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THE ABYSS OF THE SOUL

A RESPONSE TO SASKIA WENDEL

Saskia Wendel’s stimulating contribution has raised an important issue, 
and one that has many consequences, not only for the way in which we 
conceive of religion, but also the human person. Saskia Wendel has 
brought this to light very clearly. Over the course of Christian history, this 
issue has given rise to a number of discussions and questions. In my 
response, I would like to make a few short historical remarks in this regard.

I. A LONG TRADITION THAT BECAME PROBLEMATIC

Let me first confirm that the Verinwendigung Gottes, the theme of the 
fathomless abyss of the soul and the indwelling of God in the soul, as 
Eckhart and others described it, has a long and important tradition. For 
example, in one of the letters of the thirteenth century Middle Dutch 
mystic Hadewijch, there is a beautiful passage in which she expresses 
this dimension very clearly1. Or to give another example, this is undoubt-
edly what the traditional architectural structure of a monastery was 
intended to symbolise. The basic pattern of a monastery is a square. The 
four sides indicate the various activities of the community: liturgical 

1. “Now understand the deepest interiority of your soul, what ‘soul’ is. Soul is a 
‘being’ that can be beheld by God and wherein God beholds himself. Soul is a being that 
wishes to content God […]. If it maintains its worthy state, the soul is a bottomless abyss 
in which God suffices to himself, and finds his fruition to the full in this soul – as the soul, 
for its part, ever has in Him. Soul is a way for the passage of God which He makes freely, 
as He is in his depths, and God is a way for the passage of the soul freely, that is, into 
God’s inmost depths, that cannot be touched except by the soul’s depth. And as long as 
God does not belong to the soul in his totality, He would not truly satisfy it”. (Nu verstaet 
die innicheit van uwer zielen, wat dat es: ‘ziele’. Ziele es een wesen dat sienleec es gode 
ende god hem weder sienleec. Siele es oec een wesen dat gode ghenoech wilt sijn ende 
gherecht heerschap houdet van alle wesene daerse niet te vallen en es bi vreemder dinc 
die mindere es dan der sielen weerdicheit. Daert aldus es daer es de ziele ene gronde-
loesheit daer god hem selven ghenoech met es, ende sine ghenoechte van hem selven altoes 
te vollen in hare hevet, ende si weder altoes in heme. Siele es een wech vanden dore 
vaerne gods in sine vriheit van sinen diepsten, ende god es een wech vanden dore vaerne 
der zielen in hare vriheit, dat es in sinen gront, die niet gheraect en can werden, sine 
gherakene met hare diepheit. Ende god en si hare gheheel, hine waer hare niet ghenoech, 
HADEWIJCH, Brieven. Vol. 1: Tekst en commentaar, in J. VAN MIERLO [ed.], Leuvense 
Studiën en Tekstuitgaven 14, Antwerpen, Standaard, 1947, pp. 154-155). 
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prayer on the side of the church, the kitchen and refectory opposite, intel-
lectual work on the side of the chapter house and, finally, manual work 
opposite the chapter house. This square may, however, also be considered 
as a symbol of the human person. The centre of the square symbolises 
the centre and foundation of all human activities, namely the centre of 
the soul. And the centre of the monastery is open to the sky, which sym-
bolises the soul’s openness to God. This interior of the soul, which is 
open and fathomless, is then precisely the locus where God’s presence
is experienced, where the birth of God in the soul occurs. The ancient 
architecture of contemplative monasteries is as such an image for the 
human person and it indicates that the deepest foundation of the person 
is a fathomless openness. Indeed, in a long article, Hugo Rahner has 
demonstrated that the theme of the birth of Christ in the soul appears very 
early in Christian literature – starting with Clement of Alexandria2. The 
Verinwendigung Gottes has an ancient contemplative tradition.

