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Abstract  
This essay proposes a retrieval of Jan van Ruusbroec’s unified love concept of minne as 
critically responsive to the renewed, contemporary interest in thinking love anew within 
theological and philosophy of religion discourses. It proceeds by first briefly examining 
the radical French phenomenologist Jean-Luc Marion and the strengths and weaknesses 
of his erotic turn. Afterwards, topics of fruitful and critical development will be explored 
in Ruusbroec as envisaging his sustained, future engagement within such discourses.  
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Introduction: The Erotic Locale 
 
The following essay proposes a retrieval of Jan van Ruusbroec’s unified love 
concept of minne1 as critically responsive to the renewed, contemporary 

 
 1. A stylistic note to the reader. In the remaining text, I will not italicize my frequent 
use of Ruusbroec’s middle-Dutch term, ‘minne’, hoping to forestall any undue distraction 
that can disrupt the overall flow of the text. 
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interest in thinking love anew within theological and philosophy of 
religion discourses.2 This essay will first proceed by briefly examining the 
radical French phenomenologist Jean-Luc Marion and the strengths and 
weaknesses of his erotic turn. In turn, by acknowledging continuing 
scholarly interest in the mystical theological tradition, for both Marion et 
al., as productively contributing to this contemporary rethinking of love’s 
primacy, topics of fruitful and critical development will be explored in 
Ruusbroec as envisaging his sustained, future engagement within such 
discourses. 
 In his introductory chapter to The Erotic Phenomenon, the ‘Silence 
of Love’, Marion provocatively sketches the modern divorce between 
philosophy and love and, in effect, calls for a renewed focus ‘that out of 
philosophy’s amorous disaster we can reconstruct an inquiry on love’.3 
Marion argues that our contemporary understandings of love and charity 
have been dramatically hollowed out and grossly sentimentalized, result-
ing in our increasing ability either to ‘describe it, nor distinguish it from 
other erotic dispositions, nor even from nonerotic dispositions, much less 
articulate them in a right and sensible act’.4 To reengage love on its own 
terms and within its own distinct rationality, Marion calls for a concept to 
think love from within its own primacy, as foundational to an ‘erotics of 
wisdom’, while reminding us of the very original, sapiential endeavor of 
philosophy. By doing so, Marion advances the more radical claim that 
‘philosophy defines itself as the “love of wisdom” because it must in effect 
begin by loving before claiming to know’.5  
 Resolutely moving away from more metaphysically predominant 
modalities such as truth and being, Marion puts forth three criteria to 
conceptually think the modality of love as primary: that a love-concept be 
‘univocal’; that such a univocal concept can account for the rationality of 
that which ‘nonerotic thought disqualifies as irrational and degrades to 
madness’;6 and lastly, that a ‘concept must reach the experience of erotic 
phenomena starting from themselves, without inscribing them from the 
outset and by force within a foreign horizon’.7 From these criteria, Marion 
advocates that our thinking of love must be informed by, yet ultimately 

 
 2. See generally Wirzba, N., 2008. 
 3. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 3. 
 4. Ibid., p. 4. 
 5. Ibid., p. 2. 
 6. Ibid., p. 5. 
 7. Ibid.  
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rise above, an exclusive, hermeneutically based understanding of love as 
praxis.8 Marion positions love’s primacy as exceeding a narrow volunta-
rism, phenomenologically insisting that love possesses its own intrinsic, 
given content. However, as a univocal concept, Marion attempts to think 
such primacy from the givenness of love itself and not conditioned by any 
foreign horizon. In turn, Marion rightly acknowledges that such a love 
concept must equally possess a critical capacity in order to attain rigorous 
conceptuality, if it is to endure exposure to a negative moment in which it 
can thus withstand easy negation. Thus, it is with the aim of developing 
this intrinsic, critical sense that Marion will make use of the mystical 
theological dialectics of kataphasis, apophasis and the via eminentiae [the 
way of eminence], more frequently referred to contemporaneously as the 
‘third way’.9 By insisting on the historical viability of this third way as a 
way of naming and responding to transcendence beyond modern meta-
physical closure, Marion thus positions love as escaping the formal 
impasse of binary predication of thesis and antithesis, which he directly 
links to kataphasis and apophasis as subject to easy negation. In doing so, 
Marion preempts any hermeneutical charges of partiality by asserting 
love’s own distinct rationality as something open and beyond predication. 
And yet, the question remains whether his own erotic meditations are 
themselves responsive to the robust, conceptual plea that he sets forth. Do 
Marion’s erotic meditations present a plausible, confessional witness, 
stemming from a conceptuality of love that sufficiently addresses the 
‘disputes’ heretofore between love's particularity and universality? Aware 
of the perils in exclusively opting for one side or another, for Marion, 
such disputes ‘have not ceased to occupy the lover, who only conquers 
himself by trying to settle them’.10 
 Instead of attempting to resolve such conflicts by way of speculative 
detachment, Marion proceeds confessionally via the ‘erotic reduction’11 
and his highly particularized erotic meditations are structured in response 
to the originating question, ‘Does anyone love me?’. By this, Marion insists 
that ‘one must speak of love in the same way as one must love—in the first 
person… [For] loving puts in play my identity, my ipseity, those resources 

