendente autem die, quo ex hac uita erat exitura--quem 
diem tu noueras ignorantibus nobis--prouenerat, ut credo, 
procurante te occultis tuis modis, ut ego et ipsa soli 
staremus incumbentes ad quandam fenestram, unde hortus intra 
domum, quae nos habebat, prospectabatur, illic apud Ostia 
Tiberina, ubi remoti a turbis post longi itineris laborem 
instaurabamus nos nauigationi." 
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As they speculated about the appearance of heaven and the 

lives led there by the saints, they were jointly transported 

to a higher level of contemplation. 

And when our conversation was brought to this 
point that the greatest delight of the carnal 
senses, no matter how great in the corporeal 
light, in respect of the pleasantness of this 
life, was not only not worthy of comparison, but 
not even of mention, lifting ourselves up with a 
more glowing affection toward the Very One, we 
passed through all things bodily and the very sky 
where ftun and moon and stars shine upon the 
earth. 

He goes on to describe the quick termination of this 

awakening. "And while we were talking and longing for this, 

briefly we touched on it with the total effort of our heart; 

and we sighed and then relinquished the first fruits of the 

Spirit and returned to the expression of our mouth, where 

the word begins and ends. 14 

As a variety of mystics and their encounters with the 

Divine are examined, Augustine's experience described here 

will be unique not only in its brevity but also in the sense 

that this was not a vision actively pursued or eagerly 

anticipated. This fleeting contact is acknowledged in Book 

13 rbid. 9. 10. 14. "Cumque ad eum finem sermo 
perduceretur, ut carnalium sensuum delectatio quantalibet 
luce corporea prae illius uitae iucunditate non 
comparatione, sed ne commemoratione quidem digna uideretur, 
erigentes nos ardentiore affectu in id ipsum perambulauimus 
gradatim cuncta corporalia et ipsum caelum, unde sol et luna 
et stellae lucent super terram." 

14 rbid. "Et dum loquimur et inhiamus illi, attingimus 
earn modice toto ictu cordis; et suspirauimus et reliquimus 
ibi religatas primitias spiritus et remeauimus ad strepitum 
oris nostri, ubi uerbum et incipitur et finitur." 
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VII of the Confessions as he speaks of the spiritual tumult 

he suffered as a young man. 

And I marvelled now that I loved You, and not a 
phantasm for You, and I did not stand to enjoy my 
God, but was raised up to You by Your beauty and 
was soon brought down from You by my own weight 
and, with groaning, falling into these vnry 
things; this weight being carnal custom. 

In fact, it was this mounting frustration with his inability 

to conform to the dictates of Scripture and his awakened 

conscience which drew Augustine to the conversion experience 

described in Book VIII. In a fit of weeping he heard a 

voice commanding him to read the Scripture. 

I seized, and opened, and read in silence that 
which first fell before my eyes: 'Not in 
revelling and drunkenness, not in chambering and 
impudence, not in contention and jealousy, but put 
on the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not make 
provision for the flesh in concupiscence.' 
Neither did I wish to read more, nor was it 
necessary. For immediately by the end of this 
sentence, as if by a light, serenity was infused 
into my heftrt and all darknesses of doubt was 
dispersed. 

l5 Ibid. , 7. 17. 2 3. "Et mirabar, quod iam te amabam, 
non pro te phantasma, et non stabam frui deo meo, sed 
rapiebar ad te decore tuo moxque diripiebar abs te pondere 
meo et ruebam in ista cum gemitu; et pondus hoc consuetudo 
carnalis." 

16Ibid., 8. 12. 29. "Arripui, aperui et legi in 
silentio capitulum, quo primum coniecti sunt oculi mei: Non 
in comessationibus et ebrietatibus, non in cubilibus et 
impudicitiis, non in contentione et semulatione, sed induite 
dominum esum Christum et carnis providentiam ne feceritis in 
concupiscentiis. Nee ultra uolui legere nee opus erat. 
Statim quippe cum fine huiusce sententiae quasi luce 
securitatis infusa cordi meo omnes dubitationis tenebrae 
diffugenent." 
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There has been much discussion of Augustine's vision at 

Ostia and whether this constitutes a mystical experience. I 

find it to be a near perfect example. Peter Brown provided 

a wonderful summary of the character of Augustine's 

autobiography. "The Confessions are, quite succinctly, the 

story of Augustine's heart, or of his feelings--his 

affectus. " 17 This incident and the work as a whole 

represent not only a sense of discontent with outward 

trappings but a recognition of man's inner resources, 

awakened by the condescension of a gracious God. It was in 

fact this doctrine of grace which permeated the mysticism of 

Augustine and those who followed him. Louth states that 

"grace becomes more than our dependence on God; rather, to 

speak of grace is to speak of God's self-emptying and his 

coming down to us. Grace means God's humility and the 

awakening of our response in humility. " 18 Through the 

Middle Ages into the sixteenth-century, there are doctrines 

which address more consistently those points identified with 

mysticism, but as a vivid expression of that spiritual 

longing present in mystics throughout the Christian 

tradition, this incident in Augustine's formative years is 

quite representative. 

17Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1967), p. 169. 

18Louth, Origins, p. 145. 
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In Augustine's description of his soul's illumination 

we see principles affirmed that will be accepted among 

Christian contemplatives, with a few notable exceptions. He 

clearly implies that contact between the human soul and a 

transcendent God is based on knowledge. A likeness is 

shared which allows man and God to recognize one another and 

to engage in meaningful communication. In Augustine's case 

this exchange occurs unexpectedly and without conscious 

preparation or anticipation of the event. We also see the 

beneficiary of God's revelation able to communicate, as 

clearly as possible, the details of the encounter and its 

significance. I believe most of these assumptions are 

shared by the later mystics who will be examined in this 

study. A point of divergence will be the awareness shared 

by later mystics of the history of contemplative practices 

in the Christian church and their attention to practices 

which will foster such an awareness in their disciples, 

especially in the case of Ignatius of Loyola. 

In the teachings of Bernard of Clairvaux, we see the 

majesty of God wedded to the human soul through perfect 

knowledge complimented by love. 19 A native Burgundian, 

Bernard was born near Dijon in 1090, and entered with three 

of his brothers the Cistercian monastery of Citeaux in 1113. 

It was in 1115 that his abbot, Stephen Harding, selected him 

19In his work Western Mysticism, Cuthbert Butler used 
Augustine, Gregory the Great and Bernard as the foundations 
for his study of Western spirituality. 
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to found the abbey of Clairvaux.2° Bernard's asceticism 

was a reflection of the Cistercian Order's commitment to 

follow faithfully the strictures laid down in the Rule of 

St. Benedict. According to Etienne Gilson, "a perfect 

literal observance of the Rule did not suffice them. That 

for which their souls were longing was not merely a strictly 

regular Benedictine life, but also that very Christian 

perfection itself to which this life has power to lead.21 

Bernard's sermons on the Song of Songs demonstrates the 

function of love and its culmination in knowledge. Gilson 

ascribes to Bernard the notion that "possession of charity 

is the necessary condition of any knowledge of God. " 22 

The symbolism of the bride and bridegroom used in the 

Song of Songs is employed by Bernard in explaining the 

soul's ascent to God. While Bernard's commentary is 

arguably unsurpassed, the Song of Songs was particularly 

fertile ground for medieval theologians, especially for 

monastic ones. Jean Leclercq states that "what we know of 

eschatalogical desire in milieux consecrated to a life of 

prayer sufficiently explains their special affection for the 

20watkin Williams, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux 
(Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 1952), pp. 7-12. 

21Etienne Gilson, The Mystical Theology of St. Bernard, 
trans. A. H. C. Downes (London and New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1940), p. 15. 

22rbid., p. 22. 
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Canticle of Canticles. "23 The monastic setting was an 

earthly approximation of heaven, the bride and bridegroom in 

the Song of Songs symbolize the meeting of the community of 

believers with their Savior. Again, Leclercq states that, 

"the first, the most important, of the themes to which the 

monks of the Middle Ages applied literary art is what could 

be called devotion to Heaven." 24 The images of love and 

marital union evoked by Bernard are means to express the 

unconditional and pure love of God toward the believer. 

Bernard stresses as the necessary precursor to intimacy 

with God the individual's willingness to engage first in 

self-examination and then repentance, themes which were 

present in Augustine's writings and which will recur with 

the remaining figures under study here. The exchange 

expressed in the second verse of the first book of the Song 

of Songs represents the spiritual apogee to which Bernard 

encourages his readers to strive. "Let him kiss me with the 

kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine. " 25 

This passage describes a union characterized by familiarity, 

adoration, and affection. It is a height reached only after 

preparation and devotion, symbolized first by the kisses of 

Christ's feet. 

23Leclercq, Love of Learning, p. 85. 

24rbid., p. 56. 

25The Song of Solomon 1: 2 (KJV) . 

19 



And you, miserable one, must debase yourself, by 
the example of this blessed one, so that your 
misery might be ended. Cast yourself down on the 
ground, grasp his feet, soothe them with kisses, 
and moisten them with tenrs, by which you will not 
wash them, but yourself. 

The kisses of Christ's hands represent continued obedience 

to his commands. "However, he who gave me the will to 

repent should also give me the labor to continue in virtue, 

that I might not a second time need to repent and make my 

new self worse than I was before. Woe to me indeed, though 

repentant, if he removes his hand, him without whom I could 

do nothing. 27 Free of temporal concerns and untainted by 

guilt, one is able to approach God with confidence and 

assurance. "Now having had at length this experience of the 

divine esteem in these two kisses, perhaps you need not fear 

to anticipate a greater sanctity. Certainly as you grow in 

grace your confidence increases. " 28 Bernard's typology is 

essentially a shortened version of the outline employed by 

26 s. Bernardi Opera, ed. Jean Leclercq, c. H. Talbot, 
and H. M. Rochais, vol. 1: Sermones Super Cantica 
Canticorum (Romae: Editiones Cistercienses, 1958), p. 15. 
"Huius igitur beatae paenitentis exemplo prosternere et tu, 
o misera, ut desinas esse misera: prosternere et tu in 
terram, amplectere pedes, placa osculis, riga lacrimis, 
quibus tamen non illum laves, sed te." 

27Ibid., p. 16. "Qui autem dedit voluntatem 
paenitendi, opus est ut addat et continendi virtutem, ne 
iterum paenitenda faciamque novissima mea peiora prioribus. 
Vae enim mihi etiam paenitenti, si statim subtraxerit manum, 
sine quo nihil possum facere." 

28 Ibid. , p. 17. "I am tandem in osculis duobus geminum 
habens divinae dignationis experimentum, forsan non 
confunderis praesumere sanctiora. Quantum quippe crescis in 
gratiam, tantum et in fiduciam dilataris." 
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Evelyn Underhill to describe the mystical ascent. Bernard's 

system includes those elements from repentance through 

conversion, culminating in the unitive state, which place 

him squarely within the mystical tradition described by 

Underhill. 

Within Bernard's colorful imagery, he develops an ethic 

emphasizing practical piety, love, and service, with an eye 

toward the bodily sacrifice of Christ as an avenue to 

contemplation. 

And notice that love of the heart is, in a certain 
way, carnal because the human heart is influenced 
by that which is human in Christ and by that which 
he does or commands . . There stands before the 
person at prayer the sacred image of the God-Man 
either being born, or nursing, or tea~hing, or 
dying, or rising again, or ascending. 

And again he speaks of Christ's Passion: 

This emptying was neither simple nor limited; but 
he emptied his very self even to the flesh, to 
death, and to the cross . . He preferred 
injustices for himself so that in man would not be 
discovered that occasion for ~he worst and most 
odious of vices, ingratitude. 

For those who meditate on the Passion and are fervent in 

prayer, God reveals Himself. 

29rbid., p. 118. "Et nota amorem cordis quodammodo 
esse carnelem, quod magis erga carnem Christi, et quae in 
carne Christus gessit vel iussit, cor humanum afficiat 

. Adstat oranti Hominis Dei sacra imago, aut nascentis, 
aut lactentis, aut docentis, aut morientis, aut resurgentis, 
aut ascendentis." 

30Ibid. , p. 58. "Non enim simplex aut modica illa 
exinanitio fuit; sed semetipsum exinanivit usque ad carnem, 
ad mortem, ad crucem . Maluit cum iniuria sui, ne 
pessimum atque odiosissimum vitium ingratitudinis occasionem 
ultra reperiret in homine." 
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If any man among us is so filled with longing that 
he desires to destroy himself and to be with 
Christ, that he desire so strongly, with a burning 
thirst, and with a constant practice: Indeed he 
will look upwards at the Word which is in the form 
of a bridegroom on the day of visitation, and at 
this hour indeed he will find himself drawn into 
the divine arms of wisdom and will feel the 
sweetness of divine love as it pours into him. 
Indeed, his heart's longing will be given to him, 
even while still wandering in the body, but for a 
time, a short time. 

And again in expressing the fullness of God's revelation, 

Bernard also limits it to the spiritual realm. 

However, you should not decide that I see in this 
co-mingling of the Word and the soul anything 
bodily or anything perceived by the imagination. 
We speak of that which the Apostle says: 'He who 
adheres to God is one spirit with him.' We try to 
express the departure of the purified mind into 
God and the descent of a pious God into the soul, 
as much as we are ~ble, comparing spiritual things 
to spiritual ones. 

Bernard incorporated into his commentary on the 

Biblical text several observations relative to his own life. 