The problematisation of this theme is of course especially interesting. 
Unfortunately, however, Marguerite Porete’s trial between 1309-1310, 
does not provide us with very much information in this regard, for the 
simple reason that we know little about the actual theological argumen-
tation of her condemnation3. Meister Eckhart, who when in Paris lived 
in the same house as the inquisitor responsible for her trial, was most 
probably well acquainted with the facts4. What is more, if he was able to 
read French, he may even have read her book himself, so that Marguerite 
influenced Eckhart rather than the other way around. It appears, in fact, 
that the trial against Marguerite may have had a rather more political than 
theological tenor, through which the king of France intended to confirm 
his role as “the most Christian king” by eradicating heresy in his king-
dom in order to win the support of the French clergy and the pope5. In 
any event, we do not know what the fifteen condemned statements 
extracted from Marguerite’s book actually were. We know only the first 
and the last. Consequently, we can only surmise indirectly what the com-
mittee of twenty-one theologians from the University of Paris considered 
problematic in her book. By contrast, we are far better informed of the 

2. H. RAHNER, Die Gottesgeburt: Die Lehre der Kirchenväter von der Geburt Christi 
aus dem Herzen der Kirche und der Gläubigen, in Symbole der Kirche: Die Ekklesiologie 
der Väter, Salzburg, Otto Müller, 1964, 13-87. 

3. P. VERDEYEN, Le procès d’inquisition contre Marguerite Porete et Guiard de 
 Cressonesart (1309-1310), in Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique 81 (1986) 47-94. 

4. As Herbert Grundmann suggested, see: R.E. LERNER, New Light on The Mirror of 
Simple Souls, in Speculum 85 (2010) 91-116, esp. p. 112. 

5. Cf. J. STRAYER, The Reign of Philip the Fair, Princeton, NJ, Princeton University 
Press, 1980, p. 299. 
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trial that took place nearly twenty years later at the papal court in 
 Avignon, concerning statements extracted from the works of Meister 
Eckhart. The well-known Votum Avenionense – a kind of summary report 
of the discussions with Meister Eckhart – which resulted in the bull In 
agro Dominico, is extant6. Incidentally, Saskia Wendel’s text states that 
“Eckhart was declared a heretic”7. This is not, in fact, correct. In the bull 
In agro Dominico, Pope John XXII explicitly stated that Eckhart himself 
was not a heretic8. The condemnation concerned only a number of state-
ments – twenty-eight in total – eleven of which he said could have an 
“orthodox meaning”, provided they were more extensively and ade-
quately explained. The discussion that preceded the promulgation of the 
bull is particularly informative.

It is of great interest to examine what precisely the committee’s objec-
tions were to the subject we are treating today. I will discuss a number 
of the relevant elements of the discussion.

Let us first look at the sentence aliquid est in anima quod est  increatum 
et increabile. Si tota anima esset talis, tota esset increata et increabilis 
(“There is something in the soul that is uncreated and not capable of 
creation; if the whole soul were such, it would be uncreated and not 
capable of creation”)9. This idea is closely related to the fathomless 
dimension of the soul and God’s presence in the soul. Indeed, increatum 
and increabile undoubtedly refer to God, and are thus concerned with 
God’s presence in the soul. It is thus very startling that Eckhart himself 
explicitly rejected this statement in Avignon10. Somewhat surprised, the 
members of the committee responded that the sentence was extracted 
from his own writings11. But apparently, Eckhart also thought the state-
ment was problematic. And so this part of the conversation was closed.

The discussion concerning Christological themes was, however, more 
heated. Indeed, Eckhart had made some rather provocative statements 
concerning the theme of the indwelling of God in the soul, such as: 
“Whatever holy Scripture says of Christ, all that is also true of every good 

6. Meister ECKHART, Lateinische Werke V, ed. L. STURLESE, Stuttgart, Kohlhammer, 2000.
7. S. WENDEL, Freedom of Mind – Abyss of the Soul – Unification with God, in this 

volume, 183-197, esp. p. 185. 
8. Cf. the censura of the bull In agro Dominico, H. DENZINGER – A. SCHÖNMETZER, 

Enchiridion symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum ( Freiburg, 
Herder) 36 (1986) 295 (nr. 980). 

