
FOREWORD 
 
 
On this eve of the third millenium both science and art as well as religions, 
endeavour at giving satisfactory expression to the quest after the heart and 
source of human existence. 
People have grown conscious of the fact that purely objectifying and instrumental 
knowledge is not an adequate guide in the labyrinth of the problem area of the 
question of meaning. Moreover, in the course of the 20th century the insight has 
ripened that in all sectors, up to and including physics, it is impossible to 
sever the observer from the observed.  
There is 'truth beyond all science'. 
And probably it is this truth that will prove to be of the utmost importance for 
the lives of human beings. 
 
Consciousness of the ultimate cognitive poverty of scientific and instrumental 
reason -and this in spite of the enormous help it is able to provide in the 
preliminaries of the search for authentic meaning and truth in human  
existence-  does not automatically cause a 'mind enlightened by love', as 
Hadewijch would have put it. The awareness of rational inadequacy does not of 
itself inaugurate an exodus out of barrenly rational poverty towards a fulness 
of mystical reality, disclosing experiences of 'truth beyond all science'. 
Neither is the insatiable longing of people after transcendence disconnected 
from the human need of freedom, material security and shelter, the need to be 
member of a familiar and trusted community, here and now. 
The 'trans-ascendance', the going-beyond-oneself-and-upward as it were, cannot 
be dissociated from a transcendance from the other in 'horizontal sense'; that 
is to say, towards nature, towards our society, our fellow human-beings, the 
community. This transcending is not a thing to happen automatically, it is not 
a cognitive process purely and simply. It is a particular way of life, a track 
towards wholeness, authentic well-being and liberation by way of very actively 
undergoing the divine. In reciprocal action and re-action. 
 
This longing after an at least two-dimensional transcendance found proud 
expression in the 13th century in Hadewijch's mysticism. Several resemblances 
may be pointed out between her quest after the mystery she named 'Minne' and the 
unsatisfied desire of modern people for the well-spring of the answer they are 
in search of. 
In what way can understanding of nature, of the reality surrounding us be 
comprehended in a manner doing justice to scientific developments without falling 
into romanticism. It may be added that the language-field of religious people 
has its roots in concepts and insights of an anthropological language-field that 
all human-beings can share with each other. These fields may be linguistically, 
even grammatically similar, but semantically they differ widely. 
 
Finally we ascertain that the current and widespread need for mysticism also has 
one of its causes in the invisibility of the mystical depth-dimension in the 
empirical appearance of our traditional, institutional churches. It is obvious 
that an irresistable need of a more mystical approach to religion is developing. 
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A perceptive theology pleads that the institutional church encourage such 
mystical trends in order to free itself of her own poverty in mystical depth on 
the one hand and -on the other hand- to keep such a trend from marginalization 
and retreat into a ghetto. 
 