 
 8. See generally Jeanrond, W., 2010 for a thorough introduction to a hermeneutically 
based, theological reflection on love as praxis. 
 9. See Marion, J.L., 1999, pp. 20-53. 
 10. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 101. 
 11. Ibid., pp. 19-26. 
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of mine that are more inward to me than myself’.12 As is customary with 
Marion’s works, the definitiveness of his erotic turn, its phenomenological 
status and questioned theological neutrality have all been critically 
challenged. And yet, while Marion’s distinct, Pascalian-tinged French 
Catholicism and theological commitments are clear and unmistakable, is 
such particularity really all that problematic, especially when gauged in 
terms of love’s primacy? As Marion’s draws upon St. Augustine’s Sermon 
34 in his prefatory remark, ‘nemo est qui non amet’ [There is no one of 
course who doesn’t love], it is not a question of whether or not we love—
which falsely presumes suspending erotic determinacy and instead, makes 
possible my neutrality towards love (or hate) itself. For, if we accept the 
premises of the erotic reduction—and its priority to the modalities of 
reason/rationality, being and non-being—only to later on critique its 
application and distinct hermeneutics as overly particular, phenomenolo-
gically implausible and theologically determined, such a critique fails to 
address the erotic reduction itself and the legitimacy for phenomenology 
to proceed from love’s primacy. Rather, such familiar critiques fundamen-
tally aim at disqualifying that which Marion claims to initially bracket—
what St. Augustine himself proclaims to be at issue—though Marion 
himself deliberately chooses not to reference: ‘There is no one of course 
who doesn’t love, but the question is, what do they love’.13  
 Claude Romano’s ‘Love in its Concept’ makes a similar critique, aptly 
illustrated when observing Marion’s erotic terminology wherein ‘love is 
qualified here as a “phenomenon”, a word whose neutrality and indeter-
mination is important’.14 Romano’s stress upon the ‘neutral’ field of the 
phenomenon itself—and by extension, phenomenology—is thus critically 
at odds with Marion’s confessional attempt at thinking the univocality of 
love, as Romano instead situates love more as a second order, derivative 

 
 12. Ibid., p. 9. 
 13. Augustine, 1990, p. 166. 
 14. Romano, C., 2007, pp. 320-21. Here, Romano further expounds upon the explicit 
neutrality of constituting the erotic appearance as a phenomenon. ‘In its indeterminate 
neutrality, it has almost the same meaning as the word “weight” that St. Augustine, doubt-
less for analogous reasons, privileged, thus refusing to allow himself to be caught in the 
trap of these oppositions… Thus Marion dismisses such questions as whether love is of 
the order of an emotion or of an intention. Is it something we undergo or is it voluntary? 
Does one who loves seek the good of the other or his own satisfaction? Is love essentially 
altruistic or selfish? If love presents itself here in the neutrality of a simple ‘phenomenon’, 
it is precisely in order to escape the dichotomies in which the problem has become mired, 
to the point of becoming insolvable…’ 
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phenomenon to that of the gift.15 On the contrary, as the erotic phenome-
non exposes reason’s insufficiency—‘to give love reason thus marks not 
only the principle of insufficient reason, but erects above all the lover as 
reason in himself’16—Marion argues that the phenomenality of the 
beloved appears ‘in the measure that I, the first to love, love’.17 Marion 
furthers elaborates upon the particular phenomenality of the beloved in 
the following:  
 

the lover alone sees something else, a thing that no one other than he sees—
that is, what is precisely no longer a thing, but, for the first time, just such an 
other, unique, individualized, henceforth torn from economy, detached from 
objectness, unveiled by the initiative of loving, arisen like a phenomenon to 
that point unseen. The lover, who sees insofar as he loves, discovers a 
phenomenon that is seen insofar as it is loved (and as much as it is loved).18 

 
Hence, Marion strongly argues against such an apparent ‘neutrality’ and 
indeterminateness—not to be confused with the saturated, intuitive 
particularity of the beloved itself, as a phenomenon, which arises and is 
foregrounded—yet understood as the worldly context of ‘objectness’ that 
recedes into a background of ontological indifference to the erotic 
phenomenon. Devaluing such a worldly, contextual backdrop is a reoc-
curring position of Marion, as he frequently regards such worldly relations 
explicitly in terms of an economy of exchange that evaluates, demands 
and reciprocates that which it distinguishes by way of ‘comparisons, of 
calculations, and of commerce’.19 While in strong contrast, the isolated 
lover, as ratio sui, ‘can no longer see otherwise, nor see anything other 
than what he sees—and what he sees decidedly no longer has the status of 
a thing, but of a beloved’.20 Therefore, while aiming at pushing love itself 

 
 15. Ibid., p. 321 Indeed, Romano makes such an argument, characterizing the erotic 
reduction as a ‘partial reduction’ and as ‘eidetic’ to that of a universal one—wherein ‘the 
erotic phenomenon simply comes under a universal phenomenology of the gift, in relation 
to which it would be, in some way, a particular case’. Romano’s critique is that the erotic 
reduction leads to an inquiry about the essence of love, which is a ‘particular phenome-
non’, whereas ‘Marion holds that all phenomenality finds itself modified by the erotic 
reduction: the task of the erotic reduction is to give access to a new domain of phenome-
nality, more originary than that of objects and of beings considered in their being, and 
thus more originary than the domains brought to light respectively by Husserl and 
Heidegger’. 
 16. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 82. 
 17. Ibid., p. 80. 
 18. Ibid., pp. 80-81. 
 19. Ibid., p. 81. 
 20. Ibid. 
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beyond all worldly relations seen as inextricably linked with a metaphysi-
cal duality, the very particularity of Marion’s confessional rhetoric—as 
rooted within a retrieved, neo-Augustinian tradition that aims beyond 
onto-theology—may rightfully be seen as responding to a distinct 
rationale of the erotic reduction itself. 
 Rather than perpetuating such continuing debates over the proper 
status of Marion’s work, the question to me steers away from critiques of 
accessibility and openness to difference and multiplicity in response to 
Marion’s radically particular reflections of love. Instead, given the unmis-
takable theological overlap of The Erotic Phenomenon, as confessionally 
emerging from the first person, to what extent does Marion abandon 
himself to the erotic phenomenon itself, a givenness mediated by his 
conceptual understanding of such a love? As his conceptual plea for love’s 
univocity not only gives way to difference as it differentiates that which 
accedes to the name of love, from that which does not, so too does it give 
way to distinction in individualizing and distinguishing oneself as a lover, 
via the praxis of such loving in mediating our erotic reflections. Thus, to 
what extent does Marion’s conceptualizing of love allow for him to 
receive and respond to the erotic phenomenon itself and do so—with 
authority—as a lover? 
 To access this, if love is to be thought of according to its primacy, a 
place is requisite for the immediacy of its reception, as primary. The 
phenomenality of love needs a concrete place, as do lovers, beyond reifi-
cation (the what of the lover) and identity (its who interrogated), a 
relationality that is primary and reflective of its erotic origins. And yet, in 
Marion’s erotic meditations, concretizing relations—in all of its desire for 
possessiveness, commitment and sincere, yet implacable, demands—
within the phenomenon of love is a dangerous place, as the relational 
exchange between lover and beloved always risks devolving into an 
economy of indebtedness, determining relations and hence, compromis-
ing love’s gratuitousness. Hence, the meeting between lovers, Marion 
argues, emerges as an unforeseeable advent in the crossing between lover 
and beloved, such that the phenomenon of love is a ‘crossed phenomenon 
with a double entry—two intuitions fixed by a single signification’.21 And 
while Marion is here certainly bold and phenomenologically innovative in 
speaking of a singular, shared phenomenon between lover and beloved, he 
then immediately retreats and foregoes ascribing this shared phenomenon 

