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Introduction
A Cluster of Controversies


Marguerite Porete, the solitary beguine whose book The Mirror of Simple Souls became a sort of samizdat spiritual manual among revival-minded circles during the religious awakening of late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, exuberantly proclaims:


Thus such a Soul, says Love, is so enflamed in the furnace of the fire of Love that she has become properly fire, which is why she feels no fire. For she is fire herself through the power of Love who transforms her into the power of Love.1



Sadly, in 1310 Porete was burned at the stake as a heretic. Her theses regarding enlightened souls who have taken leave of the virtues and the sacraments to attain unmediated mystical union with God through divine love proved to be too provocative for the more conservative ecclesiastical authorities of her day.

Porete’s views certainly deserve a thorough assessment in their own right.2 Yet even an initial perusal of the beguine’s passionate colloquy among Reason, the Soul, and Love is instructive, since it serves as a prism to focus several themes that will be taken up in this book. Of the three thinkers who will figure most prominently in the following pages, at least two of them – Meister Eckhart and John Ruusbroec – were familiar with Porete’s work and, in Ruusbroec’s case, critical of it. All the themes highlighted below were hovering in the late-medieval air, so to speak. There are three main areas of controversy.


Mystical Union, Volition and Virtue

Love, or ‘Fine Love’ (Fine Amour), who takes part in Porete’s colloquy is none other than divine love, as the following exchange makes evident:


Reason: But who are you, Love? says Reason. Are you not one of the Virtues with us even though you be above us?

Love. I am God, says Love, for Love is God and God is love, and this Soul is God by the condition of Love. I am God by divine nature and this Soul is the righteousness of Love. Thus this precious beloved of mine is taught and guided by me, without herself, for she is transformed into me, and such a perfect one, says Love, takes my nourishment.3



When the soul is transformed into the love that is God, the soul is transformed into God Himself: ‘This Soul has within her the mistress of the Virtues, whom she once calls Divine Love, who has transformed her completely into herself, is united to her, and which is why the Soul belongs neither to herself nor to the Virtues.’4 Expressed in terms of identity, the enlightened soul is identical with Fine Love, Fine Love is identical with God, and so the enlightened soul is apparently also identical with God.

At the same time, Porete appears to recognize some ontological distinction between the nature of the enlightened soul and the divine nature: ‘But [she is so inebriated] because her Lover has drunk from it [God’s goodness], for between Him and her, through transformation by Love, there is no difference, whatever there might be of natures.’5 The non-identity of nature between God and the soul is grounded in the attributes that God possesses but the soul lacks:


Lord, you are One Goodness, through overflowing goodness, and all in yourself. And I am One Wretchedness, through overflowing wretchedness, and all in myself.

Lord you are, and thus everything is perfected through you, and nothing is made without you. And I am not, and thus everything is made without me, and nothing is made through me.

Lord, you are all power, all wisdom, and all goodness, without beginning, without being contained, and without end. And I am all weakness, all ignorance, and all wretchedness, without beginning, without being contained, and without end.6



The Soul also assures Reason that although she has been known and loved by God without beginning or end, ‘I must be created by the work of His divine power’.7 Whatever her own position may be, Porete raises key ontological questions for anyone interested in the mystical union between the soul and God. Does the soul become literally identical with God? Or do they remain ontologically distinct? If so, then exactly what sort of relationship is mystical union?

According to Porete, an essential step in the soul’s transformation into divine love is the annihilation of the soul’s own will:


Love: The ninth point [regarding the contemplative life], says Love, is that this soul possesses no will.

Reason: Ah, for the sake of God’s love, what are you saying? You say that this Soul has no will?

Love: Ah, without fail it is so. Because all that this Soul wills in consent is what God wills that she will, and this she wills in order to accomplish the will of God, no longer for the sake of her own will. And she cannot will this by herself, but it is the will of God which wills it in her.8



The soul that has annihilated its own will ‘takes account of neither shame nor honor, of neither poverty nor wealth, of neither anxiety nor ease, of neither love nor hate, of neither hell nor paradise’.9

