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"Mysticism has been the ferment of the faiths, 
the forerunner of spiritual liberty, the inacces­
sible refuge of the nobler heretics; the inspirer 

through poetry, of countless youths, who know no 
metaphysics; the teacher through devotional books, 
of the despairing; the comforter of those who are 
weary of finitude. It has determined directly or 
indirectly, more than one-half of the technical the­
ology of the Church." 

--Josiah Royce--
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DJTRO:DUCT IOU 

A,. The Subject. 

1. The Subject Stated. 

"I5ysticism is the ge.YJ.ius of religion. It stan as 

to formal Religion as creative genius in art does to 

mere imitative reality." V/illiam Kingsland makes this 
' 

stat em en t in his book on Ra ti anal I.:tys ti cism. ( 1} The 

subject of this thesis is a stndy in Ch.tistian 

Mysticism with special refe.rence to the writings of 

John Wessel Gans fort a precursor of the Prot est ant 

Refo.rmation. This sllbject is chosen for the purpose 

of discovering the place of =~'"sticism in the Christian 

Church and especially to disce.rn the presence of 

mystical elements in the Church as they might lead to 

or influence the action Vlhich toolc place in the 

Protes~ant Reformation. 

2. The Sabject Delimited. 

For the purposes of this study there will be no 

attempt to make a careful critical study of types of 

1~sticism. The subject of m~oticism has r~y ramifica-

tions. It might well be t.reatea psychologically as 

Leuba has done. Or it could be treated philosophically 

(1) ·iVilliam Kingsland, Rational lilystici~sm, 9• 266. 



or historically. It v:fill best suit the purposes of this 

thesis to approach the subject from the historical 

standpoint with special analytical treatment of the 

writings of John Wessel Gansfort. We shall thus delimit 

the stu.dy to a survey of Mysticism as it has appeared in 

the Christian Church from its inception to the time of 

John Wessel Gansfort. Our purpose is not to criticize 

Mysticism, or to explain it psychologically, or to give 

all its philosophical implications. Rather we shall 

be content to view the appearances of Uysticism in the 

Church and to discover what implicatL ons it had for 

organizea religion. 

3. The Problem Stated. 

Therefore the ultirnate problem of the thesis will 

be to study the writings of John Wessel Gan.sfort in the 

light of mystical elements as theyhad appeared in the 

Church. The study of the writings of Wessel will be 

for the purpose of discovering elements of mysticism 

in his teaching. Therefore elements of mysticism that 

are discovered in 'ifessel V!ill have a bearing on 

Protestant ism in so far as 1dessel is shown to be a 

precursor of the Reformation. Hence the problem may be 

stated as, To discover in the teachings of John ~.lessel 

Gansfort as a precurso:r· of the Reformation elements of 

m;ys ticism as m81lifested in the Christian Church from 

its inc e p t ion • 
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3. The liethod of Procedure. 

1. The l/Iethod Explained. 

The method to be followed in this thesis will be 

first to a efine historic I.liyst icism as it has revealed 

itself in the Chu . .rch. Certain characteristics will be 

given in order to elucidate .the subject. The next ste9 

v1ill be to view the I.1ys tic ism of the early Church as it 

appears in certain outstanding leaders. There bas been 

included in this study a brief surve;:l of the vwr·ks of 

Plotinus although he was outside the Christian Church. 

He is mentioned because of the ru1ique place he holds 

in Christ ian thought inasmuch as Church lecoC'l er s were 

indebted to him for their sources. Then - ti ci sm 17ill 

be seen in certain organized grou~1s of the medieval 

Church. A difference will be noted between the types 

of expression of J\1ys ticism in the medieval groLlps and 

the earlier mysticcl thought. ,lith this study as a 

hackgrou.nd the rlritings of 'Jessel will be anal~rzed to 

note tbe influence of mysticism on his teaching • .l.nd 

as a final step in the thesis ,Jess el iii ill be vie•ned 

as incu.lcating the spirit of Protestarltism. 

2. Sources used in the Procedure. 

It may be v1ell here to acknmvledse !:w indebted-

ness to certcdn sources. :Desi1 Inge has been QSed as 

an au.tho:rity in his interpretation of the early I\.':Tstics .. 

:us 'aork on Oh:cistiru1 I•1;:7sticism bgs been fo1loVIGCl close-



ly in the second chapte:r of the J..l • 
ut18 SlS • =ns interpret-

ation he~.s !Jeen used ratl1er than c.t 9erson6:-l investigation 

of the r:~en presented. :~ufus J0nes is largel;'T responsiiJle 

:~or the set-u;~ of the thi:cd che.pter .. 1Su1~' of the icle,;•,s 

1.rere talcen f:rom his rJork 011 .3'cLld ies in tical Eeligi on~ 

The translation of J~be ·,forks of John ·.:essel Gar1s1:o rt was 

mc:.ae by. J. ·.r. Scctdder of the ~~lb81;] .Acaderny. 
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PART I 

CHRIST IAN IfiSTI CISM AS lWHFESTED IU THE CHUHCH 
FROM ITS INCEPTIOU TO THE TIME OF JOIDT WESSEL GAJ.\fSFORT 

CHAPTER II 

DEFilHTION 2UID CHARACTERISTICS OF EA-'RLY 
CHRISTIAJ:l .MYSTICISJ>A: 

A. Definition and General Characteristics. 

1. Definition of Christian Mysticism. 

The 1fystic according to Ruftls Jones is "that per-

son who insists on a somewhat wider range of first-hand 

acquaintance with reality or of direct experience than 

that of which is confined to the operation of the five 

or more special senses". {l) Dean Inge, in his monumen ... 

tal work on Christian Mysticism says that religious 

mysticism is "the attempt to realize the presence of the 

living God in the soul and in nature, or more generally, 

as the attempt to realize in thought and feeling, the 

immanence of the temporal in the Eternal, and of the 

Eternal in the temporal". {2} From these two definitions 

we understand. that mysticism may be a stlbject for the 

intellect and also the feelings. Hocking has a defini­

tion of mysticism which he uses in relation to the 

Stlbject of worship. He says, ".Mysticism is a way of 
dealing with God, having cognitive and other fruit. Af­
fecting first thq mystic's being and then his thinking, 

---................ .. 
(1) Rufus Jones, Some Exponents of Mystical Religion, p.5. 
(2) Dean Inge, Christian MYsticism, p. 5. 
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affording him thereby answers to prayer which he can dis­
tinquish from the restllllts of his ovm reflection. Since 
the Pseudo-Dionysius, ·~mystical theology' has not meant a 
rival theology, but rather an 1 experimental wisdom', hav­
ing its own methods and its ovm audacious intffiltion of 
meeting deity face to face". (1) 

There are mru1y and diverse definitions of mysticism. 

Usually a writer phrases a definition to suit the subject 

with which he is dealing. We are only treating the subject 

from the historic point of view, and that confined to the 

Christian Church. Leu ba gives several d efini ti ons which he 

claims are the generally accepted understanding of mysti­

cis~ from the Protestant uhurch point of view as follows: 

"My·sticism is a deification of man; it is a merging of the 
individual will with the tmivex.·scl ,,fill; it is a conscious­
ness of immediate relation Vii tb the Divine; it is an in­
tuitive certainty of contact with the supersensual world". 
( 2) 

Although Leuba says that the Catholic Church places 

the emphasis not upon union with the Divine, but upon a 

superhuman knowledge, we find in studying the subject that 

both conceptions of mysticism were prevalent in the Chris-

tian Church previous to the Reformation. It is the 

Protestant point of view that caused trouble for the legal­

istic system of the Catholic Church and therefore condemned 

by the Church. Indeed, Inge contrasts mysticism with 

legalism .saying that we might alrnos t say tlfa t everyone is 

naturally either a legalist or a mystic. (3) 
____ ._ ______ .,. 

( 1) William Hocking ,Meaning of God in Human Experience, p·.355. 
(2} Leuba, Psychology of Religious Mysticism, p. 1. 
{3} Inge, Christian Mysticism, p. 5. 
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Historic mysticism in the Christian Church has 

assumed three general aspects. These are; first, mysti-

cism as a philosophic system; second, mysticism as a 

practical and devotional way of life; and third, mysti­

cism as a system of symbolism, commonly called Nature-

Mys t i c ism • ( 1 ) 

Philosophic, or speculative mysticism is represen-

ted in the writings of both John c:Llld Paul in the Bible. 

:Plotinus, the. Pseudo-Dionysius, Erigena, and Meister 

Eckhart are speculative mystics of a_very high order. Js 

a practical and devotional -r1ay of life, mysticism is well 

represented in the German mystics of the fourteenth 

t 1 m 1 S d T' 1 K · cen ury, name y, .1.au er, , uso an nomas a emp1s. 

Nature-Mysticism is seen in the writings of the ~1glish 

poets, of whom Wordsworth is a representative type. 

:r:ra ture-Myst icism holds to the belief that everyt bing, in 

being what it is, is symbolic of something more. This is 

illustrated when rve say theot lTature half concee.ls and half 

reveals the Deity, in 17hic h sense Nature may be calleo a 

symbol of the Deity. 

2. General Characteristics. 

As a type of religion mysticism seems to rest upon 

t bes e propositions; first, the sonl cDn see and per-

ceive; second, since vte c&.n only kl.1o1..v what is akin to 

(1) T be general c1 i visions follovJea by Inge in his 
Christian I:!;>rsticism. 
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ourselves, man, in o·rd er to kn.ow God, must be a partaker 

of the 'Divine nature; third, without holiness no ma..11 may 

see the Lord; fourth, the true hierophant of the mysteries 

of Goa is Love. (Love is here defined as interest in its 

highest power. It is of the essence of Love to be disin-

terested.) 

It is the life aim of the mystic to be trru1sformed 

into the likeness of Him in whose image he was created. 

This is brought about by three progressive ways, first, by 

way of the purgative life, second, by way of the illumin-

ative life, and third, by way of the ru1itive life or 

state of perfect contemplation. 

The ethical system of the 1v1ystics is contained in 

these steps of the upward life. The purgative life con-

sists of contrition, confession, hearty amendment, and 

self-discipline. But in this regard, TTThe true mystic 
never withdraws himself wilfully from the business of 
life, no, not even from the smallest business~---There 
is nothing in Y..ys tic ism itself to encourage men to mal­
treat their bodies. .Mys.ticism enjoins a dying life, not 
a 1 i v ing d eat h n • ( 1 ) 

The illuminative life of the I:.!ystic is the concan-

tration of all the faculties, will, intellect and feeling, 

upon God. Good works are performed willingly and 

spontaneously. The struggle of life is transferred to 

the inner life. The third step which is the .ideal limit 

of religion is the w1itive life which is complete union 

(1) Inge, Ibid, p. 11. 
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with God. In the writings of the Fathers even the word 

deification holds a large place. We find ndeificari" in 

the writings of St. Augustine, and the word ueeo71tJtEtt¥d41n 

in origen. 

The question of visions often arises in the 

discussion of mysticism. The statement of Inge on this 

point is very significant. 

"The :Mystic is not as such a v~s~onary; the de­
sire to find for our highest intuitions an authority 
wholly external to reason and independent to it,- a 
'purely supernatural' revelation,- has been the cause of 
the longest and most dangerous of the aberrations from 
which 1wsticism has suffered.---A. revelation absolutely 
transcending reason is an absurdity; no such revelation 
could ever be made. Reason is still. king." (1) 

Christian Thzysticism appears first in history as 

an intellectual movement, the foster-child of Platonic 

idealism. Mysticism has performed the same function in 

the field of philosophy as it has in religion, namely, 

that of restoring the fresh springs of life. MYsticism 

in religion appears in revolt against dry formalism and 

cold rationalism and in philosophy it takesthe field 

against materialism and scepticism. We are very near th& 

heart of philosophic Mysticism when we view Reality as a 

vista which is opened gradually to the eyes of· the 

climb~r up the holy mount. It rests on the faith that 

the ideal not only ought to be, but is the real. And a 

sunny confidence in the triumph of good shines from the 

----------
(1) Inge, lbid, p. 19. 
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writings of most of the Mystics. 

The methods of the Mystic mind seem to be divided 

into two classes, namely, those practiced by men who be­

lieve that in the higher~ages of the spiritual lite, we 

learn most about the nature of God by close, sympathetic, 

reverent, observation of the world around us, including 

our fellow men; and those practiced by men who believe 

that we learn most about the nature of God by sinking 

into the depths of our inner consciousness, and aspiring 

after direct and constant communion with God. 

The subjects most under consideration in specula­

tive MYsticism are, the immanence of God in nature, and 

the revelation of human personality to Divine. One of 

the fund amen tal doc.trines of Mysticism is the "unity of 

all existence". "The Mystics are much inclined to adopt, 

in a modified form, the old notion of an anima mundi, 

that the Logos is a cosmic principle, the personality of 

whioh the universe is the external expression or appear­

ance". ( 1) 

Then the question arises with the MYstic concern­

ing the possibility of the soul having a consciousness 

of·a life distinct from that of the Word, after it has 

attained fusion with its Lord. The question is one of 

retaining a distinct personality. 

----------.. 
( 1) Ing e, Ibid , P. 29. 
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"But it is possible to ~ave personality without 
regarding the human spirit as a monad, independent and 
sharply separated from other spirits. Distinction not 
separation is the mark of personality; but it is separ­
ation, not distinction, that fort) ids union. ---So far ,is 
it from being true th::.:;.t the self of our bu'llediate con­
scioo.sness is our true personality, as spiritual and 
rational beings, by passing beyond the limits that mark us 
off as separate individuals. Separate individuality, we 
may say, is the bar which prevents us from realizing our 
true privileges as persons.rr 

.uso the mystic interprets very litaraLJ;Ythat 
maxim of our Lord, in which many have found the funda­
mental secret of Christianity: 'He that will save his 
life ,--his soul, his personality, shall lose it; and he 
that will lose his life for MY sake shall find it.' It 
is a process of infu1ite exp~~sion--of realizing new 
correspondences, new sympathies ~1d affinities with the 
not-ourselves, which affinities condition, and in 
conditioning constitute, our true life as persons." (1) 

Another characteristic theory of the Mystics is 

that man is a microcosm, a living mirror of the universe. 

This: theory is developed in tv10 ways. .l!1irst by Plotinus 

who holds that "every man .. is double", meaning that one 

side of his soul is in contact with the intelligible, 

and the other side with the sensible world. The second 

development of the theory is that man in his individual 

life, recapitulates the spiritual history of the race, 

in much the same way in which embryologists tell us that 

the unborn infant recapitulates the whole process of 

physical evolution. This has an important implication, 

for it follows that the Incarnation, which is the cen­

tral fact of human history, must have its analogue in 
____ ... ______ _ 

(1) Inge, Ibid, P• 30-31. 
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the experience of the individu.a.l. 

Thus we have given the definitions and character­

istics of Mysticism as mru1ifested.in the Christi~~ Church. 

Uo a~tempt is made to investigate Mysticism before the 

O~ristian era. although many forms of it appear in the 

ancient religions. Neither has any attempt been made to 

criticize the .various definitions of Mysticism or to 

compare favorable and unfavorable attitudes toward the 

subject. The characteristics of Mysticism as set forth 

by lnge HAY£ been accepted as authoritative for our study 

and HAY.t. been followed in this presentation. 

The following sections of this chapter will demon-

strate the characteristics as evidenced in the writings 

of representative men in the Churchto the time of 

Erigena (?-c. 877?). 

B. Characteristics Demonsttated 
According to Representative Speculative ~aystics. 

1. New Testament Mysticism in the Gospel by John and the 
Epistles of Paul. 

The Gospel by John has been called the charter 

of Christian Mysticism. Dean Inge says that Christian 

1~1ysticism as he understands it might almost be called 

Johannine Christianity. He treats the mystical element 

in the Gospel by studying first, the teaching concerning 

the nature of God ~~d second, that concerning human sal-

vation. 

... ........... _..,._ ....... 
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On the nature of God, John teaches that God is 

Love; God is ·Light; and God is Life. And the personality 

of God is not attenuated in ~~Y way by the application of 

these qualities to him. God is active. He ftso lbved the 

world" that He sent His Son into the world. Christ is 

identified with the "Wordn or nReason" of the philosophers. 

The pre-existence of Christ is declared; He is the 

Instrument of creation, but He is more than that. He is 

the Life itself. "That which has come into existence was 

in Him life." (1) Mystical theology generally follows 

John in making the Incarnation, rather than the Cross, the 

central fact of Christianity. The supreme doctrine for 

John is that "The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us." 

Christ is both the Revealer and the Revealed. The 

teaching on the Holy Spirit by John is important to our 

subject. God the Father was revealed by the Incarnation. 

The Office of the Holy Spirit is to reveal the Son. The 

Comforter takes the place of Christ on earth as a living, 

active principle in the hearts of Christians. Truth was 

fully revealed in Christ but men were not ready to re­

ceive it in its fulness and therefore this doctrine of 

development is expressed in John. 

John's doctr.ine of salvation is indeed mystical. 

First--there is his teaching on the New rlirth. This is 

------------
(l) Gospel by John, Prologue 



explained in the symbols of the water and the Spirit, It 

suggests the ideas of purification and life. (1) 

John teaches that Faith is an act of the whole 

personality, a self-dedication to Christ. It ~egins with 

an experiment and ends with ru1 experience. Faith to John 

is akin to Love; ru1d love of the brethren is inseparable, 

from love of God. The mystical union in John is a bond 

beh7een Christ 8Jld the Church, and betr:een man and me.11. as 

members of Christ. 

nThe personal :celation betvreen the soul ti.rld Christ 
is not to be denied; ;;ut it can only be enjoyed when the 
person has 'come to himself' as a membe:c of a body. This 
involves an inward trru1sit from the false isolated self 
to the larger life of sympathy and love which alone makes 
us persons • n ( 2 ) 

Ete:cnal life to John is the state of progressive 

tLnification, in which we receive "grace upon grace 11 as we 

learn more and more of the fulness of Christ. 

John's mysticism is also shown in his use of sym­

bols. The eight miracles seem to be chosen for their 

symbolic value. Christ is symbolized as the Bread of 

Life, the Light of the World, The Door of the; Sheep, the 

True Vine, and the good Shepherd. (3) 

The Nwsticism of St. Paul is evident throughout 

his writing. He is ushered into the Christian experience 

by a s~iritual revelation. The carnal mind according to 
.... ____ ..,. __ ...., 

(1) Gospel by John 3:1-13. 
(2) Inge, op;cif;.p. 51. 
(3) The interpretation of John's mysticism is that of Inge. 
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Paul is disqualified from understanding Divine truths. 

"It cannot know them because they are spirit11ally dis-

earned." St. Paul makes much u.se of the word "mystery" 

in his writing. Chrysostom's definition seems to be the 

sense in which Paul uses the term, namely, a mystery is 

that which is everyvvhere proclaimed, but vbich is not 

understood by those who have not right. ju.dgment. It is 

revealed, not by cleverness, bQt by the Holy Ghost, as 

we are able to. receive it. .And so we may call a 

mystery a secret, for even to the faithfu.l it is not 

committed in all its f11lness w1d clearness. (1) The 

visions of Pa11l are not of the essence of mysticism, 

Paul does set forth the idea that the individual 

Christian m11st live thro11gh and experience personally, 

the redemptive process of Christ. Christ in St. Pa11l 

is seen as the universal source and center of life. 

"All things are su.mmed up in Christ." "Christ is all 

in all. If 

Mru1 is essentially the glory and image of God. 

"Until Christ be formed in yoll. 11 (2) A death blow is 

dealt to religious individualism in Paul's teaching of 

Christ as the "Light and Life". Just as an individual 

cannot reach his real personality as an isolated ru1it, 

-he- cannot, as an isolated unit, attain to fu.ll communion 

-------------
(1) cf. Ephesians 1:9; 3:9. 
(2} Colossians, 1:27. 
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with Christ. There is recognition of the spirituality 

of rna tter and of the unity of all nature in Christ. 