 
 21. Ibid., p. 105. 
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any permanence or enduring signification. For the meeting place of this 
shared signification that both individualizes and binds the lover and 
beloved in the erotic phenomenon, ‘aris[ing] like an oath’,22 Marion 
describes as the intuitively rich, yet formally empty ‘Here I am!’.23 Such a 
relational place, this ‘here’, which Marion describes is as drearily banal 
and anonymous as a hotel room, a place, which ‘as such signifies nothing 
and even has no meaning…applicable to everyone and implying nothing’ 
until someone ‘performs it’.24 Thus, for Marion, all love language and 
actions that mediate the immediacy of lovers in their relationality and 
common bond are themselves empty and devoid of meaning, stressing 
such mediation by way of its hollowed-out, formal universality to offset 
the otherwise particularity and individuation that the performance of love 
ushers forth. What promise does such a love concept hold in refounding 
philosophy based upon such a poor ‘erotics of wisdom’?  
 In turn, Marion’s emphasis on the erotic phenomenon as individualiz-
ing—and hence, away from concrete, substantive relation—is expressed 
in terms of the flesh and advances from his earlier accounts in Being 
Given (2002a) and In Excess (2002b) in terms of its strict auto-affection to 
include more of a heteronymous range.25 Thus, Marion states that ‘The 
other gives me what she does not have—my very flesh. And I give to her 
what I do not have—her very flesh.’26 However, while breaking away from 
the extreme insistence of auto-affectivity and its inescapable self-enclo-
sure, similar to Being Given and by extension, Phenomenality of the 
Sacrament,27 the fundamental problem persists in terms of receiving the 
primacy of the erotic phenomenon, as gratuitous. Such a problem persists, 
considering that by virtue of its immediacy, the erotic phenomenon 
individualizes me for ‘I do not have flesh, I am my flesh and it coincides 
absolutely with me’.28 Furthermore, by affirming the enfleshed self and the 

 
 22. Ibid., p. 104. 
 23. See contra the analysis of Stijn Van Den Bossche for a substantially different take 
on Marion’s ‘me voici’ [Here I am!] as directly implying the vows of marriage as a 
‘performative oath’, Bossche, S. v.d., 2005, pp. 78-79. 
 24. Ibid., p. 107. 
 25. See Mackinlay, S., 2010, pp. 130-58 and his analysis of Marion’s thinking flesh, its 
evolution and Mackinlay’s charge that such heteronymous openings occasioned in 
Marion’s more recent writings challenges its earlier claim as ‘absolute’. 
 26. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 120. 
 27. See also Cooper 2010 for a more thorough analysis of the enduring relevance of 
Marion’s Eucharistic thought with his later phenomenological writings. 
 28. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 112. 
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absoluteness of its identity as prior to relation with the other, for Marion, 
receiving the erotic phenomenon within the domain of the flesh risks 
idolizing the other. Affirming thus substantive, meaningful degrees of the 
alterity of the other—beyond any and all empty formality—exposes itself 
to a phenomenological ‘difficulty…not in its supposed distancing, poverty, 
or transcendence…[but] in its absolute immanence’.29 Here, Marion 
encounters a significant constraint in erotically thinking alterity—the 
other’s touch—beyond the flesh’s own self-reflexive claim of identity, to 
the exclusion of a thicker description of the possessiveness of relationality, 
desire for union, as well as the immediacy of desire’s reference towards, 
affirmation of, and address to the other’s alterity. For Marion, viewed 
within the paradigm of givenness, relationality primarily does not reflect 
such alterity, yet is retained within its own self-reference, as the other’s 
touch gives me that which I lack, while in turn the phenomenality of ‘the 
other appears in the very measure in which she gives me my own flesh’.30 
However, within the dynamic of such love dialectics, if the lover is to 
respect the other's alterity, while maintaining such self-reflexivity, then 
Marion maintains that the flesh’s reception of such touch the locus or 
meeting place of receiving the primacy and givenness of the erotic 
phenomenon foregoes union and enjoyment and is instead, characterized 
solely in terms of abandonment and dispossession. For ‘one can possess a 
body’, as physically extended within the world, one that accrues both debt 
and demand, yet ‘possession closes access to the flesh’.31 Hence, Marion 
goes to great lengths in establishing the beloved’s alterity, as particular 
and lacking neutrality, and yet doing so, not as an invitation for ever-
deepening union as responding to and affirming such alterity, yet as an 
impregnable limit of unrelenting distance. Where thus has the erotic fled 
and the possessive desire for union? 
 In short, there is nothing new in Marion’s posture of receptivity and 
the affective passivity of the flesh—the seat of the lover’s identity32—
regarded as continuously exposed, with hyper-sensitivity towards the 
threat of idolatry and idolatrous appropriation. For such themes are 
consistent and recurring in Marion’s works, expressed in the early precau-
tion to ‘admit a distance in order that the other may deploy in it the 