These serve to highlight key points in his mystical theology 

3libid., p. 227. "Si quis in nobis est ita desiderii 
vir, ut cupiat dissolvi et cum Christo esse, cupiat autem 
vehementer, ardenter sitiat, assidue medititur: is profecto 
non secus quam in forma sponsi suscipiet Verbum in tempore 
visitationis, hera videlicet qua se adstringi intus 
quibusdam brachiis sapientae atque inde sibi infundi 
senserit sancti suavitatem amoris. Siquidem DESIDERIUM 
CORDIS EIUS TRIBUETUR EI, etsi adhuc peregrinanti in 
corpore, ex parte tamen, idque ad tempus et tempus modicum." 

32 Ibid. , p. 223. "Vide aut em tu, ne quid nos in hac 
Verbi animaeque commixtione corporeum seu imaginarium 
sentire existimes. Id loquimur quod Apostolus dicit, 
quoniam QUI ADHAERET DEO, UNUS SPIRITUS EST. Excessum purae 
mentis in Deum, sive Dei pium descensum in animam, nostris, 
quibus possumus, exprimimus verbis, spiritualibus 
spiritualia comparantes." 
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and also provide a unique insight into his own personal 

experience. 

I confess that the Word has come to me--I am 
speaking foolishly--many times. But while he will 
enter me, I do not always perceive when he enters 
me. I perceived him to be present, I recalled 
that he had been with me; sometimes I was able to 
anticipate beforehand his entrance, bufi I was 
never able to perceive it or his exit. 

These visitations were not characterized by visions or other 

sense impressions, and they were unpredictable, at least in 

the sense that the individual did not control the time or 

manner of the encounter. 

So when the Bridegroom, the Word, several times 
was entering me, his entering did not become known 
by evidence, not by sight, nor voice, nor touch. 
Further it was not by his motion that he was 
discovered by me, nor by my senses that he had 
penetrated me: Only from the movement of the 
heart, as I said earlier, did I understand his 
presence; and from flight of corruption, and the 
crushing of my carnan desires, I turned toward the 
power of his virtue. 

In the writings of Augustine and Bernard we see several 

recurrent themes which will appear throughout this study. 

3ls. Bernardi Opera, val. 2: Sermones Super Cantica 
Canticorum, p. 242. "Fateor et mihi adventasse Verbum--in 
insipientia dico--et pluries. Cumque saepius intraverit ad 
me, non sensi aliquoties cum intravit. Adesse sensi, 
adfuisse recorder; interdum et praesentire potui introitum 
eius, sentire numquem, sed ne exitum quidem." 

34 Ibid., p. 243. "Ita igitur intrans ad me aliquoties 
Verbum sponsus, nullis umquam introitum suum indiciis 
innotescere fecit: non voce, non specie, non incessu. 
Nullis denique suis motibus compertum est mihi, nullis meis 
sensibus illapsum penetraliibus meis: tantum ex motu 
cordis, sicut praefatus sum, intellexi praesentiam eius; et 
ex fuga vitiorum, carnaliumque compressione affectuum, 
adverti potentiam virtutis eius." 
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They were both committed to honest self-examination and were 

emphatic in their call for repentance and renewal for anyone 

wishing to attain a higher level of spirituality. They 

attached importance to their own personal experiences, which 

were pivotal in the development of their thought. While 

this glimpse of heaven was significant, there is also a 

Christ-centeredness present in their teachings which 

overrides any danger of the individual becoming self

absorbed. Evident in the studies of Groote and the Brethren 

of the Common Life, Loyola, and Boehme are themes of 

repentance, Christ-centered devotion, contemplation, and 

visions which are established by Augustine and Bernard. 

While the subsequent figures did not enjoy the stature of 

these two church fathers and dominant figures on the 

ecclesiastical and political scene, these spiritual themes 

will recur in the following chapters, providing 

opportunities for comparison of Protestant and Catholic 

mystics. 
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CHAPTER III 

FAITH AND LEARNING: THE BRETHREN OF THE 

COMMON LIFE AND PRACTICAL MYSTICISM 

Instead of launching into a study of the spirituality 

of the Brethren of the Common Life with the prescribed 

intention of locating mystical nuances in their broader 

teachings, I must note that this movement's primary purpose 

was to foster a pure and active faith. We see in the life 

of its founder, Gerard Groote, an impulse to return to a 

more apostolic faith, characterized by charity, simplicity, 

and a bond of devotion between believers. His career was 

quite short and as a result he did not write a great, 

defining work. Most of his time was spent preaching and 

organizing the religious communities that would become the 

Brethren in the history of mystical theology, he is 

important as an initiator of a new spiritual environment, 

one that produced pivotal figures in the history of 

Christian mysticism such as Thomas a Kempis and Gerard 

Zerbolt of Zuphen. Their works and teachings helped to 

sustain and further the communities that grew out of 

Groote's reforms, and gained even wider currency as they 

were disseminated throughout the Christian world. 

Groote's life and career epitomized the dissatisfied 

insider, who was moved by conscience to repudiate the 

educational and professional track which had served him well 

in his youth. Ironically, it was probably his intellectual 
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training that gave him the stature to launch an effective 

critique against the morality and the spiritual and 

intellectual exclusivity of the medieval Catholic church. 

Groote•s and his successors• appeal, however, did not rest 

solely on their critical adeptness. Learning, faithfulness, 

and persuasive skills wielded effectively in an environment 

characterized by plague, political unrest, and church schism 

enabled the Brethren to appeal positively to the hearts and 

minds of sincere ones. What contributed to their success 

probably prevented the Brethren from maintaining 

organizational coherence. While their actions did provoke 

occasional attacks from monastic institutions, the role of 

the Catholic Church in the life of a Christian was not 

called into question. Their desire to uphold Church 

doctrine and to avoid competition with entrenched monastic 

orders allowed for the Brethren•s survival but it also 

prevented their distinguishing themselves as a well-defined 

separatist movement. For this reason such disparate figures 

as Luther and Loyola can speak favorably of this reform

minded group. 

Gerard Groote was born in October of 1340 in the Yssel 

valley city of Deventer. As a member of a leading family of 

cloth merchants and son of Werner Groote, chief magistrate 

of Deventer, his early childhood was a period of relative 

stability. Of course in the late Middle Ages even the 

privileged had only a tenuous hold on health and prosperity. 
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The plague outbreak at Marseilles in 1347 soon spread to 

Deventer and on July 24 of that year young Gerard's mother 

died, followed shortly thereafter by his father. 1 Groote 

was placed under the guardianship of an uncle, John van 

Ockenbroeck, who sent him in 1355 to the University of 

Paris. 2 By 1358 he had accelerated through the Master of 

Arts program, taking a degree which normally required seven 

years of study. He continued to follow a rather 

unstructured course of study for another decade, lecturing 

at a cathedral school in cologne, attending the University 

of Prague, and returning to Paris in 1362. In his master's 

program Groote had immersed himself in the study of theology 

and law. R. R. Post concludes that due to his curiosity, he 

"dabbled too much in both faculties, and thus was not able 

to take certain examinations."3 There is also evidence 

that during this period he indulged more than a passing 

interest in the fields of magic and astrology, passions he 

would later deeply regret. 

He would also come to deplore the accepted practice of 

receiving multiple benefices in November of 1362, he applied 

for and was granted a benefice for a canonry at St. Mary's 

!Theodore P. Van Zijl, Gerard Groote Ascetic and 
Reformer (1340-1384) (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 
Press, 1963), pp. 33-39. 

2rbid. , p. 40. 

JR. R. Post, The Modern Devotion: Confrontation with 
Reformation and Humanism (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), p. 
98. 
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Cathedral of Aix-la-Chapelle, and in June of 1365 he 

received a canonry with a full prebend at St. Martin's 

Cathedral of Utrecht. He would receive no revenue from 

these prebends until shortly before his conversion in 

1374. 4 

In 1372, Groote fell ill while visiting relatives in 

Deventer. His condition deteriorated until a Franciscan 

prior was summoned to perform last rites. The priest 

announced that the administration of the sacraments was 

conditional upon Groote agreeing to burn his books on 

astrology. He reluctantly consented.s Until his death, 

Groote considered his love for books his greatest weakness. 

In a letter to John Ruusbroec he stated that "even in my 

state of modesty, nothing new arises. As you know I am 

always in service to, always talkative about, and always 

covetous of books." 6 In spite of the many duties he 

assumed later as pastor and teacher, Post states that Groote 

"remained the scholar, the thirster after knowledge and 

collector of books." 7 

4van Zijl, Gerard Groote, pp. 66-67. 

5Albert Hyma, The Christian Renaissance: A History of 
the Modern Devotion, 2nd ed. (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 
1965), p. 10. 

6Gerard Groote, 
Mulder (Antwerpiae: 
Neerlandiae, 1933), 
nichil nevi oritur. 
semperque avarus et 

Gerardi Magni Epistolae, ed. Willelmus 
Sumptibus Societatis Editricis 

p. 108. "In statu meo modicum vel 
Semper sum in utilis, semper garrulus 

peravarus librorum, ut noscitis." 

1post, Modern Devotion, p. 99. 
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Groote's later allusions to his own conspicuous moral 

lapses during his time at the university and immediately 

thereafter serve as a contrast to the severe regimen to 

which he would eventually adhere. This is evidenced in a 

letter to John van de Grande, an Amsterdam priest and one of 

Groote's early followers. 

It is not the same for pure and good men as it is 
for me, who has fornicated under every leafy tree 
and every high hill. My lord Ghiesbert is your 
witness, as he knows me more abundantly than 
anyone else because he has heard me from youth. 
His path, second to tpat of the Holy Scripture, I 
advise you to follow. 

A thorough self-examination spurred by his near fatal 

illness was coupled with admonitions from Groote's close 

friends and former classmates Henry Egher and John of 

Arnhem. Groote made an impassioned confession to Ghisbert 

Dou, a priest who would later become a supporter of the 

Modern Devotion. 9 Toward the end of 1374, Groote entered 

the Carthusian monastery at Monnikhuizen as a visitor, no 

doubt encouraged by its prior, Henry Egher. It is important 

to note that Ignatius Loyola and Teresa of Avila both 

experienced extreme physical deprivations which would affect 

their spiritual constitution. 

8Groote, Epistolae, pp. 105-106. "Sed non est sic 
puris et bonis viris sicut michi, qui sub omni ligna 
frondoso et in omni colle sublimi fornicatus sum, teste meo 
confessore vobiscum domino Ghiesberto, qui me amplius quam 
alius noscit, quia me a iuventute audivit, cuius vestigia, 
post scripturas sanctas, consulo ut sequamini." 

9van Zijl, Gerard Groote, pp. 90-92. 
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Probably spurred by guilt over his prior application 

for five prebends and acceptance of two, Groote forcefully 

condemned this widely accepted practice. By the end of 1374 

he had resigned his prebends at Aix and at St. Martin's 

Cathedral of Utrecht, and donated one of his estates to the 

Carthusians at Monnikhuizen. 10 Groote in his Resolutions, 

written shortly after his conversion, probably in 1375, 

addresses several points under the heading "Pursuit of 

Gain," the first of which reads, "the first thing is to 

desire no further office or income, and in future to place 

neither hope nor desire in any temporal gain." 11 Also 

contained in this ethic is not only a duty to oneself but a 

responsibility to others bound up in one's responsibility to 

God. "Allot yourself therefore a frugal portion of clothing 

and food, more to the poor and the deserving, and more still 

for the salvation of souls. nl2 This was a constant theme 

through Groote's writings and would continue to flourish in 

the teachings of the Brothers and Sisters. No doubt 

contrasting their policy with the traditional practice of 

soliciting dowries, it is written of the Sisters of Master 

Geert's house that "they sought in the people they accepted 

lOibid., p. 100. 

11Gerard Groote, "Resolutions and Intentions, But Not 
Vows," in Devotio Moderna: Basic Writings, trans. with an 
introduction by John Van Engen (New York: Paulist Press, 
1988), p. 65. 

l2 b. d 7 5 I l. ., p. . 
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only and purely our dear Lord. They looked not upon coins 

or the blessing of wealth or worldly profit and pleasure, 

but only the honor of God and the house's spiritual progress 

in the virtues. nl3 

As Groote wrestled with the compatibility of pure 

Christianity and private wealth, he began, not to question 

the need for education, but to devise patterns in which 

learning could be made the servant of religious 

sanctification. Not surprisingly, his position on the study 

of magic was unambiguous. He instructed his followers to 

remove all such superstitions and curiosities from 
men's minds so much as you are able while 
preserving your own tranquillity of mind, purity, 
and liberty of will, thus in the very thing I once 
displeaseft God I might now please him according to 
his will. 

While Groote's denunciation of those practices which had 

captivated him in his youth is easily perceived, the 

development of his ideas regarding the role of learning in 

the life of a Christian was more subtle. Study was 

certainly not condemned, as was the practice of accepting 

multiple prebends and flirting with astrology. The critique 

given to learning was driven by Groote's desire to bring a 

purity and simplicity to the Catholic Church or at least to 

provide an outlet for the expression of these sympathies to 

committed laypeople. The degree to which education was 

13"Edifying Points of the Older Sisters," in Devotio 
Moderna, p. 130. 

HGroote, "Resolutions," in Devotio Moderna, p. 66. 
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emphasized and the Modern Devotion's contribution to the 

flowering of Northern humanism continue to be debated. 

These issues will be addressed here only as they relate to 

contemplative practices within the communities.:s 

While I separate the scholarly component of the Modern 

Devotion for the purpose of analysis, particular facets, 

whether they be scholarship, manual labor, prayer, or 

charity, were employed to equip individuals for service to 

Christ. There was a conviction that a genuine relationship 

with Christ would affect one's life in its entirety. 

