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Mysticism and the Modern Devotion

There is a drawing from the Middle Ages of a woraaprayer. We do not know who this woman is,
but she is representative of many women in theathduring the Middle Ages. She rather looks like a
modern woman in some ways because she has thgsearinher fingers on one hand. | wanted to begin
with that picture because | will begin with a prafm one of the women mystics. She is a very
famous mystic and a very famous woman. She wretdinst book written by a woman in English. Her
name is Julian of Norwich in England. We will bé&kiag about her during this lesson. | would like to
begin with a prayer from Julian of Norwich. It izery short prayer as we think about souls of great
quiet mysticisms and the modern devotion. Let @&y pr

“God of Your goodness, give me Yourself, for Yausafficient for me. | cannot properly ask anything
less to be worthy of You. If | were to ask lessiduld always be in want. In You alone do | have al
Amen.”

There were various ways in which people attempadvé out their Christian faith in the Middle Ages
One was the way of the scholastics. They did thgggltyying to understand the faith. Another was the
way of the humanist that we talked about in thellEsson. They were Christian but with emphasets tha
were somewhat new and different. A third way waswlay of the mystics. That is what | want to talk
about during this lesson. The humanists put emplwasthe classics and on rhetoric, and the schcdast
put emphasis on theology and learning. The mygtic®€mphasis on love and virtue. It is not true tha
the other two groups did not have any concern alowetand virtue, but these are particular therhas t
you find constantly emphasized in the mystics.iRstance, if you are going to have love and
knowledge, it is good to have both, but it is bettehave love. You will find that in the old Engjh
bookPiers PlowmenConscience gives advice to the monks and thesfrsaying, “Give up studying
logic and learn to love.” That might sound like daalvice to you at this point in this class or auy
study at seminary this semester. It was an emptiesishe mystics went back to again and agais. It
not so much what you know, but it is how you loVkee Cloud of Unknowingne of the great books of
the mystics, put it this way, “Smite upon the that&ud of unknowing with a sharp dart of longing
love.” The writer is talking about God and theologys a thick cloud, and how are you going to get
through that cloud? Do not get through it with ddaics, disputations, Greek, Hebrew, Latin, or the
classics, but with the sharp dart of longing loee emphasis on love was certainly central.

The interest and emphasis on virtue was also deWitsat good does it do you to know things if yau d
not do those things? You could find this coming ag&in and again in the famous bddie Imitation of
Christ that we will talk about. “What good does it do youspeak learnedly about the Trinity if lacking
humility you displease the Trinity? Indeed it ig tearning that makes man holy and just, but aiours
life makes him pleasing to God.” There is concéirat and foremost, for love, conduct, good living,
and virtue.

If you had to choose three points to summarizeethphases in the writings of the mystics, it woud b
these three: union with God, love for Christ, aedidl of self. Not every mystic put equal emphasis
each of these. There are some mystics who were imoréhe union with God theme. Others focused
more on love for Christ, but all of them talked abdenial of self. | think the best way for us to
understand the mystics is for me to describe sdnttgese mystics for you and try to illustrate these
points through the lives and work of some of thedas mystics of the Middle Ages.
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Let us start with Johannes Meister Eckhart. He av@grman, and like so many of the mystics he was a
monk. Eckhart was a Dominican monk. His book ispjntalledThe Sermond.have that book in my
library in my seminary office. Every time | comettos lesson | try to read one of the sermons of
Eckhart, but I have never been able to understapdbthem! | came across this statement once that
made me feel a little better. Someone complaindtctdnart that no one could understand his sermons.
He said, “To understand my preaching five thingsregeded. The hearer must have conquered strife, he
must be contemplating his highest good, he mustabsfied to do God’s bidding, he must be a beginne
among beginners, and deny himself. He must bensaster of himself as to be incapable of anger.”
Maybe that is why | do not understand Eckhart'sreers. You see the answer there is not that you need
to concentrate and figure out what | am saying. di@ver is that you need to be a better person to
understand my sermons. One of the statementsdbawy find in Eckhart’s sermons, which is very
characteristic of Eckhart and the mystics, is thgesnent in the syllabus. He says, “A flea to tkieet

that it is in God ranks above the highest angélisrown right. Thus, in God, all things are equal are
God Himself.” He is saying even that flea, to tliéeat that that flea is in God, is equal to man tred
angels. And the flea, man, and the angels are Godélf. This is not uncharacteristic of how the
mystics sounded. They were always pushing towanmti@n with God in which the individual would be
lost in being absorbed into the greatness and warfdgod.

