Spirifualitét heute und gestern.  Jnternationaler Kongress vom 4. bis
7. August 1982. I1I. (Analecta Caftusiama. 35). Salzburg, 1983

Denys of Ryckel and Traditions of Meditation:

Contra detestabilem cordis inordinationem
by
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Among currents of religious thought in the late Middle Ages, modern
historians are accustomed to distinguish "monastic theo]ogy",1 scholasticism,
speculative mysticism, and the modern devotion. Often, individual writers
are classified according to these categories. The writings of Denys of
Ryckel (Dionysius cartusiensis, 1402-1471), however, reflect and partake of
all of these currents. Denys has been praised generally for his monastic
union of piety and learning, and particularly for the monastic character of
his scriptural exegesis.2 At the same time he has been called the "last
scho]astic".3 Denys' contacts with the modern devotion are well known.

He attended for a while the school at Zwol]e.4 Several of his treatises
were influenced directly by devotionalist writers,5 and his works in turn

were read by devotionalists. Indeed a large number of the surviving
manuscripts of Denys' writings were copied in houses of the Augustinian Canons
of Windesheim and other groups associated with the modern devotion.6 In a

list of recommended readings, Jan Mombaer (ca. 1460-1502), besides naming
several specific titles of Denys' works, recommends "cmnia opuscula ...
Dionysii Cartusiensis".7 Denys read Jan van Ruusbroec's (1293-1381) De or-

1Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God, trans.
Catherine Misrahi (New York, 1961).

2See Frangois Vandenbroucke, "Ecriture sainte et vie spirituelle”,
Dictionnaire de spiritualité, IV, 1 (Paris, 1960), 201-203.

3K. Krogh-Tonning, Der letzte Scholastiker. Eine Apologie (Freiburg im
Breisgau, 1904).

See K. Swenden, "Dionysius van Rijkel, Biographische nota", ims Geeste(< ¥
Erf, XXIV (1950), 170-81. See Denys In librum II Sententiarwm, in Doctorts
Eestatictr D. Dionysii Cartusiani Opera ormia, cura et labore monachorum sacri
ordinis Cartusiensis, 42 vols. in 44 (Montreuil, Tournai, Parkminster, 1896-
1913, 1935), vol. XXI, p. 493: "Proinde recolo me ante annos quardraginta, dum
in pueritia Suollis studerem, vidisse ac legisse tractatum a S. Bernardo com-
positum...". Henceforward the edition cited here will be referred to as
Opera omnia.

5See Albert Griys, Jean de Schoonhoven (:356-1432).  Son interpretaticr.
de 1 Jean 2, 15 "N'aimez pas ce monde, ni a qui est dans ce monde". Tk coo-
temptu hutus mundi.  Textes et études, IIT (Nijmegen, 1967), pp. 36-40.

Kent Emery Jr., "Dionysii Cartusiensis Bibliotheca et Manuscripta:
Prologue and Queries", in Kartiusermystik wnd-Mystiker Band IV, Analecta (ur-
tustana, LV (Salzburg, 1982), pp. 147-48,

7Printed in Pierre Debongnie, Jean Mombaer de Bruxelles, Abbé de Livry.
Ses écrits et ses reformes (Louvain-Toulouse, 1927), pp. 320-21, 324-27.
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natu spiritualis disponsationis in the Latin translation made by Geert
Groote.8 A great admirer of Ruusbroec, whom he called doctor divinus, Denys
defended Ruusbroec's most daring mystical speculations against the charges of
héresy made by Gerson.9 Like his friend and correspondent Nicholas of Cusa,
Denys argued the use of the intellect in contemplation against those who
preferred simple to learned ignorance.10

Denys' encyclopaedic - or if one must - eclectic use of épiritua] tradi-
tions is evident in his Contra detestabilem cordis inordinationem, by his own
testimony his "primum opuscu]um".11 This work, concerning liturgical medita-
tion, was written about 1430,12 and is the object of this study. In a
sequel, I shall discuss Denys' De meditatione (meditactiones), written; as
Denys himself tells us, in 1469 when he was 67 years o]d.13 This was Denys'
last writing. It seems significant that Denys' first and last works concern
meditation, in one sense the pivotal point of the spiritual life.