According to R. W. Southern, this was a formulation gaining 

currency among the lay population throughout Western Europe. 

There was a "permanent and widespread desire to invest 

ordinary secular life with some of the values of a religious 

Order. " 16 The grammar lessons given to the young 

schoolboys at Zwolle were pregnant with spiritual 

significance, and were an important component of the 

Brethren's spiritual edification. Groote's position on 

15Hyma emphasizes the Devotio Moderna's influence in 
the flowering of the Northern Renaissance in his work The 
Christian Renaissance, cited above. For a criticism of this 
view see R. R. Post, The Modern Devotion also cited above. 
For summaries of this debate see Lewis Spitz, The 
Renaissance and Reformation Movements, vel. 1: The 
Renaissance (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1987), 
and Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform: An Intellectual and 
Religious History of Late Medieval and Reformation Europe 
1220-1550 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980). 

16R. w. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the 
Middle Ages, The Pelican History of the Church 2 
(Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1970), p. 304. 
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education is best summed up in his following pronouncement. 

"Exercise of the mind is pointless, devoid of all honor and 

purpose, if it does not lead and compel us to labor in the 

things of Christ. " 17 Study is a means to an end outside of 

one's self. It is meaningful insofar as it prepares one for 

the Lord's work. 

No doubt Groote had witnessed an outgrowth of learning 

which fostered an arrogance that was patently un-Christian. 

He warns his followers to "avoid and abhor every public 

disputation held simply to score a triumph or to make a good 

appearance. " 18 In an important sense, his reservations 

about education were similar to those he had concerning the 

current state of the Church, namely the prevalence of 

formality and professionalization. No doubt, memories of 

his years at Paris were lurking when he penned the 

following: "And I write this to you from my own experience, 

that anyone who comes to study without a good foundation 

will remain ignorant and an ass in everything, even if they 

study for a hundred years. For you, charity is necessary, 

which does not fall away, even if knowledge and learning 

cease. " 19 

17Groote, "A Treatise on Four Classes of Subjects 
Suitable for Meditation: A Sermon on the Lord's Nativity," 
in Devotio Moderna, p. 99. 

18Groote, "Resolutions," in Devotio Moderna, p. 68. 

19Groote, Epistolae, p. 130. "Et hoc tibi expertum a 
me scribe, quod omnes, qui ad studium veniunt non bene 
fundati, asini et rudes per omnem etatem manebunt, eciam si 
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With over two years of study and reflection having 

refined his newfound convictions, Groote returned from 

Monnikhuizen to Deventer. In 1377, shortly after his 

homecoming, he made a book buying trip to Paris with John 

Cele, a close friend and teacher at Zwolle from 1374-1417. 

On the way they stopped off at Groenendal and visited with 

the Flemish mystic John Ruusbroec, who had funded a 

monastery of Canons Regular of St. Augustine in 1349.2° 

Studying, writing, and striving to practice his 

renascent faith occupied Groote's next several years as he 

adjusted to life back at Deventer. In 1379 he turned his 

family home into a shelter for unmarried women, in which 

they pooled whatever resources they may have had upon 

entering and lived subsequently off their combined earnings. 

While the Brothers would later earn their living by copying 

books, the Sisters primary source of income came from 

working as seamstresses. They did not take vows, they 

refused to beg, and they remained faithful participants in 

their local parishes. Yet their daily routine also included 

their own communal prayers and readings. 21 Groote's 

teachings on worship begin: "Everyday you can, hear mass 

read to the end, as Gratian's De Consecratione prescribes 

centum annis studerent. Caritas tibi necessaria est, que 
non excidet, sive sciencia sive doctrina cessaverit." 

2°van Zijl, Gerard Groote, p. 123. 

21John Van Engen, Introduction to Devotio Moderna, pp. 
13-14. 

34 



every Sunday for the laity, and as the gloss on the same, 

every day for the clergy ... 22 While some of their practices 

raised the eyebrows of local Dominicans, Groote built a 

foundation of orthodoxy and reverent obedience to the 

Catholic Church that could be followed by subsequent 

generations. 

It was in 1380 that Groote embarked on his preaching 

career. Rather than follow the normal course of ordination, 

he obtained from the bishop of Utrecht a diaconate, with a 

special license to preach. According to Van Zijl, "the most 

important theme in Groote's preaching to all classes of 

people was undoubtedly the ideal of imitation of Christ. "23 

He clearly states the case for the internal conversion that 

occurred in his life. "For all external exercises, whether 

fasting, scourging, keeping vigil, much psalm-singing, many 

Our Fathers, manual labor, hard beds, or hair shirts, have 

only so much good and profit as they bring righteousness, 

peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit."H On his preaching 

tours throughout the Yssel Valley, Groote made new contacts 

and drew an increasing number of followers. In fact, some 

individuals had taken up communal living before Groote's 

death, though the Brethren of the Common Life did not become 

22Groote, "Resolutions," in Devotio Moderna, p. 71. 

23van Zij 1, Gerard Groote, p. 163. 

HGroote, "A Sermon Addressed to the Laity," in Devotio 
Moderna, p. 92. 
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a recognized reality until the 1390s under the direction of 

Florens Radewijns. Groote's preaching was cut short in 1383 

when the bishop of Utrecht bowed to the pressure of the 

Dominicans led by Matthew Grabow, and forbade all deacons to 

preach, a directive undoubtedly aimed at Groote. 25 In 

August of 1384, the founder of the Modern Devotion 

contracted the plague while treating a sick friend at 

Deventer and later that month, died. On his deathbed he 

appointed Florens Radewijns as his successor. 26 

Groote's sermons, treatises, and letters witness his 

broad interests, and to his ability to marshal a variety of 

sources for very specific purposes. His letters betray a 

particular affinity for the Psalms. To these he makes no 

less than 130 references, about twice as many as he makes to 

the prophet Isaiah, to the gospels of Matthew and Luke, and 

to the book of Romans. This heavy emphasis on the Psalms is 

balanced by instruction given in his Resolutions. "The root 

of all your study and the mirror of life is, first, the 

Gospel of Christ because there is found the life of 

Christ. "27 He continues this theme when ranking the 

efficacy of devotional material. 

The first class of material for reflection, that 
to which we should cling, comes from the canonical 
Scriptures and is itself capable of division. 

25Post, Modern Devotion, p. 138. 

26van Zijl, Groote, p. 331. 

27 b. d 70 I l. ., p. . 
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Things from the New Testament that preach Christ 
and his deeds are to be taken purely and simply 
according to the letter, piously and firm!~ to be 
believed, and in believing meditated upon. 

After Groote's death, the rules governing the Brethren 

addressed the centrality of the Scriptures. 

Because the holy scriptures, written by the sacred 
doctors instruct us, we ought to walk in the way 
of God and move our disposition and will toward 
the love of virtue and the avoidance of vices, 
even the avoidance of the memory of vices, with 
vain matters and dark thoughts shut out. We 
should ocfiUPY ourselves with fruitful and useful 
thoughts. 

Among the church fathers he was heavily indebted to 

Augustine, citing 41 of his works. His acquaintance with 

classical authors included Seneca, Cicero, Hippocrates, and 

Ovid. References to Duns Scotus, John Ruusbroec, Saint 

Berna~:~, Heinrich Suso, and Dionysius the Areopagite point 

to his familiarity with mystical theology. 

The private reforms noted above were no doubt wrenching 

in the life of a moderately wealthy, well traveled, Paris 

educated book collector. Addressing the larger implications 

of the Brethren's activities in light of the subsequent 

German reformation, Heiko Oberman states that "in 

28 Groote, "Treatise,•• in Devotio Moderna, p. 104. 

29 The Original Constitution of the Brethren of the 
Common Life at Deventer, quoted in Albert Hyma, The 
Christian Renaissance: A History of the "Devotio Moderna •• 
(Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1965), p. 444. "Quia sacra 
scriptura a sanctis doctoribus conscripta salubriter 
instruit nos, quomodo in via Dei ambulare debemus, movetque 
affectum et voluntatem ad amorem virtutum et fugam viciorum 
simul eciam memoriam nostram, seclusis vanis et nocivis 
cogi tacionibus, occupat fructuosis et utilibus. •• 
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sociopsychological terms, we detect here the devout self

consciousness of the (as yet) non-academically inclined 

urban petite bourgeoisie ... 30 Indeed what is striking about 

Groote's life is the degree of influence he was able to 

exert given the brevity of his career as a preacher and 

teacher and as a result the near absence of any structural 

reforms effected during his lifetime. He was able to tap 

into the disaffections of a population with ideas that 

resonated against a familiar backdrop of unseemly clerical 

practices and formalized religion. Perhaps his past 

heightened his credibility as was noted earlier, he came 

from a respected family, he was well educated, and most 

importantly, after his homecoming to Deventer he led a life 

of devotion that was noticeably altered from the pattern set 

in his youth. He was able to propose an ethic and a 

lifestyle that were in many ways radical, without provoking 

a clear and unified reaction. He certainly had his critics, 

and his preaching was suspended near the end of his life, 

but he never made himself an easy target. 

In studying the impact of Groote and the Brethren on 

the flowering of contemplative practices it is essential not 

only to trace the nuances of their ideas but also to pay 

particular attention to the communal atmosphere which they 

30Heiko Oberman, Masters of the Reformation: The 
Emergence of a New Intellectual Climate in Europe, trans. 
Dennis Martin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1981) 1 P • 48 • 

38 



created and nurtured in the Yssel valley. Their aim was not 

to impose a new system of thought on their disciples or to 

call Catholic doctrine into question, but to create a 

setting where laypersons could live, work, and worship in 

holiness, fulfilling both the law of Christ and the doctrine 

of the Church. These gatherings of committed individuals 

produced a unique communal spirit or chemistry which 

provided not only a certain security and like-mindedness to 

those who participated, but also a degree of liberation and 

intellectual freedom. Speaking of Groote's contribution 

R. W. Southern states that "like every successful religious 

innovator of the Middle Ages he combined extreme, even 

violent, conservatism on social and dogmatic questions with 

considerable freedom and novelty in organization and 

sentiment. " 31 There were blocks of time set aside for 

private reading and group discussion as we see in· a brief 

sketch of their daily routine. They rose early, between 

three and four in the morning, for Matins. This left 

several hours before lunch to engage in manual labor, which 

for most of the Brethren consisted of copying books. Work 

was resumed after lunch with a short break for the saying of 

Vespers. The evenings were less structured and allowed for 

private study, prayer, discussion, and preaching. 32 There 

31southern, Western Society, p. 336. 

32E. F. Jacob, "The Brethren of the Common Life," in 
Essays in the Conciliar Epoch, 3rd ed. (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1963), pp. 126-127. 
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was a creative blending of the practical and the pious which 

continued to characterize the movement after Groote's death. 

This inner sanctity produced by self-discipline and service 
. 

would be the rich and variegated foundation for Thomas a 

Kempis's Imitation of Christ. 

Thomas Hemerken was born in the town of Kempen in the 

diocese of Cologne around the year 1380. He attended 

grammar school at Kempen before joining the cathedral school 

at Deventer in 1392. He remained there for seven years 

under the guidance of Groote's disciple Florens Radewijns. 

In 1399 Thomas was sent by Radewijns to aid in the reform of 

the monastery at Mount St. Agnes, three miles northeast of 

Zwolle. 33 Here in the quiet of the monastery, among 

friends, he would produce arguably the greatest devotional 

tract ever written. 

There are certain stages in the written accounts of 

Christian mystics that we can examine as a means of 

differentiating one tradition from another. There is 

considerable attention paid to one's reliance on love over 

knowledge, the place of visions and ecstacies, and the 

devotion to ecclesiastical forms through which mysticism may 

be expressed. Analyses of these tendencies provide jumping 

off points whereby a thematic as well as geographical and 

chronological approach can be employed. While discrepancies 

abound, there seems to be a foundation to the mystical 

33Hyma, Christian Renaissance, pp. 166-169. 
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experience, indeed to the Christian experience, which is 

uniformly present. Evelyn Underhill calls it purification. 

This prerequisite to conversion is widely referred to by 

theologians as repentance. If Nee-Platonic philosophy 

provided a proper intellectual framework through which the 

Christian gospel could be expressed, perhaps it is proper to 

quote a passage from Plato's Republic as it addresses the 

soul's captivity. "When the passions relax their hold, 

then, as Sophocles says, we are freed from the grasp not of 

one mad monster only, but of many."34 While this theme 

will be evident 1n every work under consideration, the work 

of Thomas a Kempis best serves as a paradigm for this 

important tenet. 

The introductory chapters of the Imitation, which are 

placed under the title "Counsels on the Spiritual Life," 

focus on impurity and warn of its consequences. As an 

ethical treatise it also provides correctives, encouraging 

the Christian to resist various temptations not only through 

fear of retribution but also by trusting that a much deeper 

satisfaction is attainable through obedience. Several 

specific areas of thought and action are addressed, and the 

advice given consistently warns against the harboring of 

obsessions. It is no accident that Thomas reserves his 

strongest language to impart this message. "This must be 

our chief concern--to conquer self, and by daily growing 

34Plato, Republic 1.329. 
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stronger than self, to advance in holiness. " 35 The unwary 

are vulnerable to any number of temptations, depending upon 

their station in life and their own natural proclivities. 

What ever particular weakness may beset an individual, 

knowledge of God is precluded as long as evil is present. 