A lot of people said his union with God statemesasnded like pantheism. Eckhart was charged with
heresy, and he was rebuked for this teaching. Etklanitted that he had been extreme in some of his
statements. He tried to modify his statementsthmre is still a very strong emphasis in Eckhart on
being absorbed into God so that there is no diffegel came across a statement very recently from
Eckhart, which | did understand. It seems rathefqund and important to me. It is also in the sylia.

It might seem a little shocking when you first readbut let us read it all the way through. “We all
meant to be mothers of God. What good is it to fntl@is eternal birth of the Divine Son takes place
unceasingly but does not take place within mys&h@ what good is it to me if Mary is full of gradd
am not also full of grace? What good is it to metfe Creator to give birth to His Son if | do md$o
give birth to Him in my time and culture? This therthe fullness of time, when the Son of God is
begotten in us.” | will keep working with Eckharicamaybe | will find more statements like this. 3hi
does seem to emphasize something very centrahgmotiant for us to hear. Eckhart is usually known
as the person who came very close to becomingthgiah The church had to rebuke him for that
teaching.

Another mystic is a man named Walter Hilton. He wasAugustinian monk and was English. His book
is calledThe Ladder of Perfectiof.he idea of a ladder is one that the mystics lil&mimany of the
books of mysticism will have the idea of a ladd#art down low and climb; as you climb you get
higher and higher. Many of the books of mysticisith give you steps in which you can move from the
lowest level of spirituality to the highest levdlgpirituality. That has some problems connectetth v
which you can imagine. But in Walter Hilton’s botilere seems to be a lot of truth and a lot that can
benefit us. He says you start on a lower level]ekiel of knowledge of God by study. You want to
know more about God, so you study the Bible andattiings of the church fathers. Study in a
seminary, we would say today, although that waswinatt Walter Hilton had in mind. But he says at one
point in hisLadder of PerfectiorfFor one who has always been ardent of the knovdeddgsod and of
spiritual things it can sometimes seem that hesames after a certain point relatively little imddor

God.” So what he is saying is that you can be aedgnt for the knowledge of God but you find aéter
while that your love for God does not increaseegpondingly. He is concerned about that, as heldhou
be. So he moves to the next level, which is loveZod. That goes through various steps. Firstetiger

a transitory love, love that comes and goes, irgeand decreases. We might think that is the way o
love for God always is and always will be. But VéalHilton wanted to advance to a subtle love for
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God. It was not so transitory. It could not be ghglbut it would be there in all circumstancesfet |
Then he goes from knowledge of God, up throughsttary love for God and subtle love for God, and
finally to the top level, which is both knowledgedalove. That is where he wants us to be because he
did not demean knowledge. Sometimes the mysticbutdlilton did not. Knowledge is important. But
love must keep up with the knowledge. The finallgsig, the perfection that we seek, is both to know
God and to love God.

Let us come to Julian of Norwich. Julian was anlishgBenedictine. She became what was called an
Anchorist. That was a person who no longer livedammunity but lived alone in a cell. Julian, atier
time of iliness, entered a cell that was built &djgg the church in Norwich in England. There shad la
window opening into the church to receive the Eushand administrations of the priest. And she &ad
window opening out into the street to receive peapho would come. She was not just shutting herself
off from life. She could look one way into the cblarand another way into the street. But she lived i
that cell. The idea of an Anchorist was to be athanfor people. She became an anchor by her prayer
her meditation, and her teaching. As | have alreadgtioned, this woman was the first woman to write
a book in English. That book is callétie Revelations of Divine LovEhe word “revelations” is
important. When she was about 30 she experiencetiféithreatening illness. This was probably the
occasion for her entering the cell as an Anchobsting a short period of some days or weeks, she
received 16 revelations. She said God revealed ¢lfraad spoke to her directly in these 16 revefatio
She meditated on those revelations for about 1By@&aen she wrote the boBlevelations of Divine
Love.The two words, “divine love,” are important as w&lou might say the theme of all these
revelations is the divine love. Julian said, “I wbaee no sort of anger in God however long | labke
She is famous for that quote. There is no ang&uad; there is no wrath in God. Everything | se&od