The true Mystic follows St. Paul in choosing as 

his ultimate goal the fulness of Uhrist, ru1d not the 

emptiness of the undifferentiated Godhead. 

Paul's attitude toward ceremonies places him in 

the class of genuine mystics. He seems to teach an 

extreme disparagement of ~xter.nal religion. DUt Paul 

wages his polemic against formal religion in an attempt 

to preserve the spirit of religion. The Cross was 

central in the Mysticism of Paul. (1) 

nPaul had an intuitive perception of 'truths 
which never cru1 be proved' a conviction of knowing the 
unknowable; a consciousness of partaking of the ineff­
able; a sense of personal contact with the tlltimate 
realities which lie behind all outward religious 
phenomena.n (2) 

2. !~sticism of St. Clement of Alexandria and Origen. 

St. Clement of .Uexandria, (?-c. 215), attempted 

to interpret Christianity, as Philo had done for 

Jtldaism, by philosophy, into scientific dogmatics. (3) 

His aim was to constrtlct a philosophy of religion which 

shall initiate the educated Christian into the higher 

"mysteries1T of his creed. To Clement, reasoned belief 

is the superstructtlre of which faith is the foundation. 

-----------
(1) The treatment of St. Pat1l is trucen from Inge, 

op. cit., p. 59-72. 
(2) James M. Ca'npbell, Paul the :Mystic, Introduction. 
(3) Williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church 

p. 77. 
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He defines knowledge as scientific faith, ru1d on the 

wings of the trknowledge of God" he sees the soul rise 

above 'all earthly passions and desires, b sing filled vvi th 

a calm and disinterested love of God. The highest life 

is attained through purity and love plus a diligent study 

of the Scriptures, although mental cultivation may be 

and ought to be a great help. £~oral evil is caused 

either by ignorance or weakness of the will. 

Clement shows a characteristic of many of the 

Mystics in hi~ doctrine of God. He approaches God 

throu.gh the negative method which he calls "analysis". 

According to this- method we cannot say 1r.ba t God is, bu.t 

only, what He is not. The Son of God is God's conscious­

ness. God sees the world as reflected in the Son. (1} 

The writings of Clement are full of li1ystery la.ngu.age. We 

find such expressions as 11The Divine Iaysteries", 11The 

Divine Secxe ts", 11 The Sacred Word", and Jesus Christ is 

the teacher of the "Divine Mysteries". (2) 

Origen, (182-251 a.d.), was a pupil of Clement. 

He was Clement•s successor in the Alexandrian School. 

His theological stru.ctu.re is the greatest intellectual 

achievement of the a.nte-Nicene Church, and it influenced 

profoundly all after-thinking in the Orient. (3) He 
_____ .,.. _____ .... 

(1) Inge, op. cit. p. 86-87. 
(2) The principle writings of Clement are Exhortation to 

the Heathen; Instructor; ?Jiscella..nies. · 
(3) Walker, bp. Qit., p. 83. 
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divides religious life into two parts, namely, faith 

and knowledge. The life, death and resurrection of 

Christ JtRE regarded as one manifestation of an universal 

law which was enacted in the eternal counsels of the 

Most High. In his doctrine of God be attributes self-

consciousness and reason to God. But God is above or 

beyond reason; yet He can be approached by reason and 

not alone by ecstatic vision. 

Christ is the spiritual activity of God. He is 

the "Idea of Ideas". (1) "Christ is the 'mediator' 
between God and His world of creatures, the Being through 
whom they were made. Highest of these creatures is the 
Holy Spirit, whom Oxigen reckons to the Godhead, by 
reason of Churchly tradition, but for whom he has no real 
necessity in his system." 

"Salvation was wrought by the Logos-Son becoming 
man, by w1iting with a human soul, that bad not sinned in 
its previous existence, and a pure body.n 

"From Christ there began-the union of the divine 
with the human nature, in order that the human, by 
communion with the Divine, might rise to be Divine, not 
in Jesus alone, but in all those who not only believe but 
enter upon the life which Jesus taught." (2} {3) 

Man is seen as a changeable creatur~ while God is 

immutable. 

3. Platonic MYsticism as Represented in too Writings of 
Plotinus. 

In this section of the chapter we present the 

philosophic system of one of the world's greatest think-

ers, and one who makes a notable contribution to Chris-

(1) cf, Inge, op~ qit., P• 89-90. 
(2) Walker, op. qit., P• 82. 

·c 3) Origen' s principle work in theology was De Principiis. 
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tian thought although he himself was not within the 

Christian body. Hufus Jones says of him, "It seems 
pretty clear that no other single person outside the New 
Testament group and outside the group of early Christian 
Fathers contributed so much to the stream of Christian 
thought as :?lotinus dian. (1) 

Plotinus was born in Egypt about the year 205 

J.fter an adventurous career he settled in Rome in A.D. 

244 ·" . as a tee..cher. He is said to have kno1rm Plato 

better even than Aristotle did, although Aristotle was 

the pupil of Plato. 

"His philosophy is essentially the logical a evel­
opment of the highest level of Greek thought as found in 
Plato and ,;tristotle, but there is apparent in him an 
extraordinary .religious intensity, a passion for the 
experience of the divine and a flight from the temporal 
to the eternal which are more truly characteristic of 
the East than of the VVest." (2) 

The Mysticism of Plotinus is of the intellectllal 

type .... 4.s Jones says, "He goes up the ladder of the intel­
lect to the last .rotllld of it and then he finds that there 
are wings at hand for the rest of the jollrneyn. 

The spectllative system of Plotinus is given at 

this point because of his influence on the Wwstical thought 

of the- following centuries. He has been called the Father 

of Western Mysticism. The discussion of his theory will 

follow that of Inge, who is one of his best interpreters. 

God,in the system of Plotinus, is the fundamental 

Reality. The Abs~lute is the One or the Good. God is the 

-------------
(1) Rufus Jones, Exponents of Mystical .Heligion, p. 45. 
( 2} Ibid , p. 49 • 
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eternal Source of all that is real. Attribu.tes are not 

predicated to God; bu.t rather, God is Love and Tru.th and 

Beauty and Goodness. In the One all that is Real is held 

together. ..4.t the center of all things is the One who is 

the .4.bsolu.te unity, complet fu.lness, the ultimate sou.rce 

from vvhich all tru.th and beauty and goodness have flowed 

out and spread through the world. (1} Ideas are immanent 

in the u.niversal mind. The .real world--"the intelligible 

world", the sphere of Ideas--is in the mind of God. The 

world is an emanation from God. The world flows from God 

or proceeds from God • 

. An important place is· given to the doctrine of 

vision; the idea of revelation was new in Greek philoso­

phy and Plotinus takes it into his system. The supreme 

aim of life to the mystic is the mystic ecstasy of union 

with God. 

Christian Mysticism is most .. · indebted to Plotinus 

for his theory of psychology. 

The Sou.l is the meeting-point of the intelligible 

and the phenomenal. There is a Sou.l of the earth which 

sees and hears. It is immaterial and immortal, for it 

belongs to the world of Real existence, and nothing that 

is can cease to be. The body is in the soul rat her than 

the sou.l being in the body. The soul creates the body 
_______ ..,. __ _ 

(1} cf, Eufu.s Jones, op. cit., p. 60-62. 
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by imposing form on matter, which in itself is No-thing, 

pure indetermination, ana ne:;::t door to absolute non-exist­

ence. Space ana time E.re only forms of our thought. The 

nature of the soul is triple ena this triple division of 

the soul according to Plotinus corresponds to the three 

stages of Christian Mysticism. The first is the animal 

and .sensuaJ. soul, rvh ich is closely bound up 17ith the body. 

lre::x:t is the reasoning soul, the logical :soul, which is 

the a is tinct i vely human part. .~ind the third is t be 

highest or superhuman stage, in v:rhich a man, !!thinks him­

self according to the higher intelligence, with which he 

has become indentified, knowing himself no longer as a 

man, but as one who has become altogether chru~gea, and 

has transferred himself into the higher regionn. The 

soul is not altogether inc:::trnate in the body; part of it 

remains above, in the intelligible world, whither it 

desires to return in its .entirety. 

The Vlorld is an Image of the Divine :r,:find, \'.tbich is 

itself a reflection of the One. It is therefore not bad 

or evil. The world may be compared to rays of light shed 

abroad from one center; everything flows from this center 

and everything a esires to flow back to it. 

There is a very definite doctrine of the Trinity 

in Plotinus. The One or the Good is above all existence. 

God as the Absolute. The Intelligence is that which occu­

pies the sphere of real existence--the organic lli~ity 
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comprehending multiplicity. It is God as Thought. The 

Soul is Goa in action. It is God and Intelligence 

occupying the sphere of appearance or imperfect reality. 

Plotinus has an interesting theory of evil. He 

sees evil as disintegration. In its essence it is not 

merely UL"'lreal, but unreality as such. The rrLower virtuesn 

which are the duties of the average citizen are not 

purgative, but teach VS the principle of measure and 

rule, which are Divine characteristics. (1) 

Plotinus had a doctrine of ecstasy which is of 

interest to the student of mysticism because it is prac-

tically the same as that held by certain Christian 

mystics, namely, St. Jual1 of the Oro ss. 

"The sou.l when possessed with intense love of Him 
divests herself of all form which she has, even of that 
which is derived from Intellig~1ce; for it is impossible, 
when in possession of any other attribute, either to 
behold or to be harmonized with Rim. Thus the soul must 
be neither good nor bad nor aught else, that she may 
receive Him only, Him alone, she alone. 'While she is in 
this state the One suddenly appears', 'Vlith nothing 
between', 'and they are no more two but one; and the soul 
is no more conscious of the body or the mind, but knows 
that she has what she desired, that she is where no 
deception can eome, and that sh'e would not exchange her 
bliss for all the heaven of heavens." ( 2) 

4. The Mysticism of St. Augustine. 

St .• Augustine was a diligent student of Plotinus 

and remained half a Platonist all his life. Although 

there are some parts of the teachings of Augustine which 

------------
(1) of, Inge, op. cit., p. 91-98. 
(2) Ennead VI, 7. 34 (Translation by Inge. Quoted by him} 



have no affinity to mysticism, yet he was not ashamed to 

learn from Plotinus. He had early come in contact with 

the mysticism of the 118.nichaeans and the Gnostics which 

taught him to disting~ish between true and false I~sticis~ 

It was in Plotinus that he discerned true J~sticism. The 

sy~tem of st. Augustine bears a very definite relationship 

to our subject because of the fact that John Wessel was 

indebted in many respects to the teaching of .Augustine. 

·Since we gave so much space to Plotinus, it will be 

necessary only to mention the main elements in the teach­

ings of Augustine which show traces of mystical thinking. 

(1} 

His doctrine of God is that God is above all that 

can be said of Him. He is not even to be called ineffable. 

Ad oration to God is best gi van in silence; God is best 

known by nescience, and best described by negatives. God 

is absolutely immutable. Augustine's doctrine of the 

world is that the world pre-existed from all eternity in 

the mind of God. The time-process is not a process but 

is gathered up into one harmonious whole in the m~na of 

God. Augustine is fond of the word Beauty. He speaks of 

the beauty of God. He sees Righteousness as the truest 

beauty. God is the meeting point of the Good, the True 

and the Beautiful. 

-------... -----
(1) I am indebted to Inge for this interpretation of 

Augustine. Augustine's chief works are the Confess­
ions am the C~ ty of God. 
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This early thinker of the Western Church was 

friendly to the idea of a World-Soul; the universe is 

regarded as a living organism. nut he guards against 

identifying God and the world, or supposing that God is 

merely immanent in creation. This is one of the errors 

of man~ mystics. The Platonic idea about the relation 

of individual souls to the World-Soul may have influenced 

Augustine in his teaching about the mystical union of 

Christians vJith Christ. He uses the phrase that Christ 

and the Church are ntma. personan. 

The ascent of the soul is arranged in seven 

stages, the last three of \7hich are the three stages of 

m~rstical thought, namely, purgation, illumination w:1d 

ru1ion. The last step is called the vision and contem-

plation of truth w1d is not only a step but rather the 

goal of the journey. The blessedness which attends this 

final state of the soul is described as follows: "I 
entered and beheld with the mysterious eye of my soul the 
light that never chru~es, above the eye of my soul, above 
my intelligence, It was something altogether different 
from any earthly illumination. It was higher than my 
intelligence because it made me, and I was lower because 
made by it. He who b1ows the truth knows that light, and 
he who knows that light knows eternity. Love knows that 
light." (1) 

In his mystical though.t Augustine was not led. 

astray into the aberrations of Nature-r~sticism. He had 

nothing but contempt for theurgic superstition. His 

(1) Augustine, Confessions, VII. 10, 3igg's translation. 
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judgment on the cultu.s of angels and spirits is very in-

stru.ctive. He says, w.ihom should I find to rec011cile me 
to Thee? Shou.ld I approach the angels? ;ilith vvhat 9rayers, 
v.rith what rites? M:my, as I hear, have tried this method, 
and have come to crave for cu.rious visions, and have been 
deceived, as they deserved 11

• (l) (2}. 

5. The P!=Jeudo-Dionysiu.s and John the Scot, called Erigena. 

Rufus Jones uses the term 11 Spiritual bee-bread If for 

the Ueoplatonic philosophy vvhich was brought into the think-

ing of the Church. This is seen first in the case of St. 

Augustli1e. It is carried on through the Dark Ages by other 

men, notably, the writing of Dionysius, nThe .A.reopagi te 11
, 

ru1d its interpretation by John the Scot, called Erigena. 

Dionysius is a historical mystery. The place of his origin 

is not certain and the time of his writing has not been 

definitely established. Mature criticism has, however, 

placed his date as not later than 500 a.d. Inge thinks 

that he was perhaps a Syrian monk, who perpetrated a 

deliberate fraud, by suppressing his own individuality, 

and fathering his books on St. Paul's Athenian Convert.(3) 

His writings are quoted by the Sever ians at a Co unci 1 

held in Constantinople in 533 a.a. Gregory the Great 

refers to the writings about the year 600. Louis I, son 

of Charlemagne, turned over a copy of the Dionysian writings 

(1} Inge, op. cit., p. 132. 
( 2 ) c f , Ib i d , p • 128 -13 2 • 
( 3 ) c f , Ib i a , p • 1 o 5 • 
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to the ab·oey of St. Denis in 827. And during the reign 

of Charles the Bald (843-76) John the Scot translated the· 

works into Latin. (1} 

The Mysticism of the West differed in this respect 

from that of the East, that it carried with it the spirit 

of revolt and reformation. And it is in relation to its 

spirit of reformation that our special interest lies. 

So it is of significance to ot1r Stlbject that Jones 
says of the works of Dionysius, "But in many wa:ys this 
anonymous monk, who was to. teach the foremost Christians 
for ten c en tux i es to co me , s e:r vea the truth. He kindled 
in multitudes of souls a pure passion for God, and 
taught that the one thing worth seeking with the entire 
being is God. He iterated and reiterated that God 
Himself is the ground of the soul ana that there is an 
inward way to Him open to all men. He insisted on 
personal experience as the primar,y thing in religion, and 
so became the fat her of a great family of devout a.nd 
saintly mystics, who advanced true religion in spite of 
errors of conception. And he did well in maintaining 
that there is an experience of Reality that transcends 
mere heao-knowledge--a finding of God in 1vhic h the whole 
being, heart, will, and mind , are expanded and satisfied, 
even though la,nguage cannot formtllate whnt is being 
expe.rie.nced 11

• (2) 

Dionysius p.resents a .religion of ripe speculations 

based upon Neoplatonism. It becw'lle the form aJld type of 

mystical religion withLn the Church, and its influence 

is seen in every m~-stical sect of the Church. The central 

point of the v1hole system of Dionysius is that common to 

all classicc.u mysticism, namely, th&,t the Godhead is a 

Un~ty, a One, beyond all difference, above all qualities 

____ ..,.. ____ _ 

(1) cf, Jones, Stu.dies in Mystical Heligion, p. 98-100. 
( 2 ) Jones , o p • ci t • , p • 111 • 
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or characters. (1) 

Two seeming. · · errors of t be: system of liionysiq.s 
.I - ( i 

should be mentioned because they are the eause of 1 inub.h pt 
j l /\ 

the perversion of Christian Mysticism. One is· the via 

negativa and the other is pantheism. By the via negat,iva 

the mystic attempts to find God by negation. He can only 

describe God by saying what He is not. God therefore 

becomes a dark Nothingness. This was one of the points at 

which Luther broke with the mystics of his day. 

Any system which regards the cosmic process as a 

real becoming of God may be called pantheistic. According 

to this theory God comes to Himself, attains full self-

consciousness, in the highest of His creatures, which are, 

as it were, the organs of His self-unfolding Personality. 

(2) Inge thinks that Pantheism is a pitfall for MYsticism 

to avoid, and not necessarily an error involved in its 

first principles. (3) 

The uest interpretation of the writings of 

Dionysius was given to the world by John the Scot, called 

Erigena. It was through him that this system of Christian 

specUlation was transmitted to the ~wstics of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. It is also in 

Erigena that we see the first real spirit of revolt from 

---------....... 

(1) Ibid, p. 104. 
(2) Inge, op. cit., p. 119. 
(3) cf, Ibid, p. 121-122. 
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the teaching of the Church. ~1d therefore it is a defin­

ite contribution to our subject to view the work of this 

man. He was a scholar at the court of Charles the Bald, 

in France. He seems to have been of Celtic origin. Inge 

calls him a bold and independent thinker, who made it his 

aim to elucidate the vague theories of Dionysius, and to 

present them as a consistent philosophical system worked 

out by the help of Axistotle and perhaps Boethius. (1} 

Erigena first comes into prominence with his publication 

of the tract on "Preaestination11 written in 851. 

This tract was written in refutation OF the work 

of Gottschalk, who had pushed the Augustinian doctrine of 

Pre-aestination to such an extreme that there was prac­

tically no room left for the fru1ction of the Churcn• But 

Erigena went further than the Church leaders of his day 

could follow. He took as his fundamental thesis the 

statement that true philosophy ~1d true religion are 

identical. And his central position is the absolute 

unity of God, which implies a unity both of will and 

knowledge. This leads him to the conclusion that sin is 

simply perverted individual will; evil is no part of God, 

for God is Good. This Tract was twice condemned by 

Church Councils. 

He also took part in a controversy on Transub-

------------
{1) Ibid, P• 133. 
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stantiation, in which it is thought he took issue with the 

position of Radbertus, who presented the extreme view that 

at consecration the Bread is completely transformed into 

the very Body that was born of the Virgin l'lfu.ry, and the 

Wine into the actual Blood of that Body. A book on the 

subject ascribed to Erigena was condemned by a Chtl.rch 

Council in 1050. His position on the Sacrament was that 

there is nothing in the visible and rna terial world which 

does not signify something immaterial and reasonable, so 

that everything is a symbol ~1d has a sacramental signi­

ficance. (1) Jones says of Erigena in respect to his 

position, "We may safely conclude that though his argu­
ments were powerless to beat back the set of material­
istic tendencies, which fastened transubstantiation on 
the Church, bringing with it the blight of moral 
character and the supremacy of the priestly order, there 
was at least a champion there of the other view of 
religion. There was--the hostility of officialClom to 
John shows it--a voice crying in the wi~aerness that the 
seat of religion is in the soul of man". ( 2) 

The most interesting fact for us is that Erigena 

translatea the writings of Dionysius, which became the 

great source of devotional reading for the mystically 

minded men of many succeeding generations. From his 

study of the work of Dionysius John the Scot received 
J 

the background for the great work of his life, namely, 

the book on The Division of lJature. The work is writ-

ten in ~five books a..Yld gives the complete system of 

-------------
(lJ cf, Jones, op. cit., p. 120-121. 
( 2 ) Jon es , o p • cit • , p • 122 • 



Erigena. John was the last flower of Neoplatonism. He 

was the father of 'Hestern Mysticism and scholasticism as 

well as rationalism. His doctrine of God placed him 

above all the categories including that of relation. The 

Persons of the Trinity are fused in the ..:i.bsolute. He 

follows the rrnegative road" of Dionysius. To "rest and 

be quiet" is the destiny of all things. "'tnd to return 

to God raises creatv.res into a higher state, in vb ich 

they first attain their true being. Creation is the 

necessary self-realization of God. fhe Son is the Idea 

of the World. Thought and Action are identical in God. 