 
 29. Ibid., p. 121. 
 30. Ibid. 
 31. Ibid. 
 32. See Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 112: ‘Passivity makes me, insofar as it makes me become 
a lover’. 
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conditions of my union with him’, as justifying Marion’s recourse and 
distinct approach to the theology of transubstantiation as preserving an 
irreducible externality, thus safeguarded from idolatrous appropriation 
when sacramentally approaching the Eucharistic flesh of Christ.33  
 However, can we not say that Marion’s thinking the univocity of love 
in such instances moves beyond a certain predilection for and emphasis 
on kenotic abandonment and instead, shows itself as an overall weakness 
in terms of its relational poverty and inability to think of the immanent 
other in any other modality than such dispossession and lack? Are we 
ultimately prohibited from thinking the immediacy of desire towards the 
other, as enfleshed, in any other manner than its ultimately self-referential 
character, as refusing its inclination to anything more than myself as 
‘that…[which] I lack’?34 For if desire maintains both its ultimate self-
reference—as loving love itself—and its particular response to such lack-
ing absence, then conceiving of desire as such, irrespective of its 
responsiveness towards the other, I would argue necessarily constrains 
both responding to the immediate affectivity of the flesh as well as 
thinking the full extent of love’s primacy. The presumption of privileging 
identity over and against relation hinders Marion’s thinking of flesh from 
love’s primacy, especially in terms of its unitive erotic character, which I 
would argue is both inevitably possessive and relational. Hence, I submit 
that the difficulty of receiving the alterity of the other and its poor rela-
tionality within the immediacy of erotic thought restricts Marion’s other-
wise notable effort to rethink love from within its own given primacy. 
 In response to these standing critiques, the following paper proposes 
exploring the possibilities of retrieving central ideas and thinking patterns 
of the fourteenth-century contemplative theologian, Jan van Ruusbroec 
(†1381), to not only heed the contemporary call from Marion et al. in 
renewing our approach in thinking love, but furthermore, seeing where 
Ruusbroec can be called upon in both constructively adding to, as well as 
critiquing certain dimensions of this renewed discourse. 
 
 

Methodological Remarks 
 
Why Ruusbroec? The prospects of retrieval opens onto two vulnerable 
fronts and their critiques: from the historian as well as the contemporary 
interlocutor. As such retrieval engages historical sources and attempts at 

 
 33. Marion, J.L., 1991, pp. 176-77. 
 34. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 108. 
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situating them within contemporary discourse, doing so largely exposes 
one to the inevitable critique that such retrieval lacks sufficient, historical 
comprehensiveness. The second critique emerges more from the contem-
porary angle, citing such retrieval as unavoidably partial and reconstruc-
tive. In the face of apparent discontinuity as final and irreconcilable, 
retrieval of pre-modern figures rightly tests the critical-hermeneutical 
conditions under which texts and concepts from the contemplative tradi-
tion can be retrieved in contemporary philosophical and theological 
thinking. These tests can be quite vigorous, as historical-theological input 
often tends to be considered by many contemporary thinkers as merely 
instrumental to a first and foremost systematic reflection. And while this 
critique is more often than not occasioned by the very content of that 
which is being proposed, standing contentions and their critiques are not 
so much content-centered as they are methodological and therefore, the 
only way that I presently see for those whose work engages in retrieval to 
counter such claims of over-partiality is to address them right from the 
beginning. 
 In so doing, I put forth the claim that Ruusbroec’s understanding of 
love as minne—a unitive, dynamic concept of love that is differentiated 
from, yet incorporates dimensions of both caritas/agape and eros—has a 
critical potential to both expand and give further depth to our rethinking 
of love, as well as its distinct promise to do so from the seat of its own 
enfleshed primacy. As a unitive concept both ‘above reason and yet not 
without reason’,35 Ruusbroec’s relationship to minne can enable us to 
refine, nuance and provide a unique alternative to otherwise polarized, 
contemporary theological discussions over the competing priorities of 
caritas and veritas, resultant in part by the failure to think love beyond 
what modern metaphysics has thus divided. While maintaining its unity, 
love by necessity needs a third term to think such primacy beyond the 
current impasse between self-possessive and self-denying love. In turn, if 
we are to uphold a unified love concept, we then need a conceptuality of 
love that is able to thread seamlessly the linkages between love’s various 
movements: its gratuitousness, its graciousness as well as its possessive 
desire for union and modeless, unbounded enjoyment. By refusing to 
downplay one modality of love over another, a unified understanding of 

 
 35. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1988, p. 454, E.ll. 1273-77: ‘In the unity of spirit, in which this vein 
wells, one is above activity and above reason, but not without reason; for the enlightened 
reason, and especially, the faculty of loving, feels this touch, and reason can neither 
comprehend nor understand the mode or manner, how or what this touch might be’. 
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love must indeed demonstrate its ability to make such linkages, if indeed 
love is to assert convincingly its primacy for us today. 
 In the following contribution, I would like to introduce briefly some of 
the major themes and thinking patterns that are closely related to 
Ruusbroec’s understanding of minne. These aspects include: the unitive, 
ecstatic character of minne; its primacy, as ‘above reason, but not without 
reason’;36 its participatory, dynamic character that is thoroughly Chris-
tological and Trinitarian, understood as both a continual ‘going out’ in 
works, desire and restlessness, all of which affirms the otherness of God in 
terms of the Divine Persons, as well as its continual ‘return’, immersion 
and rest in the unity of God.37 With due attention to these themes, I will 
introduce them, while explicitly focusing upon the theme of ecstatic 
yearning and the restlessness of loving that is intrinsic to Ruusbroec’s 
understanding of minne. From this, I would like to introduce the unique, 
critical potential of affirming God’s alterity within the immanent life of 
minne itself, a critical capacity that arises in part from the excess of the 
feeling (ghevoelen) of immediacy of the Other’s touch (gherinen) that 
spurns our continual restlessness and yearning for greater union with 
God in His ‘greater dissimilarity’.38 With these basic orientations in mind, 
I would now like to put forward a few initial remarks concerning further 
possible openings for retrieving Ruusbroec’s thought. 
 