These statements are ambiguous. On the one hand, the soul who annihilates its own will could be ‘She who wills nothing except the divine will’,10 so that the soul wills whatever God wills or might will – including its own damnation. On the other hand, perhaps the soul annihilates its own will by willing nothing at all, so that ‘it is no longer her will which wills, but now the will of God wills in her’.11 The ambiguity has repercussions for what mystical union requires. If the first alternative is true, then a necessary prerequisite of mystical union is that the soul’s volition completely conforms to divine volition. On the second alternative, the soul can enter into mystical union with God only by giving up all volition on its own part.12

One of Porete’s most controversial assertions that undoubtedly provoked the ire of her inquisitors is that the enlightened soul has taken leave of the virtues:


But the Souls of which we speak have perfected the Virtues, for such Souls do nothing more for the virtues. But instead the Virtues do everything which such Souls wish, without dominating and without contradiction, for such Souls are their mistresses.13



Pressed by Reason to explain how the Virtues can remain more perfectly with the Soul that has left them behind, Love replies with the analogy of a servant (the Soul) who becomes wiser than her master (Reason and the Virtues), whereupon the previous arrangement is reversed so that master obeys the servant in all things.14 The same holds for the sacraments and other devotional practices of the Church:


Such a soul neither desires nor despises poverty nor tribulation, neither mass nor sermon, neither fast nor prayer, and gives to Nature all that is necessary, without remorse of conscience. But such Nature is so well ordered through the transformations by unity of Love, to whom the will of this Soul is conjoined, that Nature demands nothing which is prohibited.15



Once it has become divine through Fine Love, the soul preserves virtue and piety because it no longer wills anything contrary to them.

Porete’s reply skirts the question of just what role, if any, practice of the virtues and participation in the sacraments play in the soul’s attainment and preservation of mystical union with God. Is virtuous and sacramental activity incidental or integral to mystical union? Does the enlightened soul no longer will anything contrary to virtue simply because the soul no longer wills anything at all? Does it perfect the virtues by becoming literally identical with God who always wills and in fact is virtue itself? At least at first blush, the beguine does not say …



The Dialectic of Inquiry

The present study provides a historically informed and rigorous analysis of the complex issues concerning mystical union, volition and virtue that are raised in Porete’s work and explored by a trio of her near contemporaries. What emerges is a contemporary mystical theology that is rooted in Hugh of Balma’s affective approach, sharpened through critical engagement with Meister Eckhart’s intellectualism, and strengthened by crucial insights gleaned from the writings of John Ruusbroec. The choice of these three figures is not arbitrary but motivated by how their respective perspectives both complement and challenge each other in ways that help to drive the analysis forward. A broad overview of what follows will give the reader a sense of why this is so; more detailed summaries can be found in the first chapter of each part.

Initially, Hugh appears to be primarily a devotional writer who, while alluding to various philosophical and theological problems, never really resolves them. Appearances, however, are deceiving. Although Hugh does not explicitly answer many of the questions raised by his treatise, cogent answers to them can be extracted from several pregnant metaphors he deploys. When these metaphors are decrypted, their literal content consists in a non-transitive conception of identity and a protean notion of essential interdependency that is more fully articulated by Eckhart.

Hugh outlines a radically voluntarist version of Anselm’s ontological argument: rather than that than which nothing greater can be conceived, God is envisioned as that than which nothing greater can be loved – to the point that the human soul would be willing to suffer annihilation or eternal damnation if that were God’s will. In Porete’s terminology, such extreme love is truly ‘Godlike’ and thus already affords an initial glimmer of divine actuality. Paradoxically, the annihilated or damned soul would both be with God by virtue of its Godlike love and not be with God by virtue of its annihilation or damnation. The paradox uncovers what Hugh calls the soul’s affective apex as something that is identical with God and with the soul even though God and the soul are not identical with one another. According to Hugh, mystical union occurs when the soul is powerfully inspired by the paradox to become a perfect mirror of the essentially interdependent and hence ultimately self-dependent paternity, filiation and inspiration. Consequently, in addition to divine actuality, the soul also comes to grasp the nature of triune divinity through mystical union.

Rooted in a metaphysics of non-transitive identity, Hugh’s affective mysticism stakes out distinctive positions on a spectrum of theological issues ranging from soteriology and Marian intercession to the spiritual discipline of diagnosing sinful tendencies. Yet the plausibility of Hugh’s view rests upon a highly controversial assumption: prima facie, it is far from obvious that a human being can (want to) love God so much that she would willingly accept her own annihilation or damnation if God willed it. Apparently, the soul ultimately desires its own good, and neither annihilation nor damnation is good for the soul. It is precisely here that Eckhart’s intellectualism promises to offer a viable alternative to Hugh’s affective approach, since the Meister locates the capacity to achieve union not in the will but in the intellect. The dialectic of inquiry then proceeds to a careful examination of his thought.

