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Abstract

:

Although a convergence between theology and mystical literature can be observed in recent years, it is not always very clear what the relationship between the two is. That there has been a gap between the two, for several centuries, is obvious. A passage in Teresa of Avila’s work is a sign of this, as are the difficulties the Jesuit Balthasar Alvarez encountered during his lifetime. However, there are older models—such as those by the twelfth-century Carthusian Guigo—in which there is an organic connection between the two. The cause of the problem may lie in a misunderstanding of the status of both, namely that the rational, investigative activity of theology on the one hand and the receptive surrender to God of mystical contemplation on the other are regarded as mutually exclusive. However, if one assumes, as John of Ruusbroec does, that the contemplative can be situated on the level of being, namely of the direct contact between God as Creator and the human person as creature, and not on the same “level” as the faculty of reason or intellect, then this misunderstanding disappears, and activity (including intellectual activity of theology) and contemplation can go together well. In particular, the model of the personal encounter between God and the human person can be helpful in this regard.
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1. Introduction


The focus of this Special Issue of Religions is the tradition of mystical theology, and its relevance for today’s theology. The Christian literary tradition of mystical authors is exceptionally rich and we want to explore which specific challenges this older tradition of mystical theology contains for the theology of today.



Since it has a centuries-old tradition, mystical theology is obviously not a monolithic block. In the course of time, various interests, controversies, and discussions have been developed, and all these issues need to be studied and understood in their own historical context. Nevertheless, they may also have a specific relevance for the theology of today, possibly by opening perspectives that have been neglected for some time, possibly by showing dimensions that are not explored today. By way of introduction to this Special Issue of Religions, a specific fundamental observation can be made.



In the introduction to The Oxford Handbook of Mystical Theology, Edward Howells and Mark A. MacIntosh quote an interesting observation by Thomas Merton, from his Course in Christian Mysticism, which is a reproduction of a series of talks for the novices of his monastery, in the 1960s:




Without mysticism there is no real theology, and without theology there is no real mysticism. Hence the emphasis will be on mysticism as theology, to bring out clearly the mystical dimensions of our theology, hence to help us to do what we must really do: live our theology. Some think it is sufficient to come to the monastery to live the rule. More is required—we must live our theology, fully, deeply, in its totality. Without this, there is no sanctity. The separation of theology from ‘spirituality’ is a disaster.



(Howells and McIntosh 2020, p. 2)





This observation by Thomas Merton regarding the separation of theology from (mystical or contemplative) “spirituality” is not alone. Authors such as Karl Rahner, S.J. (1904–1984), Yves J.-M. Congar, O.P. (1904–1995), and François Vandenbroucke, O.S.B. (1912–1971) have addressed the issue of this “separation” during the same period, albeit from different historical analyses. In those analyses, they implicitly or explicitly stated that this separation was an unfortunate affair, sought to trace its causes, and thus implicitly or explicitly argued for a new rapprochement. Moreover, we see that a mutual rapprochement has indeed grown in the course of the following decades. An important factor here is the inspiration given by The Presence of God, Bernard McGinn’s monumental series, a project that can be called “the project that made mystical theology respectable” (Arblaster and Faesen 2018). In fact, the said Oxford Handbook of Mystical Theology itself is a clear proof of this rapprochement.



In this contribution, we want to explore which specific challenges this older tradition of mystical theology contains for the theology of today. Can contemporary theology learn anything from the great authors of the mystical tradition, something that may be beyond the purview of theology today—not so much as to the content of Christian mysticism (because it is not essentially different from the content of Christian theology), but about the mystical tradition’s specific approach to this content?



As a starting point, I take a sixteenth-century statement by someone whose work is without a doubt counted among the canon of mystical literature, but who is not necessarily regarded by everyone as a “theologian”, namely Teresa of Avila (1515–1582). I will then contrast this with an older (twelfth-century) summary of the Christian intellectual project by the Carthusian Guigo (d. 1188) in which both “mysticism” and “theology” fit—even though the terms as such were not used then or used differently. I will hereby make explicit the presupposition of this summary, and also indicate how the first signs of the problem were noticed already in the twelfth century by William of Saint-Thierry (1075–1148). Finally, I conclude this contribution with a consideration by Jan van Ruusbroec (1293–1381), who offers an integration of both dimensions.




2. An Observation by Teresa of Avila


It is known that Teresa of Avila was asked by her confessors to put her life story in writing, because they wished to check whether her desire to live a different form of religious life, according to a more strict observance, was indeed reliable (Teresa 1951). Teresa, however, found herself faced with a difficult problem. After all, she had to explain the specific mystical dimension of her life, but she realized that it would not be understood by those who had given her this assignment. At the point where she should relate this particular aspect, she interrupts the narrative of her life, inserting a rather long interlude (chapters 11–18) with a rather theoretical digression on four different forms of prayer (Teresa 1951, pp. 651–98). The intention of this interlude is clearly to provide a framework and an intellectual clarification to its readers, with the hope that the specific mystical dimension of the sequel of her story would be understood. In this digression she uses an elaborate metaphor, which she partly found in the work of Francisco de Osuna, and which she develops herself creatively, namely the metaphor of the water supply of a garden (De Osuna 1981, p. 124). The garden represents the soul, and the plants and flowers therein represent the good dispositions and the good life, which signify joy to God who visits the soul. This encounter between God and man is the final perspective, which underpins the entire discourse, as we shall discuss further on. These plants and flowers must now be supplied with water. Teresa distinguishes four forms of water supply:




by taking the water from a well, which costs us great labour; or by a water-wheel and buckets, when the water is drawn by a windlass (…); or by a stream or a brook, which waters the ground much better, for it saturates it more thoroughly and there is less need to water it often, so that the gardener’s labour is much less; or by heavy rain, when the Lord waters it with no labour of ours, a way incomparably better than any of those which we have described.1





For our subject, the first and second forms are primarily the most important. The first form is a metaphor for meditative prayer. Teresa describes this quite extensively, without, however, giving a real definition—unless including the short description “by this fetching water from the well I mean working with the mind2”. It is clear, however, that it concerns meditative prayer in the sense of, for example, the Ignatian method (“they should do their best to engage in meditate on the life of Christ, even if it tires the mind”3). Teresa emphasizes that it takes effort to keep the mind’s attention focused, that it sometimes yields little, and above all that it demands the full intellectual activity of the human person (“I was trying to make clear how much we can attain by our own power and how in this first stage of devotion we can do a certain amount for ourselves”4).