 

Possible Openings 
 
First, attention must be given to the reinvigorated theological debates 
concerning the priority of caritas or veritas within fundamental theology, 
which has contributed to this current rethinking of love within both 

 
 36. Ibid. 
 37. See e.g. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1981, p. 136, E. ll. 287-94: ‘And there you must accept that 
the Persons yield and lose themselves whirling in essential minne [weseleke minne], that is, 
in enjoyable unity; nevertheless, they always remain according to their personal properties 
in the working of the Trinity. You may thus understand [proeven] that the divine nature is 
eternally active according to the mode of the Persons and eternally at rest and without 
mode according to the simplicity of its essence [wesen]. It is why all that God has chosen 
and enfolded with eternal, personal minne [personenleker minne], He has possessed 
essentially, enjoyably in unity, with essential minne. For the Divine Persons embrace 
mutually in eternal pleasure with an infinite and active love in unity’. 
 38. From the Second Canon of the Fourth Lateran Council; see Mansi, G.D., 1960–
1962, vol. XXIII, p. 986: ‘[B]etween creator and creature no likeness can be recognized 
which would be greater than the unlikeness that is to be recognized between them’. 
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theology and philosophy of religion quarters. More specifically, within 
various theological disciplines, a renewed assessment of ‘love’ is being 
performed, in part motivated by the prominence that Benedict XVI has 
made of the issue in his encyclicals, Deus Caritas Est (2006) and Caritas in 
Veritate (2009). Of particular note is Benedict’s decided praise of eros, 
which he argues has been historically marginalized and downgraded in 
various strands of Christianity’s history. However, Benedict makes explicit 
his reappraisal, equally asserting the fundamental priority of veritas 
towards love—eros and caritas—as a corrective to such a unified love 
going astray or becoming mis-directed. Retrieving Ruusbroec’s conceiv-
ing of minne as ‘above reason but not without reason’ can both widen and 
nuance these current discussions, as it not only locates minne within the 
context of union with God, as above the province of reason, but it further 
articulates that such minne indeed possesses its own rationality, even 
when it goes against normative reason itself.  
 This position advances from the heritage of Gregory the Great’s ‘amor 
ipsia notia est’ [love itself is knowledge], wherein love itself possesses its 
own knowledge and distinct conceptuality. Furthermore, such an asser-
tion counters what modern metaphysics would itself deny, what Marion 
articulates as the division between rational love and irrational passion, the 
latter of which is discarded by the Cartesian ego seen as both voluntaristic, 
secondary and thus non-essential to the primacy of the res cogitans 
[thinking thing].39 Thus, Ruusbroec’s understanding of minne, as that 
which dwells in the very ‘groundless abyss’ of the created self appears 
uniquely posed to deliver both an intelligible concept of love and with it, a 
rich theological basis in joining contemporary appeals to think the 
primacy of love anew, as an ‘erotics of wisdom’ and away from modern 
metaphysical closure. 
 Ruusbroec strongly challenges basic dimensions of this discourse, 
namely the treatment of caritas and veritas as somehow mutually distinct 
and isolated from one another, whereas speaking in terms of our various 
forms of union with God—with mediation, without mediation, and 
without difference or distinction40—in order to both feel and understand 
this union requires that one ‘must live for God with all the fullness of his 

 
 39. Marion, J.L., 2004, pp. 6-8. 
 40. See generally Ruusbroec, J.v., 1981, p. 110, E. ll. 29-31: ‘See, I have thus said that 
the contemplative lover of God is united with God by intermediary, and again without 
intermediary, and thirdly without difference or distinction [sonder differentie ochte 
onderscheet]. And this I find in nature and in grace and in glory.’ 
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self so that he may respond to the grace and divine movements… And 
because he practices this he has a clear understanding and a rich and 
abundant feeling for he is joined to God, with faculties uplifted, with a 
pure intention, a heartfelt desire, an unsatisfied craving, with the living 
ardor of his spirit and his nature.’41 By his insistence of thinking both 
feeling and understanding, Ruusbroec assumes this perspective by reject-
ing a distinctly hierarchical view of union with God, in terms of gradation 
and assent, and with it, a view that stresses the activity and achievement of 
uniting oneself with God, and instead argues for more of a dynamic view 
of union with God, one which always fluctuates and changes, building off 
and deepening one’s union, but never going beyond and leaving behind 
the liturgical practices and virtuous activities that ground one’s relations, 
commitments and concrete responsibilities in the world.42 
 
 

The Place of Impress: Ruusbroec’s Image Anthropology 
 
Another possible opening for retrieving Ruusbroec is the critical demands 
placed upon a renewed, adequate theological anthropology, seen within 
specific reference to love’s primacy, and with it, a view of the human 
person capable of union with the other without risk of idolatry nor 
disregarding the alterity of the other. This opening is in part motivated by 
various attempts at moving love beyond the divided impasse between self-
possessive and self-denying love and with it, metaphysics’ ‘problem of 
love’43 and its difficulty in thinking the possibility of ‘disinterested love’ 
that falls beyond egoism and self-benefit. As earlier noted, Marion right-
fully critiques the basis of this metaphysical dilemma and its presumption 
of an ‘erotic neutrality’, of which we can never in fact affirm, ‘without 
lying to ourselves… [For] Man is revealed to himself by the originary and 
radical modality of the erotic. Man loves—which is what distinguishes 
him from all other finite beings, if not the angels. Man is defined neither 

 
 41. Ibid., p. 122, E. ll. 150-151; 158-61. 
 42. See e.g. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, p. 100, E. ll. 1-5: ‘A man who wants to live in the 
most perfect state offered by Holy Church must be a zealous and good man, and an 
inward and spiritual man, and an uplifted man contemplating God, and an outflowing, 
common man. If a man combines these four things his state is perfect and it will grow and 
increase always in grace and all virtues and knowledge of truth before God and all men of 
reason’. 
 43. See Introduction to Rousselot, P., 2001, pp. 12-13. 
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by the logos, nor by the being within him, but by the fact that he loves (or 
hates), whether he wants to or not’.44  
 Thus, affirming love’s primacy occasions a critical review of this very 
‘self’ that is suspected of having thus contributed to a divided view of love. 
More specifically, retrieving the dynamic view of Ruusbroec’s under-
standing of the primacy of minne subsequently demands for an adequate 
theological anthropology—locus capax Dei 