Like Hugh, Eckhart utilizes vivid metaphors that can be deciphered to yield metaphysical principles. Only now, the principles in question pertain not to non-transitive identity but to determinability. This metaphysics of determinability, together with Eckhart’s conception of the intellect as a better or worse illustration of God, enables the Meister to explain how God is the pure being (puris essendi) not only of all human beings, whether they are just or unjust, but also of the three divine persons. Moreover, by elucidating the interrelations among knowing, known, and love between knowing and known, Eckhart makes explicit the notion of essential interdependency anticipated by Hugh and shows how it pervades divinity as pure being. Union with God is achieved when, through detachment (abegesheidenheit) and letting go (gelâzenheit), the soul in its cognitive ground (grunt) or spark (vunke) undergoes the eternal birth (êwige geburt) of the Word, thereby becoming a perfect illustration of God (ein bilde gotes) that is unmarred by any distracting preoccupation with creatures.

Eckhart comes quite close indeed to providing a wholly intellectual account of the soul-God union. The rub is that he does not regard the divine essence simply as pure being but as pure unity encompassing the Trinitarian persons as well as every conceivable kind of being and non-being. By detaching itself from individual creatures and letting go of distracting particularities, the just soul perfectly illustrates pure being – but not pure unity. Any effort by the soul to become a perfect intellectual illustration of pure unity must fail, since the soul would then wrongly depict the maximal determinable of pure unity as the lesser determinable of pure being. Dialectically, the demise of Eckhart’s intellectualism leads back to the possibility of an affective union between the soul and God that is grounded in volition rather than cognition.

The will enjoys a certain priority over the intellect in the thought of the fourteenth-century theologian John Ruusbroec, making his work a natural place to look for a justification of Hugh’s assumption that it is possible for the soul to love God unconditionally. The motif of pregnant metaphors encrypting metaphysical principles that was encountered in Hugh and Eckhart recurs in Ruusbroec, whose images of the sun and illuminated air united by light, fire and forged iron united by heat, and the naked quiddity of a lustrous stone yield a conception of non-transitive identity akin to Hugh’s and a metaphysics of bare particularity exemplified by the superessential love (Minne). Mystical union can then be construed as the soul and God’s co-identity with the superessential love but non-identity with each other.

In order to become identical with the superessential love that is identical with God, the soul must continue to practice virtue while also bringing its own will into complete conformity with the divine will through what Ruusbroec refers to as ‘a pure intention’. Operating with a two-tiered view of the human will that is more complex than Hugh’s, Ruusbroec describes a dynamic inner life during which the soul cultivates a pure intention by subordinating its lower concupiscible and irascible volitional powers to its higher volitional power of decision. The same dynamic life persists into eternity as epektasis, the soul’s endless cycle of yearning, satisfaction, and further yearning for God. Further elucidation of the non-standard identity relations obtaining among the soul, the bare particular of superessential love, and the triune God reveal an ongoing complementarity between activity and rest throughout epektasis that allows to soul to preserve its pure intention and thus its mystical union with God. What emerges is an affective mystical theology that remains true to Hugh’s original vision while incorporating Eckhart’s elucidation of Trinitarian relations and benefiting from Ruusbroec’s sophisticated treatment of the human will.

The study concludes by returning to Porete. When the same method of decrypting metaphors into metaphysics is applied to her own metaphors of a river flowing into the sea and of molten iron coalescing with fire, the result is an asymmetric conception of the identity relation that may prove useful in guiding future research into the beguine’s highly unorthodox mystical theology.



The writings of Marguerite Porete, Hugh of Balma, Meister Eckhart and John Ruusbroec are not merely addressed to a specific audience at a particular time but are intended to express the truth about the nature of the union between the soul and God for everyone at any time. It is then fair to consider whether they succeed in doing so. Properly evaluating their claims is therefore not just an exercise in the history of ideas but a patient sifting through pressing questions, possible answers and further questions until a plausible equilibrium is reached. While there is no recipe for executing such an evaluation, two tools prove to be especially helpful.