"Yet again the sense of man is humiliated by God at some 

time, so that he might not take hold of the dark word. This 

so that his heart not be puffed up and fall into the trap of 

the devil, judging himself to know something when actually 

he knows nothing. u36 

Living in communities among devoted young men, many 

with scholarly backgrounds, Thomas encourages a vigilant 

resistance of intellectual pride, much as Groote had done a 

generation earlier. "Restrain an inordinate desire for 

knowledge, in which is found much anxiety and deception. 

Learned men always wish to appear so, and desire recognition 

of their wisdom. " 37 He also states in a more caustic tone, 

"I would far rather feel contrition than be able to define 

it."38 Ultimately, however, Thomas is diplomatic and 

35Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, trans. by 
Leo Sherley-Price (London: Penguin Books, 1952), p. 31. 

36Thomas a Kempis, Thomae Hemerken a Kempis: Opera 
Omnia, ed., Michael Pohl, vol.l: Tractatuum Asceticorum 
Partem Primam Complectens. "Tamen rursus hominis sensus 
quandoque a Deo humiliatur ne capiat verbum tenebrosum: ut 
non elevetur cor eius et cadat in laqueum diaboli aestimans 
se aliquid scire cum nihil sciat." 

37Thomas a Kempis I Imitation I pp. 28-29. 

38Ibid., p. 27. 

42 



thoughtful in the balance he draws between intellectual 

pride and man's God-given curiosity. It also makes for one 

of his most penetrating statements. 

All our knowledge contains an element of 
obscurity .... Yet learning itself is not to be 
blamed, nor is the simple knowledge of anything 
whatsoever to be despised, for true learning is 
good in itself and ordained by God; but a good 
conscience

39
and a holy life are always to be 

preferred. 

Here he shows his ability to address boldly a difficult 

issue, take a clear position, and at the same time exude a 

tolerant spirit, a unique gift that was no doubt a product 

of his own personal security. This does not suggest an 

absence of evangelical fervor. In the section "A Meditation 

on Death," he begins amiably enough with the entreaty, 

"happy and wise is he who endeavors to be during his life as 

he wishes to be found at his death. " 40 Less than two 

hundred words later he launches a fierce attack against the 

unrepentant. "Who will remember you when you are dead? Who 

will pray for you? Act now, dear soul; do all you can; for 

you know neither the hour of your death, nor your state 

after death."U In the first book of the Imitation, 

through a cataloging of behavioral patterns which endanger 

the spiritual health of the devout, Thomas reveals a great 

39 Ibid. , p. 31. 

40 Ibid. I p. 58. 

41 Ibid. I p. 59. 
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deal about the fears, expectations, and uncertainties that 

plagued a leader in his position. Pride, impetuosity, 

haughtiness, and unbridled passion were to be shunned if 

there was to be any expectation of inner development which 

befitted his audience. The second and third books entitled 

"Counsels on the Inner Life," and "On Inward Consolation," 

expand on the practical necessity of obeying Christ's 

injunctions, and portray the life that is possible once the 

living Savior begins to commune with the soul. It is 

possible to hear Him speak only when the clamor of one's 

natural proclivities are quieted. With the first book as a 

foundation, he is able to draw out some of the more positive 

implications of the life to which he calls his readers. 

Two expositions have most eloquently and clearly called 

Christians to embrace a degree of mysticism. The first was 

written by Augustine in his Confessions. "Thou awakest us 

to delight in Thy praise; for Thou madest us for Thyself, 

and our heart is restless until it repose in Thee. "42 The 

second was quoted by Thomas a Kempis in his Imitation at the 

beginning of Book 2. "Neither shall they say, Lo here! or, 

Lo there! for I behold I the kingdom of God is within you. " 43 

Also in the introductory chapter to Book 2, Thomas 

passionately affirms the sufficiency of Christ and the 

comfort which his presence brings. 

42Augustine, Confessions 1. 1. 1. 

43Luke 17:21 (KJV). 
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If you cannot contemplate high and heavenly 
things, take refuge in the Passion of Christ, and 
love to dwell within His Sacred Wounds. For if 
you devoutly seek the Wounds of Jesus and the 
precious marks of His Pas~ion, you will find great 
strength in all troubles. 4 

No doubt, Thomas had experienced the despondency and 

inattentiveness to which he refers in this passage. Evelyn 

Underhill states that 

intermittent periods of spiritual fatigue or 
aridity--renewals of the temperamental conflicts 
experienced in purgation--the oncoming gloom of 
the Dark Night--all these may be, and often are, 
exper~enced at intervals during the illuminated 
Life. 

Beyond a frustration to meet one's own expectations; ;there 

is as well the presence of genuine hardship which often 

seems undeserved. This is to be viewed as opportunity. 

"For he is not worthy of high contemplation who has not 

suffered some trials for God's sake. Indeed, the temptation 

that precedes is often a sign of comfort to follow." 46 

Again he states, "do not neglect your spiritual life because 

of any dryness or anxiety of mind. " 47 He goes on to 

suggest that suffering, though it may be unjust, is a 

positive good. 

I desire no consolation that would deprive me of 
contrition, nor do I aspire to any contemplation 
that might lead me to pride. For not all that is 

44 Ibid., p. 68. 

45underhill, Mysticism, pp. 241-242. 

46Thomas a Kemp is I Imitation I p. 80. 

47Ibid., p. 102. 
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high is holy, nor all that is pleasant, good; nor 
every desire pur~, nor is all that is dear to us 
pleasing to God. 

The suffering of which Thomas speaks, however, is not self-

induced. It accompanies one's existence as a Christian. 

Purification could no more occur without tribulation than 

the redemption of man could be affected without Christ's 

bodily sacrifice. 

The Cross always stands ready, and everywhere 
awaits you. You cannot escape it, wherever you 
flee, for wherever you go, you bear yourself, and 
always find yourself. Look up or down, without 
you or

49
within, and everywhere you will find the 

Cross. 

In fact, we see as the aim of Thomas's mysticism not merely 

the enjoyment of the divine presence, but the training of 

the mind to conform to the ethic of self-sacrifice. Thus, 

"when you have arrived at that state when trouble seems 

sweet and acceptable to you for Christ's sake, then all is 

well with you, for you have found paradise upon earth. ,so 

The benefits of contemplation have become the servants of 

love expressed through sacrificial giving. 

While repentance was the integral theme in Thomas's 

introductory book, it is striking how he reasserts its 

importance throughout his work and how it permeates his 

philosophy of life. Accompanying the need to cleanse 

48 Ibid. , p. 81. 

49 Ibid., p. 85. 

50 Ibid., p. 87. 
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oneself of sin as a prelude to the union of Christ and the 

believer is the benefit derived from Christ's presence, 

namely the expulsion of impurity. Of course, the question 

remains as to the responsibility of the believer and the 

extent to which he is dependent on grace for spiritual 

cleansing. Thomas, at times, sends conflicting messages. 

He states, "do not seek too much freedom, but discipline all 

your senses, and do not engage in foolish occupations ... 

Happy is he who can set aside every hindering distraction, 

and recall himself to the single purpose of contrition. nSl 

We also see passages in which this call to self-discipline 

is tempered with the recognition of man's helplessness. 

"Some people, lacking discretion, have brought ruin on 

themselves through the grace of devotion, attempting more 

than lay in their power, ignoring the measure of their own 

littleness. " 52 

Should devotion to one's desires bring only grief, it 

does not follow that spiritual diligence leads to emotional 

comfort. Here we see Thomas negate the possibility of 

substantial union with the Divine. "But do not imagine that 

you can avoid anxiety in this life, or that you may never 

experience sorrow of heart or pain of body, for true peace 

is only to be found in the state of eternal rest. nSJ What 

51 n .. id 
-~ • I p. 53. 

52 rbid., p. 102. 

53 rbid., p. 127. 
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is explicit here is implicit throughout his writings. 

Disciplined contemplation produces a Christian who is well 

rounded spiritually and intellectually, eager to serve 

Christ through devotion and action. The internal tumult 

that is a part of existence cannot be escaped, but the 

mental framework that limits one's field of vision to the 

temporal can be left behind as one takes up the devout life. 

Freedom from worldly diversions brings contentment just as 

purity ameliorates moral guilt. "And whereas by perverse 

self-love I had lost myself, now by lovingly seeking You 

alone, I have found both myself and You; for by that love I 

have humbled myself to utter nothingness. u54 

Thomas expressed through his teaching the notion that 

those to whom salvation was extended could also progress 

through stages to an intimate relationship with God. This 

privilege springs from neither intellectual preparation for 

an elevated station in the church hierarchy, but from a 

human will trained to conform to the teachings of Christ. 

For obedience and self-control are the outward 

manifestations of sanctity, and man's internal corruption is 

not offered as proof of the futility of self-reform. In the 

middle chapters of the Imitation, Thomas enunciates the 

belief that self-discipline, coupled with a humble reliance 

on God's grace, will lead one to true peace and the 

assimilation of God's attributes into one's own soul. "0 

54Ibid., p. 104. 
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Light everlasting, surpassing all created light! Pour forth 

from Heaven the glorious rays of Your light, and pierce the 

very depths of my heart! u55 Certainly, Thomas reiterates 

again and again the primacy of Divine grace, but he also 

upholds human responsibility and the efficacy of good works. 

This is symbolized in his call for the regular reception of 

the sacraments, which serve as a tangible offering of 

nourishment from God. 

Thomas concludes his treatise with an apparent 

diversion, moving from a consideration of man's inner 

constitution as a measure of sanctity to a treatment of the 

sacrament of communion. However, the consumption of 

Christ's body and its centrality in the life of a Christian 

were no diversion for Thomas. We will look at his 

concluding remarks in the Imitation as he passionately links 

participation in communion with the sanctification of the 

believer. But first, it may be useful to step back from an 

examination of the Brethren and take a broader view of late 

medieval Christianity and consider the Eucharist as it was 

viewed by several mystics. Preoccupation with its necessity 

seems to be a pattern, especially in the life of female 

mystics, and deserves, at least, brief attention. 

As we will see in Thomas a Kempis' treatment of the 

blessed sacrament as a conclusion to his Imitation. 

Catholic mystics of the Middle Ages showed a powerful 

55 Ibid., p. 140. 
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attraction to the blessings offered through the Lord's body. 

More than a ceremony, or even a reenactment of the Passion, 

feeding on Christ was a spiritual and in some cases physical 

stimulant that drew the believer into intimate contact with 

the Savior. Carolyn Walker Bynum argues that in devotion to 

the Eucharist "we see reflected the most prominent, 

characteristically female concern in thirteenth-century 

religiosity. " 56 As providers and preparers of food, women 

largely controlled this resource and carried its social 

function into their experience as partakers of Christ's body 

and blood. "Indeed, women's bodies, in the acts of 

lactation and of giving birth, were analogous both to 

ordinary food and to the body of Christ, as it died on the 

cross and gave birth to salvation. " 57 

This physical, passionate attachment to the human 

Savior is evidenced, as well, outside contemplation of the 

Eucharist. A profound empathy for the suffering Christ is 

expressed by the English mystic Julian of Norwich (1342-

1416). 

I saw with my own eyes in the face of the crucifix 
hanging before me and at which I was ceaselessly 
gazing something of his passion. I saw insults 

56 carolyn Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: 
Essays on Gender and Human Body in Medieval Religion (New 
York: Zone Books, 1991), p. 121. 

57carolyn Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The 
Religious Significance Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1987), p. 30. 
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and spittle and disfiguring and bruising, and 
lingering pain more than I know how to describe. 58 

She goes on to meditate on the agony of thirst. 

For that blessed flesh and frame was drained of 
all blood and moisture . . . I could see that the 
dear skin and tender flesh, the hair and the 
blood, were hanging loose from the bone, gouged by 
the thorns in many places .... What could be 
seen of the skin of the face was covered with tiny 
wrinkles, and was tan coloured, it was like ~ 
plank when it has been planed and dried out. 

It seems that we see here more than a recounting of a 

vision. Though the experience could be categorized as such, 

it took place in an intellectual and spiritual setting in 

which Julian was able to exert a measure of control, and to 

some extent extrapolate from her contact with Christ that 

which she craved. Here there seems to be a premium on 

physical intimacy, or identity with the bleeding, abandoned 

Christ. 

As we see Thomas conclude his study with an admonition 

to partake of the elements with grace and humility, we see 

among these two medieval women mystics a unique 

identification with Christ's humanity and a variety of 

mystical experiences informed by their consumption of the 

elements. Carolyn Walker Bynum sees women's predilection to 

identify with the human Christ as a concomitant to the 

widespread supposition that women were harnessed by physical 

58Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love, trans. 
Clifton Wolters (New York: Penguin Classics, 1966), p. 76. 

59Ibid., p. 89. 
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impulses. However, select women were able to turn this 

prejudice to their advantage, or they at least were able to 

carve out of this imposition a peculiarity that lent them 

positive distinction. Bynum states that "if anything, women 

drew from the traditional notion of the female as physical a 

special emphasis on their own redemption by a Christ who was 

supremely physical because supremely human. " 60 The 

doctrine of transubstantiation and the radical injunctions 

of the Scriptures addressed this need with unmistakable 

precision. "I am the living bread which came down from 

heaven; if any man eat of this bread, he shall live forever; 

and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will 

give for the life of the world ... 61 

It was their hunger for proximity to the living, 

breathing, and dying Christ that gave rise to Eucharistic 

piety among women mystics and this same hunger that drove 

them to behavior which is troubling and frighteningly 

relevant to modern minds. In March of 1449 Inez Martinez, a 

twelve year old Castilian girl, received six visions of the 

Virgin Mary over a seventeen-day period. According to 

William A. Christian, Jr., 

she first confessed at age six, and she confessed 
more often than the other children her age. She 
first received communion at about age nine. From 
about that time she had abstained from wine and 

60 Bynum, Fragmentation, p. 14 7. 

61 John 6: 51. 
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fasted fQr half the days of Lent and all the days 
of Mary. o2 

In fact we see in some of Thomas' writings a similar 

sort of passion expressed. "Trusting wholly in your 

goodness and great mercy, Lord, I come sick to my Saviour, 

hungry and thirsty to the Fount of Life, needy to the King 

of Heaven, a creature to its Creator, desolate to my loving 

Comforter. " 63 These vivid physical depictions testify to 

the obvious centrality of the sacraments in the Catholic 

faith. The potent language and the intimate portrayals, 

also, I believe, inject another element of mysticism into 

the story. What prayer could indicate more desperately the 

desire for personal knowledge of the Divine? 