In medieval monastic life, the practice of meditation was bound closely
to the recitation of the liturgy. Denys' Carthusian predecessor, Guigo II
(+1188?),neatly formulated the traditional place of meditation within monastic
life. Guigo placed meditation within a fourfold activity of reading, medita-
tion, prayer, and contemplation. In his Epistola de vita contempiativa
(Seala claustralium) Guigo defined the respective duties of these acts:
"lectio inquirit, meditatio invenit, oratio postulat, contemplatio degustat".l4

Following longstanding tradition, Guigo relates meditation to the beatitude,

8Georgette Epiney-Burgard, Gerard Groote (1340-1384) et les debuts de la
devotion moderne (Wiesbaden, 1970), pp. 125-27.

9See Kent Emery Jr., "The Carthusians, Intermediaries for the Teaching
of John Ruysbroeck during the Period of Early Reform and in the Counter-
Reformation", Analecta Cartusiana, XLIIT (1979), 100-116.

10For a study of these issues, see E. Vansteenberge, Autour de la Docte
Ignorance. Une controverse sur la théoloaie mystique au XVé siécle. Bei-
trage zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters, Bd. XIV (1915).

Contra detestabilem cordis inordinationem in Dei laudibus horisque

canonicis vel laus Cartusiana, Opera omia XL, pp. 191-259. See Prooemium,

p. 194.
12A. Stoelen, "Denys le Chartreux", Dict. de spir., IlI (Paris, 1957), 434.
13

De Meditatione, Opera ommia XLI, pp. 69-90; see a.l4, p. 90, and
Stoelen, 434. In a list of his works which he made, found in Trier, Stadt-
bibliothek, 631/156240, 227r-229v, Denys gives this work the title Meditaciones;
see 229r: "Meditaciones eiusdem. Incipiunt Cogitaciones mee vane". The
same maBuscript contains the only manuscript copy of the work that I know;
see 48rb-56rd: "Incipiunt meditaciones fratris Dyonisii Carthusiensis Cogi-
tationes mee varie succedunt sibi et mens in diuersa rapitur Job 29 Intel-
lectus et voluntas sibi inuicem sunt connexe".

14Guigo's Epistola is edited by Edmund Colledge and James Walsh, with a
French translation by a Carthusian, in Lettre sur la vie contemplative (L'Echelle
des moines). Douze meditations (Paris, 1970). See III, p. 84.
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“peati mundo corde, quoniam ipsi Deum videbunt" (Matthew 5, &). Meditation
is thus associated with moral purification and the elimination of impure,
carnel thoughts.15 Denys preserved meditation's place within the context of
reading, prayer, and contemplation. Like Guigo, he bases meditation square-
ly on reading, although, as we shall suggest, habits of reading changed con-
siderably from the twelfth to fifteenth centuries, and this was not without
effect upon the tradition of meditation. Moreover, like Guigo Denys empha-
sizes that meditation, in order to be fruitful and not empty, must issue in
prayer and affection. Finally, Denys treats meditation as an intermediate
step in the spiritual life, preparatory to a pure and naked union with God in
contemplation. -

Before turning directly to Denys of Ryckel's first treatise, one may
usefully consider works by Anselm of Canterbury (1033?-1109) and Geert Groote
(1340-1384) which illustrate lineaments of the tradition of meditation which
Denys received. Anselm's Orationes sive meditationes were a decisive influ-

ence upon the course of later medieval piety;17

Groote's De quattuor generi-
bus med{tabiliumlg is significant for later devotionalist developments of the
practice of meditation, which in turn influenced modern ones.19 We shall not
argue here that either of these works was a direct source for Denys' Contra
detestabilem cordis inordinationem: there are enough of these. However,
Denys knew Anselm's meditations, and in his treatises on meditation there are
at least traces of Groote's teaching.

As the title of his collection indicates, Anselm's prayers are medita-
tions and his meditations are prayers. Both, like his speculative writings,
to which they are closely re]ated,zo are governed by the general rubric,
"fides quaerens intellectum". In his prayers and meditations, Anselm associ-
15
16

rbid., V, pp. 88-92.
See De meditatione, a.&, p. 753 Contra detestabilem, a.27, p. 252.

17A. Wilmart, Auteurs spiritucls et textes dévots du toyen Age Latin
(Paris, 1922), pp. 147-216, edited and discussed the authenticity and influ-
ence of the meditations. For the Oratiomes sive meditationes, Ve shall cite
the edition of F. S. Schmitt in S. Anselm? Cantuartiensis Opera ommia, 111
(Edinburgh, 1946).