The second form of prayer is described by Teresa on the basis of the metaphor of collecting the water “by a water-wheel and buckets”, where it is clear that the human activity is less, and that this form of prayer implies more human passivity and receptivity:




This state, in which the soul begins to recollect itself, borders on the supernatural, to which it could in no way attain by its own exertions. (…) His Majesty begins to communicate Himself to this soul and wishes it to be conscious of the method of his communication.5





This will be further elaborated in the remainder of Teresa’s explanation. The third and fourth forms of prayer—supplying water through the irrigation from a river and watering when it rains—refer to an even greater passivity, in which God is even more active. In the fourth form, the human person is no longer active, but God is only active.



The important point for our subject is that Teresa outlines the transition from a form in which the human person is active (the meditative prayer), to a level where he or she allows God to become active. The first form of prayer can be seen as an intellectual, studious form of reflection on God, which is also systematic and orderly. There are obvious similarities with study and systematic theology. The transition from the first form of prayer—which Teresa, in passing, calls tiring and troublesome—to the second, third, and fourth forms of prayer is a transition from autonomous, intellectual activity to an increasing receptivity on the part of the human person.



In fact, this ties in nicely with a distinction Thomas Aquinas makes: active, searching reflection on God (which he calls “philosophy”) and listening, receiving theology. Indeed, at the beginning of the Summa he asks whether, in view of knowledge, anything else is actually needed than what reason teaches us—which he summarizes under the name “philosophy”. His answer implies a double movement, namely from the human person to God and from God to the human person:




It was necessary for human salvation that there should be instruction by divine revelation in addition to the philosophical science pursued by human reasoning—chiefly because we are ordered to God as an end beyond the grasp of reason. As Isaiah says, “Without you, God, no eye has seen what you have prepared for those who love you” (Is 64:4). But we have to know an end before we can direct our intentions and our actions toward it. So, it was necessary for the salvation of human beings that truths surpassing reason should be made known to us through divine revelation.6





Later in the article, he sums up the matter by saying: “Human reason should indeed not pry into things above human knowledge. But we should welcome them in faith when God reveals them to us”7. The distinction between the active, seeking “philosophy” and the listening, receiving theology is thus clearly summarized. There is something similar in Teresa’s text, namely when she says that we cannot bring ourselves to the second, third, or fourth form of prayer. This is not surprising in itself, since those forms actually entail greater receptivity.



For our subject, it may be helpful to make a historical comment on this matter. Indeed, the transition from active, seeking intellectual activity to the more receptive was explicitly seen as problematic in Teresa’s time—early modernity. A significant dossier in this regard is that of Balthasar Alvarez (1533–1580), a Jesuit and confessor of Teresa for several years. Although he has held important positions in the Jesuit order, he was at one point obliged to account to the Superior General of the Order, Evrard Mercurian (Lardinois, 1514–1580), for his way of praying, which was perceived as a form of delusion. Balthasar Alvarez then wrote an account of this and sent it to Rome. Mercurian eventually reaffirmed his confidence in Balthasar Alvarez, but warned against generalizing this form of prayer in the Order.



The account that Balthasar Alvarez wrote has been preserved:




For sixteen years I toiled like one who plows without receiving any fruit. My heart was weighed down and much troubled all the while, filled with sorrow that I found myself empty of all the graces, gifts, and abilities for which many others in the world were believed, honored, and esteemed. I was confused and affected for many reasons, one of which was the desire that I should devote myself to prayer (…). I resolved to devote myself to prayer only in so far as sacred obedience required .... After fourteen years I decided to place myself in God’s presence like a beggar hoping for an alms, but with my reason I still reflected very much on myself. All the while I remained in desolation, thinking and convincing myself that I would never attain spiritual perfection (…) When sixteen years had passed I found my heart—at a moment when I least expected it—quiet, widened, free from all created things, and with a wonder like that of the saints who will say at the day of judgment, ‘Lord, seeing thee we see all good things, and are filled’.8





Balthasar Alvarez then describes in more detail what this new condition means to him. We will not go into this further; suffice it to say that Balthasar Alvarez has unexpectedly discovered a new form of prayer in which he relates to God in a more receptive way. It is important, of course, and above all, that this attitude was considered so problematic that he had to answer to his superior general for this.



The French historian Henri Bremond (1865–1933) discussed it, in an exhaustive chapter of his Histoire littéraire du sentiment religieux en France, and indicated that we are dealing here with a symptomatic issue (Bremond 1930, pp. 228–69). He cites a personal note from the correspondence of the Superior General Everard Mercurian (Lardinois, 1514–1580) with Father Diego de Avellaneda, who was appointed visitator of the province of Castile, to which Balthasar Alvarez belonged. In this note, the superior general asks the visitator to ensure that this way of praying is eradicated (Bremond 1930, p. 253, emphasis in the text). For Henri Bremond, this is a symptom of the dominance of active asceticism and the phobia of contemplation and mysticism (Bremond 1930, p. 228). He points out that the same Everard Mercurian ruled that mystical authors such as Ruusbroec, Herp, and Tauler were not allowed to appear in the libraries of the Jesuit houses, unless with the explicit permission of the provincial superior (Faesen 2010a).



In light of this, it is therefore not surprising that Teresa of Avila felt compelled to insert a long interlude in her autobiography in which she tried to clarify this dimension point.



