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INTRODUCTION

I

JaN van Ruysarotck—three of whose most important
works are here for the Arst time presented te Enghish
readers—is the greatest of the Flemish mystics, and
must take high rank in any list of Christian contem-
platives and saints. He was born in 1273, at the
little village of Ruwsbroeck or Ruusbroeck between
Brussels and Hal, from which he takes his name ;
and spent his whole life within his native province of
Brabant. At eleven years old, he is said to have
run away from home and found his way to Brussels ;
where he was received by his uncle Jan Hinckaert,
a canon of the Cathedral of St Gudule. Hinckaert,
who was a man of great piety, lived with another
devout priest named Francis van Condenberg in the
most austere fashion ; entirely devoted to prayer and
good works. The two ecclesiastics brought the
boy up, and gave him a religions education, which
evidently included considerable training in theology
and philosophy: subjects for which he is said to
have shown, even in boyhood, an astonishing aptitude.
In 1317 he took orders, and obtained through his
uncle’s influence a prebend’s stall in St Gudule; a
position which he occupied for twenty-six years.
During youth and early middle-age, then, Ruys-
broeck lived in Brussels, fulfilling the ordinary duties
xl
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of a cathedral chaplain : and here some nf his earlier
works may have been written. Here no doubt he
developed that shrewd insight into human character
to which his books bear witness ; and liere gained
his experience of those " false miystics ' and self-
sufficient quietists so vividly described and sternly
condemned 1 the sceond book of The Adernment of
the Spirituad Mavriage, in The Book of Truth, and other
places.  Im the carly fourteemh century a number of
heretical scots, of which tlwe Brethren of the Free
Spirit were typical, flourshed o the Low Conntries
Basing their doctrine on w0 pantheistie and  nou-
Chrtstian conception of the Godhead, they proclaimed
the *“divinity of man,” and preached o quictisng
of the most soul-destroving kind, tosctiber with an
cmabcipation from the fetters of law and custom
which eften resulted 1o actoal wmneralisy ! As Ruys-
brocek grew in knowledge of thie tne contemplative
Iife, the dungers attendimg vi s pervession becam
cver more clear 1o him o wud Be vrtered npon it
VIL TN = o attipnen acaanst e heretical aietists which
wias the chicl ontward eveat of Ins Brissels pernod,

As to bos sparttual developient during these vesrs,
we can have no certivin knowledye 1 sinee none of Lis
works are exactly dated, wnd the order iy which thes
should be arranged 15 o matter of inforence, But 1
15 inberently probable that he wias experiencing the
early =tages of that mysterions gihowtty of the sonl
which he deseribes so exactly in the et two books
ol Lhe Advenmment of e Spodtead Yaoviaee o e
|:;1I'1] *'u;_'”*illib’-f‘i]!“.llk‘, 'LIJL' L']Ili'_:"]]ll..'!'lﬂll'|'_'|.l “I’““"—‘"'- ;gu;]
derelictions, of the " actve " and “anterior ' Jife

VLl Tae ddoramend of te Spdgboel dTaeriegn, Bl o cap
tio-b s, anid $he Hook el Tontk, (Y T
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At this period, he had made little impression on his
contemporaries. The Augustinian canon Pomerius,
who had known in their old age some of Ruysbroeck's
friends and followers, and who wrote his Life! in the
year 1420, describes him as a simple, quiet, rather
shabby-looking person, who " went about the streets
of Brussels with his mind lifted up into God.” Yet
it is certain that great force of character, much shrewd
common sense, and remarkable intellectual qualities
lay behind this meek appearance. We know how
greatly he disliked * singular conduct” in those
who had given themselves to the spiritual life. They
should be, he thought, like * other good men " ;* and
this ideal found expression in his own life. A devout
and orthodox Catholic, well read in scholastic theology
and philosophy, on the mental and social side at
least, he was a thorough man of his time ; apparently
accepting without criticism its institutions and ideas.
Many passages in his works indicate this: for in-
stance, his constant and unguestioning use of the
categories of medieval psychology, or his quiet
assumption ® that ' putting to the torture ™ is part
of the business of a righteous judge. But on the
spiritual side his period influenced him little. There,
his concern was with truths which lie, as he says,
“ putside Time "’ in the Eternal Now, and when he
is trying to interpret these to us the Middle Ages and
their limitations fall away. Then we catch fragments
which Plato or Plotinus on one hand, Hegel on the
other, might recognise as the reports of one who had