8Ger‘ardo Groote, Il Trattato "De quattuor gemeribus meditabilium', ed.
with intro. and Italian trans. by Ilario Tolomio (Padua, 1975} .

19We should note that R. R. Post, The Modern Devotion. Confrontation
with Reformation and Humanism (Leiden, 1968), pp. 164-65, believes that in
Groote's treatise one finds little of the "methodical meditation" developed
by later devotionalists.

2OAnse]m's Meditatio redemptionis humanae (Opera omric II1, pp. 84-91)
is obviously related to his speculative treatise, Cur Deus fomo, (ed. Schmitt,
1946, in Opera onmia 11, pp. 36-133).  Other speculative treatises, such as
De veritate and De casu diaboli (ed. Schmitt, Opera ommia IV, pp. 167-99,
227-76), illumine difficult passages in several prayers and meditations by
Anselm.




ates faith with the soul's faculty of memory, with the recollection of God's
creative and redemptive works recorded in Scripture. Faith is only a begin-
ning, not an end to the knowledge of God. Understanding, which penetrates

to the spirit or ratio of the letter recalled in the memory, lies between

faith and vision,21 and is the ground of man's hope. This hope engenders
desire for the good seen more clearly by the mind. Nearly all of Anselm's
meditations mark a clear - if rhetorically complex - progress from initial
despair, to faith, hope and love. This progress corresponds to an Augustinian
movement in the soul from memory to understanding to affection. Within this
movement, meditation corresponds with understanding:

Converte, misericordissime, meum teporem in ferventissimum tui
amorem. Ad hoc, clementissime, tendit haec oratio mea, haec
memoria et meditatio beneficiorum tuorum, ut accendam in me tuum
amorem. '

Anselm's meditations are artful in a strict sense. Faith and memory are based
on reading. Understanding comes through a dialectic, or rather "speculative
grammar",23 which distinguishes the proper sense of Scripture's human terms ap-
plied to God. Finally, as the text quoted suggests, rhetorical figures are
the instrument for expressing one's affection for God. The correspondence of
meditation with understanding points to the relation between Anselm's medita-

21See the commendation "ad Urbanum Papam II" of the Cur Deus Homo, p. 40:
"Denique quoniam inter fidem et speciem intellectum quem in hac vita capimus
esse medium intelligo: quanto aliquis ad i1lum proficit, tanto eum propin-
quare speciei, ad quam omnes anhelamus, existimo".

2"Oratio ad Christum cum mens vult eius amore fervore" (Oratio II),
Opera omnnia 111, p. 7, which continues: "sic et ego non quantum debeo, sed
quantum queo, memor passionis tuae, memor alaparum tuarum, memor flagellorum,
memor crucis, memor vulnerum tuorum, memor qualiter pro me occisus es, qualiter
conditus, qualiter sepultus, simul memor gloriosae tuae resurrectionis et ad-
mirabilis ascensionis haec indubitata fide teneo, exilii mei aerumnas defleo,
spero tui adventus solam consolationem, ardeo tut vultus gloriosam contempla- -
tionem" (italics mine). Here understanding lies between faith, or the memory
of its articles, and the vision of God face to face, which one aspires to by
love. Truth and understanding yield hope, which engenders prayer and desire.
See Oratio X "ad sanctum Paulum", p. 34: "Sic enim esse veritas ostendit, et
tamen affectus non sentit. Sic ratio docet, et cor non dolat ... Si hoc pos-
sem, forsitan sperarem, sperando orarem, orando jmpetrarem". See also Medi-
tatio IIT "redemptionis humanae", p. 91: "Certe, domine, quia me fecisti,
debeo amori tuo me ipsum totum; quia me redimisti, debeo me ipsum totum;
quia tanta promittis, debeo me ipsum totum... Fac precor, domine, me gustare
per amorem quod gusto per cognitionem. Sentiam per affectum quod sentio per
intellectum". Anselm's Epistola de incarnatione verbi (ed. Schmitt, Opera
ommia 11) pp. 7-9, recapitulates the monastic order: faith and meditation on
God's laws yield a clean heart and illumined eyes; thus, "qui non crediderit,
non intelliget. Nam qui non, crediderit, non experietur; et qui non expertus
- non fuerit, non cognoscet." :

2:"‘See Marcia L. Colish, The Mirror of Language: A Study in the Medieval
Theory of Knowledge (New Haven, 1968), pp. 92-160.
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tions and his speculative treatises. These latter, as Anselm says, provide
the abstract "necessary reasons" that underlie Scripture's "beautiful pic-
tures", that is, the concordances between 01d and New Testaments.24