9. Art. 4, LW V, p. 572. 
10. Istum articulum negat, quia, ut dicit, stultum est sentire quod anima sit petiata ex 

creato et increato (ibid.). 
11. Quidquid tamen neget, in pluribus locis reperitur et probatur hoc dixisse, quod in 

articulo continetur (ibid.). 
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man”12, or “the good person is the only-begotten son of God”13, or 
“Whatever God the Father gave to his only-begotten Son in human nature, 
he gave all this to me”14. These statements are not, in fact, particularly 
surprising, at least from the perspective of the eternal fathomlessness of 
the soul and the birth of God in the soul. Wendel has rightly indicated this 
by saying that, from Eckhart’s perspective, the “image of the divine 
nature” that the soul has received, is God’s direct self-revelation:

God communicates himself unmediatedly in the image which is the ground, 
i.e. without mediation of volition of thought, but also without the mediation 
of other, external images. In this derivativeness of God, the ground is the 
image of Christ and thus of God15.

From this point of view, Eckhart’s expressions are not particularly 
surprising. “The good person” is precisely the person in whom the image 
has been fully realised. And self-evidently, this is not merely a question 
of turning inwards, of inner rest and peace, but of an active commitment 
in and to the world.

And yet the objections voiced in Avignon are certainly relevant. The 
committee raised an important problem. If the image of Christ is fully 
realised in the soul, this raises the question of whether, according to 
Eckhart, there is any difference between what is traditionally referred 
to as “the hypostatic union in Jesus Christ” on the one hand and the 
indwelling of God in the good person on the other. Is there, from 
 Eckhart’s perspective, a real difference between Jesus Christ and “the 
good person” – whoever he/she may be? In other words: is the presence 
of God in the fathomless abyss of every good person a real indwelling of 
God in the full sense of the word, the personal presence of God in the 
deepest ground of the human person? And if that is indeed the case, is 
the result of the indwelling not precisely what we refer to when we say 
that “the Word has become flesh”? By appealing to a lesser-known work 
of Augustine, De agone christiani, the theological committee in Avignon 
argued that the hypostatic union was given only once, namely in Jesus 
Christ, and that consequently he is the only mediator between God and 
humanity, and the head of the Church16. In other words: if, in the final 

12. Concedit quod quidquid dicit sacra scriptura de Christo, hoc totum verificatur de 
bono et divino homine, Art. 22, LW V, p. 584. 

13. Item praedicavit quod bonus homo est unigenitus filius Dei, Art. 17, LW V, p. 580. 
14. Item praedicavit: Quidquid deus pater dedit filio suo unigenito in humana natura, 

hoc totum dedit mihi, Art. 21, LW V, p. 583. 
15. WENDEL, Freedom of Mind – Abyss of the Soul – Unification with God (n. 7), p. 189. 
16. Dedit enim deus filio suo in humana natura esse personale qua ‘verbum caro 

factum’, quod nulli alteri dedit. Immo dicere quod alteri homini dederit hoc  quantumcumque 
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analysis, the reality of Jesus Christ were to be the same as that of every 
good person, this would imply that every good person is just as much 
mediator between God and humanity, and head of the Church as Christ 
himself is. 

Eckhart responded, quoting Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, that the 
Father gave us everything when He gave us his Son17. The committee 
agreed completely, but insisted that a distinction must nevertheless be 
made. We are indeed just as much sons of the Father as Jesus Christ is 
– they said – but this does not make us salvator et actor nostrae salutis18. 
In short, the critical question is: can one say that every good person is 
salvator, and actor nostrae salutis, as we say of Jesus Christ? These were 
the principal elements in the discussion at Avignon.

These objections concern an issue that is of current relevance, given 
the renewed interest in mystical literature and the Verinwendigung Gottes 
that is treated therein. This interiorisation is undoubtedly a remedy to the 
merely externalised perception of God or of revelation. But if the conse-
quence is that God’s presence in the human person is exactly the same 
as it is in the incarnate Word of God – which a number of Eckhart’s 
statements appear to suggest – we face inevitable problems. Indeed, it 
appears that in some cases one might think that mystics claim “to be 
God”. If we say, as we heard in Wendel’s text, that: “the ground of the 
soul and God are coessential, they are identical in terms of their being 
and their substance”, it is only one small step to say that the soul actually 
“is God”. There is, moreover, ample historical evidence to demonstrate 
that these ideas certainly did circulate in the fourteenth century19.