During the 17th and 18th centuries 'mysticism' was turned into an expletive for 
weird and mysterious, occult and irrational phenomena. In the second half of the 
19th and in the course of the 20th century 'mysticism' has grown to be approached 
in a positive manner once more. In the tradition of Catholic spirituality two 
views came to the fore on the definition of what mysticism might be. 
In a first trend theories of mystical experience see its essence in an intense 
form of theologal or God-directed life, in particular in a life that is actualized 
in the God-receptive activities of faith, hope and charity. In other words, 
mysticism is considered to be in line with the three theological virtues which 
are the soul of all religious life. A second view, oriented in a different way, 
maintains that mysticism is not in line and level with life towards God at all, 
but covers a detached domain, particularly a domain of widely differing and 
various extraordinary (to some even suspect) phenomena, like visions, extasies, 
levitations and the like. In this view mysticism is a very detached and 
exceptional domain impossible to be inferred from a regular Christian life of 
faith. In this view mysticism does not partake of the essence of Christianity. 
I myself observe that in the mainstream of Christian mysticism of the West both 
men and women clearly experience mysticism in the sense of the first view. From 
13th century Hadewijch up to and including the 14th century mysticism of 
Flanders, the Rhineland or Julian of Norwich and also the later Spanish 
mysticism, the phenomenon mysticism is experienced as part of the general and 
common life of faith. It is an intensified form of faithful experience of God. 
And in that sense mysticism does belong to the essence of Christianity: to 
prophetic Christianity.  
But it is true that it is a phenomenon which may be accompanied, if the mystic 
has a particular psychosomatic set-up, by exceptional events: somatic reper-
cussions like the loss of sense impressions during rapture, levitations, 
ecstasies, even stigmatization. But these are the non-essential side-products of 
true mystical life. The so-called exceptional presupposes a particularly 
sensitive psychosomatic substratum, as has also been made clear by clinical 
research. But this is not an intrinsic aspect of mysticism. Only within their 
context it may be settled whether such side-products spring from an authentically 
religious source or from pseudo-religious, pathological (e.g. hysterical) 
experience or, possibly, even from these sources mixed. In themselves these 
extraordinary phenomena are religiously neutral. They can also be caused by 
drugs. In short, in these extraordinary phenomena we are dealing with a 
psychosomatic phenomenon, be it within, be it without a religious context. 
Mysticism, however, is of another level. 
From a Christian point of view mysticism essentially is the way of life of faith. 
Therefore it cannot be a separate or striking -because of its bizarre phenomena- 
sector of Christian life for which only the happy few are receptive. As the 
extraordinarily intense form of common religious life, mysticism cannot be 
reduced to ethics either. It is true that mysticism is lived within political, 
societal and so-called personal ethos, but in its essence it is meta-ethical, 
that is to say God directed. 
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In other words, because of its mystical depth dimension, Christian faith goes 
beyond the societal, political and personal-ethical drive of Christians. But 
this is a transcendance by implication and not by exclusion. In this sense it 
cannot be allowed that Christian faith be equated with our Christian responsi-
bility for a better world. In that case believing in God would again be reduced 
to a functional utility in this world and its gratuity would be undervalued. And 
what our world so desperately needs is just that overplus of gratuity and non-
instrumentality.  
Love is vital because people do not live by bread alone. 
 
A Christian life of faith, besides having ethical, humanitarian, ecological and 
social-political dimensions, also includes a God-directed mystical dimension, 
that is to say an aspect of conscious union with God, traditionally often 
expressed by the metaphor of light. The God-touching character of faith may be 
designated as the mystical side of religious life. This is a dimension of faith 
which includes a cognitive angle and has two aspects: the aspect of the believing, 
conceptual or imaginative representations of faith -for example, faith in God as 
Creator-  and the aspect of conscious contact with the ultimate reality of God 
who is revealed as 'luminous dusk' or a 'dark light' as Jan van Ruusbroec put 
it. 
Mysticism in the more particular sense is the intense experiential form of this 
cognition, the element of our faith which connects us to God's being of light, 
while the imaginative moments of this can utterly recede into the background and 
can even disappear virtually completely. 
 
In view of the proper nature of God who is beyond all understanding and 
experience, mysticism always bears a resemblance to a game of hide and seek, be 
it in properly prideful seriousness. Some mystics are wont to speak of a 'dark 
night'. Here we are confronted with a paradox, both of religious life as of 
mysticism. Believing in God without representations of God is without sense and 
even impossible, moreover it does not work in history. But, on the other hand, 
God's absolute and, for our eyes, unqualified Presence smashes all our images 
and imaginations. The Bible, both in the Old and the new Testaments, is full of 
images of God but it is also rife with the smashing of all these insufficient 
and even distorting images. The paradox of faith. 
Basically it is all about faith in God's grace, that is faith in God's redeeming 
and real Nearness to us. 
This is not a separate sector, e.g. in the inner life of human beings, it 
encompasses the whole of reality we live in and of which we are a part ourselves. 
Seen from the perspective of God the absolute nearness is immediate. To us, 
however, the divine immediate presence is always mediated, be it that God's 
immediacy is not cancelled by this. 
I am aware that this does not make sense in the case of relations between human 
beings, but it makes a lot of sense in the mutuality between a finite and an 
infinite being. 
Mysticism takes prayer a step further. It is a form of prayer that aspires to go 
beyond the politically, ethically and cognitively mediating components of faith 
to stand in the immediate nearness of God, naked.  
Well then, because of the particular nature of God and the necessarily plural 
mediation in God's redeeming and absolute Nearness, humanity must needs fail 
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here. That is why the highest crests of mysticism become manifest as 'dark light' 
to quote Ruusbroec once more. The Ruusbroec who has learnt so much from Hadewijch 
for the formulation of his perceptive thought on the 'ghemeyne mens': communal 
man.  
Hadewijch found another fervent admirer in 'the good cook of Groenendael', lay-
brother and contemporary of Ruusbroec's who celebrates her as 'that holy and 
glorious woman' and goes on to say 'I confess that I consider Hadewijch's 
teachings as authentic as the teachings of my lord saint Paul'. Still, when he 
compares Ruusbroec and Hadewijch he writes that Hadewijch's teachings are 'not 
as useful' as those of Ruusbroec, because her teachings are 'too sublime in many 
points, too subtle and too veiled for people unable to envisage the sheer 
countenance of divine love' (in: The Seven Signs of the Sun). 
In authentic mysticism it is all about the 'no-thing' of undefined Fulness not 
to be caught in concepts or images. A Fulness showing itself as Absence, however, 
as dark night, as no-thing. There is only the mediation of the image expressing 
what is not there. 
Mysticism is a dialogue in which both partners are intensely active, but in which 
one partner -namely God- seems to remain silent during all activity. 
And yet the trying after 'identification' continuously and almost inescapably 
keeps on haunting almost all mystics. 
 