We have drawn attention here to the psychological and artful scheme of
Anselm's meditations. But these are not individualistic. A1l of them, in-
cluding the prayers to saints, are firmly attached to liturgical prayer. All
focus upon the central point of liturgical celebration, the redemption of the
old creation in Christ, the new creation. In the 1iturgical manner, Anselm
weaves texts of the 01d and New Testaments around this event. One should
remark especially the aural quality of Anselm's recollection of scriptural
texts. Nearly each sentence, explicitly or implicitly, refers to a scriptural
text; the words of one recall another. Such a memory is the product of
repeated recitation.

In 1ight of subsequent tradition, the most significant feature of
Anselm's meditations is tre regular movement, issuing finally in affection,
from reading and memory to abstraction and understanding. This movement in
the late Middle Ages precisely defines meditation, the proximate end of which
is understanding (affection transforms meditation int. prayer, the longing for
vision and contemplation). Further, later writers w 11 follow Anselm's
example in borrowing instruments from the established verbal arts to deveop
an art of meditation. In Anselm's treatment of meditation according to an
order of faculties in the soul one recognizes the seed of a tradition, pass-
ing through the modern devotion, which crystallizes in Ignatius' Emercises.z

As we have stated, the founder of the modern devotion, Geert Groote,
wrote an intriguing treatise on meditation entitied De quattucr generibus
meditabilium.  This work dispels any lingering notion that the modern devotion
is best characterized as anti-intellectual. In the happy phrase of Georgette
’Epiney—Burgard, Groote's treatise is "post-scholastique", in the sense that it
presupposes the full development of scholastic cu1ture.26

As his title declares, Groote distinguishes four classes of things upon
which one may meditate: the words and images of sacred Scripture, especially
the 1ife and death of Christ; revelations delivered to favored saints; the
assertions of doctors; and the phantasms of sensible things apprehended by

24

25M. van woefkum, "Florent Radewijns", Dict. de spir., V (Paris, 1J64),
433-34, traces a line from Radewijns through Gerard de Zutphen (+#1398) ard
Jan tombaer to Ignatius of Loyola. For the influence of Carthusian writers
upon Ignatius, including possibly Denys, see P. B. Spaapen, "Karthuizerv:oom-

heid en Ignatiaanse spiritualiteit", Ons Geestelijk Erf, XXX (1956), 337-66;
XXXI (1957), 129-49.

For Epiney-Burgard's treatment of the treatise, see the work cited,
n. 8, pp. 258-65.

See Cur Deus Homec, IV, pp. 51-52.
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the 1'mag1‘nat1'on.27 In fact, all of the classes of meditationa1 objects may
be reduced to this last one. Even the "verisimilitudes, conjectures, and
probable arguments" of the doctors, however abstract they may seem, are but
images of the truth, and, as we shall see, are rooted in the 1magination.28
In the beginning, Groote's treatise purports to be a sermon on Christ's
nativity, on the text "Parvulus natus est nobis" (Isaias 9, 6). Epiney-
Burgard finds this device clumsy, and R. R. Post, characteristically, finds
it extraneous.29 On the contrary, the appropriateness of this text to the
theme of meditation is clear. Christ, in his Incarnation, accommodates him-
self to the weakness of sensible human nature, which, Groote says, draws
nourishment from "fictions" and "imagined things". Befitting the weakness
of our nature, if we wish to enter the kingdom of heaven we must become like
little children (Matthew 18, 2-4), drinking the milk of babes, the <ood of
the imagination, before presuming to eat the solid food of abstraction.30

Lest "the cloud of our eyes" and our "carnal and animal nature" be
overwhelmed by exceeding light, God and the angels have revealed spiritual
things to us in corporeal forms, images, figures, and figments (figmentis).3
As Dionysius the Areopagite says, it is impossible for us to perceive the ray
of divine light except through a variety of sacred veils prepared for us by
the fatherly providence.32 Further alluding to Horace, Groote adds that the
holy fictions of sacred Scripture no more deceive than the fictions of moral
poets. Certainly, one must never accept the writings of poets literally, ac-
cording to the "naked sound" of their words, but rather one must realize that
27

De quattuor generibus, p. 48.