His root conception of the soul of man reveals his 

mysticism in a special way. I~ is an epitome of the 

universe, a meeting place of the above and the below. 

There is an ultimate ground of truth in the depth of 

personal consciousness. Y~ at the depth of contempla-

tion, finds God, because in this state, God is finding 

Himself in msn. Like ~~ows like and the soul is what 

it sees. (l) Jones says truthfully, nThe speculations 
of this bold thinker of the Dark Ages made little stir 
in t te busy world in which he livea. There was a 
strong currffi1t setting in toward materialism in religion, 
and this Irish scholar was a voice crying in the wilder­
ness. There came another age, however, to wbic h this 
voice spoke, and it av10ke movements of vast signifi­
cance ·------There 11vas in him a loftiness of spirit, a 
boldness of vision, a viril idealism, v1hich vtere sure 
to be an inspiration to m~ny noble minds in later ages 
who were, as be was, consecratea to the service of the 

----.------
(1) cf, Inge, op. cit., p. 135-~37; cf, Jones, op. cit., 

P• 113-129. 



John the Scot wrote, as we have .::J.lree,dy noted, 

abou.t the middle of the ninth centLlry. His great contri­

bution to the mystic life of the next fevJ centuries vias 

his translation of the Greek works of Dionysius into 

Latin, rJhich vvas vridely used. But John was a mystic 

only in his specu.lati on. Ov.r next contact with mysticism 

vlill be in the organization within the Catholic Chu.rch 

vrhic h grew up as a prot est against the formalism and 

legalism of the Church body. 

C. Summary Statement. 

It has b.een our purpose in this chapter to give 

SOMiidefinitions and characteristics of Mysticism as 

they are revealed in the Christian Church. The study 

has resulted in a definition of :Mysticism, which makes 

it a type of religion including both the intellectual 

faculties of man and the "inner-souln of man. lill'ysticism 

deals vrith the relationship of God and man. As an in­

tellectual system, it speculates on the nature of God, 

and Christ ru1d the Holy Spirit. This speculation also 

includes the nature of the. world of rnatte.r and the 

so12l of man. But bwsticism is not confined to specu-

lation, it is also a fact of experience, which may 

transcend all the known senses of man. In this tran­

scendent state man may experience complete union with. 

-------.----
(1} Jonas, op. cit., p. 129. 
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God; a complete absorption with the Oneness of the 

universe. 

This union of the soul of man with the being of 

God is accomplished through three progressive steps of 

the individual soul, namely, the purgative life, the 

illuminative life and the unitive life. 

1wsticism as set forth in the definition and 

characteristics was found in the writings of men of the 

Christian Church from its inception with the teachings 

of St. John and :Paul to the time of John the Scot, 

called Erigena. It was also discovered that whereas 

in the Mystics of the Eastern Church there was not the 

spirit of revo 1 t and independence from the Church, in 

the l~sticism of Erigena there appeared the spirit of 

reform and revolt. The very essence of I.fysticism, the 

immediacy of communion of the soul with God, gives a 

freedom of spirit which is antagonistic to legalistic 

means of worship. 
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CIIAPTER III 

AN EXAMINATION OF MOVEMENTS IN THE WESTEfu"'f CHURCH 
VfHICH SHOW MYSTICISM AS A TYPE OF RELIGION IN PROTEST 

AGAINST LEGALISM IN WORSHIP 

.A. In traduction. 

So far in our study mwsticism has been a system of 

thought confined largely to the realm of speculation and 

not out of harmony with the spirit of the Ohurch of which 

it was an integral part. This is true of all the mystics 

studied except Erigena who dissented from some of the 

doctrines of the Church. It is now our purpose to present 

certain movements in Western Christianity which were a 

distinct protest against the legalism of the Church. And 

it WiLL be shoVIm that these movements had within them the 

essential elements of mysticism which had been present in 

the Church previously only in the form of speculation. 

The central principle of speculative mysticism was seen to 

be the ability of the soul of the individual to experience 

immediate union with God. This principle as translated 

into life WJJ.J.. be shown in the studies of this chapter. 

It is a historic fact.that there were organized groups of 

Christians, originating in the eleventh and twelfth centur~ 

ies and extending to the time of the Reformation, who were 

not only following speculative mysticism in their thinking 

but were putting it into practice in their way of life. 

~sticism as a type of religious experience is an express-
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ion of the iru1er spiritual life of man. The Roman Church 

with its comprehensive system of formalism ana legalism did 

not provide an adequate place for the expression of mystic-

al religion. 

"The Roman Church achieved its world supremacy only 
to find itself incapable of satisfying the inner, spiritual 
hunger of vast multitudes of people within its wide fold. 
The twelfth century which marked the culmination of the 
apparent power of the Church, also marks the beginning of a 
.revolt against its supremacy which finally ended in the 
:Protestant Reformation four centuries later." (1) 

It W ]kt. be TJI_E purpose in this chapter to present a 

brief survey of the movements arising in the Church as a 

demonstration of mystical religion seeking to express it­

self. The studies in this chapter will show that there 

was a progression of mystical thought translating itself 

into life, leading from the Waldenses to the Brethren of 

the Common Life out of which movement came Wessel Gansfort 

as a precursor of the Reformation. 

B. The Waldenses. 

·The argument of this chapter might well be prefaced 
by the words of Josiah Royce, who said, nltysticism has been 
.the ferment of the faiths, the forerunner of spiritual lib­
erty, the inaccessible refuge of the nobler heretics; the 
inspirer through poetry, of co~~tless youths, who know no 

_metaphysics; the teacher through devotional books, of the 
despairing; the comforter of those who are weary of fini­
tude. It has determined directly or indirectly, more than 
one-half of the technical theology of the /Church". (2) 

----------
(1) Jones, ~tudies in Mystical ~eligion, p. 130 
(2) Herman; Iieaning end VaJ.ue of Mysticism, p. 283 

(quotation). 



1. Origin. 

The first move~ent of great significance for our 

study is the Waldensian. This was a revolt against the 

worldliness of the Church and proved to be one of the most 

genuine attempts to revive apostolic Christianity. The 

origin of the movement is not established with exactitude. 

But there are grounds. for belief that the movement is con­

nected in origin in some way with the Cathari of the West. 

Walker has the following reference to the Cathari. 

"The .Manichaeism of the later Roman Empire, of which 
Augustine was once an adherent seems never absolutely to 
have died out in the West. It was stimulated by the 
accession of the Paulicians and Bogomiles whom the perse­
cuting policy of the Eastern Emperors drove from Bulgaria, 
and by the new intercourse with the East fostered by the 
Crusades. The result was a new Manichaeism. Its adherents 
were called Cathari, as the 1 Pure1 or Albigenses, from Albi, 
one of their chief seats in southern France. With the 
ascetic ·and enthusiastic impulse which caused and accompan­
ied the Crusades, the Cathari rose to great activity. 
Though to be found in many parts of ~urope, their chief 
regions were southern France, northern Italy and northern 
Spain. In southern France, Bernard himself labored in vain 
for their conversion. With th~ criticism of existing church­
ly conditions consequent upon the disastrous failure of the 
second Crusade, they multiplied with great rapidity. In 
1167 they were able to hold a widely attended council in 
St. Felix de Carman, near Toulouse; and before the end of 
the century they had won the support of a large section, 
possibly a majority of the population of France and the 
protection of its princes. In northern Italy they were 
very numerous. The Cathari in Florence alone in 1228 
counted nearly one-third of the inhabitants. By the year 
1200 they were an exceeding peril to the rtoman Church. In 
the movement the ascetic spirit of the age found ~ull ex­
pression, and criticism of the wealth and power o;f the 
Church saw satisfaction in complete rejection of its clergy 
and claims·" ( 1) 

(1) Walker, History of the Christian Church, p. 249 
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Although the Waldenses did not spring directly out 

of the Cathari movement there can hardly be any doubt 

that the antisacerdota.l spirit and the moral standards of 

the Cathari had a weighty influence on the Waldenses. (1) 

Peter Waldo is the·· one to whom the Waldenses owe their 

direct origin. His ancestry is unknown; he appeared in 

Lyons, France, about 1155 and became a successful mer-

chant and money-lender. About the year 1176 he was 

greatly impressed when, suddenly one day, a dear friend 

fell dead before his eyes. Shortly after this experience 

he encountered a minstrel singing the sacrifices of St. 

Alexis. He went to a master of theology and asked the 

'best way to God'. The teacher answered in the words of 

St • .Matthew, "If thou wouldst be perfect, go, sell all 

that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt 

have treasure in heaven; and come, follov,r me.rr (2) 

Naldo took the words literally, made provision for his 

family, and with the remainder of his funds stsrted on 

his mission to the poor. 

2. Conflict with the Church. 

Within a year Waldo was joined by others who were 

impressed by his sincerity ru1d good works. They took it 

upon themselves to carry further the directions of Ubrist 

(1) Jones, Mystical Religion, p. 136, footnote, 2. 
{ 2) '?lalker ,op:~.c.i:t, p. 251 · 
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by preaching repentance to the poor. In 1179 they applied 

to the Third Lateran Council for permission to preach. 

Pope Alexander III, thinking them ignorant laymen, refused 

permi~sion. This led to decisive action on the part of 

the Waldenses, and they continued their preaching, as 

obedience to the voice of God. But they were disobedient 

to the Church and therefore were excommunicated in 1184 

by Pope Lucius III. The Waldenses were now joined by the 

Lombard Humiliati a group of like minded men who had suf­

fered excommunication in 1184 for the same offence of 

disobedience to the Church, namely, that of preaching. (1) 

3. Characteristics. 

The followers of this movement were not mystics of 
the speculative type. They were, a~ Jones says, nunspec­
ulative, simple' Christians, sternly hostile to the 
corruption and sacerdotalism of the Church, concerned for 
a return to Gospel simplicity and consecrated to a 
proclamatio~ of an evangel which the poorest and most il­
literate could understand". (2} 

The most important points of the organization were: 

1, non-obedience to Pope and prelates; 2, everybody, even 

laymen can preach; 3, according to the Apostles, God is to 

be obeyed rather than man; 4, women can preach; 5, masses, 

prayers, and alms for the dead are of no avail, and some 

denied that there was any purgatory; 6, prayer in bed, O! 

even in a stable, is as efficacious as in a Church. (3) 

The special point to note about the Waldenses is their 

----------
(1) Walker, op;c:t,t,p. 252. 
~2) Jones,op.ci~,p. 146. 
( 3) Ibid, p. 141. 
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spirit of protest against the formalism of the Church and 

their conviction that the individual has power of personal 

communion with God without the intermediary of the Church 

and its offices. They held that supernatural powers come 

directly from Christ to the individual and that these 

powers are not conferred by ordination. (1} 

c. The Franciscans. 

1. Origin. 

~sticism of a very distinct type shows itself in 

the movement known as the "Spiritual Franciscans". 

Francis was born in Assisi, 1182, the son of Pietro 

Bernadene, a rich merchant. After spending a gay youth in 

his home town and spending some time on a military·expe­

dition, Francis turned to religion. In him we find a type 

of Christocentric mysticism. It is not speculative, but 

rather practical and devotional. He sought a higher 

companionship with God. "He felt again as men had felt in 

the days of apostolic faith, that the veil was rent, and 

that there was free access for even the poorest, meanest 

soul to go direct to the Father". (2) St. Francis' apos­

tolic attitude was shown in his spontaneous uncalcula.ting 

love for men. Jones says the attitude of Francis was the 

beginning of the Reformation for, "it was a genuine 
...... __________ _ 

(1) Jones,op.cit;, p. 145. 
(2) Ibid, p. 151. 



recognition of a new centre. The Church was no longer 

the pivot--man himself, with his human hopes and his 

human needs, was the centre, ~1d religion here began 

again in earnest to be life--a wa:y of living". ( 1) 

2. Treatment by the Church • 

.Ba.t Francis and his followers were not treated 

by the Church as were the Waldenses. Two years after 

the death of Fr~~cis, (1226), he was proclaimed a saint 

by Pope Gregory IX ru1d his followers were organized as 

an integral of the Church. The movement initiated by 

Francis was clearly a protest against the legalism of 

the Church of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

3. Characteristics. 

In Francis tpere is demonstrated religion of the 

first-hand type. In the place of rites and ceremonies, 

we find, fellowship with God, the imitation of Christ, 

enthusiasm anq love and joy springing out of the life 

because God has come into it. (2) The theological sy­

stem of St. Bonaventure is the most representative of 

Franciscan theology and in it we find distinct mystical 

elements. A. study of this the'ology has been made by 

Dunstan Dobbins as a Thesis for a Research Degree at 

Oxfo-rd. In his conclusion he says, "The Su12reme guide 
presented by the Franciscan•s MYsticism is Jesus Christ 

(1) Ibid, P• 152. 
(2) Ibid, P• 167. 

----..-------... 
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in His twofold Nature, Divine and Human. Our Lord is the 
Guide in word and deed. Only by imitatu1g the many vir­
tu.es of which Christ in His Human Uature is the "Ex:emplar, 
only by attempting to re-live His life in some fashion, can 
the soul enter into communion with the Divinity. An imita­
tion of Christ, determined as to details by diversities of 
vocation, is the Via Illuminative which constitutes what 
may be called the 'bridge' between the purgative life and 
the more developed life of the Christian Saints 1r. (1) 

D. Other Protest Groups. 

1. The AmauriaDs. 

The l:!'ranciscans were kept within the Church. But 

another group of Mystics, namely, the disciples of ll.lnaury 

were condemned and persecuted by the Church. Amaury, who 

was a teacher in Paris in the later part of the twelfth 

centu.ry, (died 1205), followed the speculative system of 

Erigena which led him directly into pantheism. But he 

initiated a group of thinkers who declared their freedom 

from the Roman Church. Amau.ry tau.ght that God is all, 

that He is incarnate in the believer as in Christ, and 

that the believer cannot sin. He was compelle·d to re­

cant by Pope Pius III, but he left many followers. (2) 

2. Brethren of the Free Spirit. 

A sect somewhat similiar to that of the Amaurians 

sprang up in Strasbourg, having as its leader a man 

named Ortlieb. They were called the Brethren of the 

Free Spirit. They practiced an extreme form of panthe­

istic mysticism. They held that man is of the same 

----------
( 1} Franciscan Studies, Uo. 6, Sept. 1927, p. 197. 
(2) Walker, History of Christian Church, p. 282-83. 
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substance as God and therefore capable of becoming Divine. 

As soon as man reaches the state of union with God he·ex-

periences a glorious freedom. He then follows only the 

promptings of the spirit within him, giving no place to 

the authority of externals. Jones says of these two 

groups of mystics, "They were enoeavouring with the dim 
light at their command, to find the spiritual trail to 
the Father•s house. 'Every man ought to be .a member of 
the Christ', is the gospel of the leader, Amaury. 
'Every man ought to follow the Divine Spirit within him­
self', is the gospel of the disciple, Ortlieb. For both, 
the true earthly life is a personal manifestation in the 
flesh of the Divine life--a finite personalization of 
Godn. (1) 

3. Beguines and Beghards. 

Other groups of men and women known as Beguines 

and Beghards manifested somewhat the same spirit as the 

Amaurians. They were found in the Netherlands, Germany, 

and France in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The 

men and women had separate organizations, which were not 

recognized by the Church. They were semi-monastic in 

form. There seems to be no question but that the groups 

sheltered antichurchly sympathizers. The central idea 

of the doctrine of the groups is the same wherever they 

are found, namely, that God is all; He goes out of His 

unity into .plurality and differentiation; in this uni­

verse of multiplicity everything real is divine; man has 

within himself the possibility of return--he can become 

------------
(1) Jones, Thzystical Religion, p. 195. 
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like Christ, like God. He can even become God. In man's 

state of perfection God does all in him that he does. 

The ChQrch is therefore unnecessary. Man himself is a 

revelation of God. :t:he CoQflcil of Vienna, (1311), called 

for the suppression of the Beghards and BegQines. The 

decree of the council was carried out at the cost of much 

hardship to both the men and the women of the groQps. (1) 

E. Fourteenth Century ~sticism. 

So far in this section. we have been showing the 

rise of groups in the Church demonstrating the elements 

of mysticism which were manifesting themselves in the 

spirit of reformation within the Church. This study has 

carried us from the later part of the twelfth century 

with the rise of the Waldenses to the beginning of the 

fourteenth century and the condemnation of the orders of 

Begh~rds and Beguines. The chief value of the study of 

these movements is to show the trend of movanents within 

the Church which gives a historic background for the 

understanding of the fourteenth and fifteenth century 

movements which lad directly to the great Protestant 

Reformation. The men of the twelfth and thirteenth cen­

turies made no contribution of special significance to 

speculative mysticism. Their chief contribution to our 

StQdy_1s the manifestation of NWsticism as a way of 

---------... -
(1) ·,. ct.Jones, :Mystical Religion, P• 206. 



life. 

The fou:rteenth and fi·fteenth centu.ries made signi­

ficant contribu.tions to the thou.ght of mysticism. There 

was a flowering of mysticism in Germany and the Nether-

land~ in these centu.ries. The great representative of 

mystical speculation of the period is Meister Eckhart, 

who gathered up the teachings of Au.gu.stine, Dionysiu.s, 

Erigena, Albertu.s Magna, and Thomas Aqu.inas and inter­

preted the mystical message of these men to the people 

of his times. Eckhart died in 1327 and u.pon his system 

there flowered the thinking of Ru.ysbroeck, Merswin, 

Su.so, and Tau.ler, who lived their lives within tha 

fou.rteenth century. Following these men, who called 

themselves Friends of God, there arose the order known 

as the Brethren of the Common Life, which began with the 

life of Groot du.ring the last half of the centu.ry, out 

of which grew Wessel Gansfort, whose writings are to be 

the subject of speciaJ. study as representative or pre. 

Reformation mysticism. 

1. Meister Eckhart, the ~~stical ~heologian. (1) 

Eckhart was a Dominican Monk. He was born in 

1260 and died about 1327. He studied in Paris, became 

prior of Erfurt, lived for a time in Strasbourg, and 

taught in Cologne. A.t the close of his life he was 

-------... --..--
(1) The interpretation of Eckhart is taken from Dean 

Inge, Christian 1aysticism. 
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under trial for heresy and two years after his death his 

works were condemned by the Pope. The aim of Eckhart 

was to find a speculative basis for the doctrines of the 

Church, which shall at the same time satisfy the claims 

of spiritual religion. Intellectually Eckhart was a 

Semi-pantheistic idealist; emotionally he was an Evangel­

ical Christian. He taught that, that which is real in 

all things is the Divine. •rhe Godhead is the abiding 

potentiality of Being. The Triune God is evolved from 

the Godhead. ~he universe is the expression of the 

whole thought of the Father; it is the language of the 

Word. The doctrine of immanence and the doctrine of the 

soul are expecially important. The human soul is a 

microcosm, which in a manner contains all things. At 

the 11 Apex of the mind 11 there is a Divine "s park 11
, which 

is so closely akin to God that it is one with Him, and 

not merely united to hin. But in the doctrine of the 

soul, Eclchart holds that our own nature and personality 

remain intact. 11 The Highest IZeason" is first among our 

faculties. Reasonable knowledge is eternal life. The 

fundamental truth with Eckhart, is the immanence of God 

himself. He places no intermediary between God and 

man. {1} 

........ _ .. .__.__. .... 