Teresa’s contemporary and friend John of the Cross (1542–1591) made interesting reflections on this. Especially when he asks when it is justified to move from one form of prayer—namely the more active, searching reflection on God—to the other, more receptive form. Are there indications that one is no longer an issue, and that the other may start? He gives three criteria for this (Juan de la Cruz 1993, pp. 253–54), namely that:



(1) the person in question no longer finds taste in the active, searching reflection on God as before; as long as he finds taste in it, he should stick with it;



(2) the person in question is not attracted to bring his or her active, searching reflection on another subject;



(3) the person in question is much more attracted to the attentive and receptive attitude towards God. He describes it thus:




The third and surest sign is that the soul takes pleasure in being alone, and waits with loving attentiveness upon God, without making any particular meditation, in inward peace and quietness and rest, and without acts and exercises of the faculties—memory, understanding and will—at least, without discursive acts, that is, without passing from one thing to another; the soul is alone, with an attentiveness and a knowledge, general and loving, as we said, but without any particular understanding, and adverting not to that which it is contemplating.9





This advice could certainly be misunderstood, as if John of the Cross were indicating that one should pass from one to another when one simply feels like it, as if the criterion were some sort of subjective and emotional preference. His explanation, however, is much more sophisticated. What matters to him is that the human person—who is actively seeking God—at a given moment becomes aware of the activity of the divine Other, and must allow it. In that situation, it would only be disruptive to remain active on one’s own, and it is certainly more appropriate to be open, receptive, and listening. To put it in the terms of Thomas Aquinas: “Human reason should welcome things above human knowledge in faith when God reveals them to us”. Yet in the sixteenth century the objectivity of those who are suspicious of this mystical dimension (such as Mercurian) has often been that it comes down to following one’s own subjective and emotional preference.10



An important point now is that all this presupposes a kind of dialogical relationality between God and the human person, in which both partners (God and the human person) are sometimes active and sometimes receptive. The contemplation is then the moment when God is active, reveals himself, and the human person lets go of his active, seeking (and controlling) attitude, and simply listens to the divine Other. If indeed there is such a dialogical relationality, it would be useless and even a hindrance to the relation if the human person kept on holding on to the initial active attitude. After all, from the point of view of dialogical relationality, the ultimate aim is the encounter of the human person, as human person, with God as God.




3. The Older Tradition: Guigo the Carthusian


This view has an old and long tradition. As an example, we take a classic from the Christian spiritual–theological literature, namely Ladder of monks, written by Guigo the Carthusian. We know almost nothing about the author’s life, as befits a Carthusian.11 He was prior of La Grande Chartreuse, and specialists currently agree that he may have died in 1188.



The text speaks of four steps in the ladder of the monks—in line with several other texts from the monastic tradition that describe similar degrees.12 After the description, he elaborates this insight applying it to one example, namely the Bible verse “blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God” (Mt 5, 8), but we will not consider that further elaboration here.



The text reads as follows:




One day when I was busy working with my hands, I began to think about our spiritual work, and all at once four stages in spiritual exercise came into my mind: reading, meditation, prayer and contemplation. These make a ladder for monks by which they are lifted up from earth to heaven. It has few rungs, yet its length is immense and wonderful, for its lower end rests upon the earth, but its top pierces the clouds and touches heavenly secrets. (...) Reading is the careful study of the Scriptures, concentrating all ones powers on it. Meditation is the busy application of the mind to seek with the help of one’s own reason for knowledge of hidden truth. Prayer is the heart’s devoted turning to God to drive away evil and obtain what is good. Contemplation is when the mind is in some sort lifted up to God and held above itself, so that it tastes the joys of everlasting sweetness.13





This is an interesting synthesis of what we might call the life of the human mind, a summary of the fundamental aspects of the adventure of the human mind, rooted in earlier monastic thought, which was nourished by Biblical and patristic reflections. This summary by Guigo offers the opportunity to make the fundamental structure of this adventure more explicit.



First, there is lectio. Guigo summarizes it as “the careful study of the Scriptures, concentrating all one’s powers on it”. In the English translation, scriptura is translated as “Scriptures,” with a capital letter, that is, the Bible. The example that Guigo elaborates later is indeed a biblical text. But it is not impossible that Guigo meant all scriptures, i.e., the entire tradition of Christian literature, and possibly the classical authors as well. This is certainly not alien to monastic culture. On the contrary, Jean Leclercq dealt with this point extensively in his well-known book on medieval monastic culture, L’amour des lettres et le désir de Dieu, for example, when he discusses “the alliance of the literature of Antiquity with the biblical and patristic tradition” (“l’alliance de la littérature antique avec la tradition biblique et patristique”) from which monastic culture is born (Leclercq 1957, p. 51). In any case, lectio is essentially careful study, requiring the full commitment of the soul, and careful attention. It requires human activity and concentration.



Then, there is meditation, which is also a studiosa mentis actio, namely to seek with the help of one’s own reason for knowledge of hidden truth. The difference with the foregoing is clear: lectio studies and listens attentively to the given text. Meditatio is different; it is reflection on the basis of and under the guidance of one’s own reason. The mind asks questions—probably evoked by lectio—and tries to find answers through the careful use of reason. Meditatio and lectio belong together, since meditatio originates in lectio. Lectio stimulates one’s own reason for meditatio.14 Both are forms of searching activity of the human person for God.



However, the search for hidden truth cannot be completed by the authority of human reason, if only because a number of questions remain unanswered. Here, Guigo brings up the oratio, and this is a pivotal moment. He describes oratio as devota intentio cordis in Deum. But the first meaning of the word oratio is, of course, “speech”, “conversation”, and thus a prayerful conversation with God—we can think of oratorium, as locus orandi, namely where one speaks personally with God (Blaise 1975). Guigo especially emphasizes the relational and intentional orientation by the words intentio cordis in Deum. This seems very important in order to understand the “ladder” properly, since it introduces the specific relational dimension: the human person wants to discover the truth, and on this point he or she is relationally oriented to God as the origin of truth.