II. TO THE HEART OF THE MATTER: JOHN OF RUUSBROEC

The question this discussion raises is thus, on the one hand, how one 
can take seriously the real and complete presence of God in the fathom-
less abyss of the soul, without, on the other hand, concluding that the 
human is thereby necessarily God. From a historical point of view, we 

sancto refugiendum dicit Augustinus De agone christiano, et eos ut haereticos fugiendos, 
qui hoc dicunt, Art. LW V, p. 583. 

17. Ibid. 
18. Ibid. 
19. Albert the Great noted similar opinions in the period that he was bishop of 

 Regensburg, cf. J. DE GUIBERT, Documenta ecclesiastica christianae perfectionis studium 
spectantia, Roma, Pont. Univ. Gregoriana, 1933, pp. 115-127; see also the descriptions 
by Ruusbroec in his Little Book of Enlightenment, in Opera omnia, 1, pp. 115-121.  



204 R. FAESEN

can now make a next step. We have argued that the Verinwendigung 
Gottes has an ancient tradition and that it became problematic in the 
fourteenth century. The next step is that the Brabantine mystic John of 
Ruusbroec thought through this problematisation in his work. He was 
undoubtedly well informed of the issues in Eckhart, and in the bull In 
agro Dominico, and he summarised these issues as follows:

We cannot become God at all and lose our createdness; that is impossible. 
But if we remained in ourselves completely, separated from God, we would 
be wretched and beyond bliss. Therefore we should feel ourselves com-
pletely in God and completely in ourselves20.

This is so important to Ruusbroec because it is related to the structure 
of love. Both the fusional union of the human person with God and the 
unbridgeable distance between the two, imply the impossibility of love. 
Indeed, love presupposes both the complete alterity of the partners and 
their intimate, mutual union. And it is precisely on these grounds that 
Ruusbroec developed his reflections on the mystical-contemplative 
dimension. As far as Ruusbroec is concerned, love is the key to under-
standing this dimension. He thus shows himself to be the faithful inher-
itor of Beatrice, Hadewijch and Marguerite Porete. But what does this 
mean concretely?

Divine love, the love of the Trinity, is the alpha and omega of his 
reflection. This love has three facets, all of which are constantly present 
simultaneously:

For the love of God is not only to be considered as flowing out with all 
good and drawing in into unity, but it is also above all distinction in essen-
tial enjoyment according to the bare essence of the Divinity21.

The three aspects of love, present simultaneously, are the following:

(1) Minne “flows out”, meaning that it constitutes the alterity – the 
autonomous otherness; minne does not fuse, but is, on the contrary, 
the foundation of the otherness (anderheit).

(2) Minne “draws in”, meaning that the other is a beloved (geliefde) 
other; the persons do not turn away from one another, but love one 
another and give their unqualified assent to this love. Furthermore, 

20. Want wij en moghen te male niet god werden ende onse ghescapenheit verliesen; 
dat es ommoghelijc. Bleven wij oec te male in ons selven ghesondert van gode, soe 
moesten wij sijn elendich ende onsalich. Ende hier omme selen wij ons gheheel in gode 
ghevoelen ende gheheel in ons selven, Opera omnia, 10, p. 151 (lines 585-589). 

21. Want die minne gods en es niet allene anetesiene alse utevloeiende met allen 
goede, ende in treckende in enecheit, maer si es oec boven al onderscheet, in weselec 
ghebruken na den bloeten wesene der godheit, Opera omnia, 1, p. 147 (lines 438-441). 
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they do not keep a safe distance from one another, but the one gives 
himself entirely to the other and lives in the other.

(3) Minne is “above distinction in enjoyment”, meaning that the delight 
and the enjoyment of the love of one partner (the love with which 
he loves, is loved and gives himself to the other) is not qualitatively 
inferior to the love of the other; in no respect whatsoever is there a 
“one-way traffic” in love. It is total and mutual and there is thus no 
difference between the mutual happiness enjoyed by both partners.