(1) Inge, Christian 1~sticism, p. 163. 
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But the speculation of Eckhart did not harmonize 

with the Church and within two years after his death 

twenty-eight propositions of his were condemned by a 

papal .t::Sull, seventeen were pronounced heretical a11.d the 

rest v:ere called rash and suspect. But the :rvritings of 

Eckhart were to bear rich fruit in the life of the Church, 

as was to be seen immed-iately after his death in the 

lives of the Friends of God of the fourteenth century. 

2. Friends of God. 

The Friends of God gave to the Christian Church 

one of the most important ~1.d remarkable expressions of 

mystical religion. This title does not designate a sect 

or even a Society in the Church but rather indicates a 

type of Christianity which manifested itself in the 

fov.rteent h century in Germany. The men of the· movement 

were followers of the Speculation of Eckhart. The most 

important of the men were Ruysbroeck, Mers\7in, Suso and 

Ta1lll.ler. Jones says of them, "Their religion was ex­
tremely simple and practical. They humbly claim that 
they have at the heavenly fountain, and have had their 
inner eyes opened. They were not primarily speculative, 
like Eckhart,' but were rather concerned with the con­
crete matters of actu.al life, thou.gh' they evidently pu.t 
undu.e emphasis on experiences, and on visions, and they 
shared the tendency of the times to drift into exu.berant 
apocalyptic fancies". (1) 

The primary conviction of these men was that ou.r 

commu.nion wi~h God must be a fact of experience, and not 

(1) Jones, 1~stical Religion, p. 254. 
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only a philosophical theory. &1d therefore they set 

themselves to live through the mysteries of the spiritual 

life, as the only way to understand and prove them. The 

most outstanding attempt to experience the mysteries of 

the spiritual life is that of Suso, who exposed his body 

to the most severe tortures, in order to attain spiritual 

unity with the great Soul of the universe, God. But a 

speculative work arose out of this century which made a 

definite contribution to mystical thought of all time, 

namely, The Theologia Germanica. ~he authorship of the 

German Theology is not known, but it follows closely the 

known writings of Tauler. It is representative of the 

thinking of the fou.r men of the period. "It is the 

crowning achievement of Christian Mysticism before the 

Reformation. It is a sound and complete system built 

upon Platonism." (1) 

Luther was an admirer of Tauler and he thought 

so much of the :l:heologia Germanica that he had it printed 

in 1516 and 1518. (2) Tauler was a preacher of great 

helpfulness to his generation. There was religious and 

political confusion in Germany during the life of Tauler. 

The population of his generation was devastated by what 

was known in England as the "black deathn. In his 

preaching he emphaaized the inward and the vital in 

( 1 ) Ing e ,op.:. cit,, p • 18 2 • 
(2) Walker, History of Christian Church, p. 280. 
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religion, and condemned dependence on external ceremonies 

and dead works. He stressed the idea of 'm~ion with the 

Divine', on 'God being born within'. (1) 

3. Brethren of the Common Life. 

The next s tap in our thesis is to note the or-igin 

of the order of the ~rethren of the Common Life and their 

influence tlpon the men of the fifteenth century especial­

ly upon Wessel Gansfort, who, we desire to show, was 

influenced by mystical thotlght and who in turn transmit­

ted his thought to the leaders of the Heformation. 

Ruysbroeck is the connecting link between the 

Friends of God and the Brethren of th9 Common Life. ·He 

was a friend of Suso and Tauler and of Groot, who was 

the founder of the order of the Brethren. Ruysbroeck 

taught that in the inner life itself, not in outside 

props, lies man's salvation and power. And this is the 

very secret of mysticism •. · 1 In his Ladder of Love he 

follows the steps of the mystic system, namely, the 

Active Life, the Inward Life, and the highest or third 

stage--the Contemplative life. 

The fourteenth century was calling loudly for a 

religion of experience, an intimate life with God, but 

at the same t irne for a religion more simple, practical, 

soe4al, more Christlike than any of the types of 

(1) Walker,op.c:it, P• 280. ' . . 
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religion which had appeared. Speculative mysticism could 

not meet the test, because it always swept by prevailing 

intellectual currants. The condition of the Church is 

given by Gerson who writes, "The body of Christianity is 

covered with sores from head to ·foot. Everything is 

rushing from bad to worse, and every one must take bjs part 

in the sum of evils". ( 1) 

Jones states the need of the age when he says, 
"If the religion of Christ was to be revived in power 
and supplant the caricature of it, the age had to pro­
duce prophets of the invisible Church--voices of the 
Eternal Christ to cry in the ears of men--who could 
exhibit in powerful fashion new and compelling ideas of 
spiritual religionn. ( 2) . 

Gerhard Groot (1340-1384) was such a prophet. He 

was a brilliant scholar and the most influential preach­

er of the lfetherlands. He was a mystic after the type 

of Ruysbroeck, but not so radical as Ruysbroeck. He 

quickly attracted followers and shortly after his death, 

these were organized into groups for the purpose of 

maintaining a warm religious life. The leader in the 

organization was .b'lorentius Radewyn, (1350-1400), who 

was instrumental in establishing the first house of 

Brethren of Deventer. '.!:he movement grew throughou.t 

Germany and the Netherlands. The Brethren of the 

Common Life, as thew were called, grouped themselves in 

--------------
( 1) Jones ,op~cit,, p. 29 9. 
(2) Ibid, P• 299 
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houses ~1d lived essentially a monastic life under 

common rules, but without permanent vows, engaged in 

religious exercises, copying books of religious edifica­

tion, and especially followed the vocation of teaching. 

The mystic influence was strongly present in this move-

men t. (1) 

.A movement is judged by the fruits it bears. The 

fruits of the Hrethren of the Common Life were groups of 

devout and saintly men and women scattered through 

Holland and Germany, raising the spiritual level of relig­

ion among the people; and in the second generati-on of the 

movement there was produced a book which has influenced 

Christendom next to the Bible itself, namely, The Imita­

tion of Christ, written by Thomas a. Kemp is, (1360-1471), 

who was a pupil of the Brethren of the Common Life in 

Deventer, and spent most of his life in the monastery of 

Mount St. Agnes, near Zwolle. Walker claims that few 

have understood the language of simple, mystical devotion 

to Christ as~ Kempis did. (2) 

"The eternal thing in the book is its calm and 
compelling r~velation of the reality of the spiritual 
kingdom, and its complete sufficiency for the soul. All 
is well the moment the soul changes its center of gravity 
from the world of vain and fleeting things to the world 
of unchanging reality where God is all.---The soul must 
be kindled and burn with a holy passion of love which 
ca:rries it above all dependence on and attachment to the 
fleeting, failing things of the world, and be "inwardly 

(1} Walker,o!i•cit;,p. 282. 
( 2) Walker, op~.cit;, p. 28 2. 
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united'r to the Divine Foimtain from whom all good flows-­
then in this union with God, everything becomes a mirror 
of life". {1} 

Thus we find in this work the representation of 

devotional mysticism of the fourteenth century. The 

theological ro1d speculative mysticism of the period is 

represented in the writing of Gerson, a great teacher of 

Paris, and a contemporary of a Kempis. but he added 

nothing essentially new to the system. 

One of the friends of .?1 Kempis was Wessel Gansfo:ct, 

whose works show the influence of fourteenth century 

mysticism. These works of Wessel we:ce widely known in the 

sixteenth century and were a precursor of the Protestant 

Reformation as will be shown in the following chapters. 

(1} Jones, lvlystical Religion, p. 327. 
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Paulus Pelantinus' Epitaph to Wessel 

ttrrhis stone covers the white bones of Master Wessel, 
Who \vas a brave lion among philosophers. 

A triple tongue, Hebrew, Greek and Latin, 
Enabled him to mount the famous pulpits of the Doctors. 
Cologne and Paris, the two kingdoms of Minerva, 
Felt the strength and beauty of his genius. 
But the one merit of the man is th&t he knew every­

thing knowable, 
And was a very hammer to those steeped in vice. 
The citadel of Friesland contains his ashes, Germany 

extols his honors. · 
Loving reader, say (a prayer) that the Omnipotent may 

bear (away) his spirit." 



PART II 

MYSTICISM HJ THE TEACHEW OF JOHU WESSEL G.A.US]'ORT, 
A PRECffi~SOR OF THE PROTESTANT REFOru~TION 

CHAPTER IV 

CHARA.CTERISTICS OF 1\riYSTICISM AS FOUIID IN TEE 
WRITIHGS OF JOHJ:f WESSEL GA.:tfSFORT 

A. Biographical Sketch and Justification 
for the Choice of Wessel. 

1. Biographical Sketch. 

John Wessel Gansfort, in his youth, was educated 

in one of the prominent schools of the Brethren of the 
I Common Life--Zwolle, near which Thomas a Kempis lived 

and di a much of his writing. Gansfort was a friend of 

a Kempis and there is no doubt that he was influenced 

by this great example of devotional mysticism. Accord­

ing to the Catholic Encyclopedia, Vlessel was 'born in 
JN 

Groningen, the netherlands, the year 1420 and died at 

the same place October 4, 1489. His first education 

was in the school of the Brethren of the Common Life at 

Groningen but he was soon transferred to Zwolle where 

there was a much better school. In 1449 he studied at 

the University of Cologne ~1d in 1456 he was professor 

for a year in the University of Heidelberg. In 1458 he 

went to Paris to dispute with the scholars on the 

subject of Realism, which n:e advocated. But while there 

he was won to the side of Nominalism v'lhich he taught 

while he remained in Paris, to 1473. Wessel was in 
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Venice and Basle in the __ ~z:ear 1474 e.fter rJhich he s9ent 

the rest of his life in the torm of his 'Jirth, G1·oningen. 

The vvri tings of .Jessel nere issued at Zwolle, in 1521 

una e:c the title, 11 farrago reru.m theologicE~:cum!l, snd a 

reprint appeared at 7ittenberg, in 1522 and at Basle in 

the same year. A complete edition of the wor1s::s of 1essel 

was pu1Jlisheo at Groningen in. 1614, ':Ji th a bio£rapl1ical 

sketch by Albert Eardenberg. 

The circulation of the writings of cressel seems 

to have 11een ver;] slmu, a,nd familiarity nitb them·in 

America at the present tL:1e is not ver-J vvidespread. 

Hardenberg, who was the early biographer of Wessel rives 

as the reason for the slow C1istribt..1.tion of the uorks 

that n all the manuscripts fo una among '.lessel 1 s effects 

were, 11y the zeal of the 1J1endicant l,ionks and the fury, 

of so·ne others, committed to the flames''. (1) Luther 

suggests that the lack of attention given to these vvo:cks, 

before they received wide circulation in the early part 

of the sixteenth century, was the fact that 'Jessel vms 

a quiet character· and lived an Llneventful life as a man 

of the schools. And per haps one of the chief reasons that 

these ir.rri tings are n.ot better knovm in America is that 

up to 191? very few copies of his works were to be found 

in this country. Hot more than a half-dozen copies were 

(1) E • . i. Miller, ed. and J. ;;:. Scudder, tr., Hessel 
Gansfort, vol. 1, p. 156. 
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available to students in-the schools of America. In 

1917 the first Th1glish translation of the original Latin 

worJrs was made by Jared Waterbury Scudder, professor of 

the Latin language in the .Albany Academy. The biography 

vms written in English by Edward Waite Miller, sometL:ne 

professor of Church Histo:r'lJ in Auburn Theological Sem­

inary, and published by him v,rith the translation. 

Previous to this work the only English edition of any 

consequence available on· the life of Hessel was by 

C. Ullmann as a section in his Reforma to ren vo r a er 

Reformation. 

2. Justification for the Choice of Hessel. 

I have chosen the worlcs of Nessel for study be­

cause of the transitional place of his life in relation 

to the Reformation movement, and ·because of the high 

esteem in which he was held by the Reformers. 

So far as I know there has been no attempt to 

analyze the writings of ~:iessel from the mystical point 

of view. C. Ullmann, in his vm rk, Refo rma to ren vor d er 

Reformation, discusses the theological views of ';·!essel, 

and E. W. Miller makes a biographic~:J. study with special 

reference to Wessel in his relation to Pro testan ti sm and 

the Reformation. .Although Wessel b.as not 1Jeen given 

great recognition as a ms,n of influence in the Reformation 

movement, I feel justified in giving this attention to 

him because of the nature of his writings 8l1d the influence 
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he seems to have had on the men of his own day and 

those of the Reformation period. C. Ullmc.nn gives 

"' Vfessel :first place in his study of Reformers before 

the Reformation. Rufus Jones, in his Studies in 

.Mystical Religions, mentions ~:ressel, in a footnote, 

as a disciple and friend of Thomas a Ke:npis, and a 

precursor of the Reformation. The uatholic Ency-

clopedia cites three specific errors fow1d in the 

theology of "/!essel, some of which it says, were taught 

by Luther, namely, denial of the infalli~'Jle office of 

tbe teaching of the Church, the Pope and of the :illoumen-

ica.l Councils; disputing the right of the ecclesiastical 

po'iters to bind under sin; Md emphasizing too strongly 

the subjective activity of the f~ithful in sharing the 

fruits of commw1ion and of tb e Sacri fie e of the I?Iass, 

(opus opera~tis J, so that the objective working of 

the sacrament, (opus operatum), seems to be impaired.(l) 

After giving consider2',ble space to the teachings of 

'cfessel, the !'Jev; Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, suys, 11 ~/hile 
\'lessel has been per haps too enthusiastically praised by 
Ullmann as a Reformer before the Reform2 .. tion, it is 
ec:u.ally a :nistal:e to oonsi a er him 3.11 orthodox churchr:.1an. 
That he forshadowec: the Ger<c1al1 Refor;nr::tion is evinced 
b~r his teE;_cbings as set :Earth a1Jove. rr (2 J 

3. Plan of Procedu.re. 

( 1) Catholic Encyclopedia, article, ·ressel Gansfor t. 
( 2) :!Jew 3c h:=.ff-H8rzog 3nc;yTcloped i a., ::.rti ole on John :'lessel. 
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the teachings of \!essel, it ~:vill !Je helpful to note v:hat 

the definitions of mysticisrn were as eive.n in the secane 

ch&,pte:c, ana c~lso to 11ote the charG.cte:r:istics. Jones 

the,t &. :-:wstic is that person •;~ho 

insists 011 a S011e'::bs.t V.Jider n',nge of :first-hm1d aC(IUu.int-

ance v:i tb reality or of C\i rect experience thcJ:1 thc..t of 

·~vh i c h is con fined to tbe 09 era t ion of the five or !:lOre 

senses. (l) ..::illCl Inge sa~rs th~::.t Ch:cistL:.n IE,ystic-

ism is the atte39t to realize the presence of the livi 

Goa in the soul u1d in na.tnre. (2) PoLlr proposit_ions 

were 3iven ·:Jhich ssts mysticism 0
-P.tJ 
J-.L type of reli-

E?ion, n.:•mely, t t the soul o;,n see ,.no ;Jerceive; 

ou:cselves, m::_;_n, in orc1er to Ja:loVJ God, :nnst be a pa.rt er 

of the 'Divine natt.u'e; third; ·,i thout holinee:s no :11.:11 mc.:y 

mystr:;ries of God Ls Love. The li:fe ~-im o:E -::be mystic 

is to ')e tr<: .. nsformea into th:s tru.e 111\:.:en.:.:;ss of Hb1 in 

ose image he wss c:ceateJ. This trnnsform2tion is 

pv.:cg,;ctivs life, tha illt:t:11il1Ltive life, end tbe t.mitive 

life. These th:cee steps of' the UlJ~is.~.rd iife COlltE~irl 

tbe ethical sye:tem of t 

( l) of. Above P• 7 
( :2 ) of. A'Jove P• 7 (3) of. Above p& 10 
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S::he mysticiSiil of ·ilessel ·~7ill 1;e shJ.died acco.rdi 

to bis doctrine of the T.rinit;;,r; cioct:cL'e of the soD.l; the 

hie.rophant of Love; attitude toTiard ecclesiasticism. The 

wri tL1gs of ·,Jessel stL1.di ed fo:c this &.lialysis :::ere, The 

Sacra::1en t of t be 3acharist, ::wd the Farrago, ':7hi ch con-

tains si::;{ chapters on the folloning sabjects, The Divine 

Providence, The Inct..i"rnation and .l:'assion, The Dignit:~,r 

and Power of the Ohare b, T be Sac:camen t of Penance, The 

Communion of the ,, • .L. 
,:jall1t. s, and 'E'ul'ga to I'Y. Some of the 

letters of iessel have .::uso been ased, especic:tlly, the 

Letter to the IJameless Hun. The tr:::mslation fro~a Latin 

to English, by Scudder, has been follovJed. 

3 • JJ o c t r L-1 e of t h e T .r in i ty • 

1. Doc trine of God. 

The mysticism that \7e found in St. John's 'Jospel . 
is found in ~dassel tN HIS doct:ci.ne of 

sees 3od as the c.reato.r through the ~o.rd. God is the 

unc1·eated Jisdo;n, He is Life 2:IJd He .. .,... .. ' .t... 
lS .Ltlgr1L • In his 

t.reatise on the Sac.rament of the·Eucharist ::-Iessel says, 

"fo.r Joh:.1 explicitly says that all things ·.;:s l'G r~Bd e 
through the ,ford, and since this took place throtJ.gh 
tbe ./o.rd of unc::ceated ;iisdom and tbere •.vas life in the 
Nord, it is the light of men. Hence ivhatever rms made 
throue.h the ';.iord v;as :wt only wo.rthy to be 'nade, but 
was so stJ.blLne in the ·.Io;rd that it makes alive 23.nyone 
·vvho apprehends thL1gs in the ·aol'd, end illumines him 
·,vith Vlisdo:n; for the life was tbe light of men.''(l} 

(1) Miller-Scudder, Wessel Gansfort, vol. II, p.69 
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Wessel follows Plato in seeing nature as the will 

of God • 

11 Now from this we readily see the truth of Plato's 
statement that nature is nothing else than the \7ill of 
God acting with regu.lari ty, r:rhile miracle is an extra­
ora inary operation of the divine wi 11. !I ( 1) 

Just as Plotinus holds that the One is the 

fundamental Reality, the "Eternal source of all Reality--

truth, 1J eau. ty and goodness, --'Jessel sees God as the 

primal energizing cause of all Reality. This is expressed 

in regard to intelligence. The intelligence of man he 

calls the potential intellect. But the potential intellect 

is pov1erless without the energizing function of the active 

intellect which is from God. 

n ____ Just as God is the light of the potential 
li1tellect, causing it to comprehend, so also he is the 
standard of all values, the highest measure of intelligence, 
the first spark of the vJill, the primal energizing cause.n(2) 

The present active operation of the will of God 

in natu.re is according to Biblical teaching as well as 

mystical conceptions. God is the ru.ler of the w1iverse 

not only in the sense that all things are· done in accord-

ance rvi th his will but that all things are done by the 

exercise of his will. God rules because, lflrnovving, 

appointing and willing, Me. completely and essentially 

causes things to exist • 11 But God is not to be completely 

( 1) Ibid , p. 7 5. 
(2) Ibid, p. 8~. 
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knovm by the mind of man. Some of JUs judgments are 

"shrouded in dense darkness <md hidden deep from the 

sight of all.llf In these words we have the earmarks 

of mysticism as expressed in Dionysius 8na others who 

fell into the error of th~ via negative respecting the 

way .to know God. ·,Jessel did not Cillirnrnit this error. He 

·had a positive idea of God. His God could be known. 

He was preeminently a God of Love. In chapter seven 

of the Sacrament of the ~ucharist there is set forth 

in a very clear vmy the idea of God. 

nThere:fore in orCler that he may live, he must 
imitate God E:ll1d be like Him. We cannot be like Him in 
being omnipotent, all-wise, all-dominant, but we are 
not commanded to be like Him in these respects. There 
is one thing which he especially wished to show, which 
He especially wished men to believe and extol in Him, 
viz. , that He is¢>~J.a.v e Pwrros , i.e. a God v1ho loves 
men, and so loves them that He gave His Son for the 
world." (1) 

~1d the love of God is not an unreasoning love. 