The last rung is meditation on, about which Guigo mentions two things: first, the mind is elevated above itself in God, and second, the mind “tastes” the joy of eternal pleasure (mentis in deum suspensae quaedam supra se meditatio, eternae dulcedinis gaudia degustans). This aspect implies that the mind itself is not active—after all, it is “above itself”—but that God is active. In the adventure of the mind, it is the Other who offers the joy of eternal pleasure.



Thus, in this sketch of the life of the human mind we see an essentially relational dimension. The sketch is a summary in which human activity and divine activity are both valorized. In lectio and meditation, the human person is fully active, but in contemplatio the human person is fully receptive to what God gives. The truth is actively sought and conquered, but also passively received, as a gift from the source of truth. We could say that this sketch can be seen in its entirety as the structure of the encounter between God and the human person.



It is obviously crucial that these four elements are not separated from each other: meditatio is evoked by lectio; oratio is a consequence of the questions that meditatio cannot answer,15 and for which it addresses God in oratio. And contemplatio is a fulfillment of the prayerful conversation with God, namely when God himself speaks, and the human person only receives, listens, tastes. Here, the human person is embraced by the ungraspable mystery which is God.



This implies that the four elements each have an inner orientation. They each have their own value in themselves, of course, but they do not simply coincide with themselves either. What is more, each element is part of the relationship and encounter of the human person with God. In other words: they enable the monk—or whoever climbs this ladder—to experience his most essential orientation towards the divine Other in an extremely concrete way. Each element finds its value in that orientation.



This text by Guigo thus shows us a vision of the complementarity of the active, seeking attitude (lectio, meditatio) on the one hand, and the receiving attitude (oratio, contemplatio) on the other hand, a vision that had a long tradition and which Guigo has developed into a clear synthesis. It is precisely this complementarity that is being problematized in the time of Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, and Balthasar Alvarez. Henri Bremond has pointed out that this is not a historical anecdote, but a symptom of a deeper issue.



To clarify this deeper issue, we can examine what presupposition is present in this older (later problematized) tradition. Briefly summed up, this premise is that both theology and contemplation (mysticism) are based on a personal encounter, and are thus essentially relational. The ultimate Truth, God, is not an abstraction but a Person. In order to arrive at truth, the knowing human person must, on the one hand, make an effort, use all his or her intellectual faculties to the fullest, but, on the other hand, also realize that it is only in a very specific quality of the encounter that it is possible for the divine Person to show himself as He is.



Building on Bremond’s historical analysis—who notes that every form of prayer is essentially an act of love (Bremond 1930, p. 231)—we can assume that it is precisely this relational ground that has been problematized. Indeed, un acte d’amour presupposes a deeper relationship, in which both partners fulfill their own role.




4. When Does the Separation or “Divorce” Appear?


That which, in Guigo’s view, constitutes a fairly natural and organic balance of human activity and receptivity to the initiative of the divine Other, and the meeting of the two, has later lost this balance, namely when theology—in the words of Max Huot de Longchamp—has “detached itself from its contemplative roots” (Huot de Longchamp 2005).



Opinions differ about the historical period in which this “separation” took place (Faesen 2004). Albert Deblaere has shown that as early as the twelfth century there are clear signs that this separation was already underway. A good example is a text by the twelfth-century theologian William of Saint-Thierry:




The sight for seeing God, the natural light of the soul therefore, created by the Author of nature, is charity. There are, however, two eyes in this sight, always throbbing by a sort of natural intensity to look toward the light that God is: love and reason. When one [of the two eyes] attempts to look without the other, it does not get far. When together they help one another, they can do much, that is, when they become the single eye of which the bridegroom in the Canticle says: “You have wounded my heart, O my friend, with one of your eyes.” In this they labour much, each in its own way, because one of them—reason—cannot see God except in what he is not, but love cannot rest except in what he is. What is it that reason can apprehend or discover in its every attempt, about which it is so bold to say: ‘this is my God?’ Reason is only able to discover what he is to the extent it discovers what he is not. Reason has its own set paths and straight ways by which it progresses. Love, however, advances more by its shortcomings and apprehends more by its ignorance. Reason, therefore, seems to advance through what God is not toward what God is. Love, putting aside what God is not, rejoices to loose itself in what he is. From him, love has come forth and it naturally aspires to its own beginning. Reason has the greater sobriety, love the greater happiness. Nevertheless, as I have said, when they help one another—when reason teaches love and love enlightens reason, and reason merges into the affectus of love and love lets itself be confined within the limits of reason—then they can do great things. But what is it they can do? Just as anyone who progresses in this cannot progress and learn this except through his own experience, so also it could not be communicated to an inexperienced person. As it is said in the Book of Wisdom: “In this joy the stranger should not meddle”.16





It is clear that William is well aware of the two aspects: on the one hand, the active seeking attitude—which he explicitly valorizes, and identifies with the human apophatic “work”—and on the other, the receptive attitude, in which the human person surrenders to the divine Other—here named as amor. The most important point is of course William’s plea to keep both together. Both are necessary for a real encounter with God, and they are completely complementary in William’s view. It is perhaps confusing that he gives this encounter the name “seeing God” (ad videndum…), which might lead us to identify it with contemplation or mysticism, as mentioned earlier. However, when we see that this “seeing of God” ideally consists of these two components, it is clear that William is thinking of a personal encounter rather than a mystical experience.



We may surmise that he felt the need to emphasize this precisely because he knew that the tendency to keep the two separate was present in Christian intellectual life. An interesting analysis of this was made by Thomas Michael Tomasic (Tomasic 1972). The author speaks here about the conflict between Peter Abelard and William of Saint-Thierry—that is, Bernard fades into the background. Rightly so, because it is indeed known that Bernard’s initiatives were inspired by the voice of William of Saint-Thierry. William urged Bernard to act.17 Bernard became the spokesman, because he was the well-known and respected abbot, who had previously been called in to help in countless conflicting matters. But his older friend William, who had also been abbot but had withdrawn as a simple monk to the small Cistercian monastery of Signy, was a trained theologian, and saw perfectly the deeper problem in Abelard’s position.