According to Ruusbroec, these three aspects are thus present simulta-
neously, as constituting love itself. Let us now examine what this implies 
for Ruusbroec’s conception of the fathomless abyss of the soul and the 
indwelling of God. 

First – and this I think is very important – Ruusbroec conceives of the 
indwelling of God in the abyss of the soul as being a neutral, “natural” 
fact. He says about it:

This (unity) is in us essentially by nature, whether we are good or evil, and 
it renders us neither holy nor blessed without our effort22.

The principal point is that this natural and intimate contact would actu-
ally become a mutual relationship, that it would actually become minne. 
According to Ruusbroec, it is self-evident that God dwells in the ground 
of every person and that “there are no gradations of God’s inhabitation, 
no ontological stages”, as Saskia Wendel says. But by no means does he 
therefore consider every person to be a mystic. For Ruusbroec, in and of 
itself, it is a neutral fact – a “natural” fact in his terminology – and all it 
means, purely and simply, is that there is a direct contact between the 
Creator who creates the creature without mediation, and that this contact 
is necessarily uninterrupted:

If the creatures should be cut off in this way, they would fall into nothing-
ness and be annihilated23.

This “natural” fact is, however, the basis for what is really decisive, 
namely love, the mutuality and reciprocity of the relationship. It is only 
in the total mutuality of the relationship that the possibility of a loving 
union arises, and it is the experiential awareness of this depth that 

22. Dese eenigheit es weselijc in ons van natueren, weder wij sijn goet ochte quaet, 
ende si en maect ons sonder ons toedoen noch heylich noch salich, Opera omnia, 3, p. 287 
(lines b46-b48). 

23. Scieden si in deser wijs van gode, si vielen in niet ende worden te niete, ibid. (lines 
b45-b46). 
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 constitutes, for Ruusbroec, the contemplative, mystical dimension. In this 
respect, of course, there is an enormous difference between different peo-
ple. Not everybody experiences a mutual loving union with God.

Here the three dimensions of love return. First: God’s love creates the 
human person, it constitutes the alterity of the person – and this is con-
stantly present. This “point of contact” is God’s living presence in the 
soul. Second: God’s love invites the person to lovingly entrust him/herself 
to God. In its deepest form, this loving relationship is a total self-gift 
whereby God and the human person belong to each other. This belonging 
of the person concerns the deepest existential unity of the person, i.e. the 
ground of the soul – the “being” of the person (wesen), deeper than what 
he or she “does”. Third: in this loving union, the contemplative (mysti-
cal) lover of God unexpectedly becomes aware that love – and love in the 
absolute sense, God’s Trinitarian love – is the foundation of his/her being.

In my opinion, Ruusbroec rethought and reformulated the older contem-
plative mystical tradition in this regard because it had become problematic. 

A passage from his Little Book of Clarification provides an enlighten-
ing explanation on this point:

When he who lives in this manner raises himself with the totality of himself 
and with all the powers and turns to God with lively active love, then he 
feels that the depth of his love, there where it begins and ends, is enjoyable 
and fathomless. If he then wishes further to penetrate this enjoyable love 
with his active love, there all the powers of his soul must give way and 
suffer and endure the piercing truth and goodness which is God himself. For 
in the same way as the air is bathed with the sun’s light and heat, and just 
as the iron is penetrated by the fire so that with the fire it does fire’s work 
– for it burns and gives light like fire; I say the same thing for the air: if 
the air itself could reason it would say “I give light and warmth to the 
world”; nevertheless each keeps his own nature, for the fire does not 
become iron nor the iron fire, but the union is without intermediary, because 
the iron is within the fire and the fire within the iron, and in the same way 
the air is in the light of the sun and the light of the sun is in the air — so 
God is always in like manner in the essence of the soul24.