It is a love of wisdom. The elements of the sacrament 

are spoken of as the bread and wine of eternal wisdom 

inviting us, even commanding us upon threat of death to 
eat and drink. God is addressed as ~o Wi~dom.n (2) 

The wisdom of God is likened unto the wisdom of a father. 

The idea of the fatherhood of God as set forth in the 

Fourth Gospel is tollowed closely. In chapter twenty-

( 1) Ibid , p. 21. 
(2) Ibid, p. 70. 
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seven of the Sacrament of the ".3tlG-harist several proposi-

t ions are given from the Fotlr th Gospel based on the 

refereEces of Christ to God as ]'ather. (1) Depths 

of mysticis:n are reached vvhen God is said to :have 

created His own image in the inner man. The inward 

man is held to be the only image of God, v1ho is made 

after the likeness of God, and created by God alone, 

and so has been Sllbject to no other authority. (2) 

More will be said on this subject when we deal v1ith 

the doctrine of the sotll of man. 

2. Doctrine of the Person of Christ. 

'Hessel deals with the person of Christ in 

typical mystical la:nguage. He fo1lm7s Johannine thou{?ht, 

v:hich Inge has se:dd, r.night alm.ost be identified ~ai th 

Christi<;;.n i.Tysticism. Christ, tho seonnd person of the 

~rinit;;,r, it: the .iord made flesh. S::be relc.tion :Jetvieen 

God and tbe ;3on is set :Eorth 1n this p:coposition :f:'ro:n 

the treatise on the Incarnation ar1d P2.ssion of Christ.(~~) 

lf'Jod, the .lord, assuming flesh, loveo the flesh 
he had asstJ.med ':!10-'.:'e than the IN hole of the rest of c:c"es. ti on • 11 

The conception of·the body of Christ is given in 

the following language: 

!!By thy body therefore I lll1dc;rstand in the first 
place absolutely ever;srthing._corporeal in that sacred body 
of tbine, in so far as it was CfJ,pable of acting or being 
affected through the body. Hence that most sacred body 

(1) Ibid, p. 62. 
(2) cf, Ibid, p. 296. 
(3) Ibid, P• 115. 
I 
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of thine was broken not merely in,._the five outer senses, 
1JU t also in all the inner organic powers of imagination 
contained in thy heart, head, nerves, system and con­
stitution. 3ut rnore than that, I understand that it 
was broken in thy mental faculties, the memory, ir.tellect 
and will, in all tba t inward power rJh ich even the atJ.gel s 

·ao not possess, ~ut which thou hadst while on earth. 
Sublircle indeed was the flesh which John the 3val1gelist 
meant \Vhen be said 'The (lord became flesh'n. (1) 

Christ is very God. That the pre-existence of 

Christ is believed is proved by the statement in the 

Incarnation and Passion of Christ, namely, "God so 
loved the world that He made His only begotten Son--­
the firstborn of the whole creation---the seed of 
Abraham11

• The ~aork of Ohri s t is to do the wi 11 of 

God which is to give life unto men. Proposition 

twenty-five of chapter twenty-seven of the :3acrarnen t 

of the Eucharist says, ni am come down from heaven not 
to do mine O\m will, but the will of Him that sent me, 
i.e. that they should come to the Son, should not perish, 
s h o ul a not b e los t , bu t sh o ul a ha v e 1 if e , b el i e v ing on 
him". (2) 

The Word is the instrument of creation. The "ilord 

itself is not created but is of uncreated disdom. There 

is life in the Word m1d this life is the light of men. 

"Let us note carefully that the Lord 'Jesus said, 
'I'. (John 14:6) Who is that 'I'? Assuredly, 'I, the 
eternal, essential Hord, existing of myself, the first 
life of the fi'rst Word living in myself, maoe flesh for 
your sakes'. Now just as the ¥lora is the source {exitus) 
of existence for all created things, so also is the me&~s 
(transittls) of blessed 1r...nov1ledge for all the saints 1

'. (3) 

( 1 ~ 

f § ~ 
Ibid, p. 8. 
Ibid, p. 64. 
Ibid, P• 120. 
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This doctrine of the '.lora---bas many things in 

common wi tb the theory of the Hous in Plotin:ls who is· 

one of the earliest thinkers to formulate a doctrine of 

the Trinity. He calls Hous "a second God 11
, "a first-

born Son'1 who is eternally begotten. But in Plotinus 

the ~Tous had a less exalted position than the Christie.n 

-vvord Logos, the Nous in Plotinus being what we call l1Law 11
, 

regarded as a vital force. The Johannine Logos is both 

immanent and transcend\3nt. The mysticism of Wessel might 

even be called Christocentric in contrast to Theocentric. 

3. Tioctr ine of the Holy Spirit. 

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit and the salvation 

of man are closely related in the teachings of Wessel. 

As the Word is the revelation of the Father so is the 

Holy Spirit the revelation of the Son. The Holy Spirit 

is an active principle in the lives of believers. The 

doctrine is presented very clearly in the following 

passage: 

"And in this we must note especially that the 
Fathex sends the Comfort~r in the name of Jesus, as is 
d eclarea in t be words, 1 But the Comforter, even the Holy 
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name'. For God 
bestows on us so freely of himself, nay, he lov·es our 
acceptance and belief of the lncarnate Word so much, that 
wherever a rational mind piously accepts the Word made 
flesh, be will forthwith p~ur out his spirit upon him. 
And not only a oes God grant his spirit, btJ. t if two are 
gathered together in the name of Jesus, the Son of God 
is in the midst of them. And-he is in their midst, not 

because they are gathered together, but for the sake of 
the _name of Jesus. The name of Jesus, therefore, includes 
the Comforter and the Son; and not only these, but since 
the Father also comes wherever the Son enters the whole 
11rinity together makes its a:'bode there. Henc~ the straight-
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est and shortest ;ua::y between us and God is sweet and 
pious meditation on the Lord Jesus, since indeed, the 
Father, the Saviour, arid the Comforter in a blessed 
company will come and make their abode with us." (1)· 

The Holy Spirit is the very inner life of the 

believer. ..lnd because the Spirit is both God and the 

life of man, therefore God and t~n are united in the 

Activity of the Spirit. 

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit in the Fourth 

Gospel is a distinct contribution to mystical 

thought. It is that the Comforter takes the place of 

Christ on earth as a living, active principle in the 

hearts of Christia.Yls • .tilld that tbe.re is a development 

of trllth through the ever present work of the Holy 

Spirit. God was full~r revealed by the '#ord but the 

vvorld was not ready to .receive ·the full revelation so 

the Holy Spirit fllllctions in developing the revelation. 

V/essel understands this Bpiri t to dvvell within man as 

the very life of the inner man. 

"He v1ho thus eats the flesh of the Son of man 
need not dread the c1eatb of the inner man; for the life 
of the inner man hvbich is tru.ly Syirit and life cl.l1d 
the third person in t be Trinity un.d thereby the eternal 
God} ca1mot be 'of him that dwelleth or nmneth', be­
cause it is the one S;;>irit of the ]'ather and the Son. 
His life is solely in that Spirit, so that he who from 
eternity trllly is the Spirit of the Father ~1d the Son, 
becornes through God's compassion the life of that rtl.an 
;:·Jho spiritually eats the flesh o:f the Son of man and 
drinks his blood. He also becomes one Spirit ·:Jith him; 
for . he \'lho clings to God is made one Spirit ui t h God n. ( 2) 

(l) Ibid, p. 117. 
( 2) Ibid , p. 29 • 

...... ________ _ 
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The Holy .Spirit th Ll8 ftnTc ti on s in the life of msn 

to the foxtent thc,t the man becomes godlH:e. The Holy 

Spirit produces such likenes~ to God in the heart through 

grz~ce, aisdom and love, Lmtil the sons of Ciod become 

truly godlike, one in spirit with Goa. (1). True 

VJisdom is a rift of God through the Hol:<,T 3pirit. The 

'.-:isdom of ?ytbagoro.s, 3ocrates, Pla.to and .Aristotle 

VIas animal '\'isdo'n acoording. to '.Iessel lJecause it sp:nmg 

f::con ithin themselves, a11d not from above. 3piritual 

v:isdom ,,,rhich has its soLuco in the Holy Spi:dt. The 

Hol~l Eipil'i t is tb e spil'i t of anthori ty to m;;JJ, <llld the 

true a,Llthori ty for mr.n sup::;rsea ing even the au tho:ci ty 

of :Popes. (2). 

4. :Propo;::itions on the rr:cinity. 

1. Sod is the Creator of all things. 

3. God is Life 

4. ture is the 17ill c:.J: Goa :::.ctine -,-Jith 
regllL:~:ci t;;r. 

5. God is the primal energizing source o~ all 
:tec:~l i t~l. 

6. God is Active Intellect. 

7. The ,juagments of Goo c.xe shrouaed in aense 
ac:.TJU.188S • 

(1) I~id, p. 211. 
(2) Ibid, p. 252. 
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B. God is Love. 

9. The inward mw1 is the image of God • 

10. Cb::..'i s t is the ;.Jord made flesh .. 

11. Christ possessed etll the faculties of man. 

12. Christ is the firstborn of all creation. 

13. The mission of Christ is to do the VJill of 
the Father. 

14. 

15. 

Christ is the '/lord of o..nc rea ted wisdom. 

Christ is the source of all e:;dstence fo:c 
created things. 

16. The Word is life and is the light of man. 

17. Christ is immanent and transcendent. 

18. The Holy Spirit reveals the Son. 

all 

19. The Holy Spirit is an active principle in the 
lives of believers. 

20. The Holy Spirit is the inner life of the 
believer. 

21. The Holy Spirit is the third person of the 
Trinity. 

22. God and man are w1ited in the Holy Spirit. 

23. 1\lfan becomes godlike through the work of the 
Hoiy Spirit in the heart of the believer. 

24. The Holy Spirit is the source of true wisdom 
in man. 

c. noctrine of the Soul. 

In the doctrine of the soul we strike the hea:ct of 

mysticism. The union of the soul with God is the aim of 

all mystical thinking. This involves theories concerning 

the natJll'e of the soul, the capacity of the soul of man to 
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partake of the Divine soul of the universe, and the 

ability of the soul to experience unity Yvith God. As an 

example of the union of the soul with God I shall quote 

that great passage from Plotinus which has been called 

the source and inspiration of most Vfestern mysticism. 

"Since in the vision there were not two things, 
but seer and seen were one, if a man could preserve t be 
memory of what he was when he was mingled with the Divine, 
he would have in himself an image of God, and retain no 
difference, either in relation to himself or to others. 
nothing stirred within him, neither anger nor concupi­
scence, nor even reason nor spiritual perception or his 
own personality, if we may say so. Caught up in an 
ecstasy, tranquil and alone with God, he enjoyed an 
impurturbable calm; shut up in his proper essence he 
inclined not to either side, he turned not even to him­
self; he was in a state of perfect stability; he had 
become stability itself." (1) 

1. Hature of the Soul. 

A distinction is made between the soul of man and 

the natural body of man. The soul is not produced out of 

the power of matter through some inherent force but is 

breathed into the body by the power of God. The soul is 

the breath of life. The soul is united to the body through 

divine power alone and this union continues until the 

separation is caused by the same power. The soul of man 

is the breath of life breathed into the body by God alone. 

"However much the embryo may be in tended to 
receive the human form, it is only potential, and sub­
jective or material, without any power to produce the body 
which is to become man. In order that man may result, it 
is neces~sary that God should breathe the breath of life 
into the body and unite the one to the other. Hence that 

------------
(1} Rufus Jones, Some Exponents of Mystical Religion, p.77. 
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union depen<:ls upon God alone; and that which when united 
depends upon God alone cannot be separated except by God." 
(1) 

This breath of life which unites the soul and the 

body also gives the individual kinship with all that is 

divine in life. God takes the relationship of father and 

mother in all the vital relations of parent ana son; the 

Word incarnate is as a brother and a sister; the Holy 

Spirit is a close friend. This breath of life of Wessel 

is contrasted to the natural soul of Aristotle, which 

expresses its elf as eon.scien ce and reason pleading for 

the best things. Hessel ascribes conscience and reason 

not to any nattJ.ral working of the solll but to the power 

of the breath of life giving divine assist~1ce to both 

the vtill and the intelligence. (2) 

The soul is not therefore dependent upon the body 

fox life. Death of the body does not end the life of 

the soul but rather releases the soul for a more abundant 

life. .ljUt in all the teaching of Hessel the identity of 

the individual soul is never lost either in ru1ion with 

God or with other souls. (3) 

2. The Soul as the Partaker of the Divine Nature. 

One of the propositions that sets mysticism off 

as a type of religion is that the soul of r~n part~res of 

(1) miller- Scudder, op. cit., vol. Il, p. 92. 
( 2) Ibid , p. 90. 
(3) Ibid, P• 97. 
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the Divine nature. gessel's doctrine in this respect 

centers around the fact of the creation of the inner man 

by God in his ovvn image. "Just as there is the outer man 
ro1d the life of the outer man and the nourishment of the 
outer life, so there is the inner r.oan, the life of the 
inner man, and the nourishment of the inner life." Paul 

defines the iiL"1er man as 11 that v;hich hath been created 

after God 11
• ;/lessel argues that the inner mc:n, made in 

the image a..nd after the likeness of God, lives when he 

is God's image aild likeness. ( 1 J Cone ern ing the soul as 

the dwe.lling place of Goo, the argn.ment of c1ugustine is 

given. 11 Jur::;t a8 the body can not live VJithoLl.t the Solll, 
so the 8oul c211.not live u.nless God be present, dv1elling 
r:Ti thin it [Jl1d qll i cken ing it • 11 

( 2 J 

The soul of man becomes the partaker of the 

:Divine nature through the sacrament of the 3iuc harist. 

This l)ecomes truly a. mystical impartation of the Tiivine 

to the hL1.m2n. Bat ·Jess el c1 oes not bold the t rae Ca th olio 

doctrine concerning the -.r.nements. Emphasis is placed on 

the idea of part~-:.king of the Jlema1ts after the rne.nner 

of tb e inner me~n. ~~ qtlotat ion from the teaching on the 

Stwramen t r)f t be 3uc haris t riill serve to demonstrate this 

11"3xcept ye eat the flesh of the Son of man end 
drink his blood, ;7e have not life in ~rou.rself. 11 (3) 

This is explained as follows: 

(1) Ib ia , P• 21. 
( 2 ) Ibid, 9• 199. 
(3) Ibid, 9· 28. 
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''::',:anifestly it must be admitted that the life, of 
vtbich be speaks, is the life of the inner m£,11, i.e. life 
in the Holy Spirit. lJecessa.rily therefore it mllst also 
he admitted that 1.vhen he ss.ys, '3xcept ye eat the flesh 
of the Son of ma11 and d rin1c his blood' , v:;e are to u.nd er­
stano that it is an inward eating and drinkiP .. g:, i.e. of 
the iru1er man. But hov; does the inner man eat the flesh 
and a rink the blood, when he is no thing btJ.t mind, 
intelligence? The inner,man, i.e. the memory, intellect, 
and Ylill, should !Je occupied vrith the '.-ford that became 
flesh, v:ith God T:Jho became mc.w, with his times, desires, 
doctrines, examples, precepts, benefits and promises, 
just as the mouth, throat and stomach of the outer man 
are employed with a feast." ( 1) 

Eternal life is tbe result of this indvrelling of 

the spirit in the inner man. Life is not true life unless 

it e:::dsts deep VJithin the inner man. ll:nd it is through 

remembrance of Jesus that he becomes the wealthy guest, 

'the inmate of the soul of man. .iilld if the Spirit dwells 

within the man he is built up in proportion to his degree 

of remembrarwe. This building up of the soul reaches its 

big best point in complete union with the Spirit. This 

is described in terms of being eaten. Not only does the 

man partake bf the Elements but he himself is partaken of 

so that there is a fusion of the partaker and the partaken. 

The illustration of the hot iron is given. 

"It is just as when iron is made red hot, the iron 
absorbs the fire ~1d yet is entirely possessed thereby. 
Renee the fire eats the iron and is also eaten by it. 11 (2) 

Such language as this is pure mysticism of the very 

highest type. It is in line with all speculative mystics 

(1) Ibid, P• 28 
(2) Ibid, P• 50. 
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especially those of the fourteenth century, n~nely, 

Tauler, Suso and Ruysbroeck. 

Uor does the soul cease in its development when 

death separates the body and soul. After separation the 

soul, which is the likeness of God, holds fast to its 

prototype and becomes one in spirit with Him. (1) Thus 

the soul of man partakes of the Divine Nature to the 

degree that it is entirely fused. .tiut we do not find 

in Wessel the idea that the individual soul loses its 

identi~J in fusion with the Divine. 

3. Development of the Soul. 

It has been previously pointed out that the life 

aim of the mystic is to be trru1sformed into the lik~ness 

of Him in whose image he was created. This transforma­

tion takes place through the three ways of the mystic 

system, namely, by way of the purgative life, by •Nay of 

the illuminative life ~ld by way of the unitive life ox 

state of perfect contemplation. Also it was noted that 

two of the propositions upon which mysticism as a type 

of religion seems to rest are, first, that the soul can 

see and perceive, ru1d second, VJithout holiness no man 

may see the Lord. 

'.Vessel s hm7S evidence of mystic ism in his treat­

ment of the steps of tbe soul to c'-ttain u.rlion ..Iith God. 

( 1 ) Ib i c1 , p • 28 3 • 
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In the ,sacrarnent of the 3twharist he seems to iden. tify 

the \7ay, tbe Trllth and the Life of Christ v.rith the three 

'Nays of the mystic life. He says, nesta.blish and 
s t r eng t ben me in the tJay of thy remembrance by w hie h 
th.rotlgh thee, the Way, I may proceed unto thee, the 
Trtlth, and that I may finally attain tlnto thee, the Life". 
(1) 

The purgative life is associated with bodily 

exercise through discipline; the illuminative life is 

associated with the mental and emotional life of dis-

cernment; and the unitive life is associated with 

contemplation which may rise above the five sens.es of 

man. These steps are evident .in Wessel .when he says, 

"But if he (the partaker of the Sacrament of the Eu.char­
istJ keeps and ponders them (these sayings), his heart 
will be strengthened, so that like Paul he shall 
discern; and discerning, like animals that are clean in 
accordance with the law he shall ruminate; and ruminat­
ing, like men after the Lord's heart he shall taste that 
the Lord is good; and tasting, he sb..all delight himself 
in the Lord, who now giveth him all the desires of his 
heart". (2) 

To Wessel, the ref ore, the bodily function of 

eating and remembering is the discipline of the pu.rgative 

life; remembering leads to discernment through the 

exercise of the intellect, feeling and vvill; this in 

tu.rn leads to perfect contemplation when man shall taste 

of the delights of the Lord. 

That Wessel used the mystical system of progress­

ion in his theologi:ca.l thinlcing is well seen in his 

(1) Ibid, P• 14. 
( 2 ) Ibid , p. 27 • 
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treatment of departed souls. In his treatise on 

Purgatory the foll·owing propositions appear: 

~'22. If a blessed angel is purified, illuminated 
and perfected by hierarchic action, this process must 
necessarily be assigned to different parts of t be soul. 11 

n23. Therefo.re, purification must be assigned to 
the reason t hrougb,....;.t.he sapient knowledge of God ; 
illumination to the intellect--through perfect glorifi­
cation of God; perfection to the will--through blessed 
enjoyment of God • 11 

"25. The Father cooperat.es with the angels that 
cleanse; the Word, the Life and glorifying Light 
cooperate with the angels that illumine; and cooper­
ating VJith the·angels that perfect and inspire is that 
flaming and eternal love and charity, most vJo rtb;>r of 
God who loves, ru1d of God, the beloved, the Holy 
Spirit.n (1) 

But the steps of the soul to union with God can 

be taken while the soul and the body are w1itea. These 

steps are elucidated in the treatise on The Incarnation 

and :Passion of Christ. Propos it ion 22 says, "But in 
one's approach to God there is a beginning, the Gospel; 
then, a conferring together; afterwards, intercourse • 
. :\nd after these longing, discipline; then, counsel, 
cure, employment; then command, leadership, office. 
A.fter these, judgment, the whip, zeal; then the feast, 
t be kiss, marriage". ( 2) 

Thus it is seen that the steps of the mystic 

life are presant in the teaching of Wessel. .:ill.d the 

final step of perfect contemplation is not confined to 

the natural faculties of man. The soul was able to see 

and perceive beyond the limits of natural mind. Through 

this higher faculty of perceiving man is able to imbibe 

(1) Ibid, P• 284-285. 
(2) Ibid, P• 124. 
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life from all things created by the Word of uncreated 

wisdom. 