Reflection on the topics covered in these chapters has benefited enormously from excellent contributions by a number of commentators, including Dennis D. Martin and Harald Walach on Hugh of Balma, Burkhard Mojsisch and Christopher M. Wojtulewicz on Meister Eckhart, Rik van Nieuwenhove on John Ruusbroec, and Joanne Maguire Robinson on Marguerite Porete. Their scholarship guides but does not govern the present book, which aims to be an original piece of philosophical theology rather than a learned commentary. Notwithstanding this difference, there is no denying the positive influence these authors have had in ensuring that the analysis pursued here is historically accurate and acutely sensitive to a variety of exegetical and theoretical matters.

An equally valuable resource has been the groundbreaking work of Graham Priest on the metaphysics of non-transitive identity. If anyone, it is he who merits the title ‘The Philosopher’ in connection with ensuing investigation of affective mysticism in Hugh of Balma and Ruusbroec. The research of W.E. Johnson, Jessica Wilson and others into the metaphysics of determinability has had a similarly important influence on the interpretation of Eckhart’s intellectualism. And Theodore Sider’s exploration of the possibility of asymmetric personal identity has contributed to the discussion of Porete in the conclusion. Far from being anachronistic impositions, the relevant metaphysical notions and distinctions find deep resonances in the authors under discussion. One could not hope for a better set of philosophical instruments with which to probe the subject at hand.

Hopefully, this book will not only advance philosophical comprehension of mystical union with God but will also nourish those seeking to attain it. The following excerpt from the Statutes of the Carthusian Order is apt counsel for both endeavours:


We should, at once with zeal and discretion, devote ourselves to studies fitting to us; and this, not from an itching desire for leaning, nor from a wish to publish books, but because wisely ordered reading endows the mind with greater steadiness and provides a foundation for the contemplation of heavenly things. For they are mistaken, who think that they can easily attain interior union with God, while having previously neglected the study of the Word of God, or later abandoned it altogether. Intent, then, on the rich substance of truth rather than the froth of words, let us scrutinize the divine mysteries with that desire to know which both springs from love and in turn inflames love.16






	1.  Marguerite Porete, The Mirror of Simple Souls, trans. Ellen L. Babinsky (New York: Paulist Press, 1993), 107.


	2.  For a useful introduction to the context and substance of Porete’s mystical theology, see Babinsky’s introduction to Mirror, 5-61, as well as the secondary sources cited therein.


	3.  Porete, Mirror, 104; see also 87, where Porete first uses the expression ‘Fine Love’.


	4.  Porete, Mirror, 104.


	5.  Porete, Mirror, 105-6, emphasis added.


	6.  Porete, Mirror, 210-11.


	7.  Porete, Mirror, 116. The idea is that from all eternity God, who is uncreated, can know and love a soul He intends to create.


	8.  Porete, Mirror, 92.


	9.  Porete, Mirror, 84. See also 95: ‘Souls, whom Fine Love governs, possess as equally dear, shame as honor, and honor as shame; poverty as wealth, and wealth as poverty; torment from God and His creatures, as comfort from God and His creatures; to be loved as hated, and hated as loved; to be in hell as in paradise, and in paradise as in hell; and in small estate as in great, and great estate as in small: [this] for themselves and for their station in life.’


	10. Porete, Mirror, 88.


	11. Porete, Mirror, 85.


	12. Babinsky takes Porete to pursue the second alternative: ‘In this state of annihilation the soul finds her perfection; she no longer has a will with which to will or desire, but rather God’s will alone wills in her’ (introduction to Mirror, 33); and she contrasts Porete’s view with William of St-Thierry’s position ‘where the soul indeed has a will, but a will which wills what God wills’ (59, n.137). Even so, the ambiguity is not entirely removed, since the soul in the state of annihilation must presumably will not to revert to its previous state—and the soul’s willing not to do something is still a kind of willing on the soul’s part.


	13. Porete, Mirror, 86.


	14. See Porete, Mirror, 103.


	15. Porete, Mirror, 87.


	16. Statutes of the Carthusian Order, chapter 5, section 2. Online at www.chartreux.org/en/texts/statutes-book-1.php#c5.










Part One
Carthusian Meditations








Chapter 1
A Curious Legacy



Sometime in the latter half of the thirteenth century, an enigmatic Carthusian who has come to be known as Hugh of Balma composed a short treatise on mystical theology entitled Viae Sion lugent, or The Roads to Zion Mourn.1 Alternative editions appeared under the titles De Mystica Theologia or De Triplica Sapientiam.2 During the ensuing centuries, the work has enjoyed as much as suffered a strange fate.

