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It has often been highlighted that in the Middle Ages Christian
theology (i. e. the intellectual study of the content of Christian
faith) and Christian spirituality (i.e. the lived relationship of the
human person with God) “divorced”, at least within the Latin
Church. While it is clear that they formed an organic unity in the
first millennium of Christian culture, it is less clear when the
“divorce” took place. Prof. dr. Albert Deblaere (1916—1994),
who taught at the Gregorian University (Rome), considers that
correct historical research of this ‘divorce’ is necessary in order to
prepare the way for a new encounter between the two. Without an
insight in the real causes and the issues that were at stake, one is
doomed to repeat and even deepen the divorce.

On the basis of historical arguments, Deblaere dismisses the
usually accepted interpretations of Yves Congar, who holds that

fifteenth-century nominalism is to blame, and of Francois



Vandenbroucke, who holds that the origin lies in a growing apart,
in the fourteenth century, of the Dominican and Franciscan
theological schools. According to Deblaere, a careful analysis of texts
shows that the root of the problem can be found already in the
twelfth century. The problem arises when, especially in the
environment of the University of Paris, the human person is
interpreted as a closed entity who is, therefore, fundamentally
incapable of receiving the transcendent life of the Trinity.
Obviously, when people realised that in this perspective the promise
of the Gospel, namely of a full life-communion with the Trinity (cf.
John 17, 21), is denied, they tried to find a solution. The most
striking reaction then was the “divorce” of theology as an academic
discipline on the one hand, and mystical spirituality and literature on
the other hand. And the sudden interest in Pseudo-Dionysius in the
same period, in academic circles, can be explained as an effort to
bridge the gap. However, the soluti\on that emerged mainly comes
down to the idea that a full life-comﬁiunion with God is only possible
beyond the reality of the human person, and thus that the human
person has to be delivered from its human reality—that, in other
words, all that what is human (including e.g. the human intellect)
should be left behind in order to be able to meet God. Deblaere
argues that the major mystical authors, such as John of Ruusbroec
(1293—1381), never agreed with this solution, which is not only
anti-intellectual, but even unchristian. Indeed, in the Christian
perspective, one should not be delivered from human reality, because
the complete human reality (including the intellect) is redeemed by

Christ. In this way, mystical authors became the fore-runners of the
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Christian humanism.‘ In the opinion of Deblaere, a new encounter of
Christian theology and Christian (mystical) spirituality, which have
developed separately during many centuries, is only possible when
one takes into consideration the basic conviction of Christian mystical
humanism, namely that the human person is not a closed entity, but
is. fundamentally open to the Other and thus has the possibility of
becoming a real partner in the mutual love relationship with the

transcendent God.
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