11 Such clearness of vision goes far beyond the 
naturaJ. limit of the mind, which knows the objects of 
creation only in themselves. Hence this clearness of 
vision is twofold. There is a certain vision in blessed 
spirits that are released from the body here on earth, 
whose natural horizon is greatly enlarged by their com­
prehension of things in the 'fiord. There is another 
vision which belongs to the body that is to be resumed 
by us and fashioned after the glorified body of Jesus." 
(1) 

':ressel believes that the gospel cannot be appre-

hand ea fully bJr any organic sense. This he believes is 

true because the gospel is v-1 i thout any men tal images. 

Vle do not apprehend pure cognitions and our desires in 

God through mental images. From this he argues that 

the gospel will be preached to departed souls which are 

freed from the encumbrance of organic powers. (2) 

Wessel held the mystic proposition that viithout 

holiness no maYI may see the Lord. One of the steps. of 

the upward life is that of purgation. ln the "Sacrament 

of the Eucharistn the idea is set forth that in our 

earthly pilgrimage we are to be pure and holy priests. 

We must be a 'tburnt offering of oursel ves 1t. We present 

oursel vas holy r) afore the Lord by loving Him. Hagdalene 

is said to have 11 perfectly offered that most holy in-

cens-e 11 'Uhen she perfectly loved the Lord. 

( 1) Io i a , p • 69 • 
(2} Ibid, P• 308. 
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"I do not tbinl>: that she reached the temple of Goa,' 
the throne of the kingdom, the marriage chamber in any 
other way than 1)~; t bus being bol~r, worthy, sublime and 
beautiful. I therefore believe that none of the sons of 
God will enter into that p1·iesthooa or lcingdom or eternal 
weda ing tmless they moa.nt up b~r SLI_ch steps of cle&nsing 
Gl'ld pa.rificationt!. (1) 

The aim of man is salvation. ; • .nd this snlvation is 

perfect Lmion riith the .TPather. It is attE' .. ined lJ~T the 

individual soul ITithoa.t the help of others. It is a 

relationship betvJeen God ;;;:nd the individLJ.D.l· tr---otlr 

kingdom depends solely upon ourselves. ---3e attain to 

it b~/ the steps of otir o'::;n minds aD.d our o•:m desires 11
• 

11 Zach mc:.n's tLu:ning tovJ1:1rd God is the link that 
binds him to God in SLlcb a m1ion that he purto.kes accord­
ing to his desire, no ma.tter by v1hat celebrtU1t the 
oblation is offered .!I (2) · 

4. Propositions on the Doctrine of the Soul. 

1. The soLJ.l of man is distinct front the body. 

2. The soul is not p:cod twed b~y the power n 
OI 

matter. 

3. The soul is the breath of life. 

4. The soul is breathed into the ~ody by God 
alone. 

5. The soul has kinship with all that is divine 
in life. 

6. The life of the soa.l is not dependent upon 
the life of the body. 

7. The soul is made in the image of God. 

8. The SOtll partakes of the :Divine I~ature. 

(1) Ibid, p. 32. 
(2) Ibid, op. cit., p. 263. 
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9. The soul is the dwelling place of God. 

10. The soul is identified with the life of the 
inn e :::- man • 

11. The soal m.ay have complete union vvith its 
prototype, 1:10d. 

12. The soal a evelops tmvard per fee ti on through 
the three steps of the mystic life, purgation, 
illumination, and perfect contemplation. 

13. The soul way see ~Ld perceive independently of 
natu1r.al faculties. 

14. Without holiness no man may see God. 

TI. The Hierophant of Love. 

~hereas purification removes the obstacles to our 

union 1!/ ith God, so our guide on the upv1ard path, nthe true 

hierophant of the mysteries of God 11 is love. Love n-1ay be 

defined in a negative wa:y by sa:ying that, 11 Love is not love 

:w-hen it asks for a rewardu. R. L. Nettleship is quoted 

by Dea...Yl Inge as saying· that Hlove is interest in its 

highest power 11
• A somevvhat contradictory wa:y of saying 

practically the same thing is that "it is of the essence 

of love to be disinterestean. The Theologia Germanica 

throws light upon love as disinterestedness when it says, 

".So loJ1g as a r.oan seeket h his o>.m highest good because it 

is his, he will never find it". {lJ 

1. Conception of the Nature of Love. 

Wessel shows himself in harmony vvith the thought 

(1) cf, Inge, Christian J,fysticism, p. s. 
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of all true mystics in his teaching concerning the nature 

and the office of love in the development of the soul 

toward its union with its prototype, God. He lays down 

the fundamental principle that love is the head and hinge 

of all our actions • .;.4.nd from this principle he draws the 

conclusion that if our love be right and perfect, sincere 

and genuine, all things will be pure to us. Love has its 

origin in the love 'of God. 

"For nothing is wont to excite love as much as a 
lover's great favors, since these are the most potent 
proofs of his love. Love, however, is not only the 
incentive but also the origin of love. Do you wish then 
to love? Recall what the Lord Jesus has done for you. 
For it is impossible to ponder frequently upon what your 
Lord, your God, your Saviour has done and borne out of 
love for you without loving him in return. To a cold 
heart the contemplation of a lover, and such a lover, is 
a fire enkindling it, ro1d constraining it to return that 
love. Whether one vv-ill or no,, he cannot but love if he 
remembers ro1.d reflects upon the love and tender devotion 
of his lover." (1) 

Love is conceived of as a relationship between 

God and man alone. Love is due to our neighbor only 

because God commands us to love ot.u neighbor. We are 

debtors to God and therefore it is due him that we show 

love toward our neighbor. ..4.nd as was stated above, love 

is due to God beCause he first loved us. (2) Love is 

developed through constant meditation upon the death of 

Christ. From our meditation "wisdom and glory will 
necessarily develop into the fruit of righteousness, even 
.. love,--and this as we the more persistently continue our 

(1) lJiller-Scudder, op. cit., Vol. Il, p. 5. 
(2) Ibid, P• 160. 
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meditation". (1) 

The degree of perfection of the soul is determined 

by the degree of love. We begin vvith fraternal love in 

loving Jesus as the First-born among many brethren. This 

love of the human nature is of a lower degree tham love 

of God. But as the love of Christ sets him abo~e the 

many brethren and above hirnself, the individual then has 

attained the next degree, "so that JesllS ascends Ul1to 
his Fat her in his heart, and so kindles him v; ith the love 
of God that he also,--like the Lord Jesus, delivers, 
abandons, p.resents alld offers Him as incense unto Godn. 
---"This gradual advance from strength, I believe, was 
maintained by lYiagdalene, and I tb ink that she .hot only 
rose to perfect love of the Lcrd Jesus, but more than 
that, in loving him perfectly, she pe:-cfectly offer eo tbc.t 
most holy incense • 11 

( 2) 

Je;:::sel seems to grasp the true me Mine, of 3t. 

John's conception of Goa as :tove. Tbis apparently is 

revealed in the bventy-sixth chapter of The Sacrament of 

the Eucharist I'Jhe.n he says, rrBesic1es the life <..::...na nourish-

of the soLll is loven. (3) 

2. The Office of Love. 

Je take upon ourselves the cross of Christ through 

love of him. 'J: his seems to mean that vv e share the life of 

Christ. The words of 'dessel are, nTo one who loves the 
Lamb perfectly, the LamBs cross becomes his ·ownn. ( 4} 

Love makes one Christ-like. nonly perfect love of 
of the Lamb makes mffi1 lamb-like,--with the perfect prin-

--------- ..... 

(1) Ibid, p. 14. 
( 2) Ibid, p. 14. 
(3) Ibid, p. 61 .• 
(4) Ibid, P• 134. 
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ciples, characteristic and weapo~s of the La.mb. 11 (1) 

1l:be love of the Lamb is the fire, vlcich when 

perfectly kindle~, bllrns llp the wood, hay and Stllbble 

completely, which is self-love. :md love of the Lamb, 

when it is perfect, is the perfect key of the Kingdom 

of heaven •. ~his love of Christ as rlller, is the 

throne w1d seat of the kingdom. Love acts as the 

purifier of the soul of man. (2) St • .:tugllstine is 

quoted by Wessel as saying that the keys of the kingdom 

are defined as: 

"(1) love diffused through the Holy Spirit in the 
hearts of the children of God, and, (2} the Holy Spirit". 
(3) 

.And these keys are available to every believer. 

Love is alsr) the victor in death, nfor love is strong as 

deathn. (4) Love is held by Wessel to be the means 

through which the believer shares in the treasure of the 

Church. ·This is. a teaching which held serious conse-

quences for the orgw1ized Church. &1d this was one of 

the points at which w·essel differed from the legal ism 

of the Roman Church. His teaching is as follows: 

ltif, therefore, anyone trllly wishes to share in 
the treasllre of the Ohu.rch, let him become a partaker of 
love. And if anyone wishes to be enriched out of the 
tfeasure, let him become rich in love and affection. 
But.if anyone wishes to be made altogether rich, let him· 
lov-e fully and perfectly; every other 1Nay is vain. 11 (5) 

... _________ 

( 1) Ibid, P• 134. 
( 2) Ibid, P• 135·. 
(3) Ibid, P• 188. 
( 4) Ibid, P• 96. 
( 5) Ibid, P• 251. 
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And another point at VJ hich 'Oiessel hela teaching 

which augured ill for the Roman Church was that love is 

the basis and only basis for revvard at the hand of God. 

lfJ:doreover it is the measllre of one's love of t·he 
fear of God and of them that fear God that determines 
what his reward will be among them:--And he on his part, 
does not receive his share from them that fear God, bllt 
from God who knows the measure of his love.--For his 
love, not his work, will be rewarded. 11 (1) 

3. Eropositions on the rlierophant of Love. 

1. Love is the head and hinge of all our actions. 

2. Love has its origin in the love of God. 

3. Love is a relationship between God and lUal1. 

4. Love is developed through c onsta11 t medita-
tion tlpon the death of Christ. 

5. Love is the life a.YJ.d no tlris hmen t of the 
soul. 

6. The degree of perfection of the soul is 
determined ·by the degree of love. 

7. Throtlgh love we share the suffering of 
Christ. 

8. Through love we bee orne Christ-like. 

9. Love is purgative--purifying. 

10. Love is the key to the kingdom. 

11. By love we share in the Communion of Saints. 

12. Love is the basis of reward from Goa. 

E. ~i.tti tude Toward Ecclesiasticism. 

1. Sacramffi1t of the Eucharist. 
____ ...,. ____ _ 

(1) Ibid, p. 256-257. 
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The subjective nature of Wessel's mysticism 

manifests itself v~hen he deals -v-,rith the sacraments and 

rites of the Ohu.rc h._ He believes so strongly in the 

ability of tne sou.l to have immediate contact with God 

that he has a tendency to disco~~t objective means. 

This is evidenced in his attitu.de toward the Sacrament 

of the Eucharist. 

The emphasis of Hessel on the su.bject of the 

Eu.charist is that the Elements shou.ld be taken in 

Remembrance. The bread ru~d the wine are not efficacious 

without their spiritual meaning. ~herefore it is the 

inner man that must be the principle in partaking of 

the sacrament. Spiritual communion is given a higher 

place than sacramental communion. 

"To the spiritually faithflll he is also given-­
even in bodily presence-- outside of the Eucharist and 
apart from the forms of bread and wine, sine e he is 
given to those who believe on him. For if none hath 
life except he eat his flesh ;:md drinl<: his blood, and on 
the other hm~d, he that believeth on him hath eternal 
life, it must obviously be admitted that everyone that 
believeth eateth his flesh and drinketh his blood.-­
Indeed in some respects spiritual corrummion is more 
frt1.itfu.l thc.m sacramental, at least in this respect, 
that in the former so far as the laity are concerned they 
both eat and drink, while in the latter they only eat,-­
unless by a blessed drallght they are filled with 
spiritual peace. 11 (1) 

The reasons for this position are given tns.t in 

the sac ramen tal communion the act is bo tmd d ovm by time 

and place, is permitted to ·certain persons only, D.nd is 

(1) Ibid, p. 56. 
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observed i1i a pa.rticu.lar fo~m; r/hile in the spi:citu.al 

corn.mu.nion t be act springs from a pious heu.rt in fai tb 

unfeignea rejecting no age, sex or race, c:.nd is adopted 

to all times and places. 3ac ramen tal commu.nion is oft en 

harmful; spiri tu.al col11'11Ul1ion is always f:ru.i tfu.l a..Yld 

salv.tary. The bread and 17ine are called the elements of 

ete:cnal vdsClom cormnv.nding u.s to eat c::.nd drink. S:~iritual 

partc:iking is so acceptable to God thst simtlltaneou.sl;;.r he 

bestorJs t be Spirit a11d life Llpon t be ;.Jartciker. ( 1) 

11 He r:bo tbu.s eats al:ceady h::tS the benefits of 
outvJ,s_rd s.~~cro.ment2l ea"cing, just as Pnul, the fi:cst her­
mit, 8):1d very mr_,wy after him Q'.a it even F! ithout the 
ou.t\va:rd sacrd.r.aent,;Q eating. To eat the:refo:r.:e is to 
remem:)er, to esteern, to love.!! (2) 

This tez;.,ching of ,/essel on the 3ucha:cist rJas a 

direct ste.nd against the position of the Roman Chu.:rcb, 

t ba.t the commu.r1ion mtJ.s t !J e sac ramen tall~r administered. 

His position is that of the subjective or introspective 

type of Jlicism, a.nd it is plain th!::,t this fo:rm, r1hen 

car :ri ed to its logical conclu.si on, is incons is tent with 

sacramental religion. ~here is.:t.type of 1.1'3T8ticism rlt1ich 

bas a tru.e ap9reciation of sacraments, namely, that 

which rests on ·belief in symbolism. (3) 

2. Celibacy of the Priesthood. 

The attitu.de of \1essel toru..trd e:dernals in l'elig-

ion is again demonstrated in the case of tbe celibacy of 

( 1) c f, Ibid , p. 56- ; 29 • 
( 2) Ibid , . p. 29-30. 
(3) cf, Inge, Obristian Mysticism, ch. VIl. 
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the clergy. He is consistent VJith his mystica.l 

thinking. He holds ·that the:ce is no virtue in the act 

of celibacy but only in the resolution. HFor it is 
love--not celibacy--that ma..1-i:es the best ground to 
bring forth fruit a hu...YJ.dred-fold; 11 (1} 

Peter is compared to Timothy, Peter being called 

to apostleship in marriage and Timothy in c eli bac~r. 

Peter is given credit for more fruit. 

lllfJ.D.rried prelates, nho love celibacy even more 
than celibates do, are held in higher honor thruL the 
latter, and receiv·e the greate:c revJard. Yet the;)r do 
not gain the distinction of celibates, although they 
receive the greater re~ard for having loved celibacy 
more. Per the one involv~s righteousness and purity of 
heart; the other, the involate sacrifice of celibacy. 
In the former love is crowned; in the latter celibacy. 11 

(2) 

3. Theory of Double Priesthood. 

1;/hen Wessel views the office of the priest he 

sees it through spiritual eyes and not through the 

organization of the Church. In this regard he adhe:ces 

to his theory -of the power of the individual to have 

direct communion with his God nithout the aid of material 

means, not even the aid of the ordained priesthood of the 

established Church. He is very specific in his views on 

this subject. In the Sacrament of the Penance he says, 

"There is a double priesthood; the one due to rank, and 
so sacramental; the other inherent in our rational 
nature, and so common to all men. The second is suffi­
di"ent without the first, The first Vlithout the second 
involves guilt. The second imparts grace. ~hrough the 

(1) 
( 2) 

l.Uller - Scudder, 
Ibi a, p ~ 68. 

. ..... op. c~ ~.., vol. ll 
' 

p. 268. 
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second, 1illthony r~1ked above many bishops, and a tw1ner. 
above 1.U1 th onyn. ( 1) 

This theory of the priesthood is carried to the 

Sacr~~ent of the EQcharist. The ex~1ple of PaQl is 

given in SQbstw1tiation of the claim that the established 

priesthood is not absolQtefYnecessity in receiving 

spiritQal strength. Prom these r:ords of JesLlS, "Except 

ye eat, ye have not life in you.:rsel ves 11 , ',Vessel gives the 

following argument. 

nThey hmvever who believe on him have trQe life. 
Hence those ~:vho believe on him are they that eat his 
flesh. How it is openly aclr ...... l1ov-:ledgec1 that holy hermits 
had that life, though they hid in caves so many ;yrears. 
Therefore, l?au.l, the first hermit, did eat of the flesh 
of the Son of man even du.:ring the t i1ne wh.en he did not 
see a single human being, not to speak of a priest, 
celebrating the sacrament. nut he did eat of it becaQSe 
he believed." (21 

Th~ moral life of the ole rgy of the Homan Church 

may have had some influence on the attitude of \"lessel 

toward the efficacy o.f the ecclesiastical ord.er. .out 

certainly his m~.rs·tical conceptions aided him in formulat-

ing his ideas concerning the ·place of the priest in the 

spiritual life of the believer. He did not hesitate to 

give his opinion of the moral life of the clergy. 

noQr prelates on the contrar31 are characterized b~r 
negligence, lase i.viousness, carelessness, ost enta ti-o:-::-n=-,---"-------­
self-importance, censoriou.sness, severity, heedlessness 
in issuing their max1dates, anxiety to retain their 
preferment. These characteristics I do not regard as 
keys to the kingdom of heaven, bD.t rather the Pharisee's 
key, with which they neither enter themselves--nor do. 

( 1) Ibid , p. 19 6. 
( 2 ) Ibid , p • 31 • 
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they suffer others to ental', corrupting and hindering 
them by their bad example." {1) 

4. Conception of Indulgences a..11d Penance. 

·The Church's use of induleences and the Sacrament 

of Pena11ce was in many respects ve:ty offensive to 'Jessel 

and he opposed many practices of the s;yst.em. Opposition 

VIas bc:.sed on his conception of the priesthood of the 

individtlal believe'£. He s in ~ letter to Jngelbert 

of Le~rden., nrt is .t_:c' .. le that Pete:c .::~JJd 2vll the apostles 
hc1.d the pov:rer of binding e . .na loosing on ec..rth; bu.t this 
they had in the exercise of their ministry, not of their 
atlthority. They had the povJer to provide the -vvords of 
the gospel, anCJ to belieVBl'S they COt.tld minister the 
mysteries of grace, the sacra1r,ents of charisms, and the 
precepts of salvation. J'til 1.vho received these dutifully 
vvere t l'u.ly loos ea from the bonds of captivity to the 
devil. But I do not believe that Peter possessed the 
right either to loose whomsoever he pleased :from the 
bond of Satan or to bind him therewith. For just as 
there is but one that baptizes in the Holy Spirit, so 
there is but one that binds and looses,--binds, I say, 
and looses with authority. For with what authority can 
the pope loose, when he does not know whether the person 
he bas loosed has been loosed from the bond of Satan or 
not 1'. ( 2) 

The office of the priest is to be a minister and 

preacher of the word, by giving heed to which one may be 

converted. But the matter of forgiv~1ess and the imputa-

tion of righteousness is a prerogative of God alone. The 

distinct,io:t)!Setween a minister of the sacraments and a. 

dispenser of graces is made. A minister of the sacra-

ments acts by virtue of his office and is not aware of 

what he accomplishes. The dispenser of graces acts on 

(1) Ibid, P• 179. 
(2) Ibid, P• 187. 
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his own authority and grw1ts as much as he pleases. 