Give me Yourself, and it is enough, nothing but 
You can satisfy me. Without You I cannot exist; 
without Your visits I cannot live. Therefore I 
must often approach You, and receive You as the 
medicine of salvation, lest if I be depfiived of 
this heavenly food, I faint by the way. 

While the importance attached to holy communion went well 

beyond the ceremonial in the medieval church in general, 

Catholic mystics, women especially, infuse this exercise 

with a conspicuous passion. In Thomas's own unique 

development of this theme he relied on a tradition of 

62william A. Christian, Jr., Apparitions in Late 
Medieval and Renaissance Spain (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1981), p. 58. 

63Thomas a Kemp is I Imitation I p. 187. 

Hrbid., p. 190. 
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mystical piety which employed the Eucharist as a potent 

symbol. According to Miri Rubin, 

The mystic sought a different niche in the 
symbolic language, not the normative idiom, but 
one which allowed for greater freedom and less 
definition and determination in language usage 
... it was to Hugh of St. Victor, to Anselm, 
to Bernard of Clairvaux, that Geert Groote, 
Ruysbroec~ and Thomas a Kempis were particularly 
attached. 

The simplicity and lack of revolutionary zeal of the 

Brethren of the Common Life prompted R. w. Southern to deem 

their organization "not very extensive or heroic. " 66 They 

may not have exacted deep changes in the structure of the 

late medieval church, but I would not take this as a measure 

of the quality or depth of their contemplation. Southern 

goes on to conclude that "they were generally content with 

that degree of internal warmth of feeling which stops far 

short of ecstasy. " 67 Indeed, their mysticism was not 

characterized by rapturous visions, but such visions are not 

necessarily an accurate measure of internal warmth. 

Inherent in their thinking was a conviction that an ethic 

demonstrated through manual labor and works of service was 

the only measure of inward purity. The composition of The 

Imitation of Christ marked the pinnacle of Thomas's lengthy 

65Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharistic Late 
Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), pp. 316-317. 

66southern, Western Society, p. 356. 

67Ibid., p. 357. 

54 



tenure of the monastery of Mount St. Agnes. He died in 1471 

at the age of 92. The quality of his work has drawn praise 

in the subsequent centuries from both Catholics and 

Protestants, who see in Thomas and the Brethren a common 

tradition that faithfully upheld the essentials of the 

Christian faith, and practiced these tenets with a 

consistency that lifted them above reproach. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MILES CHRISTI: IGNATIUS LOYOLA AND 

MYSTICAL EXPRESSION IN THE 

CATHOLIC REFORMATION 

The discipline and isolation practiced by Ignatius of 

Loyola engendered, at least in his experience, a pattern of 

visions and a broader mysticism, beginning shortly after his 

debilitating war injury and continuing throughout his 

lifetime. Rather than a product of youthful enthusiasm 

these experiences seemed to hold a significance which 

deepened as Loyola matured. Like Groote and the Brethren, 

his singular commitment which challenged contemporary 

Catholicism was born and sustained outside of the 

ecclesiastical establishment. He was not compelled to 

challenge orthodoxy, rather his mystical vision complimented 

by his passionate nature drove him to initiate sweeping 

changes in the composition and character of religious 

orders. This chapter will demonstrate how Loyola's formula 

for training disciples was influenced by his personal 

experience, and how this formula, embodied in his Spiritual 

Exercises, fostered and institutionalized the practice of 

mysticism. 

The reforms initiated by Ignatius of Loyola and the 

singular emphases on contemplation and obedience were born 

out of considerable suffering and extended isolation. This 

penchant for sacrifice ad unflinching loyalty would not be 
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lost with his abandonment of secular pursuits. It permeated 

Loyola's efforts to train soldiers for Christ and to convert 

the native populations of the New World to the Catholic 

faith. Born in 1491 in the Castle of Loyola near Azpeitia 

in Spain's Basque country, the future saint was named Inigo, 

but later took the name of the martyred bishop of Antioch.! 

As a young man he spent time at the court of Ferdinand, 

under the tutelage of his kinsman Don Antonio Manriquez, the 

Duke of Najera. 2 Speaking in the third person, Loyola 

states that "up to his twenty-sixth year he was a man given 

over to the vanities of the world, and took a special 

delight in the exercise of arms, with a great and vain 

desire of winning glory. "3 It was a display of bravery 

which would cause him unimaginable physical anguish, and 

ultimately divert his unbounded energies to religious 

pursuits. While defending the citadel at Pamplona against 

French invasion in 1521, Inigo's right leg was splintered by 

a cannonball. Captured and held in prison for fifteen days, 

he was mercifully delivered to the Castle of Loyola. 4 

Initially, the bones in his leg had been improperly set, and 

1Francis Thompson, Saint Ignatius Loyola (Ireland: 
Clonmore & Reynolds, Ltd., 1950; reprinted., Baltimore: 
The Carroll Press, 1951), p. 19. 

2Ibid. , p. 20. 

3Ignatius of Loyola, St. Ignatius' Own Story as Told to 
Luis Gonzalez de Camara (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 
1980), p. 9. 

4Thompson, Ignatius, p. 23. 
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they had to be broken a second time. The rehabilitation, 

which involved repeated stretching of the wounded leg, was 

no less painful. 5 

As recounted in Loyola's autobiography, 
of the many vain things that presented themselves 
to him, one took such possession of his heart that 
without realizing it he could spend two, three, or 
even four hours on end thinking of it, fancying 
what he would

6
have to do in the service of a 

certain lady. 

A fondness for medieval romances was supplanted by a fervent 

devotion to the Christ represented in Ludolph of Saxony's 

Life of Christ, which was printed in 1478 and gained wide 

currency in the sixteenth-century. As he read and meditated 

throughout this agonizing period, concentrating on Ludolph 

of Saxony's Life of Christ, as well as a collection of 

saints' lives, Loyola developed an enthusiasm for serving 

God in the Holy Land. He hoped someday to return from 

Jerusalem as a victorious crusader. The sanctity of these 

desires was confirmed by a spectacular vision in which, "one 

night, as he lay awake, he saw clearly the likeness of our 

Lady with the holy Child Jesus, at the sight of which he 

received most abundant consolation for a considerable 

interval of time."7 As with Gerard Groote, we see Loyola 

experiencing a conversion in the midst of physical 

recuperation. We see several factors, among them severe 

5Ignatius, Ignatius' Own Story, pp. 8-9. 

6Ignatius, Ignatius' Own Story, p. 7 . 

7Ibid., p. 11. 
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trauma and extended periods of isolation and inactivity 

culminating in a transitory vision which nonetheless had 

long term implications. Subsequent to this event, "his 

brother and other members of the family easily recognized 

the change that had taken place in the interior of his soul 

from what they saw in his outward manner."8 

The future saint's formative years included several 

other sojourns which shaped his thinking and his teaching. 

As evidenced in his writings and the constitutions of the 

Society of Jesus, they fortified his belief in the efficacy 

of contemplation and isolation as a prelude to active 

service, as well as fueling his militancy in devotion to the 

Catholic faith. Much of Loyola's reflection led him to 

heights of self-reproach. While worshipping at Montserrat 

in 1522, he spent three days writing a general confession. 

Yet, "there still remained some things which from time to 

time he thought he had not confessed. This caused him a 

good deal of worry, for even though he had confessed it, his 

mind was never at rest." 9 Later it is reported that only 

upon recognizing it as sin did Loyola refrain from 

suicide. 10 As with Luther, his initial yearnings only 

augmented a sense of guilt. Once their turmoils were 

quieted, however, their teaching and practice were 

8rbid. 

9rbid. , p. 19. 

1°rbid., p. 20. 
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characterized by unflagging devotion and singleness of 

purpose. 

Immediately following his stay at Montserrat, Loyola 

departed for Manresa. He stayed for several months at the 

Hospital of St. Lucy before retiring to what would become 

known as the Cave of Manresa. Actually, his stay in the 

cave was not continuous. He probably made several visits 

over a ten month period. In solitude he practiced a severe 

asceticism, spending hours on his knees praying and 

scourging himself three times daily. 11 This tendency is 

discussed by Underhill under the rubric "The Purification of 

the Self." This state in which one is unable to overcome 

feelings of unworthiness and separation from God is common 

to mystics. 

The lives of the mystics abound in instances . . . 
of the deep-seated sense of necessity which urges 
the newly awakened self to a life of discomfort 
and conflict, often to intense poverty and pain, 
as the only way of replacing false experience by 
true ... it forces on the unwilling surface mind 
a sharp vision of ins own disabilities, its ugly 
and imperfect life. 1 

Loyola's self-imposed punishments were halted by his 

confessor. It speaks to his devotion that in the midst of 

grief, tension and suicidal tendencies he consistently 

complied with the orders of his superiors. "As he was 

11 James Brodrick, Saint Ignatius Loyola: The Pilgrim 
Years, 1491-1538 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 
1956), p. 95. 

l2underhill, Mysticism, pp. 200-201. 
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accustomed to be very detailed with his confessor, he told 

him also that he had eaten nothing that week. The confessor 

bade him give up this abstinence, and although he was still 

strong, he obeyed his confessor. " 13 It was this 

acquiescence which eased his burden to the extent that he 

began to grow out of this elementary state rather than 

succumbing to mounting frustration. His entrance into 

higher stages of contemplation and a more active service 

produced in his life security, confidence, and a remarkable 

effectiveness in drawing others to his cause. Certainly, an 

overly demanding or harsh person would not have achieved 

such a level of success. Especially in his Spiritual 

Exercises, which he began to outline during these formative 

years and completed in 1541, we can see a man who has borne 

trial and suffering and who appreciates the need for 

individuals possessing fortitude, yet he does not encourage 

them to repeat such mental and physical excesses. 

In this remarkable yet simple work we see the Saint 

becoming secure in his faith, expressing sensitivity to the 

needs of his followers, and recognizing the import of 

balance and judiciousness as he prepares a guide for what 

will become legions of individuals with a variety of talents 

and temperaments. In his introductory remarks, Loyola lays 

out several convictions which were undoubtedly shaped by his 

own experience. Most notably, he advises those who are 

13Ignatius, Ignatius' Own Story, p. 20. 
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directing the exercitants to refrain from giving counsel 

which would influence them to make particular vows. 

While one is engaged in the Spiritual Exercises, 
it is more suitable and much better that the 
Creator and Lord in person communicate Himself to 
the devout soul in quest of the divine will, that 
he inflame it with love of Himself, and dispose it 
for the way in which it could better serve God in 
the future.H 

While providing a complete structure, this work leaves room 

for individuals to mature at a reasonable pace, given their 

particular strengths and weaknesses. In fact, the timetable 

is not as rigid as it might appear. The exercises are 

designed to be completed in four weeks, but Loyola states 

that "it is not meant that each week should necessarily 

consist of seven or eight days. "15 He anticipated that the 

assignment for a given week may be difficult for some to 

complete within the allotted time. Those who face 

difficulty in one phase may be strengthened for the next, 

finishing well before the end of a seven-day period. 

The month is divided into four components, each to be 

given separate attention by the exercitants. They are taken 

through a contemplation of sin, Christ's life, his passion, 

and his resurrection and ascension. 16 As realization of 

one's internal corruption leads to a greater appreciation of 

Hignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St. 
Ignatius, trans. Louis Puhl, S.J. {Westminster, MD: The 
Newman Press, 1951), p. 6. 

15 Ibid. I p. 2 . 

16 Ibid. 
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Christ's sacrifice, Loyola carefully explains the formulas 

and attitudes which lead to a heightened awareness of sin. 

Also of importance is the activity of the director as the 

exercitant is led through this process. He is charged with 

not only issuing commands and overseeing activities, he is 

also actively engaged in the exercise, both listening and 

encouraging. "The Spiritual Exercises must be adapted to 

the condition of the one who is to engage in them, that is, 

to his age, education, and talent. " 17 He admonishes the 

zealous to temper austerities, such as those that he so 

enthusiastically practiced as a young man. In sketching the 

qualities of an effective superior general, Loyola states 

that 

He should know how to mingle rectitude and 
necessary severity with kindness and gentleness to 
such an extent that he neither allows himself to 
swerve from what he judges to be more pleasing to 
God our Lord fior ceases to have proper sympathy 
for his sons. 

Speaking to the novices, he warns that "the chastisement of 

the body ought not to be immoderate or indiscreet in 

abstinences, vigils and other external penances and labors 

which damage and impede greater goods. " 19 

17 Ibid., p. 7. 

18 Ignatius of Loyola, The Constitutions of the Society 
of Jesus, trans. George E. Ganss, S.J. (St. Louis: The 
Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1970), p. 300. 

