
A N  <; E L U 5, S I L E S I U S 

THE religious development of Angelus Silesius (Johannes Scheff- 
lerj is one of the most interesting chapters in the history of the 
ieligious Me. Usually coupled with Meister Eckhart, he  became a 
text-book example i’or the I-’rotestant theory that the Catholic Church 
lcills the inner life-14eister Eckhart she condemned (though, in fact, 
only a few af his more extreme stateincnts), but Angelus Silesius 
she broke. 

The time into which Johannes Scheffler was born was not unlike 
our own. The greater part of the continent was in a statgof mate- 
rial and spiritual upheaval ; the ’Thirty Years’ W a r  devastated Cen- 
tral Europe, Reformation and Counter-Reformation were fighting for 
the souls 01 men;  peasants and soldiers sang  that awful ballad, 
‘ There is a reaper callbd Death, Hath power from Ihe great God ’- 
not knc;wing whether they shduld eat and dritlk for to-morrow they 
would die, OT lollow the call to sackcloth and ashes of men like the 
great popular preacher Abraham a Santa Clam. 

Outside the Catholic Church the religious life had broken up intd 
two main streams : the orthodox Lutheranism (or Calvinism) of the 
established territorial churches on the one hand, and a number of 
sinall ajroups and sects experimenting in  a pseudo-mystic religion 
on the other. Two provinces of the Holy Roman Empire were espe- 
:idly afec tcd  by this revival : Silasia, where Scheffler was  born, and 
Hclland, where he spent part of his university years. I t  was, there- 
f x e ,  almost itievital!e that the passionate young rnan should have 
matie contact with these circles, ‘ coiiventicles ’ as they were usually 
callcd, i n  t h e  hope of finding in them the fulfilment of the yearnings 
-of his deeply religious nature. 

The ‘ mysticism ’ of these seventeenth century sects was a strange 
tnixturc. I ts  chief ingredient was the teaching of Meister Eckhart, 
that most misunderstood of Dominicans, who was a gres t  scholastic 
and disciple of S t .  ’Thomas as well as an  eloquent preacher of the 
Ui?io Alystica, but who, a las !  was destined to be claimed as the 
ancestor of all ’false mysticism from Luther to Alfred Rosenberg. 
Beside him, St.  Gertrude and Kuysbroek, Jacob Boehme and St. 
John of :he Cross, Molina and St.  Ignatius d‘ Loyola were equally 
esteenieci among young Schefller’s friends-a combination of names 
sufficiently indicative of their confusion of thought. 

I t  is in this atmosphere that Angelus Silesius, as he called him- 
self later, had his first religious experiences. I t  is here that the 
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foundations were laid of the work that was to make him famous both 
as a p e t  and as a mystic : 7 ‘ 1 ~  Clieriibic I,l’arderer. It  is a:inost 
pathetic to scc how here a mail gropes his way, d;i~zled by the Light 
inaccessible, without a g-uitling hand to teach him what is truth and 
what error. 

‘ T h a t  God should be so blessed and live without desire 

’I’his is one cd the typic4 instances of the hopeless confusion of ideas 
which so often passcs lor ‘ mysticism ’ oMside the Church, and whiEh 
is characteristic of this period of Schelller’s dcvelopnient. 1;or the 
very notion of God’s self-sufliciency, ‘so clearly expressed in the first 
line, excludes the idea of His Iiaving i.eceived anything from the crea- 
ture. The distich contains a contradiction in terms-a thing impos- 
sible even for God. Another absurdity IS expressed i n  the famous 
verse : 

He has as much from me as I f;om Him received.’ 

‘ I I<now that without IIIC God can!iot live a nionient, 
If I be dead He must give ‘up the ghost for pain.’ 