is love. That was quite different from medievaldluvgy. This is noCur Deus Hompwhere God’s

wrath appears against sin and necessitates thagahthe God-man to appease the wrath of God.
Julian says, “There is no wrath in God, there iy tove.” The long quotation in the syllabus haslto
with her vision of the hazelnut. This is probaliig imost famous of the revelations. There is piobiire
Julian. You can see she has in her fingers a htileelnut. She looks at it in her meditation, amel says,
“What is it?” The answer comes to her, “It is &lat is made.” She said, “I marveled how it miglst,|Ja
for | thought it might suddenly have fallen to naufpr littleness.” It is so small, insignificargnd
unimportant, it seems like it would just disappédart then she wrote, “And | was answered in my
understanding. It lasts and ever shall last bec&agkloves it.” God loves the hazelnut, so thathsit
makes it last. That is what gives it stability,rsfgcance, and importance. “So all thing hath tleelg by
the love of God. In this little thing | saw thremperties. The first is that God made it, the selasrthat
God loves it, the third is that God keeps it.” Tisathe theme of the revelation. God made evergthin
God loves everything, and God keeps everythingt Y8hat is to me verily the maker, the keeper, and
the lover.” He is my maker, He is my keeper, Hmislover. “I cannot tell, for till | am substantigl

oned to Him | may never have full rest nor vergsli There was a push and desire in Julian, jkestit
Meister Eckhart, to be substantially one with Godtsat she could rest in bliss knowing Him as the
maker, the keeper, and the lover.

| want to highlight one other quotation from theokdrevelations of Divine Lov@his is probably the
most famous quotation: “All shall be well, and sttlall be well, and all manner of thing shall belwel
The church in Norwich was destroyed during WWIIG®grman bombs, but it was rebuilt with the cell
of Julian. In that present cell of Julian in Nortvithere is a window with Julian hearing from Christ
with the words, “All shall be well, and all shak lvell, and all manner of things shall be well.”wro
may have heard that quotation and never hearBéhelations of Divine Lougecause that appears in
one of the poems of T. S. Elliot. Elliot quotedrfrdulian here in the words, “All shall be well, aald
shall be well, and all manner of things shall bél.\v&he Irish missionary to India, Amy Carmichael,
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readThe Revelations of Divine Lofrequently. She was greatly inspired by that bquakticularly by
the description of prayer given by Julian of Norwiavhich | have included in the syllabus.

Let us move on to Catherine of Siena. Siena iaily.|Catherine was a member of an order. She was a
Dominican tertiary, the third order of the Domimaaovement. There are two things that are very
striking about Catherine of Siena. She broughtttogremystical rapture and active service. Moshef t
mystics were not out there in the world, mixinginphe world and doing things. Mystics withdrew and
lived quiet lives of meditation and prayer. But kaine seemed to be able to do both. There are many
stories about the mystical rapture that Catheriaened to have experienced. She referred to themst
as times of abstraction, times of prayer. She waooldreally know that she was in the world, not\no
what was going on around her. These were timebsifaction in her devotional life. The central tleem
of her writings is Christ crucified, especially Hikbod. Her writings are collected in a book calld
Dialogue a short excerpt of which is in the syllabus a#i a&ean excerpt from Julian of Norwich. As
you read Catherine, the focus is on Christ crudifiad the blood; a rapture came as she contemplated
the sufferings of Christ until she experienced ¢himes of abstraction. Strikingly, she was alstyve
active. She was very involved in the care of tiok and the poor. And she was preaching to sinisrs.
tried to convert them. On a higher level, she dverame a mediator between the warring cities bf. Ita
She is given credit, not only for that work, but foe work of helping to persuade Pope GregoryoXI t
transfer the papacy from Avignon back to Romeeérss that her influence and her persuasiveness was
the crucial factor that made him make that movewasknow, that did not solve the problem of the
papacy but produced the papal schism. About tivet Catherine died. She was only 33 years old. Some
have said that her heart was broken because loetseti reunite the church had not succeeded.Sae i
very important figure. She was declared a doctahefCatholic Church in 1970. When she was given
that title, she joined about 30 other people. Nahynpeople have been named to that high position in
the Catholic Church.