19Ibid., p. 169. 
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The first week, which corresponds to the purgative way, 

consists of an examination of conscience, with instructions 

given as to the degrees of sins and means of correction. 

The tasks assigned here are characterized by their 

simplicity and practicality. Sins are not only to be 

recognized, they are to be recorded, monitored and 

corrected. While meditating, the exercitant is instructed 

to visualize the presence of sin and its ramifications. 

"The representation will be to see in imagination my soul as 

a prisoner in this corruptible body, and to consider my 

whole composite being as an exile here on earth, cast out to 

live among brute beasts ... 2o The countless sins of the 

individual are compared to the first sin of the angels and 

to the second of Adam and Eve, who were judged severely for 

these single transgressions. Understanding the degree of 

punishment to which man has opened himself through 

disobedience provides a vantage point sufficient to magnify 

the debt owed to Christ. The first exercise closes with a 

pointed self-interrogation. "What have I done for Christ? 

What am I doing for Christ? What ought I to do for 

Christ?" 21 

At this point it is possible to consider one's 

character in relation to that of God. 

20Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises, p. 25. 

21Ibid., p. 2a. 
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I will consider who God is, against whom I have 
sinned, going through His attributes and comparing 
them with their contraries in me: His wisdom with 
my ignorance, His power with my weakness, His 
justice witfl my iniquity, His goodness with my 
wickedness. 

In making this unfavorable comparison and appreciating the 

consequences, the contemplative is in a position to work on 

narrowing the gap between these two extremes. Once any 

pretensions of worthiness were stripped away, Loyola was 

able to impel his disciples toward the same search for the 

divine which he embarked on as a young man. The results 

were certainly not replicated, but the Exercises provided a 

framework in which similar experiences were apt to occur. 

Placing emphasis on the need for accountability, Loyola 

reiterates throughout his work the import of frequent 

confession, particularly when one is proceeding through the 

Exercises. "While one is going through the Spiritual 

Exercises, a far deeper insight into his sins and their 

malice is acquired than at a time when he is not so engaged 

with what concerns his inner life. " 23 After completion of 

the Exercises, formal status is given to this practice in 

the Society's constitutions. "They should practice daily 

the examination of their consciences and confess and receive 

Communion at least every eight days, unless the superior for 

22Ibid., p. 30. 

23Ibid., p. 24. 
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some reason orders otherwise. " 24 These statutes were an 

enthusiastic affirmation of the Catholic Church's efforts to 

restore vitality to the people's faith through institutional 

reform. Loyola developed what could be considered an 

intensive and highly accelerated program in support of the 

Church's goal of reform. A revival of genuine penance and 

accountability through confession were imperative if the 

clergy were to achieve a heightened level of sanctity. 

Repentance is a recurring theme throughout Loyola's work, 

inspiring humility and thankfulness in disciples made to 

understand the gulf that separates them from God. 

It is proper that the Exercises for the second week 

commence with a vivid reminder of man's state. The initial 

contemplation consists of calling to mind "the Three Divine 

Persons seated on the royal dais or throne of the Divine 

Majesty. They look down upon the whole surface of the 

earth, and behold all nations in great blindness, going down 

to death and descending into hell. " 25 What distinguishes 

Loyola's style here is his demand for stark visualization. 

He does not speak of a faceless human community nor is he 

compelled to construct theoretical explanations of human 

behavior. He simply asks his readers to consider what goes 

on before their eyes, how nations war against one another, 

and how individuals speak to one another. This realism is 

Hrgnatius, Constitutions, p. 158. 

25rgnatius, Spiritual Exercises, p. 50. 
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also present in one of the work's most forceful passages. 

Again he instructs his disciples to picture in their minds a 

scene, this time the events leading up to the birth of the 

Christ child. With this accomplished, they are to imagine 

themselves present on the journey from Nazareth to 

Bethlehem. Identifying with Christ involves the sharing of 

every aspect of the uncomfortable journey, the sights, the 

smells, the dust, and the isolation. No detail is 

considered inconsequential. "Observe also the place or the 

cave where Christ is born; whether big or little; whether 

high or low; and how it is arranged. " 26 Loyola believed 

that by envisioning how one might have served Jesus in this 

time of his birth, he will be prepared to carry out the work 

demanded by the Savior's example. 

Continuing the second week's exercises, this same 

analytical procedure is employed to examine Biblical 

portrayals of Christ's life and ministry. These include the 

family's flight into Egypt, Jesus's childhood, His baptism 

and temptation, the calling of the Apostles, Christ's 

appearance on the waves of the sea, the raising of Lazarus, 

and Palm Sunday. Actually, the tracing of the gospel 

accounts will continue throughout the four week period. 

Loyola uses these brief lessons as an instructional device, 

asking the exercitants to reflect on their own experience, 

to identify their own personal motivations, and to determine 

26rbid., p. 52. 
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their proper calling. Identifying with Christ through 

contemplation of His life gave one a footing to make 

decisions regarding one's own. Given his past military 

ambitions, it is not surprising to find that Loyola uses 

armed battle as a metaphor for the internal struggle between 

good and evil. He sees "a great plain, comprising the whole 

region about Jerusalem, where the sovereign Commander-in-

Chief of all the good is Christ our Lord, and another plain 

about the region of Babylon, where the chief of the enemy is 

Lucifer. " 27 With this distinction drawn, the disciple who 

follows Christ is still beset with a number of options. 

When making decisions, Loyola instructs his students, "I 

must consider only the end for which I am created, that is, 

for the praise of God our Lord and for the salvation of my 

soul . .,28 Training oneself to be indifferent to personal 

considerations such as benefices or marriage, provides a 

basis for aligning one's wishes with God's will. This 

sentiment is reflected in the Constitutions as well. 

Just as the men of the world who follow the world 
love and seek with such great diligence honors, 
fame, and esteem for a great name on earth, as the 
world teaches them, so those who are progressing 
in the spiritual life and truly following Christ 
our L~rd nove and intensely desire everything 
oppos1.te. 

27 rbid., p. 60. 

2Bibid., p. 71. 

29Ignatius, Constitutions, pp. 107-108. 
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The example of Christ's ministry and His physical 

suffering is traced in the third week. The exercitant is to 

"consider what Christ our Lord suffers in His human nature, 

or according to the passage contemplated, what He desires to 

suffer. Then I will begin with great effort to strive to 

grieve, be sad, and weep. nJO To each day is assigned an 

event from the Passion week, from the Last Supper to the 

Crucifixion. The express purpose is to identify with 

Christ's agony and to prepare to take this on oneself not 

only as a matter of duty but as a matter of preference. It 

should be the goal of a Jesuit that 

They desire to clothe themselves with the same 
clothing and uniform of their Lurd because of the 
love and reverence which He deserves, to such an 
extent that where there would be no offense to His 
Divine Majesty and no imputation of sin to the 
neighbor, they would wish to suffer injuries, 
false accusations, and

31
affronts, and to be held 

and esteemed as fools. 

Christ was not only a source of grace, but his life was a 

paradigm. Adherence to his example not only freed the 

disciple from maternal concerns, but provoked an internal 

transformation which altered the inclinations of his will. 

Poverty should not only be suffered but should "be loved as 

a mother. n32 As summarized by Steven Ozment, "what 

justification by faith had attempted to accomplish for the 

3°rgnatius, Spiritual Exercises, p. 82. 

31rgnatius, Constitutions, p. 108. 

32 b. d I 1 . , p. 164. 

69 



anguished Protestant saint, Ignatius's disciplined exercises 

tried to do for the troubled Catholic saint. ,JJ 

In the fourth week, Loyola gives expressions of joy and 

gratitude as well as a review of the "Mysteries of the Life 

of our Lord," many of which were studied as part of the 

prior week's exercises. This final week is devoted to those 

events from the Resurrection to the Ascension. In 

addressing Christ's appearance after his Resurrection, 

Loyola adjures his disciples to "ask for the grace to be 

glad and rejoice intensely because of the great joy and the 

glory of Christ our Lord."H 

According to Ozment, "what the Council of Trent was to 

the renewal and discipline of church doctrine and 

institutions, the Society of Jesus became to the revival and 

discipline of its spirituality. nJS The discipline Loyola 

imposed on the members of his Order and his insistence on 

doctrinal purity should not mask the revolutionary character 

of his efforts. His emphasis on education and evangelism 

infused with new life a Church that was beset with internal 

inconsistencies and challenged from without by a burgeoning 

Protestant faith. More importantly for this study, Loyola 

33steven Ozment, The Age of Reform 1250-1550: An 
Intellectual and Religious History of Late Medieval and 
Reformation Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1980), p. 412. 

34Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises, p. 95. 

35ozment, Age of Reform, p. 409. 
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constructed a system of training and instruction that not 

only imposed order on its students, but also allowed for the 

reflection and self-examination that so powerfully altered 

his course as a young man. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE HERESY OF JACOB BOEHME 

In this study of Jacob Boehme's life and writings, a 

considerable break in context will be evident, though many 

of the theological and social themes will be recast into the 

story of this German Lutheran. The most obvious break is, 

in fact, his grounding in the religious and social milieu of 

the German Reformation. In a solidly Lutheran community, 

Boehme exhibits and expresses clear mystical tendencies, and 

to a greater extent than Loyola or Groote suffered the 

censure of his church. Like his Catholic predecessors, his 

career offers a good example of a lay person exerting 

profound influence on a religious tradition. Despite his 

position outside of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, Boehme 

challenged and debated the central elements of Lutheran 

theology. 

While the absence of an advanced formal education 

prevented the Lutheran Jacob Boehme (1575-1624), an eastern 

German shoemaker, from gaining intellectual respectability 

in his lifetime, his voluminous and often crude writings 

have influenced subsequent expressions of Christian piety in 

Europe and the American colonies, and more modern 

philosophical movements. His historical stature, despite 

the lack of theological training, only substantiates the 

claim of the late sixteenth-century novelist Thomas Deloney: 

"For evermore they still did find, that shoemakers bore a 
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gallant mind."1 He took from his Lutheran background on 

appreciation of personalized religion and an instinctive 

distrust of ecclesiastical authority and constructed a 

system that Protestant authorities in Silesia were not 

inclined to tolerate. 

Boehme's first mystical illumination dates from early 

childhood when upon climbing a mountain-peak, he spotted a 

strange vault in which was hidden a portable vessel filled 

with money. 

At which Sight, being in a sudden Astonishment, he 
in Haste retired, not moving his hand to it, and 
came and related his fortune to the rest of the 
Boys, who coming with him, sought often and with 
much

2
diligence an entrance, but could not find 

any. 

Boehme later speculated that this incident from his youth 

was a portent of the treasury of spiritual insight he would 

possess as an adult. 3 Lofty expectations were held by 

others as well. As a teenager apprenticed to a shoemaker 1n 

Garlitz, the young man was engaged with a customer who upon 

leaving is reported to have exclaimed "thou art little, but 

1Thomas Deloney, The Novels of Thomas Deloney, ed. 
Merritt E. Lawlis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1961), p. 91. 

2Jacob Boehme, The Works of Jacob Behmen, ed. William 
Lew, vol. 1: The Life of Jacob Behmen, The Teutonic 
Theosopher (London: M. Richardson, 1764), p. xii. The 
author is unable to translate the original German and has 
cited here the English text relied upon for the analysis. 

3Rufus M. Jones, Spiritual Reformers in the 16th and 
17th Centuries (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1914; 
reprinted., Boston: Beacon Press, 1959), pp. 156-157. 
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shalt be great, and become another Man, such a one as at 

whom the World shall wonder." 4 At the age of twenty-five, 

Boehme slipped into a bizarre state of ecstasy as he stared 

at the surface of a pewter dish. With his awakening, he 

stated that "my spirit did break through the gates of hell, 

even into the innermost birth or geniture of the Deity, and 

there I was embraced with love, as a bridegroom embraceth 

his dearly beloved bride."5 According to Evelyn Underhill, 

this incident places Boehme squarely among those mystics who 

have reached an advanced state of illuminated consciousness. 

Their experiences 

Take, as a rule, the form of an enhanced mental 
lucidity--an abnormal sharpening of the senses-
whereby an ineffable radiance, a beauty and a 
reality never before suspected, are perceived by a 
sort of

6
clairvoyance shining in the meanest 

things. 

Boehme's intent was to hone his skills of perception, with 

the aid of the Holy Spirit, in order to appreciate the 

constant and living presence of God in the natural world. 

As a means of perceiving spiritual reality, this was in 

contradistinction to the theological debates which centered 

on differing interpretations of Scripture. He certainly 

employed Scripture in his interpretation of reality, 

4Boehme, Works, vol. 1, p. xiii. 

5Jacob Boehme, The Aurora, trans. John Sparrow (London: 
John M. Watkins and James Clarke & Co., Ltd., 1960), p. 488. 

6underhill, Mysticism, p. 254. 
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especially later in life, but his speculations came from a 

variety of sources. 

His trade as a shoemaker in the Silesian town of 

Garlitz provided him with a unique atmosphere in which to 

propagate his revolutionary teachings. Peter Burke 

identifies the tendency among craftsmen to form their own 

culture through shared traditions. He cites several 

shoemakers including Boehme: the sixteenth century prophet 

Goncalo Anes Bandarra; Luis Dias who proclaimed himself a 

messiah in 1542; and the Quaker George Fox, as showing an 

inclination toward heterodoxy. 7 A measure of flexibility 

in his work day allowed time for conversation with customers 

and passersby. While the majority of these conversations 

likely covered such topics as the weather, family, or local 

events, those rare individuals like Boehme, preoccupied with 

thoughts and visions which transcended the ordinary, saw 

these exchanges as opportunities to unburden their 

conscience and to communicate a message which held eternal 

ramifications. Given the high literacy rate among 

shoemakers and the sedentary nature of the occupation, Burke 

characterized their craft as "the urban equivalent of 

herding sheep."8 Perhaps some themes central to Carlo 

Ginzburg's The Cheese and the Worms in which he details the 

7Peter Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe 
(London: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1978), pp. 36-39. 