.Attempts have been made again and again to interpret this in  a sense 
wnsistent with Christian teaching, the late& perhaps in a review of 
Dr. Laird’s iifirid aud Deity  in T h e  Tablct (Sept. ~ g t h ,  1941). ‘ Pro- 
,Jessor Lair(!,’ writes the revkwer, ‘ can even appeal to Angelus Sile- 
s iu s  a s  teachiilg thdL God cairnot exist without His creature, though 
~iiigelus is careful to point out that this is true only of the ideal exist- 
m c e  of the creature in God. Obviously the distinction is of the first 
importance.’ l’here are two objections to this interpretation. In 
the tirit place, the modification was made only in the preface of the 
book, which was written in circumstances which will be discussed 
later. Secondly, even if Angelus Silesius really meant ‘ the ideal 
cxistencc of tne creature in God,’ the verse would still be theologic- 
ally uiicound, since the Beatitude of the 13lessed Trinity is inde- 
pendent of the ideas of creatures in the Mind of the Creator. 

‘ihe pantheistic tendency per- 
ineates :he whole book, and the emphasis on God’s dependemu: on 
his creatures br:conies actually blasphemous in  ;I verse like this : 

. 
Nor  are t h e s i  isolated instances. 

‘ God necdeth~inc a s  much a s  I need Him. His Being 
1 help Him to sustain, as He  sustaineth mine.’ , 

Here the very essence of the Godhead is denied, for if there is no 
difference in  the order of Being between Creator and creature the 
vcry term ‘ God ’ loses the meaning it has even in Natural -fheology 
a n d  kconies  just another pantheistic expression, such a s  IYorld- 
soul or Life-Force. 
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This pagan con,ception of a Deity dqpendent on its creatures is the 

more staggering as side by side with it we meet statements of un- 
impeachable orthodoxy. Nothing, for example, could be more in 
accorrlmce with Christian teaching than this afirniation of God’s 
,perfect rest and fruition in himself: 

‘ Not tiring of Himself does God enjoy Himself, 
Since His contentment resteth in Himself alone.’ 

This is ~ n l y  one of the many expressions of God’s transcendence be- 
loiiging to the same period as the pantheistic poetry. It seems im- 
possible that the same person should have held both these contra- 
dictory views a t  the same time. The problem is not SO very difficult 
to solve, though, for it is psychological rather than logical. Angelus 
Silesius, in his smrch for stdbility in a world falling to pieces around 
hiin, had opened his mind to every influence that appealed to him. 
Pantheistic and orthodox mystics alike seemed to offer food for his 
reiigious longhgs.  So he tried them all, and reproduced them all, 
without troubling to think out the implications ol these various 
doctrines. 

The deplorably loose‘iuse 
of the term mysticism ’ has come to covci-and not only in popular 
literature-every conceivable religious or semi-religious experience, 
prcferably tiiiged with a good deal of emotionalism. But if there is 
one element absolutely essential for the forinatioli of the mystic 
piopei-lj so called, it is dliscipline. Discipline both of mind and of 
body, iitld to a degree beyond the imaginatlve powers of most of our 
contemporaries who throw up their hands in horror a t  the asceticism 
of a Cur6 d Ars as well as  a t  the ‘ dry ’ logic of the schoolmen. Yet 
we may take what mystic we like-be it St .  Bernard or Sit. Catherine 
of Siena, St .  Theresa or St. John of the Cross-they were all not 
onl) ascetics on the grand scale, but also masters of Christian doc- 
triiLe. For the mystic life may be likened to a Gothic Cathedral 
which is built very high, leaving the ordinary dwelling houses far 
beneath it. But the higher the building, the deeper must be its 
fou:idqtions, or the ambitious temple will kill to pieces long before 
it is finished. So the mystic life, aspiring to ever higher forms of 
sanctifying grace until it rests in the transforming Union, must be 
erected on R solid structure d both doctrine and asceticism. The 
rapturous tlight of the Viu Uriitim will only he p a n t e d  to those who 
have passed through the thorny Vza Pwgutiuu and the light-giving 
Via Illiiniinutiua. 