Zglbid. Curiously, Groote has often been labeled a nominalist. On

his "nominalism" (he is not in any precise sense) see Epiney-Burgard, pp. 33-
34. Groote's terms - "conjecture, verisimilitude, probable argument" - are
in fact drawn from Latin rhetorical discourse. See Cicero, De oratore, 1I,
74, 299 (ed. A. S. Wilkins, M. Tull? Ciceronis Rhetorica, Oxford, 1902, repr.
1969, Tomus 1); Orator, 36, 126-27 (ed. Wilkins, Rhetorica, Oxford, 1903,
repr. 1970, Tomus 11); De inventione (with trans. H. M. Hubbell, Loeb: Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1968), 1I, v, 16, p. 180; II, xxxii, 99, p. 264; and most
usefully, since it brings together the terms coniectura, verisimilia, simili-
tudo, and argumentum, Partitiones oratoriae, 9,33 - 11,40 (ed. Wilkins,
Rhetorica 11). For coniectura, see also Quintilian, Institutionis oratoriae
1¢bri duodecim (ed. M. Winterbottom, Tomi II, Oxford, 1970), I, 2, 25, p. 18;
111, 6, 15, p. 145; VII, 2, 6, p. 379; VII, 3, 25, p. 394; VII, 4, 23, p.
401; VIII, 4, 26, p. 454. Inst. III, 6, 30, p. 148 gives a precise defini-
tion: "Coniectura dicta est a coniectu, id est derectione quadam ratinnis ad
ueritatem, unde etiam somniorum atque omnium interpretes coniectores uocantur."

2%0st, pp. 164-65.
30De quattuor generibus, pp. 42, 48.
315,:4., pp. 48-50, 52-54.

321bid., p. 102. See Ps.-Dionysius, De caeiesti hierarchia, 1, in
Dionysiaca: Recueil donnant 1'ensemble des traductions latines des ouvrages
attribués au Denys 1'Arécpage, ed. P. Chevallier, I1 (Brussels, 1937), p. 733.
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in poetic speech, the literal is figurative.33 This example reveals Groote's
bookishness, evident throughout his treatise.34 As Post observes, Groote's
treatise does not, as one might expect, show four methods of meditation.35
Rather, Groote's kinds of meditation are distinguished by kinds of books from
which one may draw matter for meditation: Scripture, saints' lives and reve-
lations, scholastic texts, and even poets.

Whatever images one meditates upon must be governed by and referred to
the images of sacred Scripture. Alluding to Augustine's De doctrina
christiana, Groote says that the images of Scripture have a special property:
the things to which they refer themselves signify other things too difficult
for us to apprehend because they cannot be impressed on our senses,36
Furthermore, there is an hierarchy even among scriptural images. The images
and figures of the 01d Testament books and of the Apocalypse, since they are
prophetic shadows, must (like the writings of the poets) be read figuratively.
Like the assertions of the doctors, their interpretation yields only conjec-
tures, opinions, and probable arguments, not necessary ones. On the other
hand, the images of the Gospels, Christ's words and deeds, must always be
received "purely and simply, according to the 1etter".37 In this ordering of
scriptural images, Groote provides not only a doctrinal, but, as it were, an
hermeneutical rationale for the priority of meditation upon Christ's 1ife and
death. Groote's teaching on this point draws together several medieval no-
tions: first, the ancient exegetical principle that the New Testament ful-
fills and completes the 01d; secondly, the scholastic principle that only
the literal sense of Scripture yields demonstrable conclusions; and thirdly,
perhaps, Anselm's distinction between Scripture's "pictures" and "necessary
reasons".

Although meditation begins in imagination, and necessarily remains .
rooted there, it must rise to abstraction. Unlike Anselm, who associates
faith with memory, Groote, reflecting scholastic teaching, appropriates faith
to the intellect. Faith, Groote says, does not operate in the imagination,
which is formed by sensible sight, but in the intellectual power, which is

33Horace, Ars poetica, with trans. by H. Rushton Fairclough (Loeb,
1961), p. 476, 11. 333-44; p. 480, 11. 361-65.

34Groote was a zealous collector of books, and an advocate of criginalia.
See Epiney-Burgard, pp. 57-59; Post, pp. 98-99.

35Post, p. 165.

3600 quattuor generibus, pp. 52-54.  See Augustine, De doctrina

christiana, ed. J. Martin, Corpus Christianorum Sertes Latina, XXXII (Tvrrhout,
1962), 1, 2. 2,.pp..7-8; II, 1, 1, -6, 8, pp. 32-36, et passim.

37De quattuor gemeribus, pp. 66-72, passum.