Thomas Michael Tomasic’s analysis highlights that this question in fact concerns the difference between the individual and the person. Following a biblical maxim, the starting point of William’s theological reflections is that the human person is “created in the image of God” (Gn 1. 26). According to William of Saint-Thierry, this clearly expresses the intentional and relational structure of the human person. The identity of the human person can only be established by the other.18



This condition does not only concern inter-human relationships, but holds true a fortiori with respect to our relationship with God. William develops this insight on the basis of the metaphors of the Song of Songs: the human person is the bride, and God is the Bridegroom. William has a particular preference for this metaphor because it expresses this intentional and relational structure. A bride can only be a bride if she has a bridegroom.



Evidently, we must understand this understanding of the “person” in the context of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, i.e., that God is three Persons, a fundamentally relational term. The Son is only a Son because he has a Father; the Father is only a Father because he has a Son. Furthermore, it goes to the heart of the Trinitarian mystery to say that the Son is never an isolated individual, but that his “being” is perpetually in the Father. The Son is begotten of the Father, and is thus an “other”, but he is never separated from the Father—a doctrine expressed in the theme of indwelling (in sinu Patris). In the Trinity, a person is never outside the relationship with the other; on the contrary, each of the Persons is eternally oriented to the other (William of Saint-Thierry 2007, p. 173). As Tomasic says, in William’s work:




we find that the divine essence is not realized in each Person taken in solipsistic aloneness or in a summary collectivity; rather essence means to be in another, that is in the mutuality of ‘another in self’ and ‘self in another’.



(Tomasic 1972, p. 65)





Boethius’ famous definition—individua substantia rationalis naturae (Boethius 1847, p. 1354)—is useless in this respect. Indeed, natura is not a defining category because the Incarnation reveals that “person” transcends the limitation of divergent natures. And individua is also besides the question since a person is defined by relationship, not by indivisibility.19 Thus, relationships are not of the order of accidents. On the contrary, relationality is the very “being” of God. William expresses this in his Aenigma fidei by saying that there is “no divisible distinction” between the Persons in the Trinity, but neither is there “fusion of the Persons”.20



It is to this relationality of the Persons in the Trinity that the relational structure of the human person corresponds. This evidently has far-reaching consequences for the way in which the human person relates to God: to be a person is to be known and to have the inherent possibility of knowing as one is known (Tomasic 1972)—namely in a reciprocal relationship.



It irritated William greatly that these reflections were absent from Abelard’s thought. Indeed, Abelard has a radically individualist conception of person. To him, “person” is synonymous with “individual” (per-se-una). From this perspective, relationships are secondary. An individual is, first and foremost, a separate being, and only in a second instance he or she develops relationships with others (or not).



Abelard does not conceive of relationality as being the foundational category of existence. Rather, the basic category is an individuality that coincides with itself, and this conception would influence his theological method. Indeed, from this perspective, God is not the one who becomes known by entering into the already present relationship with him, but rather becomes an “object” of human reflection and speculation. This is the core of the opposition between William and Peter Abelard. This twelfth-century discussion is thus about the question: is a human being fundamentally a person, i.e., essentially a relationship with another, or fundamentally an individual, i.e., essentially an isolated “self” that only engages in relationships in a secondary degree? William radically chooses the former, whereas Abelard opts for the latter.



This obviously has far-reaching consequences on the theological method, for the way in which people think about seeking and finding the truth. Abelard understands this as a distant, logical reflection “about” God (speculatio), and so in this way the content can also be passed on from the master to the student. For William of Saint-Thierry and Bernard, one can only know God through intimate, personal contact with God. The deepest knowledge arises in a personal encounter, and can therefore never be distant or noncommittal.



This fact has already evolved four hundred years later in such a way that the one “eye” is given absolute preference, as we have seen in the history of Balthasar Alvarez, and the necessity that Teresa felt to allow the possibility of the other “eye” (such as she had experienced it in her own life).




5. The Project of Integration of Both by John of Ruusbroec


It is now remarkable that in the course of the history of Christian thought there have been interesting attempts to integrate these two dimensions—while respecting the individuality of each—so that the activity of the searching reason and the receptivity of contemplation are not mutually opposed, but can be present together. It is then not about “action or contemplation” and not even about “action next to contemplation” but about “contemplation in action”.



A thorough and systematic elaboration of this can be found in the Brabant theologian Jan van Ruusbroec (1293–1381). It is crucial for his position that he situates, on the one hand, the activity and, on the other hand, the receptivity of the human person in the relationship with God on a different level. Therefore, they are not mutually exclusive.



This unity has a double aspect: an active aspect (werkelijc) on the one hand, and an “essential” aspect (weselijc) on the other. The first is the principle of the natural activity of the faculties, but also of their mystical activity under the impulse of the divine Persons:




We find a triple unity in all people naturally, and in good people also supernaturally. The first and the highest unity is in God; for all creatures hang in this unity with their being, life and subsistence; and if they should be cut off in this way from God, they would fall into nothingness and be annihilated. This unity is in us essentially by nature, whether we are good or evil, and it renders us neither holy nor blessed without our effort. We possess this unity in ourselves, and in fact, above ourselves, as a principle and support of our being and our life. A second union, or unity, is also in us by nature, that is, the unity of the higher faculties, where they take their natural origin as to their activity: in the unity of the spirit or of the mind. This is the same unity which is hanging in God, but in the latter instance we understand it as active, and in the former as essential. Nevertheless, the spirit is totally within each unity, according to the entirety of its substance. We possess this unity in ourselves, above sensory perception, and from it come memory and intellect and will and every faculty of spiritual activity. [...] The third unity which is in us by nature is the domain of the bodily faculties in the unity of the heart, the beginning and origin of bodily life. The soul possesses this unity in the body and in the natural vigor of the heart; and from it flow all bodily activity and the five senses. [...] And this is natural in all mankind.21