If rhis be taken as the criterion of Angelus Silesius’ religious posi- 
tion it becomes abundantly clear that die was no mystic a t  all, H e  

Gut this did not make him a mystic. 
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had neither concerned himself with doctrine, nor was he an ascetic. 
0 1 1  the contrary, from all our information tt seenis that in those 
days lie stiil shared the favourite vice of his time and was a heavy 
drinker . 

At a later stage he described hi5 state in Lhisl so-called mystic 
period as aiiniutige Innigkeit, an tuntranslatable expression, perhaps 
best pardphrased as ' tender delight.' 'The very words imply that 
what is generally taken to bc his ' mysticism ' was aclually but a 
pleasant basking in feelings of devotion, a devotion which, as has 
Osen 'shown, was nourished on the writings of both orthodox and 
heterodox authors and, a t  times, lost all sense of difference between 
Creator and creature in a great wave ot panthcistic emotion. 

Yct, 35 truly as the mystic life fulfils all the longings of the re- 
ligious mirld as perfectly as IS possible in this world, does the mere 
cult of beautiful feelings leave a deeper nature unsatisfied. 

Angelus Silesius was craving for more solid food, and Divine Pro- 
v idexe  found a way to impart it. At about blie same time as  The 
Cher?ihic Wanderer took shape i n  his mind, the poet made a collec- 
tion of mys:ic prayeis from the works d St. Gertrude,? Louis de 
Blois and others with a view t o  publication. But the Lutheraii pas- 
to1 who held an all-powertul position in the small principality where 
Schemer was court physician diisapproveci of the young doctor's ' en- 
thusiasm ' and prevcnted the printing. No  more was needed to show 
ScheiBet how far from Protestantism h e  had Aready travelled. After 
this he felt it impossible'to stay on in the Lutheran Church, and the 
Catholic mystics he loved so much seemed to  point the way he should 
go. Ir, a statement drawn up a fortnight after his reception into 
the Church he wrote that his main reason for becoming a Catholic 
was the Lutheran antagonism against asceticism and mysticism. 

'Ihe Church, which was then carrying on a vigorous counter-refor- 
mation, especially in Silesia, welcomed the new convert with open 
arms. The Cherubic Waiiderer was then probably already a first 
draft, to be enlarged and worked over while the old heterodox no- 
tion> and emotions still lingered on. 'Three years after his conver- 
sion the book was published with a Preface in which Angelus Silesius 
tried to interpret the most flagrant passages in an orthodox way. 

i t  may be a k e d  why the Church, appal-ently so relentless in the 
case of Meister Eckhart, quietly tolerated the 'very questionable 
religious poetry of Angelius Silesius. But the Church has a discon- 
certing way of becoming, like her bvIast5r and his Apostles, all 
things to all rncn in her desire to bring souls to God. So it is but 
fitting that she should mete out different treatment to the Dominican 
Provincial whose utterances might be identified with the teaching 
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of the Church and the poetic effusions of- a recent convert which 
would. not neccssarily compromise her. 

The result showed the wisdom of this tolerance at  a time when 
l ~ t h e r a n i s m  !lad become mwe  and more hardened. Already in the 
C'lierubk IL'ritrderer there are signs 01 the poet's great devotion to 
the Person of our Lord. I n  his second poetical work, Die Heilige 
Sede?diisf, a ' Spiritual Pastoral of 2 Soul in Love with her Jews, '  
Angelus Silesius seen14 to have forgotten that he had ever claimed 
to sing the Mystic Union between God and man. The whole book 
breathes the atmosphere of sensible devotion which is obvjously 
nourished on the Canticle and St. Bernard. But what t o  the medie- 
val mystic was but the expression in human language 01 supernatural 
love became to  the modern-poet an end in itself. The  minute de- 
scription of every detail of the Passion, the whole apparatus of the 
secular erotic literature of the time with its rosy cheeks, al?baster 
necks, sugary kisses, etc., which he applied to Christ make it clear 
that his spiritual food was still the ' milk of beginners,' full of con- 
solation and sensible enjoyment; and it is characteristic that this 
hook should have become one of the manuals d devotion not of the 
Clrirrcli but of Pietism, that sect of Continental Protestantism which, 
rather like the early Methodists, sought a more ,personal relation 
to Christ than the established Protestant Churches could offer, with- 
out, however, submitting to the Catholic Church. 