On the one hand, some commentators detect in Hugh’s account of mystical union the potential for a revolutionary spiritual transformation. For example, Harald Walach writes:


In light of the fragmentation of our knowledge and our culture, such a ‘new-old’ modality of experience and holistic knowledge could definitely be salutary. Thus I believe: Hugh’s achievements are anything other than outdated and not merely historically interesting. His teaching, his intention is even today downright modern. Precisely put: mysticism for everyone.3



Dennis D. Martin echoes Walach’s enthusiastic assessment: ‘Where this trajectory [i.e., Hugh’s influence on Carthusian efforts in the later Middle Ages to engage the laity more directly] would have ended had it not been interrupted by the Protestant and Catholic Reformations, no one can say.’4

On the other hand, few contemporary philosopher-theologians – let alone educated laypersons – are familiar with Hugh’s treatise. It was not always so. During the fifteenth century, the Benedictine monastery of Tergensee became the focus of an intense debate over Hugh’s controversial affirmation of the human soul’s ability to attain a purely affective mystical union with God in this life that is neither immediately preceded nor accompanied by any act of cognition by the human intellect:


The Holy Spirit himself touches the soul’s supreme affective apex with the fire of love and sets it ablaze, drawing it toward himself wordlessly, without any cogitation or rational running hither and yon. Just as a stone pulled by its own weight is naturally drawn down to its own center, so the apex of the affectus by its own weight is carried up to God directly and unmediatedly, without any oblique tangentiality, without any cognition leading the way or keeping it company.5



In the aftermath of the Tergensee debate, Hugh’s treatise exercised considerable influence on the development of mysticism, particularly in Spain and the Netherlands, before eventually receding into the shadows of history. Why?

Part of the explanation may lie in the fact that Hugh raises a number of complicated philosophical and theological issues without ever resolving them. One issue is what Hugh himself calls ‘The Difficult Question’ of ‘whether the soul in her affectus can, by aspiration and yearning, be moved into God without any of the intellect’s cogitation leading the way or keeping her company.’6 But there are many other unanswered questions. Hugh says much yet proves little about the nature of the mystical union itself, the relevance of the transcendental notions of being and goodness to divinity, the kind and scope of the knowledge or wisdom mystical union allegedly leaves behind in the soul as a habitus or ‘deposit,’ the similarities and differences between Scholastic natural theology and Hugh’s affective approach, the place of divine necessity and divine mercy in salvation and salvation’s relation to the mystical ‘upsurge’, the efficacy of Marian and other forms of intercession, the religious significance of the relationship between the human soul and the human body, and the distinction between mystical union in this life and eternal beatitude in the next. Unless and until such matters are settled, it is hardly surprising that Hugh’s treatise has turned out to be more of a brick wall than a way forward.

Part One of the present study is a critical reconstruction of Hugh’s overall position that demonstrates its relevance for contemporary philosophical theology by providing viable answers to all of the foregoing questions. Any such reconstruction must strike a delicate balance between the Scylla of reducing The Roads to Zion Mourn to nothing more than an intellectual relic from a bygone era and the Charybdis of ‘recovering’ the text’s insights by supplanting them with anachronisms which are completely foreign to Hugh’s outlook.

Fortunately, a path between the horns of this methodological dilemma lies in Hugh’s use of suggestive metaphors of fire, light, spark, field, harvest, buried treasure, glue, a bond, taste, touch, fragrance, tears, filing rust from iron, opening window shutters to let sunlight stream into a room, juices exuded by roasting meat, dewfall, apex, centre of gravity, cavity and reflectivity. As will become clear in what follows, these metaphors are suggestive thanks to their Janus-faced character: they gesture towards definite non-metaphorical, metaphysical conceptions that have precedents in Hugh’s medieval predecessors and contemporaries while also anticipating more recent philosophical developments. By converting Hugh’s metaphors into the relevant metaphysical conceptions, the reconstruction remains true to Hugh’s view while also facilitating fruitful dialogue between it and important trends in current thought. To give the reader a preliminary sense of the reconstruction’s results, it will be useful to provide a brief overview of each of the following nine chapters.