Ruusbroec also defines unity of spirit as “potential understanding” (moghenlijke verstane, Ruusbroec 1981, p. 507), namely in its fundamental receptivity to God’s activity. Incidentally, the latter entails the flourishing and the real life of the faculties of the soul. Indeed, the wesen “hangs” in the uncreated Word, and it is there that it experiences its deepest enjoyment, namely in sharing the Trinitarian life, and finding fundamental rest in that life (which cannot be reached by any creaturely activity):




This love [= the Holy Spirit] actively and enjoyably encompasses and pervades the Father, the Son and everything that is living in both of them with such great richness and joy that all creatures must eternally keep silent about it. For the incomprehensible marvel which resides in this love eternally transcends all creatures’ understanding. But where one understands and savors this marvel without astonishment, there the spirit is above itself and [is] one with the Spirit of God, and it tastes and sees, without measure, even as God, the richness which itself is in the unity of the living ground where it possesses itself according to the mode of its uncreatedness.22





In this sense, Ruusbroec describes then the ideal of the fully mature spiritual person:




And therefore, if we want to experience and feel that God has taken possession of our inmost being, and we of Him in return, then we must be imageless in our inward turning and our love into God must be so heavy that it passes through all createdness, and neither seeks nor finds rest anywhere but in God alone. Then our bare understanding is penetrated by simple truth, as the air by the sun. And all our inmost being is penetrated by the love of God, as iron by the fire. And thus we find the realm of God within us. And out of this realm we are moved to justice and to all virtues. For love cannot be idle, but the Spirit of God moves heart and senses and all the faculties of the soul and drives us out into every exercise of virtue, and makes of us a spiritual tabernacle (…). And It draws us back in, and makes us intend God’s honor in all things. And thus we become a worthy offering to God with all our works. And this is how we become virtuous and fixed in every exercise of virtue. Where we rest and enjoy in the simplicity, and possess all good in our superessential love, there we are always essentially indwelling, one and fixed above all things. And this we always experience with simple going-in in imageless, essential love. There we feel rest and enjoyment without end.23





Here, we see the ideal of contemplative-in-action in full. Ruusbroec often calls this “the life of the common (ghemeyne) person”. Crucial to this deepest dimension is the mutual belonging of God and the human person, a belonging that is not indirect, through the other creatures, but direct. This mutual personal belonging of God and the human person also implies an indwelling, for which Ruusbroec here uses the image of fire (God) penetrating iron (human), an image that he also uses in other works, and which has an old tradition, dating back to Origen. Ruusbroec calls this “the kingdom of God in us”.



And that is exactly what causes active life (“from this realm of God we are moved to righteousness and all virtues”). The active life that springs from “the kingdom of God in us” is essentially a self-giving (“so we become, together with our works, a worthy sacrifice to God”), just as the innermost is also an attachment to the Other. In other words, these are simply two aspects of the same reality.



It is of course important that we see that this is not about successive stages, but about a single structure. The “inside”—i.e., the mutual fundamental belonging of God and the human person—is the source and origin of what happens on the “outside” in human activities. This innermost aspect of the relationship with God is of course not an activity in itself, but a way of “being”, which is why Ruusbroec calls it “rest”. Thus, for Ruusbroec, the combination of action and contemplation has everything to do with a certain way of “being” of the human person—completely given to God as the Other, and completely belonging to Him—which is a source of activity, in accordance with that self-giving.



If we now apply this insight to our subject of “theology” and “contemplation” (or “mysticism”), we see that in Ruusbroec’s view a harmonious complementarity between the two is possible. The first—the intellectual quest of theology—is at the level of human activity. The second—the receptivity of contemplation—is on a more inner level, of the human person’s belonging to God, where God can make Himself known directly. These levels are not mutually exclusive, as Ruusbroec points out, quite the contrary. Moreover, one level can stimulate the other: the contemplation of “resting in God” can stimulate activity and increase its quality.




6. Conclusions


These historical explorations have given us some orientations as to the relevance of mystical theology to today’s theology.



First of all, the separation of mystical literature and theology is several centuries old. When in the sixteenth century Teresa of Avila wanted to describe this mystical dimension from her own life to theologically educated readers, she feared that she would not be understood—and rightly so, as we learn from the life story of her contemporary Balthasar Alvarez. The difficulty lies in the conviction that the contemplative, receptive attitude of the mystical dimension on the one hand and the searching, investigating activity of theology on the other are mutually exclusive. The first must then be understood as irrational and emotional subjectivism, in which the contemplative person is guided by his or her own impressions.



We then saw that there are older examples of a harmonic merging of these two dimensions. The twelfth-century Guigo sketches a model in which the two dimensions are clearly distinct, but not separated at all, neither in opposition. In the same twelfth century, however, signals can already be seen that the active dimension of theological reason and the receptive, contemplative dimension in surrendering to God are in danger of becoming separated from each other.



Ruusbroec develops an analysis in which it is clear that these dimensions concern a different “level” in the human person, and therefore do not have to be mutually exclusive. After all, the contemplative does not concern the “level” of human faculties, but a more fundamental level of being, namely of the creature’s direct contact with the Creator. The latter does not hinder the activity of reason in the least, and the contemplative experience of God’s presence at this level can even stimulate reason.



In this perspective, it seems useful to think of the coherence of theology and mysticism from a relational model of encounter—namely the encounter of God and the human person—in which each can be active in his own way towards the other. In this encounter, different ways are then possible for the human person to get to know God: by actively seeking and also by receiving what the divine Other wishes to make known of himself, as Thomas Aquinas suggests. The directions which John of the Cross gives in this regard can be helpful in seeing when one can meaningfully transition from one to the other.
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Notes


	
1

	

(…) u con sacar el agua de un pozo, que es a nuestro gran travajo; u con noria y arcaduces, que se saca con un torno (…), es a menos travajo que estotro y sácase más agua; y de un río u arroyo, esto se riega muy mijor, que queda más harta le tierra de agua y no se ha menestrer regar tan a menudo y es a menos travajo mucho del hortolano; u con llover mucho, que lo riega el Señor sin travajo ninguno nuestro y es muy sin comparación mijor que todo lo que queda dicho (Teresa 1951, p. 654).