"If in the sacrament of reconciliation a confessor 
imposes penance after absolution, he confuses his office. 
(1) The minister of the Church merely administers the 
sacraments, but leaves their effect and fruit to the 
searcher of the heart. :Plenary indulgence is the actual 
removal of every obstacle that hinders the 'beatific 
vision, just as perfect repentance is true and sincere 
purity of heart. Both are from God alone." ( 2) 

Wessel holds to the pro posit ion that t be beareyfs 

cleansed by faith, and not by the will of the pope. It 

is cleansed by a faith, made eager· through love to be 

thor ougbly cleansed until the heart is fit and meet to 

see God. This attitude is based upon augustine's state-

men t that ll\"le shall never see God unless we already love 

him here and now n. ( 3} 

The most perfect penance that can be required of t"JAN 

is the injcmct ion, nsin no more 11
• Wessel reasons that no 

one can g ran.t plenary forgiveness unless he ean give 

plenary indulgence; ru1d it is further argued that no one 

can give plenary indulgence w1less he ean give what is 

required for it, viz. repentru1ce, contrition, grace, love, 

purity of heart. (4) The authority of t be Church in these 

matters is evaluated in the following words, "The Cho.rch 
could not be branded vvith any more serious scandal than 
that bishops should be empowered to issue commands by 
their own· absolute authority. This o tJ.ght to be a greater 
source of alarm to kings and princes than the approaching 

( 1) Ibid, P• 234. 
( 2) Ibid, P• 237. 
( 3 j Ibid, P• 240. 
(4)c:f!lbid, p. 243. 
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birth of Christ Vias to Herod m1d ~~n'e i-?or"c.i}C.'n (1) !..; ....... ...:.lCA,..... ;,.;) • 

5. Iloctrine Conce111ing Comnmnion of the Suints. 

J.;ean Inge points ollt the. t St. J.ugu.s tine is 

thorou.ghly in agreement vtith St. Pt.:;.nl VJhen he speaks of 

Christ and the Chu.rch as 11 UJ.1LlS Ch1·istusn. This does 

not mem that Christ is "divioed 11
, so that he cannot 

he flllly present to w.1.y individllal--llthat is 811 er.:cor 
which St. Palll, St. Augllstine, e.nd the later mystics 
all condemn; bu.t as the incividu.al C8l1not reach his real 
personality as an isola tea Lmit, he can.not, as an 
isolated w.1it, attain to fu.ll comrnunion rtitb Ch::cistn. 
( 2) 

This u.nion of the believers seems to ssel to be 

a spLcitrtal relationship. He inclined too mllch toward 

the rn~7s ti Cell to 80l~y of the relationship GJ': Chris J. 
\'Ji t b L 

the sep8 .. .ra te 9 ers on .L 
0 all or: Cburch o.:c ganiza. ti ons to L 

inte1·fere r:ith the spirittJ.i:ll union. He says, 11~~11 the 
saints sh.::.;.re in ,z~ t:.c<le una essentis.l unit~r, even u..s rnan;:7 
as v.nitedly hold fast to Christ in one faith, one bo::)(3, 
one love. It ]1c.:.tters not llnder ~:hut ·,Jrelatss the7 ma7 

.1,... '!; ::I 

live, Ol' bo-~-} arrl~JitioLlr:>ly these prelates dis~Jute, 
or ais ree, or rh:;;.ndel4 :from tbe.t:u'.::h, or even hecrJme 
he1·etic.,~1. It m2-tterr:; not "by ':ibc'.t interv,:'ls o:E :.:.rs 
o1't c1ictal1ces of S9i:tCe t SEtirrts lJe sepe .. rat '2his 
is th~: :fellorisbi~) ,Jf t bol;;r, concerning r:hich ne s 
in t he creed : ' I ·b el i o v e in t he': co :m:1tm ion o :f int z 1 

( ~3 ) 

The t.mi t ~r rd: t be :JhL:>.rcb tmd er one pope is bel to 

be me :cely :::.co id en tal, :1ot esse2ltial to the commu.nion 

of saints since it a8pJnds upon the subjection to one 

ruler of tr1ose 1::ho mo.;:.'" have .no :fello·,';sbiy nith him. (4) 

(1) I~id, p. 243. 
(2) Inge, CbristL:u1 ~-~ys.ticism, p. 68. 
( 3 ) :.u 11 er - ;s c LH:l J e r , o 9 • c i t • , v o 1 • I I , p • 24: 9 • 
( 4: ) r1 id , 9 • 2 50 • 
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~he believer is s;:cio to sb2~::cG in the treasu.re of the 

Ch!lrch by becoming a ·;;>art,::ker of love. -~.nd the poQe is 

not regarded D..i3 h~::ving pm·1er to e::clude an~rone f:com the 

cormmmion of sc:.~ints. (1) 

The ten steps of tbe lc:~Clde:r of a2cent into the 

kingoom as given 'by Peter through the autbo::cit;7 of God 1 S 

SQirit spe ing tbrougb him are s.ccepted as tbe trtJ.e 

entrc:mce into the kingdom. Chis is Ci:'.lled the la.ooer 

e111cl genuine :JL1ll of inClulgences: (2) 

1. E:s: c c .. 9 ir1g from the col'rL1ption thdt is in the 
wo::::ld b;:,' lust .. 

2. Adding all diligence. 
r• In lU fait b, suppl~r vi rtv.e. ..... 
4 .. In 2lO c;_rr vi:ctu.e, knovlled ge. 
5. In :ro u:c lc1owl eo g e, self-con t :col. 
r o. In yom: self -con t :col, patience. 
7. In JOU:C patience, sodliness. 
s. In yo o...r godliness, brot heJl;H:indness. 
9. In yoctr br otberl~r kindness, love .. 

Comrno.nion is held therefore to consist of a frat-

ernal relation to each othe:r in God. J.na 1'7essel insists 

that none can. exclude a ma1 from t hie: communion o:r.· make 

him share in it but G~d alone. (3) 

6. '"~ttituae tona:rd the Holy Scriptures. 

Jessel places the authority of the Scriptures above 

the authorit3r of the Chu:.cch. He was a scholar in both the 

Greelr ana He'orew and therefore understood the Scriptures 

in tne original. {4) In speaking of ther:ope 1 s authority 

(I) 
L2) 
( '. ) t.) 

( 4) 

Ibid, p. 251. 
Ibic1, p. 253. 
c f , I b i d , 9 • 2 54 • 
Miller- acudder, ~essel Gansfort, vol. I, p. 151. 
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he says, 11 Yet you admonish me in matter·s of this sort to 
regard the authority of the pope, not me rely as a su.b­
stitute for reason, but as superior to it. ~hat, I 
ask, am I to regard as reason in these matters? Is it 
not the Holy ~criptu.res? Do you. wish to put the 
authority of the pope above the Holy ScriptUres? The 
will of the pope ana the authority of Scripture have 
not been placed on an equal footing, since the will of 
the pope must be regulated in accordance v1ith the truth 
of the Scriptures, not the truth in accordance 1.7ith the 
will of the pope". ( 1) 

He regrets the number of decrees that come from 

the Church which have a tendency to usurp the authority 

of the Scripture. Wessel believes in the authority of 

no mru1, but only in the authority of God as spewcing to 

man through the Holy Spil·it a.l'ld the Scripture. 

11 Hay more, if the apostles themselves should do 
this on the authority of an apostle, they would not have 
to be obeyed. For in this letter to the Galatians, Paul 
warns the Church not to believe even on himself if he 
should preach anything else than the truth which they 
had received. Hence arises that dense forest of decrees 
and decretals which by their very minu.teness abolish 
the study of the Sacred Scriptures, hinder oux knowledge 
of them, and compel us to abandon them, thus causing 
guilt to arise because of the neglect of so great a 
command of God • 11 

( 2) 

7. Justification by Faith • 

.Albert Hyma thinks that Wessel -..vas as much in 

harmony 11vith Paul, on the doctrine of justification by 

faith, as Luther was in 1522. (3) Wessel's teaching on 

this subject is very clear. In c .on11Il611 t ing on the 

Scripture, !I .Already ye are clean because of the word __ ..,. ______ _ 

(1) Miller- Scudder, \Vessel Gansfort, vol. II, p. 190. 
(2) l\Ullel' - Sclldder, ';Jessel Gansf·ort, vol •. II, p. 245. 
(3} Ryma, The Christian Renaissance, p. 213. 
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which I ha~re spoken D.nto ;;7oun, he says, "lTot becatlse ·of 
;;roLJ.r fe.i th or becaLlSe of the word of your confession, even 
tbotlRh ye are clean, ha\rino the nord of faith in voo.r 
heart a~t d the r1 ora of conlessi on in :J'"O :1.r mouth, since it 
is he that cleanseth the hearts.of the faithftJ.lb~r faith; 
but not becaase of fait b, but bec.tw.se of the speech a11C! 
rmrd of Goa , ·,7 hie h qtlicken eth a manTI. ( 1) 

That :11an is justified by faith ailcl faith alN1e is 

in ace ord fully '.7i t h t be mysti csl teaching of God 1 s 

power in the individtlal life <.Jl1d of the. abilit~;r of the 

soul of man to participate directly in the gift of divine 

grace. The VJ o rks of the law are evaluut ed in the follo·w-

ing way: 

11 By the works of the law shLll no flesh be 
justified before him; even if one fulfil the chief com­
mandment by his v1ork, he will not because of this be 
righteous in God's sight. 11 (2} 

~i.nd the place of faith in the life of the 

believer is set forth as follov:s: 

liJ3llt no1iJ apart from the lav1 a righteon.sness of 
Goa hath been rnanifes ted , being 1vi tness ea by the lavt 
and t be prophets. Zven t be riehteousness of God through 
faith in JesllS Christ tmto all them that believe. 
rrhrou~gh the Lord Jeso.s Christ V/e have access by faith 
into this grace, i.e. of jllstification, and in this 
grace 've stand, ana VJ e rejoice in hope of t be glorJl of 
the sons of God. 11 (3) 

8. Propositions on 3cclesiasticism. 

1. Spirito.al col11'11W1ion is l~1ore efficacious. than 
sac ramen tal. 

2. Sacramental commanion is often ha:crnful. 

3.. Spiritual commw1ion is always fruitfu.l • 
... _..., ______ _ 

(1} Hiller - Scudder, op. cit., vol. II, p. 142. 
( 2) Io ia , 9 • 144. 
( 3) Ibid , p. 144 .. 45. 
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4. The benefits of OLltward sacramental eating 
may be had in spiritual partaking. 

5. There is no virtue in the act of celibacy, 
but only in the resolution. 

6. The virtues of celibacy may be had i<Vithout 
the act of celibacy. 

7. There is a doL(ble priesthood: one sacramet1tal; 
the other inherent in our rational nature. 

8. r.r:he priesthood of the inner man is sufficient 
without the sac:camen tal. 

9. The :;>ope has no authority of his ovm to bind 
or loose. 

10. Plenary indulgence is from God alone. 

11. The most perfect penance reqLlired of man is 
the injunction, "Sin no more 11

• 

12. Bishops should not be empowered to issue com­
mands by their own absolute authority. 

13. The communion of saints is a spiritual rela­
tionship. 

14. All believers, whereever found, are united as 
they hold fast to Christ, in one faith, one 
hope, one love. 

15. Unity of the Church ru1der one pope is not 
essential to the cornn1ru1ion of saints. 

16. The pope :has not power to exclaCle anyone from 
the communion of saints. 

17. We share in the treasu.re of the Church by 
becoming a partaker of love. 

18. The aathority of the Scrip'tures is above that 
of the Charch. 

19. Righteoasness is imparted by God th.roagh faith 
in Jesus Christ. 

20. No flesh is jastified by vw.rks of the law. 
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CHAPTER V 

JOHN WESSEL GANSFORT AS A PRECURSOR OF 
THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION 

A. Introduction 

1. Purpose of the Chapter. 

One purpose of this chapter is to exrumine the 

writings of John Wessel Gansfort for intimations of 

the Protestant Reformation. In the last chapter the 

works of Wessel were studied and certain conclusions 

drawn as to the position of Wessel on some of the 

principle doctrines of the church. Some of these con­

clusions will be examined in the light of Protestantism. 

Another purpose of the chapter is to note the influence 

of John Wessel G••sfort on certain Reformers. 

2. Relation of the chapter to the thesis. 

The place of this chapter in the thesis will be 

to show Wessel as a precursor of the Reformation. This 

will follow logically in the plan of the thesis inas-

much as certain fundamental elements of mysticism were 

discovered in the writings of Wessel. It has been the 

purpose of the thesis to study mysticism with special 

reference to Wessel as a precursor of the Reformation. 

Hence at the conclusion of this chapter a view will have 

been given of certain elements of mysticism as they 

appeared in the Chrfstian Church from its inception to 



-96-

a forerunner of Protestantism. Therefore in sh ov1ing 

Wessel to be a precLl:cso r of the Reformation we shall by 

that fact demonstrate the place we should expect 

mysticism to occupjr in that movement. 

B. Intimations of Protestro1tism 
in John ·,Nessel. 

1 . Pro t e s tan t At t i tu d e of Mind ... 

The Protestant attitude of mind in contrast with 

the Catholic attita.de might be stated b::,r saying that 

the Prot es ta."'l t at ti tude is ina i vi c1ual religion vtn ile 

the Catholic attituc1e is institutional religion. If 

this be accepted as a true distinction then 'Nessel will 

be found lVith the Protestants. 

"He re.sented human authority in matters of faith, 
and human mec1iation in the great transactions of t be 
soul with God." (1) 

Religion to him was not something to be handed 

out in an unchangeable form, but rather \Vas something 

to be discovered by a free investigation of Scripture 

and rational discussion. Hessel was not in sympathy 

with ascetic and other-worldly types of piety. His 

emphasis was primarily on faith and love toward God 

and secondarily on the active Christian virtues. He 

assumed the Protestant position on several matters 

of religious practice. For example he denied the 

(1} Miller - Scudder, Wessel Gansfort, vol. I, p. 147. 
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special sanctity of the celibate life. lmd he held 

that virgin purity might dwell in the devout heart of 

a Queen 1~other as well as in that of a nun. This 

monastic ideal of holiness had dominated the clergy and 

the Church for nigh on to five hundred years, so it \vasa 

radical step for Wessel to take a different position. 

There was no place in his thought fol' certain conspicu-

ous features of the Church life of his day such as 

devotion at certain shrines, pilgrimages, prayers to 

certain saints, the use of the crucifix, the rosary, 

and observance of special days. His religious life 

vJas enriched by the minister ies of the Chu:c ch , but his 

instruction was drawn directly from the Word of Gbili, 

~Ld his joy and inspiration came directly from 

immediate communion with God. (1) 

2. Priesthood. 

The Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of al.l 

believers was taught by Wessel. The Church had gone 

over entirely to Cyprian's teaching that "no man can 

have God for his father who has not the Church for his 

mother". (2) This was consistently denied by Wessel 

in his teaching concerning the Sacraments, the rights 

of the Church to impose penance, and the rights of the 

individual to interpret the Scriptures. The function 

of the Church priesthood was conceived to be entirely 

(1) Miller - Scudder, op. cit., vol. I, p. 147. 
(2) Ibid, P• 140. 
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pastoral. They s.re described as physicians of the soul 

ministering to the sin-sick. ~ssumptions of authority, 

interventions betvveen the individllal believer and God, 

and all attempts to lord. it over God's heritage are held 

to be in the nature of usllrpations. Sharp limits were 

set up to obedience to priestly or papal cor:r1mand s. The 

priest has no power to teach or command beyond the 

doctrines and precepts of the Gospel, and he has no 

judicial authority whatever .... ·~ny believer endowed \'Jith 

the Gospel and the Holy Spirit possesses the keys of the 

Kingdom just as much as does the ordained priest. Hessel 

was setting forth Protestant positions in these views. 

3. A.t ti tude To11~ard the Sacramen'ls. 

The attitude of Wessel toward the sacraments was 

distinctly Protestant. His views vvere based on the Hew 

Test~aent and the usages of the early Church. He did 

not believe that the sacraments were automatic devices 

for the transmission of spiritual benefits. Rather 

they were means of grace like th Gospel itself $1d 

their benefit to the recipient depended Vlholly upon his 

attitude of receptivity. It is even hinted in the 

teaching cone erning the Eucharist that there may be a 

valid celebration of the Sacrament, which is purely 

spiritual like that of the Friends, or ~uakers. In 

this teaching Wessel was more in acc:ord with the 

He formers like Honius and Zwingli than like Luther, as 
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will be pointed out later in this chapter. {1) 

4. Justification by .TI'aith. 

It is generally agreed that the two great doc-

trines from which the Heformation derived its distinctly 

religious character 1n ere justification by fai tb and the 

supreme authority of the Scriptures. E. H. Miller 

says these two doctrines have been described as 1tbe 

material a.11d formal principles" of the Reformation. (2) 

.:md as for the intimations of Protestantism on this 

subject, Albert Hyma says that on the ua oc trine of 

justification by faith only, Wessel was as much in 

harmony v.rith Paul as Luther VIas in 1522, or eny 

Protestant after him". (3) The doctrine is stated in 

no uncertain terms follovJing Pauline thought. It is 

faith and faith alone that restores a man to reconcili-

ation with God and all devices by which the medieval 

theologiw1s had induced the penitent to purchase the 

mediation of the Church are· dismissea or neglected. 

The fo~lowing is a characteristic passage from the 

writing of ~essel on this subject: 

"Whoever believes that he shall be justified by 
his ovm worlcs does not know what righteousness is. 
For to be righteous is to give everyone his due, but 
who has ever been able to render his full dut~r to God 
or indeed to man? il.. person who imagines that he has, 

(1) cf, Hiller - Scudder, .o:p. cit., vol. I, p. 145. 
{2) Miller - Scudder, op. cit., vol. I, p. 130. 
(3) Hyma, The Christia.xr ltenaissance, p. 213. 
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possesses no conception of the magnitude of the ~lsssed­
l1ess 0~~ the fu.ture, to \-.,hich 110 r:Jorl~;:~ o:f his c.~:U1 evex 
entitle him. -----To e~;e:cyone 1i!ho rJelieves, Ch:cist is 
the 'C;:ld and the fnlit of the la.n for :::·i~:i1teon.sness 9 
beC,J,tl~:~e it is be tb.::1-t give2 to D.ll thJ.t believe in his 
nome the po·,·1er to become sorlS of Goa ., 11 

( 1) 

3y faith 

. assent; it in"lolves love CJ.1d obedien.ce self-conm1i t-

me~1t. ·3. ,l. i.~Iille:c il1tc;:r~Jrets .lessel 011 this s~; .. ~Jject 

as f ollo~Js: 

if·.Jitb justific.:::ction Goa gives his Spirit, thereby 
inftJ.sin3. in the believe:r:· tiJe be8inni11_gs of love <:md 
obec1ience; the;:;e nill gro·,'J as faith itself grovJS. 11 (2) 

not d i icult therefore for :-os el to 

harmonize the .c-t~Yparen t Clif::':erence of b,;.tll and Ja.:~1es on 

the su~je6t of faith and works. 3oth apostles believe 

that it is fz:i.itb that. ju.stifies, 'mt J<.:lfl1eS insists 

the. t it ;;.mst be a genuine living fai tb that mz_1nifes ts 

its life by its deeos. JQt· Hessel teaches that of all 

the functions of the soul, love is the highest, and is 

the·rafo:re the highest proof of the e::ister?.ce of 

spirittJ.al life. 