1 H. Pomerius, Dy Origine Monasierii Viedisvatles una cum Vidis
Joannis fushrochis (A nalecta Hollandraag, vol, iv., Brissels, 188g),

3 The Twwelve Béguines, eap. & Vide tufee, p. wvii,

1 The Adornment of the Spiritual Marriage, bk, i cap. 24,
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known and experienced the Reality for which they
sourght, " My words,'" said Ruysbroeck, ' are strange,
but tho=c who love will understand " and  this
indeed 15 e, for be possessed 1nan extraordinary
degroe the power—wlhich so wany  great mystics
have lacked —of giving verbal and artistic expression
to lus soaring intuitions of Eternity,

In 1343, when he was fifty vears old, the growing
sense ol coutrast between those intnitions and the
religions formalism and unreality of the cathedral lile,
the distracting bustle of the town, reached a point
at which it seems to have become unendurable to
him. Together with Hinckaert and Condenberg—
both now old men—Uhe left Brussels for ever; all three
intending  to =ettle in songe lonely country place,
where they could devote themsclves to the life of
praver amd contemplation. They were given  the
old hermitage of Goroenendael, or the Green Valley,
m the forest of Soignes outstde Brusscls,  There they
were presently joined by disciples, and formed a
small community, which was cventually placed under
the rule of the Augnstinton canons,  Coudenbery
became the provost and Ruvsbroeck the prior: and
under their government the priory of Groenendael soon
became known as the howe of a special holiness

We shall probably be right of we identify lus thirty-
eight wvears' sojourn 1n the forest with the ™ God-
secing ' stage of Ruysbroeck’s mystical life?  Here
without donbt all his greatese works were written.
The  Adoriaent of the Spivitwal  Muarriage must
have been composed soon after his retreat from
Brussels, for we know that in 1350 he sent a copy

VOt The Adormmend of the Spivitzel Mareiage, bk siic, and The
.';'P.-:ri..:'.-a.'g Sfone, caps. 3 and y,




Introduction XV

of it to the group of Rhenish mystics who called
themselves the Froends of God. The Sgarkling
Stone and The Book of Truth—both written at
the request of friends, to explain difficult points
in his earlier books—belong to a later date. We
need not fecl surprised that the full Howening of his
genius should coincide with his abandonment of the
world. In one furm or another such abandonment
has been found imperative by all the great explorers
of Eternity; whose inward quest of the One nearly
always entails some withdrawal from the multiplicity
of things. But beyvond this, there was in Ruys-
broeck's mysticism—at once so intimate in its feeling,
so vast in its reach—a deeply poetic strain. The
silence and growing beauty of the forest ministered
to this: and many passages in his books show how
easily he discovered intimations of divinity through
the loving contemplation of natural things. A
beautiful tradition tells us that he would go out
alone into the woods when he felt that the inspiration
ol God was upon him ; and there, sitting under his
favourite tree, would writo as the Holy Ghost dic-
tated, The brethren used to declare that once,
having been absent many hours from the priory, he
was at last found in this place, rapt in ecstacy and
surrounded by a brlliant ewra of divine light—a
legend which closely resembles many similar stones
in the lives of the saints.

Such ecstatic absorption in God, however, formed
only one side of Ruysbroeck’s religious life. True to
his own doctrine of the ** balanced career ” of action
and contemplation as the ideal of the Christian soul?

L The Adornwwent of the Spivitual Marriage, bl il caps. G2 and 63.
Ct. The Sparkiing Sione, cap. 13,