Especially in the writings of the medieval mystic Hadewijch something striking 
occurs in her effort to identify God's unqualified Presence. She turns her art 
into the vehicle for a most acute and perceptive theology. Especially in her 
Visions and Stanzaic Poems she shows to have the enormous linguistic power and 
ability to put into words and images many emotions and insights that never before 
had been expressed in her mother-tongue of Middle-Dutch. As a virtuoso of 
language she desires to name the as yet unqualified but clearly perceived divine 
Presence. She finds the expression genuinely her own not so much in the metaphor 
of 'light' -although she does speak of God in terms of 'light' too-  as in the 
metaphor of 'minne'. She expresses herself in metaphor, that is with the help of 
images which interpret the unnameable in terms of what is strangely alike to it, 
what must needs be twisted, and by which the imagination draws the attention 
towards manifold meaning. Such inexpressible mystical experiences cannot but be 
put into words in metaphor. 
The words put to twisted use in a sentence of Hadewijch's do not need taming or 
correction, however. The strange and the twisted through which Hadewijch 
expresses her experiences, resides in the use of terms from the provencal songs 
of the troubadours singing courtly love and also, more in general, in the use of 
terms from the broader and much older stream of Women's Songs of which the Song 
of Songs in the Bible is the best known exponent.  
Characteristic of Hadewijch's metaphorical speech of God is that she effects a 
breach in the semantical bulwark of medieval chivalry. From the perspective of 
chivalric tradition she reverses interpersonal relationships in her mysticism. 
In the interpersonal relationship between God and humanity, the human being as 
God's partner is 'the man', the proud knight, while God takes the role of the 
Lady Minne. This testifies to a truly properly prideful femininity in Hadewijch. 
And what's more, within this equivalent interpersonal relationship both partners 
are named 'Minne'. The whole of Hadewijch's interest is focussed on the 
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groundless abyss of both mankind and God. But what is at stake is God's Minne 
within the very minne of humanity. 
 
Marieke van Baest seems to me to be a person well-suited to comment on the 
Stanzaic Poems and to render the delicate filters of language Hadewijch uses to 
express her thoughts from 'Diets' into a modern English that stays as close to 
Middle-Dutch as possible.  
She graduated in English language and literature first and subsequently in 
systematic theology, completing these studies with a thesis on Hadewijch 
entitled: 'Fiere herte doelt na minnen gronde.De fierheid als kernmoment in het 
zelfverstaan van Hadewijch' (Tilburg, Stichting Theologische Faculteit, 1984). 
Since then she has lectured on spirituality, mystical- and moral theology at the 
Catholic universities of Tilburg, Nijmegen and Utrecht. Currently she is employed 
as secretary general of the Mariënburgvereniging, an association of latitudinari-
an Catholics who, from a critical but loyal standpoint, strive after renewal of 
their church from within. 
 
 
15th February 1994.                                               
          Edward Schillebeeckx. 
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