Chapter 2 demonstrates why The Difficult Question is quite difficult indeed by examining and rejecting three attempts to justify a positive answer to it. Hugh’s own attempt is shown to be unconvincing before two recent proposals on Hugh’s behalf are considered. According to Walach, Hugh exploits a loophole in basic Aristotelian epistemology to construe the mystical union non-conceptually as direct and indubitable empirical knowledge of God, or goodness itself, as the proper object of the soul’s inner act of love. The soul’s act then functions as a ‘sensory modality’ comparable to the other sensory modalities which yield direct and indubitable knowledge of their own proper objects. Walach’s answer not only conflicts with Hugh’s repeated insistence that the mystical union is neither immediately preceded nor accompanied by any intellectual act of knowledge, empirical or otherwise, but also contradicts Hugh’s firm assurance that, unlike sensory modalities in relation to their proper objects, inner love reveals both that and what God is. Martin suggests that Hugh’s images of fire igniting a flammable substance, a stone falling toward the centre of the earth, and entities chained together illustrate the direct link of love between the soul and the Holy Spirit that occurs during the mystical union without any cogitation. It is argued that while each image reflects a crucial aspect of the purely affective mystical union, the images cannot be combined into a coherent account of it.

Chapter 3 moves in a more positive direction by scrutinizing Hugh’s vivid imagery of divine light and holy fire illuminating the human soul as it runs through a ripening field to reap a bountiful harvest. This imagery is both epistemologically and metaphysically subversive: epistemologically, since it implies that essential knowledge of God is not derived via Aristotelian abstraction of universal concepts from sensory experience but instead through divinity irradiating what is wholly distinct from it; metaphysically, since the ‘field’ of non-divine conditions irradiated by wholly distinct divinity encompasses every conceivable being, non-being, being itself, and non-being itself. The habitus of wisdom ‘deposited’ in the soul by the mystical union includes the knowledge that God is not any kind of being or non-being. Hugh’s anti-Aristotelian, trans-metaphysical orientation has a precedent in the thought of Pseudo-Dionysius while prefiguring some ideas found in Heidegger’s later writings. Yet by itself, this trans-metaphysical orientation provides no positive indication of what God is but only a negative indication of what God is not. Hugh’s metaphors of the soul as rusty iron filed to a shine in blazing sunlight or as a hole dug in the ground and packed with ample goods illustrate how different poles within the same overarching phenomenon exhibit essentially interdependent relations of ‘producing’ and ‘being produced’ – an idea further developed by Meister Eckhart that also plays an essential role in the account of how the soul gains positive knowledge of God through the mystical union. In all these instances, though, Hugh’s imagery still operates on a purely figurative level, leaving its significance for non-figurative mystical theology unclear.

Chapter 4 indicates how some of Hugh’s contradictory claims about grace and mystical union point toward a highly paradoxical answer to The Difficult Question. For example, Hugh says that it both is and is not a matter of necessity but a gift of grace that a contrite soul attains mystical union with God; furthermore, Hugh’s ambiguous statements about ‘divine congruence’ with their implied theology of congruous and condign merit do not resolve the contradiction. A further example is Hugh’s startling assertion that through the purely affective mystical union, the soul is literally transformed into God, implying that the soul both is and is not created, that God is both not created and created, and numerous other contradictions. Thus the ‘divine realities’ involved in grace and in mystical union apparently violate the Aristotelian principle of non-contradiction typically presupposed by ordinary acts of cogitation. The upshot is that no ordinary cogitation immediately preceding or accompanying the union is possible. Understandably, one might worry that this ‘solution’ to The Difficult Question is too high a price to pay, since it seems to preclude any coherent thought whatsoever about merciful divinity in mystical union with humanity. A pair of additional caveats sets the stage for a more detailed analysis.

