
Exploring the History of Christian Mysticism and its Terms 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4LoXCl7drQ 

 

1. Defining Christian Mysticism 

• Conceptual Challenge: Mysticism is a difficult term; it is often misunderstood as a separate 
category, whereas historically it has been an inseparable, varying element within traditions like 
Christianity. 

• Working Definition: Drawing from scholar Bernard McGinn, mysticism is defined as the 
preparation for, consciousness of, and reaction to the immediate or direct presence of 
God (4:49 - 5:25). 

• Key Themes: Apophaticism (the inability to describe God), union with God, and internal 
contemplation (3:37 - 4:15). 

2. Early Foundations 

• Roots: Inherited from Jewish apocalyptic traditions, the prophets (e.g., Ezekiel), and the direct 
mission of Jesus (7:05 - 8:01). 

• Church Fathers: Early thinkers like Origen, Clement of Alexandria, and Gregory of 
Nyssa explored union and contemplation (theoria), heavily influenced 
by Neoplatonism (8:49 - 11:15). 

• Monasticism: The move to the desert (led by Anthony the Great) shifted the ascetic focus 
toward solitude, prayer, and internal transformation (11:47 - 12:43). 

• Theosis: The concept of becoming divine or participating in the Divine Life, often summarized 
by the phrase: "God became human so that we might become God" (13:22 - 14:27). 

• Pseudo-Dionysius: Established "mystical theology" focused on apophaticism—knowing God 
through "unknowing" or stripping away all human concepts (14:28 - 16:18). 

3. Medieval Developments and Diversity 

• The Great Schism (1054): The split into Western Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy 
influenced different mystical trajectories. 

• Eastern Orthodoxy: Maintained a close link between theology and 
mysticism. Hesychasm (stillness) became a core practice, involving the Jesus Prayer and bodily 
techniques, defended by Gregory Palamas (19:26 - 19:46; 34:14 - 36:31). 

• Western Medieval Mystics: 

• Monastic Orders: Orders like the Benedictines, Cistercians, Dominicans, and 
Franciscans fostered rich traditions (20:08 - 21:53). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4LoXCl7drQ


• Female Mystics: Figures like Hildegard of Bingen (visions), Mechtild of 
Magdeburg and Hadewijch (Beguines movement), and Marguerite Porete (Mirror of 
Simple Souls) emphasized intense, often erotic, imagery of love and union 
(21:55 - 31:09). 

• Bernard of Clairvaux: A major reformer who emphasized the path of love and the Song 
of Solomon (31:17 - 32:27). 

• Meister Eckhart: A transformative thinker who defined God as the "ground" (grund) and 
emphasized detachment and the oneness of the soul's ground and God's ground 
(37:30 - 44:09). 

• The Cloud of Unknowing: An anonymous 14th-century guide for practical mystical silence 
(36:34 - 37:29). 

4. Later Movements and Modernity 

• Reformation: Martin Luther and other reformers largely abolished monasticism and de-
emphasized mystical union, viewing faith as the primary factor; however, mystical influences 
persisted within groups like the Quakers and in phenomena like Pentecostalism (50:37 - 53:37). 

• Contemporary Age: Mysticism remains a vital, ongoing, and influential aspect of the Christian 
faith (53:37 - 54:40). 

Comparison Table: Key Approaches 

Concept Eastern Emphasis Western/Scholastic Emphasis 

Core Goal Theosis (Divinization) Unio Mystica (Union of Will/Being) 

Primary 
Method 

Hesychasm, repetitive 
prayer 

Contemplation, detachment, love 

Key Figure Gregory Palamas Meister Eckhart, Bernard of Clairvaux 

Theological 
Focus 

Energies vs. Essence The Ground (Grund) 

 


