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project is the way Plotinus identifies five steps in which the soul returns 
to the One. The initial step involves realizing the difference between the 
sin of the world and the virtue present within the self. Next, a cleansing 
process occurs in which one is purified. The third and fourth stages lead 
to a higher state of awareness. The final step is experiences of temporary 
union with the One, which leads to an experience of eternal bliss.

Proclus (412-485)

One of two non-Christian Greek philosophers (the other is Plotinus) 
who had a significant impact on the development of Christian belief and 
practice. Proclus was an adversary of the early Christians. He adhered 
closely to neo-Platonism. He believed that to attain salvation we must 
go through a series of withdrawals. First, we step back from society. 
Then, we must withdraw from all sensory experiences. Next, we must 
work toward purifying ourselves. Finally, we attain a relationship with 
the “Supreme Being.”

Proclus believed the study of philosophy is one avenue by which an 
individual can attain salvation. He reached these conclusions while criti-
cizing the works of Plotinus. Proclus amends Plotinus’s three concepts and 
believes that intermediaries must fill the gaps between the One, the Mind 
and the Soul. He also concludes that the soul does indeed fall away from 
the Supreme Being. Among their differences is their view of the origina-
tion of evil. Proclus claims that matter in and of itself cannot be evil, 
while Plotinus emphasized that it is. 

Pseudo-Dionysius (c. 500) 

See path seven in Longing for God.

Richard Rolle (c. 1300-1349)

Richard Rolle is the first of the fourteenth-century English mystics and 
nearly drowns the reader in his heavy use of alliterations. He was a de-
manding individual, both of himself and of others, but loving too. He 
lived much of his adult life as a hermit in a cave. His works tend to em-
phasize a life of heavy physical deprivation in order to attain a greater state 
of worship through prayer. His work also ref lects a sensitivity to the dif-
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ferent vehicles God uses to open our heart and mind to him, including the 
use of music to awaken a spiritual longing in us. Ultimately, his mysticism 
appealed to many because of its integrative focus on the life of the body 
and mind cooperating in our knowledge and love of God. 

St. Sergeii (Sergius) of Radonezh (c. 1314-1392)

Sergeii is responsible for the growth and spread of monasticism into most 
of central and northern Russia. His founding of the greatest monastery in 
all of Russia preserves his legacy into the present. The major work he is 
known for is Life, a book ref lecting the significant inf luence of the Hesy-
chasts, who emphasized inner, mystical prayer. He was once offered a 
prominent political position in Moscow, but declined in order to devote 
his entire life to the cause and ministry of Jesus.

Shepherd of Hermas (second century)

The idea of spiritual perfection is the main focus of the author of the Shep-
herd of Hermas, who believed that God sent him to overturn certain false 
teachings in the early church. He taught that repentance is the process of 
bridging the gap between ourselves and God. Because of his teachings, 
many people who had left the church began to return. He also encouraged 
church members to withdraw from the affairs of the world. Hermas ex-
plained that those who press close to God and not worldly desires will 
attain salvation. In order to do this, Hermas claimed one must trust the 
good spirits and remain loyal to God. The consequences of serving the 
world are detrimental to our spiritual welfare.

Henry Suso (c. 1295-1366)

Like Johannes Tauler, Henry Suso was inf luenced greatly by the work 
of Meister Eckhart. He did his best to present Eckhart’s teachings in a 
more subtle way, while at the same time defending his mentor. He fo-
cused on meditating and studying the passion of Christ. Later in his life 
he highlighted the difference between worldly and heavenly possessions, 
and focused early and with enduring emphasis on God’s love and justice. 
His works received their greatest reception during and shortly after his 
life, and are important for our understanding of this entire period, espe-
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cially the rise and role of the tradition of Christian spirituality arising in 
Germany.

Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022)

See appendix three in Longing for God.

Johannes Tauler (c. 1300-1361)

Johannes Tauler is one of the original Christian writers in what is now 
modern-day Germany. Inf luenced by Meister Eckhart, Tauler wrote in a 
careful, simplistic, concrete manner. His best-known works are a collec-
tion of sermons in which he drew on many of his own personal experi-
ences of his life with God in order to illustrate ways we can understand 
our own life with him. He is also a part of the tradition of Rhineland 
mysticism, which has had a profound inf luence on the development of 
later Christian theology in the West, including the young Martin Luther, 
who read Tauler and believed he captured the essence of our life with God 
and sought to embrace his teachings.

Tertullian (c. 160-c. 225)

Tertullian was raised in the great city of Carthage and left Northern Af-
rica to minister in Rome. Most of his writings focus on keeping the church 
pure and chaste. Later in his life he joined the sect of Montanism, a move-
ment that believed its members had received the Holy Spirit, and no one 
else had, and that they comprised the true church. They forbid widows to 
remarry and encouraged Christians to accept martyrdom as the crowning 
achievement of our Christian life. Additionally, Tertullian insisted that 
Christians must separate themselves from the world and cease to desire 
what it offers. He taught that marriage is instituted by God, but, agreeing 
with the apostle Paul, abstinence is the best choice. Tertullian sought the 
purity of the church and perfection in this life, and believed that true be-
lievers cannot sin after baptism.