45 [place capable of God]—that 
can both receive such love as indeed primary and immediate in its unitive 
character—as well as reflective of the necessary mediated character of 
such a love, glimpsed both in terms of its cultural and theological milieu, 
as well as its necessary activity as sacramental, virtuous and always ‘going 
out’ and affirming the otherness of God, to whom one responds in and 
through its works. 
 Ruusbroec can critically aid in such a renewed anthropology, as he 
situates the otherness and uncreatedness of minne as emerging within the 
very distinction and particularity of individuals.46 Affirming the ecstatic 
otherness of minne, ‘drunk and replete in God’47 Ruusbroec does so, not 
by sequestering and distancing that which is beyond and ‘above’ myself 
and my understanding, but by placing such affirmation of its otherness 
firmly within the ‘groundless abyss’ of our erotic, created selves, ‘hungry 
and thirsty’, wherein ‘he must feel that the foundation of his being is 
unfathomable, and as such he must possess it’.48 From this groundless 
foundation, Ruusbroec articulates such ‘possession’ as a continuing rela-
tional dynamics within contemplative life, such that ‘we live completely in 
God, where we possess our bliss, and completely in ourselves where we 
practice our love towards God’.49 Rooted within such mutual indwelling 
and Ruusbroec’s Trinitarian and relational anthropology, this insistence 
of dwelling in both myself and my continual desires, as well as in the 
Other and its bliss again attests to the general, dynamic approach of 
Ruusbroec’s thought, a dynamism that is never ‘idle’ and seen very much 
at the core of his thinking of minne. For we are not being presented with 

 
 44. Marion, J.L., 2004, p. 7. 
 45. Aelred, R., Speculum Caritatis, b. 1, c. 1, PL. 195, 505, as quoted from Rousselot 
2001, p. 202. 
 46. See e.g. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1981, p. 122, E. ll. 163-64: ‘The impulse of love is always 
directed to the advantage and the capacity of each and everyone’. 
 47. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, p. 148, E. ll. 482. 
 48. Ibid., p. 108, E. ll. 59-60. 
 49. Ibid., p. 148, E.ll. 485-87. 
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an older, Neoplatonic framework of a ‘spiritual ladder’ of progress, stasis, 
and leaving behind more imperfect modes and practices in view of one’s 
union with God as a first principle.50 No, quite the opposite is at work 
here in Ruusbroec’s thinking, which attests to the dynamism of his 
thought as well as the distinctly Catholic manner of his approach in 
upholding the continual necessity of mediation. This dynamism and the 
relational core in which Ruusbroec speaks of in terms of minne I consider 
as critical points in potentially envisaging its sustained, future engage-
ment with both theological issues over caritas and veritas, as well as in 
related discourses contributing to re-thinking love’s primacy. 
 
  

Minne as a Modeless Practice 
 
From such openings, attention to Ruusbroec’s understanding of minne, I 
maintain, can best be approached with due attention to both its theological 
and hermeneutical basis that is profoundly Christological and Trinitarian, 
as well as its phenomenological aptitude, wherein the intelligibility of 
minne is made fully accessible not merely by what he says of it, but how 
he speaks of such love. 
 

This contemplation is always linked with a modeless practice, which is an 
annihilating life. For where we go out of ourselves into darkness and 
modelessness that is unfathomable, there shines the simple ray of God’s 
brightness always, in which we are grounded and which draws us up out of 
ourselves into the superessential being and the immersion of minne 
[ontsonckenheiden van minnen]. And this immersion is always linked with and 
followed by a modeless practice of minne, for minne cannot be idle, but it 
wants to know and taste to the full the unfathomable richness that lives in its 
ground. And this is a hunger unstilled: to always strive in failure is to swim 

 
 50. See contra von Balthasar’s reading of Ruusbroec within a distinct, neo-Platonic 
perspective, read in terms of the ‘…central point of indifference. Indifference, for the 
Christian, means Catholic love, which lets itself be robbed of form in the movement from 
the world to God and transformed in the movement from God to the world’ (Balthasar, 
H.U. v., 1991, p. 76). Such an analysis, which thinks of love more so as a ‘principle’ than as 
an unending, desirous yearning for the Other, is itself a familiar assessment and/or 
critique that often fails to reckon precisely with the uniqueness of Ruusbroec’s thinking of 
minne, and its continual work and rest as fundamentally averting from neo-Platonic 
categories that privilege stability, presence and permanence over against multiplicity, 
change and becoming. Hence, the continual charge directed towards the neo-Platonic 
heritage, namely its inability to think happiness outside of presence, stability and the rest 
of contemplation is itself, we would contend, problematized when taking seriously 
Ruusbroec’s distinct understanding of minne. 
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against the current. Man cannot leave it, nor grasp it; he cannot do without it, 
nor can he obtain it; he cannot speak about it, nor can he be silent about it for 
it is above reason and understanding and above all that has been created, and 
therefore he can neither reach it nor overtake it. But we should look into 
ourselves: there we feel [ghevoelen] that the Spirit of God drives us and kindles 
us in the restlessness of loving. And we should look above ourselves: there we 
feel that the Spirit of God draws us out of ourselves and consumes us to 
nothing in his own self, that is in the superessential minne [die overweselijcke 
minne] we are united with and possess more deeply and more widely than any 
other thing.51 

 
 In this provocative passage concerning the ecstatic quality of contem-
plation and our ‘immersion’ into minne, while such contemplative union 
is described as an ‘annihilating life’ that is ‘modeless’ and ‘unfathomable’, 
the practice of love endures, which ‘cannot be idle’. Here, Ruusbroec 
affirms the abysmal ground of minne ‘in which we are grounded’ as 
‘above reason and understanding’ not by way of its removal from, nega-
tion or frustration of our desires, yet by their very affirmation as a ‘hunger 
unstilled’, the core of which Ruusbroec identifies as the ‘Spirit of God 
[that] drives us and kindles us in the restlessness of loving’. This portrait 
of restlessness is characteristic of Ruusbroec as well as his thinking of 
minne, and yet such an image significantly diverges from an otherwise 
familiar, Augustinian heritage, for it is not simply a matter of juxtaposing 
the finitude of our restlessness as symptomatic of our fallenness, in the 
future promise of its eternal relief in glory, but of maintaining both rest 
and restlessness as the life of minne itself. As a dynamic thinker, Ruus-
broec maintains both modes of rest and restlessness as co-constitutive of 
the life of minne itself, as lived both here in grace as well as in glory. Such 
ecstatic desire and its ever-increasing hunger for union with God, are not 
to be ultimately overcome and abandoned. Rather, such desire forms the 
relational basis for our ‘going out’ and encountering God through the 
activity of loving, affirming our created selves and eternally remaining a 
‘creature and other from God’.52 In turn, such mediated works and active 
love can be understood as erupting, not only from our lack and the 
poverty of our desirous selves but furthermore as craving for the ‘rich-
ness’53 that stems from our ‘immersion’ into the unity of God’s self. 