	
2

	

Que este obrar con el ententimiento, entendido va que es el sacar agua del pozo (Teresa 1951, p. 665).






	
3

	

Han de procurar tratar de la vida de Cristo y cánsase el entendimiento en esto (Teresa 1951, p. 665).






	
4

	

(…) lo que podemos nosotros adquirir y cómo en esta primera devoción podemos nosotros ayudarnos algo (Teresa 1951, p. 659).






	
5

	

Aquí se comienza a recoger el alma, toca ya aquí cosa sobrenatural (…). (…) porque comienza Su Majestad a communicarse a esta alma y quiere que sienta ella cómo se le communica (Teresa 1951, pp. 671–72).






	
6

	

Respondeo dicendum quod necessarium fuit ad humanam salutem, esse doctrinam quandam secundum revelationem divinam, praeter philosophicas disciplinas, quae ratione humana investigantur. Primo quidem, quia homo ordinatur ad Deum sicut ad quendam finem qui comprehensionem rationis excedit, secundum illud Isaiae LXIV, oculus non vidit Deus absque te, quae praeparasti diligentibus te. Finem autem oportet esse praecognitum hominibus, qui ſuas intentiones et actiones debent ordinare in finem. Unde necessarium fuit homini ad salutem, quod ei nota fierent quaedam per revelationem divinam, quae rationem humanam excedunt. Ia, q.I, a1, resp. (Aquinas 1888, p. 6).






	
7

	

(…) licet e aquae sunt altiora hominis cognitione, non sint ab homine per rationem inquirenda, sunt tamen, a Deo revelata, suscipienda per fidem, Ia, q.I, a.1 ad primum (Aquinas 1888, p. 7).






	
8

	

The most easily accessible version of the text by Balthasar Alvarez can be found in his biography (De Ponte 1670, pp. 86–93). It is remarkable that relatively soon, an English translation was made by the Benedictine mystic Dom Augustin Baker (1575–1641), who recognized his own situation in the description of Balthasar Alvarez, see: (Clark 2005).






	
9

	

La tercera y màs cierta es si el alma gusta de estarse a solas con atención amorosa a Dios, sin particular consideración, en paz interior y quietud y decanso y sin actos y ejercicios de las potencias, memoria, entendimiento y voluntad—a los menos discursivos, que es ir de uno en otro –, sino solo con la atención y noticia general amorosa que decimos, sin particular inteligencia y sin entender sobre qué (Juan de la Cruz 1993, pp. 253–54).






	
10

	

This aspect was explicitly discussed by the French Jesuit Jean-Joseph Surin (1600–1668), see (Faesen 2010b).






	
11

	

An extensive discussion of the author, the work, the manuscripts, etc. in the critical edition: (Guigo 1970). See also (McGinn 1994, pp. 357–59).






	
12

	

Cf. the vision of Jacob in Gen. 28, 12–13, to which Jesus refers in Joh 1, 51. See (Bertaud and Rayez 1960).






	
13

	

Cum die quadam corporali manuum labore occupatus de spiritali hominis excercitio cogitare coepissem, quattuor spiritales gradus animo cogitanti se subito obtulerunt, lectio scilicet, meditation, oratio, contemplation. Haec est scala claustralium qua de terra in coelum sublevantur, gradus quidem distincta paucis, immensae tamen et incredibilis magnitudinis, cujus extra pars terrae innixa est, superior vero nubes penetrat et coelorum secreta rimatur. (…) Est autem lectio sedula scripturarum cum animi intentione inspectio. Meditatio est studiosa mentis actio, occultae Veritatis notitiam ductu propriae rationis investigans. Oratio est devota cordis in Deum intentio pro malis removendis vel bonis adipiscendis. Contemplatio est mentis in deum suspensae quaedam supra se elevatio, eternae dulcedinis gaudia degustans. (Guigo 1970, pp. 82–84, translation Guigo 1981, p. 67).






	
14

	

In order to discern the specific understanding of meditatio by Guigo—with a clear emphasis on the authority of reason—it is sufficient to compare this with the discussion of the concept meditari by Jean Leclercq: “In accordance with modern vocabulary, one can meditate ‘in the abstract,’ so to speak: think of the Meditations of Descartes, or of such devotional books where ‘to meditate on the divine attributes’ means to reflect on them, to arouse in oneself ideas about them. For the ancients, to meditate is to read a text and learn it ‘by heart’ in the strongest sense of this expression, that is to say with all of one’s being: with one’s body, since the mouth pronounces it, with the memory that fixes it, with the intelligence that understands its meaning, with the will that wishes to put it into practice” (Leclercq 1957, p. 23).






	
15

	

Cf. the distinction in this regard by Jean Leclercq: scholastic lectio tends towards quaestio and disputatio. One asks questions about the issue: quaeri solet. Monastic lectio tends towards meditatio and towards oratio (Leclercq 1957, p. 72).