The more Angelus Pilesius became imbued with the spirit of 
Catliolicism, the clearer it became that the way of mystic contempla- 
tion was not for him. For in every soul called to it the life of prayer 
must necessarily grow under the influence of sanctifying grace in 
the Sacraments. There have been no great Christian mystics out- 
side the Catholic Ghurch, for the highest summits of the life of faith 
cannot be reached in separation frqm the main stream of supernatural 
life that flow5 through the mystical Body of Christ. 

If, therefore, the spring of Angelus Silesius' ' mystic ' poetry soon 
ran dry, this very fact is conclusive proof of its spuriousness. In- 
deed, as he himself expressed it, the love of Christ compelled him 
to abandon thc unnizitige Intiigkeit of a semi-contemplative poetic 
existence and to plunge right into the battle that was being fought 
for the souls of his countrymen. The onet ime court-physician and 
lyrical dreamer became a very militant priest. H e  spent himself in 
works of penance and charity, but his chief task was the defence of 
the Catholic Faith in innumerable pamphlets and booklets. I t  is 
true, he did not dways  abserve the rules of prudence, and his Iblood- 
curdling diescriptions of the variety of torments that await the un- 
repentant heretic in hell sound rather uncharitable to the modern 
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reader; yet we  have to remember that in the sixteenth and seven- 
tepith centuries refigious controversy was carried on in a manner 
different from our own; and Luther especially had set the tone with 
his unrivalled vocabulary of rude and offensive expressions. 

Yet Zngelus Silesius kept his deepest indignation no: for the Pro. 
testhnls who, after all, tried to serve God though in their own mis- 
taken way, but for a new phenomenon that had just begun to make 
its appearanw on the continent : the modern State of religious toler- 
ance and indiRerence, fouddec! no  longer on the Creed of Chrirtia- 
ni:y but on what he ingeniously called ‘ politicism.’ This he re- 
garded as the worst heresy, before which both Lutheranism and Cal- 
vinism paled . . . Had he seen in an hour of inspiration that the 
State d;vorced from God would one day set itself up as a god? Had 
he seen wit?i his mind’s eye Hegel’s Prussia, and Hitler’s Germany? 
We do not know. Rut he fought the good fight for the souls of 
his ,people-‘ for the love of Christ,’ as he himself said, though per- 
haps not always in the spirit of Christ. 

When he died it was found that nothing was left of his consider- 
ahle fortune. He had given all he had t8 the poor, allowing himself 
but the hare necessities of life. All he left ibrhind was a manuiscript 
which, for the most part, is lost; but its last wordq, a prayer, are 
preserved1 : ‘ Jesus Christ, God and Mar ,  Bridegroom and Brother, 
peace and joy, sweetness and delight, kindnesq and grace, light and 
life, protection and salvation, heaven and earth, eternity and time, 
my Love and my All, receive my soul.’ 

H .  C. GRAEF. 

T H E  P A T H S  O F  I S R A E L  - 
* 

THE Jewish pro2blem ha5 become one of the most ominous and 
terrible issues of contemporary consciousness, which is tested by new 
waves of terrifying anti-Femitism. I t  must, however, be said that 
this w v e s  the way to  a deeper realisation of the ,problem itself. It 
is raised to  a new level, receives new definition and new illumination. 
Beneath the surface of the elemental putburst something far more 
essential, sigiiificant and decisive thar. all this sounding storm around 
the ‘ Jewish question ’ is taking place. Above all, it becomes clear 
that it is not enough to  oppose moral or legal standards to anti- 
Semitisin; that the answer to the whole tragedy of Israel must be 
sought in its mysterious bond with the destinies of world-history. 

For 
sociologists, economists, for historians of culture and for moralists, 

There are several ways of approaching the Jewish problem. 