Chapter 5 decrypts Hugh’s super-adhesion metaphor of the soul’s ‘affective apex’ that ‘binds’ the soul to God even more intimately than ‘glue’ to introduce a version of dialetheism, the theory that there are true contradictions in reality. Key aspects of the theory, especially its rejection of the transitivity of the identity relation, are succinctly summarized and then applied to the ‘divine realities’ involved in the mystical union. On a dialetheistic interpretation, since the soul’s affective apex possesses contradictory properties, the apex is identical with the entire soul and with Trinitarian God, even though the soul and God are neither identical with each other nor themselves possess any contradictory properties. The literal sense in which divinity transcends all being and non-being is that nothing other than God stands in a non-transitive relation of identity with each soul’s affective apex. Far from being an extraneous imposition upon the medieval tradition, dialetheistic tendencies are present in Hugh’s predecessors and contemporaries: most notably in Abelard’s view of the Trinity and arguably in Meister Eckhart’s teaching of ‘the ground of the soul’ (der Seelengrund) in unity with the Godhead (die Gottheit).

The pivotal chapter 6 elucidates Hugh’s view that the contemplative soul acquires positive knowledge of God’s existence and nature through pure affectivity. Key elements of the elucidation are the soul’s unconditional love of God, a dialetheistic conception of identity, and the notion of essential interdependency. Its Godlike willingness either to be annihilated or damned if God were to will its annihilation or damnation is the initial spark of divine existence within the soul itself. The soul then becomes aware of its own affective apex possessing contradictory properties in virtue of which the apex is identical with God as well as with the soul even though God and the soul are not identical. Powerfully inspired by its reflection on the dialetheistic structure consisting of itself, its affective apex, and God, the soul comes to instantiate essentially interdependent and ultimately self-independent paternity, filiation and inspiration that is also exhibited by the other two poles in the structure. Hence the soul augments its initial grasp of God’s existence with its recognition of God’s triune nature. In accordance with Hugh’s reflective imagery, the soul’s identity with its apex and non-identity with God – together with the soul’s acquisition of paternity, filiation and inspiration through mystical union – empowers the soul to become a spotless mirror of triune divinity without fusing in it. The resulting solution to The Difficult Question inverts the customary cognitive order: cogitation of God does not immediately precede or accompany the purely affective upsurge; instead, the purely affective upsurge precedes and secures knowledge of God’s existence and knowledge of God’s nature.

Chapter 7 explicates the same pattern in connection with Hugh’s contention that the fruits of mystical union are directly available to sinful non-contemplatives who are moved by Christ’s suffering and death to feel at least some measure of contrition. In this context, the soul’s unconditional love of God is its (wanting to feel) appropriate sorrow for the suffering Christ. Dialetheistically, the soul yearns to be yet cannot be one with Christ and his sufferings. Parallel to the contemplative case, the soul’s yearning reveals the soul’s inherently contradictory affective apex, which is identical with the soul and with the suffering Christ although they remain non-identical. The inspired soul comes to exhibit and mirror the same essentially interdependent inspiration, filiation and inspiration exhibited by its apex and the suffering Christ. As in contemplative mystical union, knowledge of God’s actuality and Trinitarian character does not guide but emerges from the non-contemplative soul’s mystical union with the suffering Christ. Yet whereas mystical union in a contemplative setting does not automatically guarantee justification, a non-contemplative sinner can receive justification in a way that guarantees mystical union. The identity of the justified sinner’s affective apex with Christ indicates the sense in which God must forgive a contrite sinner; the identity of the justified sinner’s apex with the justified sinner indicates the sense in which God’s forgiveness is also merciful. Relevant dialetheistic principles also permit the transference of Christ’s resurrection and other benefits to the justified sinner in the fullness of time.

Chapter 8 explores a threat to Hugh’s mysticism and a tension within it. The threat is Hugh’s tendency to dismiss the human body as merely a hindrance to the soul’s attaining mystical unity with transcendent divinity. At the same time, Hugh’s quasi-corporeal metaphors of the soul work against this Gnostic tendency. The body with its sense organs also plays a positive role in the cultivation of charity by supplying the soul with sensory images of others’ suffering. On a dialetheistic reading of the special intercessory status Hugh attributes to the Virgin Mary, the soul’s sorrow over these images of suffering becomes sorrow over the others who are suffering. The tension arises from Hugh’s ambiguous statements about whether any essential difference exists between mystical union in the present life and eternal blessedness in the next life. After several possible solutions are considered and rejected, it is argued that Hugh’s best available answer is framed in terms of the difference between interrupted and uninterrupted ecstasy.