8rbid., p. 39. 
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life of a sixteenth-century Friulian miller who is censured 

for sharing his radical cosmology with his community, can be 

borrowed to clarify the cultural backdrop to Boehme's 

teachings. Ginzburg notes the influence of the Reformation 

and invention of printing in allowing those with marginal 

education and social stature to begin sharing in 

intellectual dialogue. However, he goes on to state that 

The possibility of finding a common ground between 
the aspirations of a segment of upper-class 
culture and those of popular culture had already 
been definitively crushed ... when Luther 
scathingly condemned the Peasants' War and the 
claims that underlay it.9 

As a church member in the heart of Lutheran territory, Jacob 

Boehme experienced firsthand these constrictive tendencies. 

After Boehme's first work, the Aurora (1612), was discovered 

by Gregory Richter, the chief Lutheran pastor at Garlitz, 

the shoemaker was forbidden to continue his writing. Though 

his views continued to be considered suspect, he persisted 

publishing from 1619 until the year of his death. 10 

At this point it may be helpful to extrapolate from 

Luther's contact with late medieval mysticism some themes 

that must have been weighing on the minds of Boehme's 

contemporaries who were charged with maintaining the 

integrity of the souls under their watchful eyes. Through 

9carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos 
of a Sixteenth-Century Miller, trans. John and Anne Tedeschi 
(New York: Dorset Press, 1989), p. xxiv. 

10Jacob Boehme, The Way to Christ, with an introduction 
by Peter Erb (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), pp. 6-7. 
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this analysis we may also be able to draw some broader 

conclusions as to the adaptability of Christian mysticism to 

the strictures of Protestantism. Before moving to Luther's 

criticism of mystical theology it is important to remember 

that in his ethical critique of the Roman Catholic Church, 

and calls for inner sanctification, he was echoing key 

elements of mystical teachings. Ernst Troeltsch goes so far 

as to say that "it was through mysticism that Luther gained 

that personal certainty of salvation in which he found that 

the ennobling and overcoming power of grace was imparted 

. through an inner spiritual experience." 11 Luther was 

well acquainted with the writings of German mystic Johannes 

Tauler (1300c.-1361) and French schoolman Jean Gerson (1363-

1429), and had written in 1516 and 1518 a preface to the 

anonymous fourteenth-century mystical treatise, the German 

Theology. While he was a meticulous student of late 

medieval mysticism and certainly admired some of its tenets, 

his differences went much deeper. An affirmation of 

mysticism as an avenue to divine truth would have required 

Luther to deny his firm conviction that sinful man is 

thoroughly incapable of approaching a holy God. While 

acknowledging Luther's enthusiasm toward the anonymous tract 

mentioned above, Steven Ozment concludes that "there are 

motifs in the German Theology regarding mystical 

11 Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian 
Churches, 2 vols. (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1931), 
2:692. 
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anthropology and speculation on man's union with God, which 

are not easily adjusted to Luther's thought in this 

period. " 12 In a penetrating analysis of Luther's reading 

of Tauler and Gerson, Ozment states that 

The terms gemuete and synteresis are so basic to 
the full range of the theological reflection of 
Tauler and Gerson respectively, that their removal 
from a position of prominence threatens in 
fundamento the thrust of their entire thought. In 
this sense and to this extent the theological 
systems of Tauler and Gerson are Luther's earliest 
major conscious opponents." 

The notion that man possessed latent elements of divinity or 

interior qualities which implied a proximity to God apart 

from saving faith was foreign to Luther's theology. These 

beliefs were prevalent, however, among earlier German 

mystics and were echoed in Boehme's writings. 

Boehme's conviction that the senses were incapable of 

penetrating the depth and complexity of a physical world 

pregnant with spiritual meaning, and his disenchantment with 

a soteriology limited by Scripture, clearly marked him as a 

deviant in Lutheran Germany. Underhill states that central 

to mystical theology is the belief that "this sense-world, 

this seemingly real external universe--though it may be 

useful and valid in other respects--cannot be the external 

12steven E. Ozment, Mysticism and Dissent: Religious 
Ideology and Social Protest in the Sixteenth Century (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Pres~, 1973), p. 22. 

13steven E. Ozment, Homo Spiritualis: A Comparative 
study of the Anthropology of Johannes Tauler, Jean Gerson 
and Martin Luther (1509-1516) in the Context of Their 
Theological Thought (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969), p. 2. 
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world, but only the Self's projected picture of it." 14 In 

his sermon before Duke John at Allstedt on July 13, 1524, 

Thomas Muntzer spoke of those who insisted on a closed 

canon. 

They teach and say that God no longer reveals his 
divine mysteries to his beloved friends by means 
of valid visions of his audible Word, etc. Thus 
they stick with their inexperienced way and make 
into the butt of sarcasm those persftns who go 
around in possession of revelation. 

Muntzer's religious aberrance turned into political revolt, 

which led to his violent death. While Boehme did not center 

his attacks on the sacred institutions of baptism and the 

Lord's Supper, his line of reasoning owed much to radical 

expressions in the decade following the Peasants' War in 

Germany. 

As a subjective thinker and seeker of revealed truths, 

Boehme's pronouncements were threatening to ecclesiastical 

authorities, but were also logical outgrowths of 

Protestantism. G. W. F. Hegel maintained that Boehme's 

distinction lay in "the Protestant principle of placing the 

intellectual world within one's own mind and heart, and of 

experiencing and knowing and feeling in one's own self-

14underhill, Mysticism, p. 6. 

15Thomas Muntzer, "Sermon Before the Princes," in 
Spiritual and Anabaptist Writers: Documents Illustrative of 
the Radical Reformation, ed. George H. Williams 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1957), p. 54. 
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consciousness all that formerly was conceived as a 

Beyond. u16 In his preface to the Aurora Boehme uses nature 

symbolism, so prominent throughout his works, to communicate 

his dedication to Protestantism and his admiration for 

Luther. The birth of Christ signalled the coming of the 

"Royal Twig, which grew up in nature, and became a tree in 

nature, and spread its branches abroad from the east and 

west. " 17 Imbued with the divine spirit and fashioned for 

man's consumption, this tree was yet disturbed by opposing 

tendencies. Nature's destructive forces shook the tree's 

foundations and wrested its twigs from their anchor. The 

twigs which fell to the ground embodied "great power and 

virtue in them, so that they were good to heal the wild 

Heathen. ulS With the Son only more accessible as a result 

of tribulations, the prince of darkness 

Placed a merchant under the tree, who gathered up 
the twigs which were fallen from the precious 
tree: And when the Heathen came, and enquired 
after the good land virtuous twigs, then the 
merchant presented and offered them for money. 19 

As the profitability of this trade became apparent, the 

merchant "sophisticated the wares, and sold other fruit 

16Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures of the 
History of Philosophy, 3 vols., trans. E. S. Haldane and 
Frances H. Simson (New York: The Humanities Press, 1974), 
3:191. 

17 Boehme, Aurora, p. 11. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid., p. 12. 
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instead of the good, which were not grown on the good 

tree. u20 With this scheme in place, humanity was no longer 

fixated on the tree, or even the precious twigs which fell 

from it. They had placed themselves at the mercy of the 

merchant who implored, "come unto me, and buy for money the 

fruit of life. " 21 Witnessing this traffic in false goods I 

God "stirred up the good tree again . . . then there grew a 

twig nigh unto the root . . and it spoke with the tongue 

of man, and shewed to every one the precious tree, and its 

voice was heard in many countries. " 22 Luther's rending of 

the ecclesiastical fabric is actualized upon the people's 

realization of these deceits. "Then the great prince 

MICHAEL, who standeth before God, came and fought for the 

holy people, and overcame. " 23 While this passage reflects 

Boehme's appreciation of his heritage, it also serves as a 

springboard for criticism of the state of the Protestant 

Church in his age. The tree of life's affecting power 

dissipates with the advent of doctrinal and political 

disputes. 

The people grew weary of eating its fruit, which 
grew on the tree, and longed to eat of the root of 
the tree. . When the prince of darkness saw 
that they would eat no more of the good tree, but 

20 Ibid. I p. 13. 

21 Ibid. , p. 16. 

22 Ibid. , p. 17. 

23 Ibid. I p. 19. 
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contended about the root, he perceived that they 
were grown very weak and faint. 24 

Boehme did not hesitate to apply intellectual independence 

to his criticism of the Lutheran Church, a church of which 

he remained a member to his death. In a tendency identified 

by Ernst Troeltsch, 

The active energies in mysticism can become 
independent in principle, contrasted with concrete 
religion; they then break away from it and set up 
a theory of their own which takes the place of the 
concrete fieligion, and of its mythics or 
doctrine. 

This degree of rebellion is an overstatement in Boehme's 

case, but we will see that his speculative wanderings were 

pronounced enough to warrant considerable attention. As a 

young man his emphasis on personal piety and internal 

renewal were encouraged by the local Lutheran paster Martin 

Moller, who came to Garlitz in 1600. Boehme joined a 

movement initiated by Moller, known as the "Conventicle of 

God's Real Servants." However, in 1613 some of his writings 

were censored by Moller's successor Gregory Richter, who was 

careful to condemn these unorthodox speculations, causing 

Boehme to cease writing until 1619. 26 

Boehme's spiritual world, and the temporal world which 

reflects it, encompass seven qualities or positive energies, 

patterned after the seven spirits in the Book of Revelation, 

24 rbid., pp. 19-20. 

25Troeltsch, Social Teaching, 2:734. 

26 Boehme, Way, pp. 5-7 . 
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which provide the basis for his dialectical method. As 

these qualities are subdivided to reflect the presence of 

good and evil in each, they interact within themselves and 

with one another to form the essence of physical and 

spiritual reality. Boehme maintained that when considering 

the powers in nature, there are "found two qualities, a good 

one and an evil one, which are in each other as one thing in 

this world and no creature in the flesh, in the 

natural life can subsist, unless it hath the two 

qualities. " 27 Using the language of alchemy and astrology 

as well as that of theology, Boehme communicated the 

necessity of the conflict of opposites in the formation of 

the visible and invisible worlds; or as Rufus Jones states: 

"In order to have a play there must be opposing players. " 28 

This necessary play of opposites assures us that every 

spiritual and physical manifestation has its root in one of 

these two camps. Those things which are offensive to the 

senses and to moral consciousness have their origin in the 

realm of evil, while sweetness, harmony and internal peace 

spring from the divine goodness. 

The preponderance of one quality over the other in the 

soul of a Christian is driven by the exercise of one's free 

will. Once again we see Boehme doing battle with 

Lutheranism. "For every man is free, and is as a god to 

27 Boehme, Aurora, p. 21 . 

28Jones, Spiritual Reformers, p. 177. 

83 



himself; in this life man may change and alter himself 

either into wrath or into light. " 29 Luther, of course 

elucidated the view that due to man's corruption, he was 

completely fallen, his emotions, intellect, and will. 

According to Steven Ozment, "for Luther, to endow man with 

complete freedom of will in morality and religion meant to 

ascribe truly divine powers to him ... JO Boehme's reference 

to this constant friction between light and darkness, love 

and wrath, occurs within the interplay of the seven 

qualities or energies mentioned above. 

The first two qualities are best treated together, as 

the tension between them gives rise to the third. Boehme 

assigned the flavor of astringence to the first quality and 

sweetness to the second. When stirred or agitated, the 

astringent quality "generates hardness, and also 

coldness. ull This coldness is "very sharp, like unto salt, 

very hard, binding, knitting and attracting together like a 

stone. " 32 If appropriated in the kingdom of hell, this 

quality tends toward pride and formation of the ego. This 

same actic:. Jives cohesion to the physical world and to 

heavenly beings. 

29 Boehme, Aurora, p. 461. 

30 ozment, The Age of Reform, p. 301. 

31 Boehme, Aurora, p. 152. 

32 rbid. 
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For it is the contraction, compacting or imaging 
of a thing, and therefore it is the first quality, 
and a beginning of the angelical creatures, and of 
all images or likenesses which are in heaven, and 
all which are in this world, an~ all whatsoever 
that can be named or expressed.j 

This tendency gives form to the visible world as it drives 

man toward spiritual isolation. The sweetness of the second 

spirit of God serves to mitigate the potential self

centeredness and violence of the first. "While both of them 

qualify or operate the one in the other, in the divine 

power, as if they were but one power, they are a meek, mild, 

lovely, pleasant, merciful quality."H 

The balance achieved by the interplay of these opposing 

energies gives rise to the bitter quality, which is 

characterized by movement. "The bitter quality is the first 

spirit from whence mobility taketh its original, whence the 

life becometh stirring. " 35 Once again, while keeping in 

mind its distinctive tendency toward oscillation, the third 

quality also serves to mollify the extremes of astringency 

and sweetness. 

In the fourth quality we see the birth of the spirit of 

the awakening of the soul in the creature, and the bursting 

forth of life in the physical world. "When the heat of the 

sun shineth upon the earth, then there spring and grow in 

33rbid., p. 153. 

Hrbid., p. 155. 

35rbid., pp. 156-157. 
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the earth all manner of images or figures of ores or 

minerals, herbs, roots and worms. 1136 Giving beauty and 

illumination to the life form is light, the fifth quality. 