 
 51. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, p. 148, E. ll. 457-73. 
 52. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1981, p. 110, E. ll. 34. 
 53. See e.g. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, p. 150, E. ll. 481-83: ‘And therefore we are poor in 
ourselves and rich in God, hungry and thirsty in ourselves, drunk and replete in God, 
working in ourselves and empty of all things in God’. 
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Hence, these two core movements of minne, as both an eternal going out 
in mediated works and an eternal return in the unitive immediacy of God, 
show the dynamic character of minne, as well as its thorough Trinitarian 
basis. 
 In short, not only do I contend that Ruusbroec’s theological under-
standing of minne can necessarily contribute to widening the horizons of 
contemporary discussions concerning the primacy of love, but further-
more, I put forth that with an adequate and balanced attention as well to 
its phenomenological dimensions of Ruusbroec’s speaking from within 
the modeless practice of contemplating minne, such attention has a 
tremendous capacity to teach us what it means to desire as an ongoing 
response to love’s primacy. Such a focus has the potential to articulate 
further the unique rationale of our ‘restlessness’ that arises from the 
immediacy of love’s excess, a continued restlessness which affirms, a 
contrario, the otherness and incomprehensibility of the Other for whom I 
yearn, by way of the impossibility of sustaining such a continued desire 
solely as a form of self-production and self-reference. Further, the 
rationale of such restlessness accounts for its affirmation of paradox and 
reinsertion within mediation and the praxis of love as equally constitutive 
of love’s primacy. In this manner, by rehabilitating our desires worthy of 
such a love, the necessity of love’s activity that ‘demands our action, 
namely that we love the love eternal’ [dat wij minnen die eewighe minne]54 
is seen as arising out of the immediacy of its ecstatic excess and the 
capacity of our continuous and unrelenting desires to receive such an 
immediate and inexhaustible love. In turn, Ruusbroec’s minne may well 
be poised to counter the charge against claims that the conditional 
externality of such a ‘demand’ and its historical ‘debt’ threatens love’s 
gratuitousness and risks its dissolution into any economy of exchange.55 
For out of the continual, enduring praxis of loving, Ruusbroec repeatedly 

 
 54. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, p. 162, ll. 607. 
 55. See e.g. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1988, p. 418, E. ll. 991-97 and his thinking of the 
‘demands’ of love as arising out of our individual desire to love: ‘For He shows Himself as 
so rich and generous, and so fathomlessly good, and in this manifestation, He demands 
minne and honor in proportion to His dignity. For God wants to be loved [ghemint] by us 
according to His nobility; and in this, all spirits fail; and thus, their minne becomes 
modeless and mannerless. For they know neither how to achieve it nor how to induce it, 
for the minne of all spirits is measured. And therefore, minne always begins again from the 
beginning, so that God may be loved [ghemint] according to His demand and according to 
their desire.’  
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argues that ‘the more we love, the more we lust to love; and the more we 
pay what Love demands of us, the more we keep owing’.56 
  
 

The Critical Capacity of Minne 
 
The primacy and intelligibility of minne, its reception and response in 
terms of its furthering desire also includes with it a critical capacity in 
Ruusbroec’s works. This is especially the case when directed towards 
claims of having permanently moved beyond both mediation and the 
active practice of love, the sacramental life of the Church in its mediation 
of God’s grace as well as claims of ‘resting’ beyond the yearning and active 
dimensions of love itself. In this respect, in no way is Ruusbroec negating 
or moving beyond mediation in view of union with God as solely passive 
and immediate. In fact, Ruusbroec continuously insists on the necessity of 
mediation, which is at once both conversant with his minne conception in 
and through its desirous practice of ‘going out’ towards the Other as well 
as a theological basis that informs such a conception, seen as an extension 
of the sacramental life of the Church in her mediation of God’s grace. 
Ruusbroec’s insistence on this is rightly seen in its historical context amid 
the ‘Free Spirit’ heretical movement that sought to do away with the 
‘imperfect’ and ‘unnecessary’ sacramental life of ‘Holy Church the 
Lesser’.57 In at times passionately countering these widespread claims in 
his vernacular writings, Ruusbroec not only depicts such positions and 
their claims of having ‘united themselves to the blind, dark emptiness of 
their own essence [wesen]’ as ‘lack[ing] real faith, hope and love’, but 
furthermore, because of their lack of works and ‘going out’ towards the 
Other, he argues that their autotheistic claims58 and inactivity results in a 
self-enclosure wherein the ‘essential repose which they possess they feel 
neither God nor otherness’.59 I find this remark continuously fascinating, 
as it both positively recognizes what such persons ‘possess’—the reduced 
and simplified autonomy of their own enclosed subjectivity as a ‘place of 
rest’—as a consequence of such a self-understanding. Namely, the loss of 