Let us move on to Johannes Tauler. He is anotharcehtury mystic. He was also a Dominican, but a
German. We have in the syllabus a writing from €achlledThe Way of Prayeit is from his German
theology, as it is called. It is a short prayer,d@iesus Christ, the King of glory, help us to midiee
right use of all the suffering that comes to us &ndffer to Him the incense of a patient and fulst
heart for His name’s sake. Amen.” Of all the mystiCauler is my favorite. There is a lot of spiaitu
blessing that can come from reading the sermongamigrences of John Tauler. | started reading
Tauler because Luther advised people to read Tduléner brought out several additions of the
German theology with his own recommendation anaéhiction to Tauler. Luther said, “The German
theology of Tauler does not float on top like foamwater. It is rather been fetched out of the rock
bottom of Jordan by a true Israelite. Next to tlil@d3and Saint Augustine, no book has ever con int
my hands from which | have learned more of what &od Christ and man and what all things are.”
That is pretty high praise for this German Dominif@m a fellow German Augustinian and Reformer,
Martin Luther. I think what really appealed to Lathn Tauler was his humility and lowliness. He was
small, nothing before God, to whom all the hondobgs. Luther, who very much disliked the proud
and boastful scholastics who felt they had allahswers, returned again and again to the quietbleum
teaching of Tauler. But Tauler was not perfecthent in a marginal note that he affixed to one of
Tauler's sermons, struck out the word “humility’dgput in the word “faith.” We are not justified by
being humble; we are justified by faith. It was tiwat Tauler did not come very close to saying, that
Luther wanted him to say it even more explicitlystification is indeed by faith.

Then we finally come to the most famous of the reeali mystics and the most famous of the books.
We will now look at Thomas a’ Kempis afithe Imitation of Christ. The Imitation of Chrisas the
most widely read book of the Middle Ages. The wgs of Thomas a’ Kempis and others collected in
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The Imitation of Chrisis what is called the modern devotion. Theselagenritings of Thomas a’
Kempis and others from the Brothers of the Commiée. That was a movement that began in the
Netherlands and spread to various places. It Wasaln order, but it was a lay movement. They were
laymen and women. They were not bound in the saayeas the monks were by vows, but they were
brothers and sisters who came together to shaheeatth other and to practice good works. In
particular, they set up schools. The Brothers astés of the Common Life established schoolslier t
teaching of children in many places. One of thes¢hlers was Thomas a’ Kempis. We know very little
about his life. He had an uneventful life as broiheone of the brother houses. When the plaguelstr
down most of the members of the house, Thomasdptdch in and do different jobs to keep things
running. He became the monastery cook. Someone wfdtim, “He made the kitchen a house of
prayer, for he knew that God was everywhere.” lehgpu will readThe Imitation of Chrissometime.

There is a brief selection frofirhe Imitationin the syllabus, but it is well worth reading it & is not

the kind of book you pick up and read right throuigis more like reading the book of Proverbs. You
get short, pithy statements. They are often genexpifession and extraordinarily fresh with soméhef
power and appeal of the Proverbs and other porbb&e&ripture. | have quoted a few of those in the
syllabus. Note the first, “Jesus says, ‘| am theyVad the Truth, and the Life.” Without the Waxté

is no going, without the Truth there is no knowingthout the Life there is no living.” That is ttkénd

of thing you find inThe Imitation of Christl think this book, so widely read, was a book ti&wed
many people to understand at least something of was.in the Bible. People were not able to read th
Bible for themselves. As you studyne Imitation of Christhe title might seem to suggest that the book
is going to stress imitating Christ and trying ®like Christ. In some ways that is true. Therefisn a
real display of grace ifthe Imitation of Christlt is not perfect; at times Thomas can lapse into
sacramentalism or even a works righteousness.aRahtas a whol&he Imitation of Chrisis more
Augustinian than semi-palagian. But people haviediti on an analysis dhe Imitation of Christ.

Rabbi John Duncan, a Scottish theologian, saichoias a’ Kempis, “A fine fellow, but hazy and
weak at times.” What he meant by that is that tbhepg@l does not always come through. | think that is
true. Another Scottish theologian, Thomas Martindsay, wrote, “Despite wrong notions of the
sacrament, Thomas a’ Kempis had a clear concefttairGod’s grace was freely given and not merited
by what man can do.” You reddhe Imitationand decide whether Duncan or Lindsay was right.