	
16

	

Visus ergo ad videndum Deum naturale lumen anime, ab auctore nature creatus, caritas est. Sunt autem duo oculi in hoc visu, ad lumen quod Deus est videndum naturali quadam intentione semper palpitantes, amor et ratio. Cum alter conatur sine altero, non tantum proficit; cum invicem se adjuvant, multum possunt scilicet cum unus oculus efficiuntur, de quo dicit sponsus in Canticis: ‘Vulnerasti cor meum, o amica mea, in uno oculorum tuorum’ In hoc autem plurimum laborant suo unusquisque modo, quod alter eorum, id est ratio, Deum videre non potest nisi in eo quod non est, amor autem non acquiescit requiescere nisi in eo quod est. Quid est enim quod ratio omni conatu suo possit apprehendere vel invenire, de quo dicere audeat: ‘Hoc est Deus meus’? In tantum enim solummodo potest invenire quid est, in quantum invenit quid non est. Habet etiam ratio suos quosdam tramites certos, et directas semitas quibus incedit: amor autem suo defectu plus proficit, sua ignorantia plus apprehendit. Ratio ergo per id quod non est, in id quod est videtur proficere; amor postponens quod non est, in eo quod est gaudet deficere: inde quippe processit; et naturaliter in suum spirat principium. Ratio majorem habet sobrietatem, amor beatitudinem. Cum tamen, ut dixi, invicem se adjuvant, et ratio docet amorem, et amor illuminat rationem, et ratio cedit in affectum amoris, et amor acquiescit cohiberi terminis rationis, magnum quid possunt. Sed quid est quod possunt? Sicut proficere proficiens in hoc, et hoc discere non potuit, nisi experiendo, sic nec communicare potuit inexperto, quia, sicut dicitur in Sapientia, ‘in gaudio ejus non commiscebitur extraneus.’ (William of Saint-Thierry 2003, pp. 193–94; translation William of Saint-Thierry 1981, pp. 77–78 (modified)).






	
17

	

Letter of William to Bernard from 1140 (William of Saint-Thierry 1859).






	
18

	

For this discussion of William of Saint-Thierry, and consequences, I follow (Faesen 2020).






	
19

	

In-dividuum (“indivisible”) is formed by Cicero, Academicae Quaestiones, 2, 17, after the example of Greek a-tomos: ex illis individuis, unde omnia Democritus gigni affirmat; quotation in (Lewis and Short 1975).






	
20

	

Nulla separabilis distinctio seu personalis confusio (William of Saint-Thierry 2007, p. 151).






	
21

	

Nu merket met ernste: drierhande eenicheit vintmen in allen menschen natuerlijcke, ende daer toe overnatuerlijcke in goeden menschen. Die eerste ende die hoochste eenicheit es in gode, want alle creatueren hanghen in deser eenicheit met wesene, met levene ende met onthoude; ende scieden si in deser wijs van gode, si vielen in niet ende worden te niete. Dese eenicheit es weselijc in ons van natueren, weder wij sijn goet ochte quaet, ende si en maect ons sonder ons toedoen noch heylich noch salich. Dese eenicheit besitten wi in ons selven ende doch boven ons, als een beghin ende een onthout ons wesens ende ons levens. Eene andere eninghe ochte eenicheit es oec in ons van natueren, dat es eenicheit der overster crachten, daer si haren natuerlijcken oerspronc nemen werkelijcker wijs: in eenicheit dies gheests ochte der ghedachten. Dit es die selve eenicheit die in gode hanghet, maer men neemse hier werkelijcke ende daer weselijcke; nochtans es die gheest in elcke eenicheit gheheel, na alheit sire substancien. Dese eenicheit besitten wij in ons selven boven senlijcheit; ende hier ute comt memorie ende verstannisse ende wille, ende alle die macht gheestelijcker werke. […] Die derde eenicheit die in ons is van natueren, dat is eyghendoem der lijflijcker crachte in eenicheit des herten, beghin ende oerspronc des lijflijcs levens. Dese eenicheit besit die ziele inden live ende inde levendicheit dies herten; ende hier ute vloeyen alle lijflijcke werke ende die .v. zinnen. […] Ende dit es natuerlijcke in allen menscen (Ruusbroec 1981 pp. 286–88).






	
22

	

Ende in desen ontmoete ontspringhet die derde persoen tusschen den vader ende den sone, dat es die heilighe gheest, harer beider minne, die een met hem beiden es in der selver natueren. Ende si beveet ende doergheet werkelijc ende ghebrukelijc den vader ende den sone ende aldat in hem beiden levet met alsoe groter rijcheit ende vrouden, dat hier ave alle creatueren eewelijcke swighen moeten. Want dat ombegripelijcke wonder dat in deser minnen leghet, dat onthoghet eewelijcke alle creatueren in verstane. Maer daermen dit wonder versteet ende ghesmaect sonder verwonderen, daer es de gheest boven hem selven ende een met den gheeste gods, ende smaect ende siet, sonder mate alse god, die rijcheit die hi selve es in eenicheit des levenden gronts, daer hi hem besit na wise sire onghescapenheit (Ruusbroec 1981, p. 597).






	
23

	

Ende hier omme, willen wi bevenden ende ghevoelen dat god onse binnenste beseten heeft ende wi heme weder, so moeten wi in onsen inkeere onghebeeldt sijn ende onse minne te gode moet alsoe swaer sijn dat si dore lide alle ghescapenheit ende niewerings raste en soeke noch en vende dan in gode alleene. Dan wert onse bloete verstaen doergaen met eenvuldegher waerheit alse de locht met der sonnen. Ende alle onse binnenste werden doergaen met der minnen gods alse dat iser met den viere. Ende alsoe venden wi dat rike gods in ons. Ende ute dien rike werden wi beroert toe der gherechticheit ende tote allen doechden. Want minne en mach niet ledich sijn, maer de gheest ons heren beweecht herte ende senne ende alle de crachte der sielen ende drijft ons uut in alre ufeninghen van doechden ende maect van ons een gheesteleec tabernakel (…). Ende hi trect ons weder in ende doet ons gods eere meinen in allen dinghen. Ende also werden wi gode eene weerde offerande met alle onsen werken. Ende hier mede werden wi doechtsam ende ghestadicht in alre ufeninghen van doechden. Maer daer wi in der eenvuldicheit rasten ende ghebruken ende al goet in onse overweseleeke minne besitten, daer sijn wi altoes weseleec inblivende, enech ende ghestadicht boven alle dinc. Ende dit bevenden wi altoes met eenvuldeghen inganghe in onghebeelde weseleeke minne. Daer ghevoelen wi raste ende ghebruken sonder inde (Ruusbroec 2006, pp. 1299–301).
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