 
 56. Ruusbroec, J.v., 2003, p. 215, ll. 1108-10. 
 57. See generally College and Marler 1984, pp. 14-47. 
 58. See e.g. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1981, p. 112, E. ll. 65-67: ‘But he [Saint Paul] did not say 
that he wished to be Christ or God, as do now certain unbelieving and perverse men who 
say they have no God yet are so dead to themselves and so united to God that they have 
become God’. 
 59. Ibid., pp. 118/114/118, E. ll. 115-16; 85-86; 121. 
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the otherness of God, not as a transcendental beyond, but as an otherness 
that affirms its alterity by giving itself, as Other, to the rich and porous life 
of one’s feeling [ghevoelen], desire and its natural inclination towards a 
‘being other than we are’.60  
 Secondly, another consequence of this position of supposedly going 
‘beyond mediation’ is that, by endeavoring to be simplistically and exclu-
sively ‘turned within themselves’, this disposition robs or blunts their 
feeling [ghevoelen] and in particular its orientation towards the Other. 
This entails, amongst other things, that with the presumption of overcom-
ing mediation (the sacraments, the virtues and practices of the Church), 
these claims exhibit a blunting, a desensitizing of sense for otherness and 
ultimately, for God. This loss of feeling in its orientation towards the 
others, the loss of responsiveness as well as the muting of desire to go out 
and abide in the Other has, as Ruusbroec identifies, been dulled. And it is 
this critique of the dulling of sense and the evacuation of desire for the 
Other, which demonstrates both the critical capacity of minne itself and 
its prompting in speaking out of such love as a passionate defense. 
 Another critical feature in Ruusbroec’s thinking minne is the manner 
in which it mobilizes the distinct inseparability between our feeling love 
from that of our understanding or ‘possessing’ love, the conjunction of 
which opens onto intelligibility—and by extension, conceptuality—of 
minne, from within its own primacy and without having to seek recourse 
to an anterior concept to justify, condition, nor limit its felt immediacy. 
However, from such claims of ‘possession’ the issue arises whether or not 
the otherness of God may well indeed be given and radically affirmed by 
such felt immediacy, while doing so without risking ‘fusion’ or ‘collapse’.  
 In short, by taking seriously Ruusbroec’s manner of discernment—the 
distinct inseparability of ghevoelen and understanding—does the erotic 
disposition of minne itself have anything substantial to say concerning the 
otherness of God? 
 

And therefore, when we feel he wants to be ours with all this wealth and wants 
to dwell with us always, all the powers of our soul open and most of all our 
avid desire, for all the rivers of God’s grace are flowing. The more we taste it, 

 
 60. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, pp. 154-55, E. ll. 517-20/Mnl. ll. 618-21: ‘For we feel an 
eternal inclination towards an otherness than what we ourselves are. And this is the most 
interior and hidden distinction that we can feel between us and God, for beyond here, 
there is no other distinction’ (my translation) [Want wij ghevoelen een eewich ute 
neyghen in eene anderheit dan dat wij selve sijn. Ende dit es dat innichste ende dat 
verborghenste onderscheet dat wij tuschen ons ende gode ghevoelen moghen, want hier 
boven en es nemmer onderscheet]. 
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the more we desire to taste; and the more we desire to taste, the more deeply 
we crave to be touched by him; and the more deeply we crave to be touched by 
God, the more the flowing of his sweetness flows through us and over us; and 
the more his sweetness flows through us and over us, the better we feel and 
know that the sweetness of God is incomprehensible and unfathomable.61 

 
 Here, in this intricate passage that describes the responsiveness to and 
‘avid desire’ for the otherness of God, affirmed here specifically in terms 
of the ‘sweetness’ of the Divine nature as ‘incomprehensible and unfath-
omable’, Ruusbroec invites consideration of the otherness of God not as a 
limit of conditionality nor as a border for the possible and impossible, a 
‘beyond’ that pivots upon the subject and its spatio-temporal categories of 
immediacy and finitude. Rather, by way of Ruusbroec’s erotic logic and 
the ‘avid desire’ of minne, the otherness of God gives itself as a ‘sweetness’ 
and in turn consoles both one’s feeling of and understanding of God’s 
otherness—‘the better we feel and know that the sweetness of God is 
incomprehensible and unfathomable’.62 
  
 

Concluding Remarks 
 
What sort of consolation is this and is such a statement immediately 
apparent to us today? Does the persistence of my avid, unsatisfied desires 
yield consolation, both in terms of my desiring itself, as well as that of 
which I desire? Am I satisfied, well-pleased and consoled by the otherness 
of God as Other? Does not invoking transcendence occur today more so 
as a radical injunction and interruption of an image that totalizes, one 
which is ‘closed’, forgetful of difference in its risk of idolatry? In turn, does 
not mention of the erotic and its possessiveness immediately occasion 
suspicions of a breakdown of ‘greater dissimilarity’ and in turn, usher in a 
series of reductionistic analyses? Within contemporary Western contexts, 
as normative notions of the erotic have become largely debased and 
sexualized to the degree of becoming virtually synonymous with the 
pornographic, at certain moments, retrieving Ruusbroec’s minne is met by 
an inescapable, contextual and historical discontinuity. Such confronta-
tions irrevocably challenge our ability to conceive of erotic possessiveness 
and its capacity to affirm the felt immediacy of God's alterity as either 
perverse and/or limiting. Therefore, precisely due to this apparent dis-
continuity and cultural unease, we should not look away from what 

 
 61. Ruusbroec, J.v., 1991, p. 164, E. ll. 615-23. 
 62. Ibid., my emphasis. 
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Ruusbroec and others in the Western mystical theological tradition say 
precisely on these points, not so as to reduce God’s transcendence as 
exclusively reliant upon eros, nor to misappropriate relevant themes and 
risk in our retrieval a critical imbalance that hinges on distortion; rather, 
to reaffirm His otherness, by way of rehabilitating our own erotic desires 
of His ‘sweetness’ that is ‘incomprehensible and unfathomable’. 
 From this injunction, the task remains whether we can in fact conceive, 
speak of and indeed feel God’s alterity—both critically and devoutly, 
remaining thus within tradition—while thoroughly inhabiting such an 
erotic posture. In this context, Ruusbroec’s consolation in the ‘sweetness’ 
of God’s transcendence is an exemplary portrait of the unique, critical 
capacity of love itself. As a contemplative lover of God, the avidity of 
Ruusbroec’s desire is fueled by the recognition that the excessive other-
ness of God is such that no desire can fully satisfy and comprehend God’s 
transcendence.63 And yet, as a lover, such failure results not in rendering 
‘still’ one’s hunger, for ‘he cannot speak about it, nor can he be silent 
about it’. Thus, the ‘sweetness’ that Ruusbroec speaks of is not merely an 
immersion into ‘performative’ speech and rhetorical excess, yet a unique 
and intelligible form of critical speech that speaks from the origins of its 
very excess, occurring not as an extrinsic placid injunction, yet as that 
which is ‘sweet to one’s throat’,64 as minne is both ‘above reason, yet not 
without reason’, which knows the difference and settles for nothing less. 
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