"Lov-e is preferred above all c1u.t;y and service; 
but as love is the offsprin13 of faith, f.:li th is 
acceptable not for its orJn SG.-1ce alone [JUt also for that 
of its offs~ni11::> 11 

( 3) 

It is in the con.11)ination of faith and love tba.t 

Wessel centers his teaching about salvation. Eiller 

points ou.t that it ·is. here that we have the combination 

1Iiller - :3cLldder., op. cit., vol. I, p. 131. 
1~Tiller- dctldder,op. cit., val. I, p. 132. 
Ibid. 
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of the tno elsments most characteristic of the best 

type of Reformation doctrine. He SKfS, "Here the 
products of EtJ.manism a..nd I~Iysticism coalesce; the forrner 
in its emphasis on the historical an c1 objective, on 
~:vhat Christ v:rought for UB to be apprehended b;:r faith; 
the latter with its necessar~.,. supplement in VJhat 
Christ worl{:S in us, evoking our l_ove and thus uniting 
us vitall;:l to himself 11

• (l) 

Hit h his concept ion of jus ti fica ti on by faith 

i/essel also tao.g ht a disparagement of the means by 

which the medieval Church r.nade reconciliation with 

God seem, in large part, something to be merited by 

good deeds or penitential suffering or to be obtained 

through the good offices of the pope or the priest. 

In this .respect be cut the ver;.l foundation from under 

the Chu.:cch 1 s penitential system. He belittled the 

value of confession, endowment of masses, repetition 

of prayers, pilgrimages, celibacy, and asceticism in 

general. ;7essel held that these 11 good rvorlcsn had 

notb ing in them to me.:ci t salvation; that they were 

not even the proper proofs of faith, w hie h vvere to be 

found in love to God and our fellm:-men. 

5. Authority of the Scriptures. 

The au. thori ty of the ScripttJ.res was used by the 

Reformers as against the authority of the pope and the 

Church. In this they had the p.:cecedent of John Wessel 

Gansfort. rJben Jacob Hoeck, a friend, reminded 'Nessel 

·-----------
(1) Ibid, P• 133. 
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that he ou.ght to obey the pope rather than his mrm rea-

son, Wessel replied, "What is reason to me in these 

matters? Is it not the Holy Scriptures?" (1) And he 

says again in the same letter, "So long as the pope or 
a School or any la .rg e nu.mber of men mal~e asser~ :.:. ti ens 
contrary to the tru.th of Scriptu.re, it shou.ld alv,rays 
be my first anxiety to adhere to the tru.th of Scripture; 
and in the second place, inasmu.ch as it is not probable 
that such great men are mistaken, I ought most careful­
ly to investigate the tru.th on both sides; bL1.t ahvays 
with greater reverence for the Sacred Canon thw~ for 
the assertions of men, v:~hoever they may be". (2) 

Wessel had been edu.cated in the Schools of the 

Brethren of the Co~~on Life ~1d therefore had received 

a t borough training in the Scriptures. He had learned 

to .read the Latin, Greek and Hebrew so that he was not 

dependent upon the Church for his in terpre ta ti ons of 

Scriptu.re. Unbiased readers of the 1Jew Testarne...11t came 

to see that certain judicial decisions ro1d customs of 

the Church which were su;;.posed to be in .harmony with the 

Scriptures v1er.e in reali t;{ at variance with t be Gospel 

and Apostolic u.sage. Wessel therefore made the Hevv 

Testament the norm of religious thinking w~d conduct. 

Nor did he reject the Old Testament. Although he recog-

nized di fferenee between the valu.e of the Old and Hew 

Testament,.he held that both were free from error and 

that 11 all Scripture is a connected whole, whose several 

(1) 
(2} 

lr·4iller - Scudder, QP• cit., vol. I, p. 305. 
tr~111. by Scudder) 

Ibid, P• 287. 
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parts must necessarily be inspired by the Holy Spirit 

and true; for the whole cannot be true if even the 

smallest part be false". (1) Thus we see in Hessel a 

position for the authority of the Scripture which as 

l1iller says, 11was constructed in the form of an inve1·ted 
pyramid, whose unstable equilibrium was to be the 
occasion of constant a.l1YJ.et:y to Protestant theologia.ns 1r. 
(2) 

6. Penitential System. 

In the former cha9ter on the teachings of Hessel 

we discoverea his conceptior1 of indulgen_ces e.nd Penance. 

He had a Prot est ant point of view. rad ic;:;lly 

dissented from the Cllll'ent teachings of the Chu.rch on 

the Sacrament of Penance. The lest in the confession-

al v.'.sf3 o.;c.:;:::LU11ing jcuJicial al1.thorit~7 ill fo iving si~1s. 

r1he.tever. He held that oral confession r;:,:s not essential 

to repentance or to forgiveness. And on the su;Jject of 

satisfaction for sins the onl::' 11 wo1·ks meet for :cepent-

&"lcen were fou.nd in ou.r shldy to ~)e love and joy and 

gratitude. (3) ·,lith this denial of the ::Jbole penitential 

system of the Church, VJessel cut the groLlnd from under 

the custom of granting indulgences, which he attacked in 

mo!'e radical fashion than did Luther hims.elf. Whereas 

(1) Miller- Scudder, op. cit., vol. I, p. 135. 
(2) Ioid, p. 136. 
(3) See Above ch. IV, El. 4. 
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Luther had attacked only the a1)uses of indulgences, (1) 

Wessel attacked the entire system of indulgences as 

lacking warrant in the Scriptures or the usages of 

the early Church and as injurious to Christian 

morality. (2) 

7. Conception of the Church. 

The medieval Roman Catholic conception of the 

Church v1as a visible institution, alv;ays and every-

where the same, deriving its unity from its relation 

to one person, the Vicegerent of Christ on earth. 

·Miller says, "Its membership was strictly limited to 
those who accept its doctrines, obey its aLlthority, 
and receive its sacraments. Other Christians might 
exist outside its bounds, btJ_t they \vere either 
heretical or schismatic, and so :fo:cmed no part of the 
Catholic Church". (3) ·dassel's conception of the 

Church was more subjective D.lld spiritual. r.!:o hicfl it 

was Christ a...'ld Christ alone rJho gave unity to the 

Church •. il.nd it is a certain attitude to Christ that 

constitutes a nun a member of the Church. There were 

no national bocmdaries in. the conception of Wessel. 

The Church embraced all true iollov1ers of Jesus 

Christ. ~1d it is the prerogative of the Holy Spirit 

Himself "To encourage, quicken, preserve, and increase 

the unity of the Church 11
• (4) The pope at Home was 

(1) See Vedder, The Refo:-cmation in Germany, p. 397. 
(2) Miller- Scudder, op. cit., vol. I, p. 146. 
( 3) Ibid , p. 137. 
(4) Miller- Scudde:c, op. cit., vol. I, p. 138. 
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not considered essential to the u.nity of the Church. In 

fact it was considered impossible for the pope to have 

ju.risdiction over the whole Chu.:.cch in such a v'lay as to 

insu.re its unity. ::2he words of Wessel are, "Herre e it 
is only the internal u.nity of its essential Head that is 
implied in the words of the Apostles' Creed. For today 
in accordance ·with the very 1110 rd of the Lord the 
testimony of the Gospel has been received even at the 
ends of the earth, and Christians are achtally to be 
found beyond the Hyperboreans, beyond the Indians ww 
Sythians, beyond the Ethiopians, beyond the Tropic of 
Capricorn". (1) 

And he holds that the wordsof thepope or the 

Church Councils cannot reach these people. But never-

theless these people together with tbe visible Ch~rch 

constitute "one Catholic and .ii.postolic Church in the 

oneness of faith, piety and trD.e love, even if they do 

not know that there is a Rome or a Roman pon ti ff 11
• 

Our treatment of the su.bject of the Commru1ion of Saints 

shov7ed the attitude of Wessel on this subject v1hich 

also differed from that of the established views of 

the Ohu.rch. Ris conception was that the communion of 

saints was essentially a spiritual brotherhood, which 

the pmvers of ms.n could not destroy. 

Thus v7e hc1Ve seen the inti:nations of Protestant-

ism in the vvritings of Jor .. n Hessel. In tb is respect he 

was a real precu.rsor of the -~- .f' ..... 
.r~e..~..o rma ul on. .:'illd vie must 

remind ou.rselv~s that in the last chapter "~Ne discovered 

(1) Ibid. 
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that the element of m;)rsticism wa.,s very prominent in the, 

thinking of .Jessel. In fact we can connect his attitude 

toward the legalism of the Chruch directl~~ uith his 

conception of the individuz:U nature of ma .. n 1 s relation to 

God • T bus mystic ism was a1.1. inherent eleman t in 'Jess el 1 s 

point of vierJ. 

0. John. rlessel Gan.sfort' s Influence . 
Upon the rteformers. 

1. ·.iessel c:u.1.d Lu the.:c. 

r:i:hat John ilessel 1NaS a ';;)recr.u:sor of Ua.rtin Ltlther 

is p.:coved by a statement of Luther· himself in a preface 

to the r:oTJr>.S of 'Jessel nhich Lnt:her wrote .. In it he said, 

· H]'or behold~ a Wessel has ap9eared, ~·;hom they ce~l Basil, 
a Frisian from G.roiJ.ingen, a man oJ': remarkable abilit~r and 
of rare and grec~t spirit; snd it is evident that he has 
been trul:;r tau.ght of the Lcrd, even s.s Esaia.s pr·ophesied 
the Ch.ristians :·Jou.ld be. :Po::::' no one cou.la thinJc thEd he 
received these doct::cines from men, E'•l'lY mo1·e than I rJine. 
If I h,:; .. d read his norlcs ecd:'lier, m;y' enemies migbt thin.lc 
that Luther bed absorbed everything from ~easel, his 
spi::::i t is so in accol"d -,ii t b mine. :Bi.1.t nor1 mJ joy Dna 
courage be3in to increase, c:nd I ve not tho slinbtest 
doo.bt tbat I h,_;_v·e 1Jeen tes..ching the t:co.th, since , 
liviDg at so c1i:Eferent o.. ti ~e, u.11.der another sk:r, in 

. a;.1other l::.J1d, and un.de:r S\J.ch diverse cil'CLlmstc.nces, is so 
consistently in accord v1ith :cne in c:"ll things, not only 
:;.E to subrst":Dce, 'Jl1.t in the llSG of almost the same 
words. n ( 1) 

At the eno of t be prefe,ce Lu tbe r s 1T the 

Lc:.rd Jesu:s ada many othe.:c 3asils to this one 11
• It is 

ftlll position of ./e;::sel on the Sll.'.Jject of the 3tlc :rist .. 

(1) Miller - Scudder, OJ· 
( t · · 1 " "~ -,_ t- -'1 r' "" 1 

r3..11 • 0,; .:lC .. ~'-'-l8-~.) 

cit., vol. I, ':!• 
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In L.tct, Lu.th0r bad the tre.::Ltise on the Sacrament of the 

3tlch::;,rist e~:clm:L~:} from the wo:r:ks of -.ies~:;;el nhi ch be 

Cu.USeo to be published. S:his document, (th8 3acrament 

of the 3uoho.rist}, Wt'i.S taken ur) by other Heformers ona 

made the 2to.ndi.1rd of their position on the Lo:rd's Supper. 

11ore ~-7ill 1Je ss.id on this L~t,te:c. There -:.vere united in 

::Jessel t':Io distinct tendencies yzhich TJe:ce also fotmd in 

Lu.tber, ns'llel;y~, the mystical type of piety present 

amonf! the 13rethren of the Common Life End tbe riaid '-,- - v 

discipline of the Schoolmen. ~hese elements are to be 

found also in 'nod ern Christ iw1 sc holaTs in \'!hom 

evangelical fervo::: and critic:.ll acmnen combine. 

2. Influence upon other 2efoTmeTs. 

It was largely through the treatise o~ the Euchar-

ist that ,/essel rna,de such a distinct contTibution to the 

Reformed iJranch of PTotestantism. Hhodiu.s, -r:tho was a 

disciple of 'ifessel, comba.ted Ln.ther 1 s conception of the 

Eucharist in the lJetherla,nds, in East Frisia, a..11d in 

seveT&.l of t be :Swiss cities.· l1hoc1ilJ.S sent the trea.tise 

on the Eucharist to Oecolanl).Jadius who heaTtil3r app1·ov-ea 

it una sent it on to Zvlingli, who viith other Swiss 

reformers riere greatly influenced by it. Even 1.1artin 

Jucer, who was one of Zwingli's suppoTteTs at the 

lt[arbarg Corl.ference, (1), was won to ·\lessel's point of 

(1) Vedder, The B.efo.rmationin Germany, p. 311. 
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view by ?..hodius. In 8. lettel' to a friend :su.eer says, 

11 I know of no one not even LD.ther, whom I prefer to 
this man (?•hodius} in insight and judgment.----AlthoD.gh 
recognizing Luther as his teacher he owes much more 
along certain lines to liessel". (1) · 

Erasmus recognized the v10rtb of Wessel's v1ritings. 

In a pamphlet on JPalse Bvangelists, he sa~TS, 11 Tioctor 
\lessel has m:.wh in common with Luther. Bu.t in how mu.ch 
more Christ-like w1d modest a WS¥ does be set forth his 
a oc t r in e s t han do m o s t of tho s e at S t r as b o nr g" • ( 2 ) 

I,Iela...-rlChthon was a careful stu.dent of ',Vessel. He 

says of him, "in most matters he· held the same tratbs 
that we are novv teaching after the ourificati on of the 
Church has tal-cen placen: (3} ~ 

In commenting on Wessel's inflaence on lilelanch-

th on, .Miller says, 11 T b ere was mD.c h in the men tal 
attitu.de and temperament of Mela..i1chthon to render the 
teaching and spirit of 1Hessel acceptable to him, and it 
is worthy of special notice that the points of his final 
divergence from the positions of his great colle~glle 
were mainly those on vvhich Lllther differed from Wessel. 
This is bllt another indication of vressel's significance 
in relation to the origins of the Reformed as distinct 
from thE? Lutheran. t>"Jpe of l?rotestw.J. tism". {4) · 

That Carlstadt was inflllenced by the teaching of 

Wessel on the subject of the Ellcharist is proved by the 

story related by Hardenberg, who says that at Luther's 

dinner-table, Carlstadt in the presence of other guests 

challenged Lll t her to approve '.lessel' s teaching on the 

Eucharist. This Luther refused to do ru1d thus marked 

his separation from Carlstadt and the other Protestant 

(1} Miller- ScQdder, op. cit., vol. I, p. 160. 
(2) Hyma, The Christian nenaissru1ce, p. 229. 
(3) I.Tiller- Scudder, op. cit., vol. I, p. 163. 
(4) Ibid. 
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leaders in Germ~1y and Switzerl~~a. (1) 

3. Testimonies to the Influ.ence of ':fessel. 

C. Ullmann in his Y!O rk, Hefo rmers before the 

Reformation (2) places John Hessel Gansfort first 

among the p.reco..rsors of the Protestant Reformation. 

The new 3c haff_.Herzog Encyclopedia in the article on 

·;ressel by S.D. VanVeen, holds that Ullmann has per-

haps praised ',fessel too highly as a Reformer before the 

Reformation, bu.t adds that 11 it is equ.ally a mistake to 

consider him as an orthodox Ohu.rchman. That he fore-

shadowed the German Reformation is evinced by his 

t e ac h ing 11 • 

The Catholic Encyclopedia says of Wessel, "His 

theology contains dogmatic e~rors, some of which were 

tau.ght later by Lu.ther". 

Bayle calls Wessel 11 the precursor of Luthern, 

and JJoedes quotes aE. au.thoxity saying, "beyond doubt 

the most prominent of all those of the Germanic race 

who p.repared t be way for the Reforma.ti on, and s toad 

nearer mentally to the Reformers than. any othe.r man of 

his generation n. ( 3) 

Albert Hardenberg and Gerhard Geldenhauer testi-

fied to their appreciation of the influ.ence of Aessel 

(1) £;Iiller- Scudder, op. cit., vol I, p. 165. 
(z)cF.o. Ullmann, Hefor~orc.n vor der Reformb.tion. 
(3) Hiller- Sau.dder, op. cit., p. 163. 
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by each writing a sketch of his life. 



C~PTER VI 

CONCLUSION 
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COHCLUSIOH 

.. 11.. Restatement of the PLU'pose an.d the 
l;Iethod :l?tU·sued. 

It has been the purpose of this thesis. to m.ake a 

study of Ch:ristia..l'l LI;;.rsticism from the inception of the 

Cbu.rch to the time of John ,;essel 1.78l1Sfo:ct uith special 

reference to Jessel as a prectl.rsor of t be Protestant 

Reforma,tioll. This stu .. d~7 VJ~:...s tl:J0 e.rtal=cetl to disco·rre1; 

m?sticism tb~~t ::oLlld c::1st oXl influ.en.ce on the .de:[o.::ma-

t ion rnov etJ rm t. 

':'he method chosen wss an historicc::.l and analytical 

stLldZ7 of Ch.ristiu...'J. .L::ysticism f.:com the besinnino: of the 

Cbvf{c h th ro ug b the life and t eachino: of John .Jessel. 

This investisation :r.·evealed tile follm·>Iing results. 

3. Results of tbe Investigation. 

The first discovery v1as that mysticism, as 

defined ·by Bufus <..1 .. l1d 

others, was !.]resent in the Ch.:cistian Church fmm its 

inc ep.ti on in the Gospel of Job .. .n and the 3pis tle s of 

Paul. In the second place it was discovered tb~:,t this 

mystic ism rnanifes ted itself in the e.s.r ly ChLU:'ch as a 

speculative system in hdrmony with the established 

ChLU'ch. This was demonstrated in the teaching of 

Clement of .. Uexendria, Origer.L, Augustine, and the Pseudo-
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Dionysius. The third discover;y- was that v1hereas Eastern 

~.iysticism had been in harmony with the Church the 

lliysticism of the ~lest tended toward conflict v1ith the 

ChL1.rch. This was seen in John the 3cot, called Erigena. 

He was a great speculative i.[ystic and dissented from 

certain teachings of the Church to the extent that some 

of his writings were condemned by Church Councils. 

Then as a fourth discovery, Mysticism was seen in the 

Christian Church manifesting itself in a practical and 

devotional way of life in protest against religious 

legalism. This was demons~rated in the Waldenses, 

Franciscans, J..maurians, Brethren of the Free Spirit and 

others. So we were let/.. to the IJ;y""Sticisrn of Germany in 

the fou.rteenth centt1.ry, ;uhe.re there was a flm7ering of 

I&ysticism in Eckhart, the li'riends of God and the Brethren 

of the Common Life. Here also there was constant pro-

test against certain practices of the Church. The fifth 

discovery, therefore, was that \lessel Gar1sfort, who was 

a disciple of the 3rethren of the Corn.mon Life, and who 

li7ed just a generation before the Reformation, was 

largely influenced in his thinking by~~K~Welemants of 

mysticism. Then as a final step in our thesis it was 

revealed that such Reformers as Luther, Rhodius, Bucer, 

Mela.nch thon, and Oecolampad ius acknovJle dged the in flu-

ence of Wessel's mystical writings ti.pon their ov1n. 

thinking and were indebted to him as a man v1ho had 
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inculcated in his life and v1ri tings much of the spirit 

of Protestantism. 

Therefore the conclusion of this thesis is t ffit 

IJ~,rsticism was present in the Ch:dstian Obllrch from its 

inception to the dawn of the Reformation ma~ifesting 

itself as a spectllative system and as a practical and. 

de vo ti onal Wa:;I of life in prot est against religi OllS 

legalism; and that this element of mysticism was 

especially evident in the life a..nd writing of John 

·,Jess el Gans fort, a pr ecu.rso r of the :Reformation, reveal­

ing itself as the rays of the dawn giving intimations 

of a nerv day vvhich proved to be the da:;y of Protestantism. 
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