This light exudes a spirit of love and warmth and quells the 

dominance of cold and bitterness. "0 immense greatness! I 

cannot compare thee to anything, but only to the 

resurrection from the dead; there will the love-fire rise up 

again in us, and embrace man courteously and friendly. 11 37 

The two final qualities give voice or expression and 

concrete form. Audible expression bursts forth once the 

bitter quality is filled with light and comes into conflict 

with astringency. "And now when the spirits do move and 

would speak, the hard quality must open itself; for the 

bitter spirit with its flash breaketh it open, and there the 

tone goeth forth ... JS Finally, the body is produced out of 

the six spirits, giving physical form to the life giving 

energies. The existence of concrete form in the temporal 

world made possible the investigation of reality which 

Boehme conducted. The investigation of these processes, 

which are visible signs of heavenly activity, allowed him to 

take these conclusions and apply them to the spiritual 

realm. In this instance we can see that Boehme's 

formulations are certainly extra-Biblical and easily open to 

36Ibid., p. 162. 

37Ibid., pp. 182-183. 

38Ibid.,, p. 210. 
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censure. His sometimes abstruse conjectures, however, are 

not the whole of his mysticism. 

When Boehme occasionally puts aside these metaphysical 

ponderings and addresses more practical aspects of Christian 

spirituality, his exposure to Lutheran teachings becomes 

evident. A collection of devotional works composed between 

1622 and Boehme's death in 1624 reveals a mind sensitive to 

the spiritual and psychological ramifications of sin and the 

need for a fervent inner piety and outward obedience. These 

nine treatises were gathered by Boehme's disciples after his 

death and published under the title The Way to Christ. 39 

These tightly knit units form a spiritual progression not 

unlike the paradigm of the prodigal son in the Gospel of 

Luke. An analysis of this work with its themes of 

repentance, conversion, and prayer and contemplation, will 

locate the provenance of Boehme's theology in the Lutheran 

Reformation, and conversely, highlight its singularities. 

First consideration is to be given to man in his 

natural state, or his condition after the Fall. Boehme 

certainly cannot be excluded from the rolls of Reformation 

theologians for possessing a lofty view of man's 

potentialities. While we will see that his frequent 

references to free will often approach semi-Pelagianism, 

:oehme's overall view of man as incapacitated before the 

requirements of God's law is unflinchingly orthodox. Apart 

39 Boehme, Way, p. 2. 
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from Christ, man lives with an immediate awareness of moral 

guilt. "0 deepest Love of God in Christ, do not abandon me 

in this need. I am indeed guilty of sins that now rise up 

in my conscience. If you abandon me I must sink. " 40 

Close attention to sin and its effects are important in 

the study of mysticism as they serve as a barrier to man's 

entrance into a contemplative state. As mystical union 

provides the believer with a brief glimpse of the heavenly 

economy, the stain which prevents him from approaching the 

presence of God must be removed. This is, of course, a 

prelude to Christian rebirth, and is also taken quite 

seriously among mystics, as in the following statement by 

Boehme: "There is no other way to God than a new mind that 

turns from evil and enters into regret for its past sin, 

departs from iniquity, wills it no more, but wraps its will 

in Christ's death."n Self-examination and prayer 

conducted in solitude provide a forum for this active 

repentance and subsequent fulfillment. "When a man wishes 

to proceed to repentance, and turn himself to God with his 

prayers, he is to examine his mind before any prayer, 

considering how it is completely and wholly turned from 

God ... 42 While early Protestantism was devoid of the 

monastic institutions which fostered Christian asceticism, 

40 Ibid. I p. 46. 

41 Ibid. I p. 142. 

42 Ibid. , p. 27. 
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we still see methods for self-denial and devotion being 

propagated. 

Beyond the self-centeredness, pride, and the acts of 

disobedience which fall under the general category of sin, 

we must understand the implications of man's failures and 

the avenues by which a reconciliation may be achieved. I 

believe this stage is crucial because it is here in Boehme's 

theology that we find under the general category of 

mysticism a clearer point of divergence between he and his 

Catholic predecessors. We will also see that while he held 

firmly to an overall Lutheran conception of the 

ramifications of man's sin, there are some noticeable 

incongruities. The import of man's abandoned state in 

Boehme's thought is attested to by the considerable 

attention he gave it in this body of writing completed 

toward the end of his life. It was through mysticism and 

his intimacy with God, as well as his Lutheran teachings 

that gave him a keen sense of his fallen state. 

While throughout his work he boldly addresses an 

unbounded variety of interests, giving free rein to his mind 

as he considers the meaning and peculiarities of men's 

existence, we may be out of line in assigning to Boehme a 

conviction affirming the unlimited potential of man's spirit 

and intellect. It is here that we go beyond the recognition 

of the existence of man's godlessness, and examine Boehme's 

understanding not only of its actuality, but of its result. 
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This focus will allow us to measure Boehme's proximity to 

the two broad traditions to which he is assigned, mysticism 

and Protestantism. 

11 0nly grant me Your will so that I will nothing without 

You. 1143 With a reference to this poignant supplication, we 

can begin a discussion of that element central to Protestant 

theology, the permanent injury to man's volition. Boehme 

frequently reverts to this theme, and while he consistently 

views man's fall as complete, his allusions to the effects 

on the will are occasionally ambiguous. In a fine article 

in which she compares Boehme and Luther's Genesis 

commentaries, Arlene A. Miller refers to Boehme's use of the 

term 11 free will, 11 and concludes, 11 this term is infused with 

two different concepts, potential free will and actual or 

enlightened free will. 1144 Subsequent to Adam's 

disobedience man could no longer remain in a loving 

relationship with God, yet he retained free will. However,! 

man exercising this free will can only defy God. 11 It is 

only when man has grace through Chr1st that he again has 

true free will, thus rejecting his own will, which he 

through his potential free will had elected to follow. n
45 

I believe this point is further evidenced in The Way to 

0 Ibid., p. 83. 

44Arlene A. Miller, 11 The Theologies of Luthe_- :=.nd 
Boehme in the Light of Their Genesis Commentaries, .. Harvard 
Theological Review 63 (1970): 277. 

45 Ibid. 
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Christ as Boehme states that in prayer God "stirs the will 

with the power of His Holy Spirit and smashes it so that it 

is properly desirous and hungry for grace, that it begins 

earnestly to press out of itself and to press into God's 

mercy. " 46 He again appears to grant the will partial 

autonomy when he states when judging one's ability to 

achieve divine contemplation one should "consider whether he 

discovers any will in himself that looks intentionally 

toward God and would eagerly be holy." 47 Boehme clarifies 

this apparent deviation with the following: No man has 

cause to doubt God's grace if he then discovers in himself a 

desire to be converted. "•a 

Boehme was certainly within the bounds of orthodoxy 

when considering man's hopeless condition apart from the 

grace of God in Christ. This condition found in the 

writings of Luther and Boehme is clearly explicated by 

twentieth-century Lutheran theologian Rudolf Otto. 

"Lostness is the natural profanity lying outside of moral 

values and not to be overcome by any act of volition; it is 

the incapacity to find or to appreciate the divine object, 

before or without its own revelation." 49 Boehme certainly 

46 Boehme, Way, p. 79. 

47 rbid., p. 65. 

48 rbid., p. 66. 

49 Rudolf Otto, Religious Essays: A Supplement to "The 
Idea of the Holy" (London: Oxford University Press, 1931), 
p. 23. 
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experienced the benefits of God's grace as his desire to be 

converted and renewed intensified throughout his life. 

Throughout this examination of Boehme's thought, the 

periodic references to Lutheran theology have highlighted 

crucial points of divergence, signs of a restlessness not 

soothed by Luther's reclamation of Scripture. We cannot, 

however, consider Boehme a malcontent who simply reverted to 

a form of mysticism expressed by Catholics. In the 

experiences we have seen here, especially Ignatius's, 

mystics were able to practice successfully their faith 

within the confines of their church. Ironically, Luther in 

his career as a scholar was able to explore thoroughly the 

sources of medieval spirituality, while Boehme practiced his 

trade, read the Scriptures, and went to church every Sunday. 

Yes, Boehme's notions concerning the machinations of the 

universe were bizarre to his time and to ours, but the 

framework within which he formulated and communicated his 

ideas remained fundamentally Protestant. The young Boehme's 

encounter with the stranger in the midst of a workday is not 

only a portent of coming distinction for the shoemaker, it 

also includes an element which betrays the presuppositions 

of those involved. Following his prophetic utterances, the 

man advises Boehme to "be pious, fear God, and reverence His 

Word. Read diligently the Holy Scriptures, wherein you have 

Comfort and instruction ... so 

50 k 1 1 .. Boehme, Wor s, vo . , p. x11. 
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Perhaps in Jacob Boehme's unique descriptions of 

natural phenomena and their relation to the world of the 

spirit, there are signs of the impending scientific 

revolution. Certainly his boldness and unorthodoxy make him 

an interesting case study in the tradition of Protestant 

mysticism. His appeal to later thinkers is not found in the 

sophistication of his intellect, but in his crude expression 

of an energetic, self-conscious, and immediate spiritual 

energy. His novelty is due in part to his renunciation of 

intellectual prowess and an appeal to simplicity and self

actualization. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

In an attempt to trace the variations of a single 

theme, this work has moved across several centuries and a 

number of religious traditions. After analyzing a selection 

Jf writings from representative figures and placing them 

among the roll of Christian mystics, I will now step back 

and through a summary of the preceding chapters bring these 

individual examples into a broader discussion of mysticism. 

Initiated by Gerard Groote and continued by Thomas 4 

Kempis and scores of less notable disciples devotion to 

Christ through study, fellowship, work, and service became 

the standard of the Brethren of the Common Life. An 

emphasis on purity and simplicity driven by inward devotion 

is evident in the writings of Groote, and is clearly 

enunciated in the Imitation of Christ. The absence of 

visions or bold declarations of hidden knowledge does not 

dim the brilliance of their contemplative practices. Their 

devotion was in fact deepened by the enjoyment of one 

another's common worship and their own personal 

sanctification furthered by prayer, religious study, and 

labor. They in fact successfully combined characteristics 

borrowed from their own church as well as those which would 

be instituted in the subsequent Protestant reform which 

complimented the development of mystical piety. Their 

living arrangements approximated those of the monastic 
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institutions after which they were patterned, and their 

simple piety both stood in the tradition of such figures as 

Augustine and Bernard of Clairvaux and anticipated the call 

for a return to this tradition in the doctrine of the 

Reformers. 

Ignatius of Loyola was a powerful figure who left in 

the wake of his fervent devotion a permanent legacy. 

Following his dramatic conversion, he brought to his 

activities a personality shaped by martial glory and prone 

to impetuosity. Molded by physical suffering and driven by 

romantic visions, he channeled his energies into building an 

organization that would become one of the Catholic Church's 

most effective missionary armies. At the center of this 

movement was a work which embodied the experience and 

commitment of Ignatius. The Spiritual Exercises provided 

concrete guidance to young men who might replicate to some 

degree the spiritual journey he experienced. Indeed, in 

this short work were laid forth principles and a program 

which encouraged self-examination, renewal, fervent devotion 

to Christ, and a life of action, a pattern that was followed 

by those mystics discussed here. Especially in Ignatius, we 

have an individual whose actions were largely shaped and 

driven by his internal constitution. With Jacob Boehme and 

Gerard Groote, Ignatius experienced beyond his consistently 

enthusiastic devotion a personal vision which left a lasting 

impact on his character as exemplified in his actions. But 
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again the mysticism of all three did not consist of 

apparitions, but of a consummate piety which resulted in 

their apprehension of an exalted level of spirituality. 

Though among Western mystics there is considerable 

interpretation of and commentary on Scripture and church 

tradition, their goal is to comprehend and experience the 

God who stands behind these entities. Especially in Jacob 

Boehme we see this immense struggle to achieve through 

contemplation and natural symbolism contact with a higher 

truth, a truth which he was unable to comprehend through the 

Protestant bedrock, Holy Scripture. It was his predilection 

toward extra-scriptural means to a higher awareness of God 

that jeopardized his standing in the Lutheran community. 

While the sovereignty of the individual conscience and the 

free exercise of personal responsibility in matters of 

salvation were themes respected by Protestants, the products 

of Boehme's speculations were not consistent with Lutheran 

doctrine and ultimately not permitted by Lutheran 

authorities. Because of the condemnation he suffered and 

because Protestantism incorporated no institutions which 

provided an atmosphere conducive to isolation or 

contemplation, Boehme suffered ostracism from his church. 

Nevertheless, as was documented here, there were emphases in 

Boehme's writings that betrayed his debt to Protestant 

reform, among them his sensitivity to man's deeply fallen 

state, and the necessity of grace in his renewal. 
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In all these figures we see an enthusiasm for the truth 

that is unseen and absolute, the same enthusiasm that drove 

Augustine and Bernard. They held more modest positions than 

Augustine and Bernard and operated under very different 

contexts. They each possessed their own particular formula 

and maneuvered within their own distinctive circumstances, 

yet even the paths to their shared goal were remarkably 

similar, namely repentance, Christ-centered devotion, and 

service. Their commitment is evident not only through their 

writings, but in the effort they expended and in their 

willingness to endure crjticism and sometimes condemnation. 

The response of institutions to internal challenges is 

another story in itself but we can at least see evidence of 

this conflict as the context in which these figures operated 

was broadly sketched here. Through various means and in 

different contexts they reached these heights and even 

exacted permanent changes through their influence and 

example. 
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