24. Wanneer dat hem al selc levende mensche, met gheheelheiden sijns selves  ende 
met allen sinen crachten, op recht ende te gode voeghet met  levender werkeleker minnen, 
soe ghevoelt hi dat sine minne in haren  gronde, daer si beghent ende indet, ghebrukeleec 
es ende sonder gront.  Wilt hi dan voert in dringhen met sijnre werkeleker minnen in die  
ghebrukeleke minne, al daer moeten wiken alle die crachte siere zielen,  ende moeten liden 
ende ghedoghen die doregaende waerheit ende goetheit  die god selve es. Want gheliker 
wijs dat die locht doregaen wert met  claerheiden ende met hitten der sonnen, ende alsoe 
dat yser doregaen  wert met den viere, alsoe dat met den viere viers werc werket – want  
het berrent ende licht ghelijc viere; ende dat selve spreke ic van der  locht; ware die locht 
verstendech, si sprake: “Ic verclare ende ic  verhitte al de werelt,” nochtan behout ieghe-
welc sine eighene nature, want dat vier enwert niet yser, noch dat yser vier, maer die 
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The decisive clause in this passage is “so God is always in like manner 
in the essence of the soul,” in which the preposition “in” demands all 
our attention. Indeed, Ruusbroec chose the foregoing comparisons pre-
cisely because he wants to emphasise the importance of this “in”: “the 
iron is within the fire and the fire within the iron, and in the same way 
the air is in the light of the sun and the light of the sun is in the air”. In 
both comparisons, he places a clear emphasis on the fact that the one 
element penetrates the other, and it does so completely. The one is com-
pletely in the other. In precisely the same way, God (overwesen) is in the 
“being” of the soul (wesen).

The great advantage of these comparisons – which are, incidentally, 
very classical, and were used for centuries in the preceding tradition25 – is 
that they illustrate the point well, namely that, though one element per-
meates the other, no fusion occurs between the two, as Ruusbroec explic-
itly states: “each keeps his own nature, for the fire does not become iron 
nor the iron fire”. In precisely the same way that the fire is in the iron, 
without the iron becoming fire as a result, and in precisely in the same 
way as the light is in the air, God dwells in the soul. 

The foundational character of relationality is again emphasised here. 
Ruusbroec thus provides a fundamental reflection on the “I” (the human 
subject), which from his perspective is located completely in God. This 
indwelling in God by no means results in a reduction of the “I”. In his 
book The Sparkling Stone, says: 

Therefore we are poor in ourselves and rich in God (…) And so we live 
completely in God, where we possess our bliss, and completely in our-
selves, where we practice our love towards God. And even if we live com-
pletely in God and completely in ourselves, yet it is only one life. But it is 
contrary and twofold according to experience, for poor and rich, hungry and 
replete, working and at rest, those are contraries indeed. Yet in them resides 
our highest nobility, now and forever. For we cannot become God at all and 
lose our createdness: that is impossible. And if we remained in ourselves 
completely, separated from God, we would be desolate and miserable26.

eninghe es  sonder middel, want dat yser es binnen int vier ende dat vier int yser,  ende 
aldus es de loecht in den lichte der sonnen ende dat licht der  sonnen in die locht –, alsoe 
gheliker wijs es god altoes in den wesene  der zielen, Opera omnia, 1, pp. 129-131 (lines 
246-263). 

25. Cf. J. PÉPIN, Stilla aquae modica multo infusa vino, ferrum ignitum, luce perfusus 
aer: L’origine de trois comparaisons familières à la théologie mystique médiévale, in 
Miscellanea André Combes, t. I, Cathedra Sancti Thomae Ponticificae Universitatis Late-
ranensis 3, Roma, Libreria editrice della Pontificia Università Lateranense; Paris, Librai-
rie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1967, 331-375. 

26. Ende hieromme sijn wij in ons selven arm ende in gode rike (…). Ende aldus leven 
wij gheheel in gode, daer wij onse salicheit besitten; ende wij leven gheheel in ons selven, 
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Ruusbroec provides a precise description here: we live completely in 
God and in ourselves. He radically rejects the position that fusion occurs 
between God and the human person, as well as the opinion that there is 
a dualistic division between the two. If relationality is indeed the funda-
mental category, Ruusbroec’s position is very understandable: both 
fusion and division would entail the end of the relationship.