Let me come to a summing up of mysticism. | will@loevaluation: how do we look at this medieval
movement? There are some very good things abantlisome problems. One of the good things is
stress on loving God. That is an emphasis thatldraways be there. We cannot say that too much.
One of the descriptions of mystical theology th@nes from the Middle Ages came from the chancellor
of the University of Paris. It is an illustratiomett | think is very good because this man, in wgton
mystical theology, said, “As honey requires honeypso devotion needs to be structured by our
learned and orthodox mind. As honeycomb needs folé®, so ideas of the mind must also warm the
heart and lead to activity in the world.” That jastout says it all. You need the structure; youdrtae
honeycomb. You need the theology; you need thevdaky. But you also need the honey; you need
something to fill it and not only to enlighten thrend, but to warm the heart. From an enlighteneadmi
and a warm heart we can go out to activity in tleeldv Not all the mystics got it right. Some demeegn
learning; some were not very active in the worldt #is statement expresses mysticism at its hast.
a concern that we not only understand, but thabowe God and that we serve Him.

Another striking characteristic of the mysticsheit concern for quietness and humility. | quot th
Princeton theologian, a Presbyterian minister, JAWWxander. He wrote this 150 years ago, but it
applies to our time as well as to his. He saidsékms to me that in our day we take the pattein an
measure of our religion too commonly from whatapplar, that is bustling outward and full of éclat.

© Summer 2006, David Calhoun & Covenant TheologieahiBary



Ancient & Medieval Church History Lesson 34, page 6

But it may appear in another world that some ofrthghtiest influences have proceeded from souls of
great quiet.” Think about that—it is worth pondeyin

There are two real problems with the mystics. On@ problems is individualism. This may not be
true of all the mystics. It certainly was not tafeCatherine of Siena, and it is not true in thetgtion
above from John Gersone. As the German historiart, Kllan, puts it this way: “To a certain extehet
mystic lived in a glass jar from which the worldsiaanished and in which there was really nothirtg bu
a private conversation between God and the sowd &0 not have a lot of development of a Christian
world and life view. The mystic might say, “It ib@aut my relationship to God; even the church isatlot
that important.” It was a very personalized, indial relationship to God that the mystics pursina.

all of them did this, but mysticism in general tadbkt direction.

There was in mysticism, as there was in humanisinezen in scholasticism, a tendency toward self-
righteousness and works righteousness. Richardihowsays, “The writings of the mystics are full of
nervous instructions to believers trying to crdssdap between man and God on their own footpaths.”
That is the old problem all over again. There ¥gagy that seems right to us, and we think by doegé
things we can enter into favor with God. Not altle¢ mystics went that way, but there was the
tendency for them to do so. As | have said, thezeghmpses of grace in the mystid$e Imitation of
Christand the German theology of Tauler give us sonthexe glimpses. John Newton, who wrote
Amazing Graceas a young sailor casually picked up a copytd Imitation of ChristHe was not
interested in being a Christian. He was actually weuch opposed to it. But he carelessly réhd
Imitation. The more he read it, the more troubled he bectrirgking that it might indeed be true. If it
was, he was in trouble. So it was throddte Imitation of Christhat the evangelical experience of John
Newton was first developed.

| want to close this lesson with a prayer from Tlagm’ Kempis. | think it is a very appropriate one
because it is a prayer for all teachers and stad¥vé are all students, and in one sense we are all
teachers here. So let me pray these words witragose conclude:Grant, oh Lord, to all teachers and
students to know what is worth knowing, to lovetidavorth loving, to praise what pleases You most,
and to dislike whatsoever is evil in Your sighta@rus with true judgment to distinguish thingsttha
differ and, above all, to search out and do what&l pleasing to You, through Jesus Christ ourd.or
Amen.”

The term “modern devotion” is an expression thatsied for the piety of the Brothers of Common Life
and forThelmitation of Christ.You could say it equalhe Imitation of Christ

| suggest in the syllabus that if you want to readodern preacher who has a love for the mystidssan
an evangelical, A. W. Tozerksnowledge of the Holg good. He will quote Julian of Norwich and
Cloud of UnknowingTauler. Almost all of the mystics | mentioned gteted by Tozer. He was a
Christian Missionary Alliance pastor in Toronto foany years. He was a great preacher.

The term “mystic” was used by these very peopke, Jiohn Gersone, who wrdda Mystical Theology.
They did not reject this word; they felt it was@og word and it described them.

| could see some connections in the mystics bangrdnners of modern-day charasmatics, especrally i
terms of revelations and ecstatic experiences.
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