Theologia Germanica (fourteenth century): IC

Theologia Germanica is best known as the text that God used to confirm his 
grace in the heart of Martin Luther. This beautiful testament to our life 
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with God originated in the “Friends of God” movement, a spiritual re-
newal movement of the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Although 
the author is unknown, his or her primary concern was to create a tract 
that would defend orthodox Christianity from breakaway factions in the 
German church.

The goal of Theologia Germanica is to demonstrate the way God is com-
pletely distinct from all creatures and creation, yet fully in touch with human 
struggles because of Jesus Christ. The author begins by noting that by defini-
tion God is total perfection. God has no imperfections so there is no way to 
identify with God through any of the imperfections manifest in creation.

The dominant image of the entire work is Jesus Christ. This Christo-
centric focus provides a wonderful anchor in orthodox theology and dem-
onstrates the way that the traditions of the church, mediated through 
doctrinal formulations, sustain our spiritual life with God. Scripture pro-
vides an understanding of God’s will. Every incidence of sin is a turning 
from God to pursue the ways of the world. The Fall is evidence of the 
predisposition of human nature to turn our back on God. The incarnation 
is the undoing of human sin by God in a way humans are unable to do on 
their own. 

It is unclear who wrote the book, but it shows the inf luence of Meister 
Eckhart and Johannes Tauler and possibly others. The structure and con-
tent of the work focus on the importance of denying ourself while trust-
ing in God. It addresses the traditional theme of the role of God in the 
proper ordering of our life and loves. Of specific importance is the way 
this work presents the believer moving from the external concerns of the 
outer person to the internal confirmations of the heart. Its inf luence is 
legendary and it remains one of the most informative text on the state of 
Christian spirituality during this period.

Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941): RE	

See appendix two in Longing for God.

Jan van Ruysbroeck (1293-1381)

Jan van Ruysbroeck has made a great contribution to Christian spiritual-
ity as a bridge figure between the Rhineland mystics and the Devotio 
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Moderna, those devoted to the “new way.” He helped establish the para-
digms for accepting the best from both schools while advocating a life of 
obedience to the church, a life devoted to and longing for God, and a life 
spent in continuous meditation on God. He was a great theologian and 
wrote numerous works on issues critical to the life of the church at that 
time, including commentaries on several books of the Bible, a work on 
the Eucharist and several works describing the ideal monastic life. His 
work had a significant inf luence on Thomas à Kempis. 

Paisii Velichkovskii (1722-1794): IJ	 

Paisii Velichkovskii translated many works into Slavic script in order to 
provide the Russian Orthodox Church with literature for its own spiritual 
development and cultural enrichment. His central work is the establish-
ment of the Philokalia, the text that establishes the foundations of our life 
with God in a return to the core aspects of monastic living. Through the 
Philokalia the role of experience and revelation is emphasized and the re-
turn to the “Jesus Prayer” is exalted.

Prince Vladimir (c. 956-1015)

Prince Vladimir’s (Vladimir I of Kiev) importance lies in the role he 
played in the formation of the Russian Orthodox Church. He was in-
volved in the celebration of the Eucharist at Hagia Sophia in Constanti-
nople and developed groups throughout the Byzantine Empire dedicated 
to raising up a new church in Russia. Shortly after beginning the church, 
a group of Slavs living nearby translated the Bible into Russian, thereby 
making the Scriptures available to the Russian Orthodox Church.

William of St. Thierry (1080-1148): RO

William of St. Thierry (1080-1148) complements Bernard of Clairvaux in 
his development of the dual activities of love and knowledge, and his devel-
opment of three spiritual stages. In his writing William suggests that there 
are two orientations in faith: an external orientation based on both the au-
thority of the church leaders and our participation in the visible sacraments, 
and an internal orientation based on the leading of the heart. These orienta-
tions govern the way a person moves through the various spiritual stages.
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Simple faith ref lects the base level of human existence, in which we 
bend in obedience to external authorities. Rational faith is based on reason 
and allows us to think and talk correctly of God. Perfect faith is governed 
by the spirit and is the stage in which we experience union with God. 
Continuing in his Augustinian framework, William insists that stable 
faith endures only if grounded in reason, since reason strengthens our 
resistance to temptation and heresy. Reason, for William, is the Augustin-
ian triad of memory, intellect and will.

Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531)

Ulrich Zwingli is perhaps the most radical of the first generation of Re-
formers, especially in his view of the Lord’s Supper, as well as the other 
sacraments. Central to Zwingli’s theology is his belief that Jesus Christ is 
the sole mediator between ourselves and God. He also believed that the 
Holy Spirit has to work on us to open our heart to the movement of God 
on our spirit. Mentored by Erasmus, Zwingli indirectly worked with Lu-
ther as the developments of the Reformation were unfolding. His reliance 
on the sovereignty of God helped establish this foothold that has guided 
the Protestant Reformation into the twenty-first century. He opposed 
Luther’s belief of Christ’s real presence in the Lord’s Supper, advocating a 
“memorial/reminder of Christ” approach instead, which had wide inf lu-
ence on the Radical Reformers (especially the Quakers). He also believed 
the whole body of Christ must be united to bring honor and glory to 
God. This can only occur if every member of the body of Christ is given 
universal access to the Bible. 
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