There is a remarkable clause in the passage from the Little Book, in 
which Ruusbroec briefly indicates a possible mistake. Discussing the 
mutual indwelling of light and air he says “if the air itself could reason 
it would say ‘I give light and warmth to the world’”. The activity that is 
proper to the light permeates the air to such an extent that the air might 
come to think that it actually lights the world. After all, indwelling entails 
no identity or fusion, and yet it is so profound, so complete and so total 
that it might give rise to the impression that air actually gives light. 

The comparison is clear. Ruusbroec suggests that God dwells in the 
“being” of the soul in such a way – so completely and so totally – that 
a mistake may arise on the part of the human person, namely to think that 
he/she does or accomplishes that which is in reality the work of God. The 
person then confuses the most profound element of personhood, the 
wesen, with God (overwesen) – though in fact there is a fundamental 
“alterity” between the two. 

It is clear that from Ruusbroec’s perspective, this mistake is very 
understandable. And yet, this is a drastic mistake. It implies that the 
human person has no regard for the alterity of God, and that conse-
quently, the experience of relationship ceases.

III. CONCLUSIONS

Two conclusions may be drawn from this basic structure, which are 
important for our present purposes.

First, Ruusbroec can certainly speak of the complete participation of 
the soul in God’s life, in the ground of the soul. In this respect, he is a 
faithful inheritor of William of Saint-Thierry and of Marguerite Porete. 

daer wij ons in minnen te gode oefenen. Ende al eest dat wij gheheel in gode leven ende 
gheheel in ons selven, dit en es doch maer een leven. Maer het es contrarie ende twee-
vuldich van ghevoelne: want arm ende rijcke, hongherich ende sat, werkende ende ledich, 
dese dinghe sijn te male contrarie. Nochtan gheleghet hier inne onse hoochste edelheit, 
nu ende eewelijc. Want wij en moghen te male niet god werden ende onse ghescapenheit 
verliesen; dat es ommoghelijc. Bleven wij oec te male in ons selven ghesondert van gode, 
soe moesten wij sijn elendich ende onsalich. Opera omnia, 10, p. 151, lines 574-588. 
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And just as William and Marguerite repeatedly emphasise, Ruusbroec 
also writes that this is not a fusion with God. It is not the melting together 
of two essences in the abyss of the soul, but the complete fulfilment of 
love in the relationship.

And second, Ruusbroec can unequivocally assert that the human per-
son is unified with God “without difference”. Indeed, as love constitutes 
the unity of the divine persons, so also is love the foundation of the union 
between God and the person. And that, according to Ruusbroec, is pre-
cisely what constitutes the fathomless abyss of the soul. The “being” of 
the soul is not a substance; it is a relationship. Since he also considers 
this most fundamental level of the human person to be a relationship, this 
implies that there can be a complete and personal presence of God in the 
human person, but that this by no means constitutes identity or sameness. 
On the contrary, if God and the human person were to be identical, if the 
person as such is simply God, ipso facto there can be no relationship, no 
encounter and no minne at this level.

In my opinion, Ruusbroec hereby clarifies the content of the older 
tradition, after it had become problematic. This approach is particularly 
stimulating because neither God nor the human person is conceptual-
ised or objectified. And nevertheless, the most profound mutual knowl-
edge remains possible. Indeed, as Gregory the Great said: amor ipse 
notitia est27.*

Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies Rob FAESEN

Sint-Michielsstraat 4
BE-3000 Leuven
Rob.Faesen@theo.kuleuven.be 
University of Antwerp – Ruusbroecgenootschap
Grote Kauwenberg 34
BE-2000 Antwerpen

27. Patrologia Latina 76, 1207A. 
* Translated by John Arblaster



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.7
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 400
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.14250
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 400
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.14250
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 550
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Ghent PDF Workgroup - 2005 Specifications version3 \(x1a: 2001 compliant\))
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [14173.229 14173.229]
>> setpagedevice