Chapter 9 further unpacks the content of the habitus or ‘deposit’ the mystical union leaves behind in the human soul. In addition to negative knowledge of what God is not and positive knowledge of both God’s existence and God’s nature, the habitus may also include practical knowledge empowering the sinner to recognize and remedy his sins. Recognition of sins is fostered by a grasp of the soul/soul’s apex/God structure that reveals many sins to be distortions of the essential relationships among these ‘divine realities’. The seven deadly sins are used as examples. A remedy is provided by meditation on episodes from Christ’s life and ministry that restores a proper understanding of the pertinent relationships. Although Hugh does not explicitly articulate this religious praxis, it is deeply consonant with his underlying philosophical theology and should also appeal to a contemporary audience.

Cogent replies to almost all of the initially unanswered questions can be given based on the underlying dialetheism of Hugh’s affective mystical theology. However, one critical issue remains unresolved: prima facie, it is obscure how the soul could love God so much that it would willingly accept its own annihilation or damnation if God so willed. Chapter 10 describes the difficulties that seem to rule out any such possibility. A radical proposal elaborated by Eckhart locates the capacity to achieve union with God not in the will but in the intellect. It is then reasonable to wonder whether the Meister’s intellectualism provides a viable alternative to Hugh’s affective approach, a topic to be taken up in Part Two of the study.

Before turning to the details of Hugh’s view, a word to the wise is in order. At the outset, what the Carthusian is saying can easily seem extremely odd or downright outrageous. The situation is not unlike a student’s first encounter with the unfamiliar idioms and grammatical constructions of a foreign language. Just as gaining fluency in the language demands considerable patience and receptivity up front on the student’s part, comprehending Hugh’s outlook requires an initial willingness on the reader’s part to play along with its idiosyncrasies and unorthodoxies. Then and only then can one reach the point of being able to make a prudent assessment of the contradiction that Hugh places at the very heart of mystical union between humanity and divinity.




	1.  Most references to The Roads to Zion Mourn are taken from the version of the work found in Carthusian Spirituality: The Writings of Hugh of Balma and Giugo de Ponte, trans. Dennis D. Martin (New York: Paulist Press, 1997). Occasionally, Harald Walach’s German translation of Hugh’s treatise, Die Wege nach Sion trauern (Münsterschwarzach: Vier-Türme-Verlag, 2017), will be cited when it allows the philosophical or theological point of a particular passage to be expressed more lucidly. In such cases, a suitable English translation will be provided of Walach’s German. For some suggestive yet inconclusive conjectures in support of Hugh’s identity as Franciscan friar who later became a Carthusian monk or associate see Walach’s introduction to Wege, 21-88.


	2.  For a summary of the publication history of Hugh’s treatise, see Martin’s introduction to Roads, 9-14.


	3.  Walach, introduction to Wege, 100, my English translation.


	4.  Martin, introduction to Roads, 291 (footnote 61).


	5.  Hugh of Balma, Roads, 165. In his introduction to Roads, 19-25, Martin provides a succinct overview of the Tergensee debate, whose participants included Nicholas of Cusa, Vincent of Aggsbach, and Johannes Schlitpacher.


	6.  Hugh of Balma, Roads, 155.









Chapter 2
The Difficult Question



Mysticism and systematic theology have always made for uneasy bedfellows. The mystic claims to enjoy direct union with God. Hugh of Balma claims that the soul attains mystical union through ardent love free of any cogitation: ‘The Holy Spirit himself touches the soul’s supreme affective apex with the fire of love and sets it ablaze, drawing it toward itself wordlessly, without any cogitation or rational running hither and yon.’1 Hugh does not deny that cogitation plays a role in preparing the soul for mystical union. Cogitation occurs during the preliminary phases of purgation, where the soul recalls its sins and asks for forgiveness,2 and of illumination, where the soul acquires greater lucidity through meditation on the seven petitions of the Lord’s Prayer and additional scriptural material.3 Cogitation is present once again in what Hugh calls the habitus or ‘deposit’ of knowledge reaped by the soul after the mystical union.4 Only the mystical union itself allegedly takes place ‘without any cogitation leading the way or keeping it company.’5

The systematic theologian raises the following objection against the very idea of purely non-cogitative, mystical love:


Augustine says, ‘We can love what we cannot see, but we can by no means love what we do not know.’ Therefore one must first know something by reasoning or intellectual cogitation before one can love something with the affectus of love. Thus cogitation necessarily precedes the affection of love.6



One cannot love something without having at least some conception of what one loves. Hence
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