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Marc De Kesel

SPIRITUALITY & THE SOCIAL

Some Reflections on the Basics

Mais puisque aujourd’hui (…) ce nom [mys-
tique] sonne mal aux oreilles du vulgaire, pour-
quoi (…) ne pas mettre à sa place, le nom de 
spirituel, plus connu, plus doux, et qui pourrait 
faire le même effet (…) en y opposant égale-
ment les vrais spirituels aux faux spirituels, en 
combattant la fausse spiritualité des uns par la 
vraie spiritualité des autres? 
(Jean-Pierre de Caussade)1

Currently, religion does not receive a good press. While many turn their back 
on it, others get so obsessed by it that, in its name, they attack the foundations 
of modern free society. To the ears of many, even the word religion sounds 
suspicious today.

None of this goes for ‘spirituality’. Spirituality is in.2 And yet, it is anything 
but easy to clearly distinguish it from religion or religiosity, if only because the 
historical origin and background of spirituality are undeniably religious. Per-
haps this kind of ambiguity belongs to spirituality’s very definition. Many who 
declare themselves anti-religious are not reluctant to sit side by side with genu-
ine religious people during all kinds of ‘spiritual’ events. From a social perspec-
tive, spirituality seems to succeed where traditional religions all too often fail. 
And where religion tries to embrace or, if possible, appropriate spirituality, it is 
often spirituality that wins at the expense of religion.

What then is ‘spirituality’? And why has it, despite its obvious connotation 
with religion and religiosity, a generally more appreciated place than religion? 

1 Jean-Pierre de Caussade, Instructions spirituelles en forme de dialogues sur les divers états d’orai-
son suivant la doctrine de M. Bossuet. Nouvelle édition conformée à l’originale de 1741 par 
Henri Bremond, Paris: Boud & Gay, 1931, 8.

2 See for instance: Frans Jespers, ‘Investigating Western popular spirituality’, in: Elisabeth 
Hense & Frans Maas (Eds.), Towards a theory of spirituality, Leuven/Paris/Walpole, MA: 
Peeters, 2011, 97-111.
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What grants spirituality, contrary to religion, such a positive fame within the 
social?

Instead of entering the question via a reflection on spirituality, this essay 
takes a different, in some sense opposite direction and approaches spirituality 
via the problem of ‘the social’. What happened to the social that it reacts posi-
tively with respect to spirituality, but rather negatively with regard to religion? 
What happened to the social that made it so difficult for traditional religion to 
finding its place in it, while spirituality seems to feel more at home there?

Indeed, something happened to the social. It became modern. As is the case 
with nearly every aspect of modernity, also in the raising of the modern social, 
religion is highly involved, if only because modern sociality took its distance 
from the medieval, explicitly religious shape of the social. To take distance, 
however, does not mean to get rid of religion as such. It rather introduced 
a kind of ‘taking distance’ to the very heart of religion and religiosity. And, as 
I will explain, ‘spirituality’ (i.e. the popular phenomenon we know) is not with-
out a link to that kind of ‘distance’.

1. The eMergence of MoDerniTy anD The MoDern social

‘Social’ is a modern term. Of course pre-modern times were social as well, but 
then, this word was not used to indicate people’s living together. The term as 
we use it today was coined only in the eighteenth century. From then on, peo-
ple in the West started to speak about their living together in terms that directly 
referred to the Latin ‘socius’, its plural ‘socii’, and its abstract form ‘societas’. 
Previously, the terms in Western languages constructed on the basis of these 
Latin words did not refer to a general way of living together. The words for that 
were ‘civis’ and ‘civitas’ – as they were already used in Augustine’s famous De 
civitate dei (410-430 AD), and were still used in Thomas Hobbes’s socio-polit-
ical treatise: De Cive (1642 AD).3 In the ages before modernity, ‘socius’ and 
‘societas’ referred to a small, close community, where the participants were asso-
ciates – where they were each other’s mates and companions. Ignatius of  Loyola, 
for instance, called the small group of followers of his mystical path a ‘societas’, 
a ‘society’. 

The words ‘society’ and ‘social’ in the general, everyday sense of the terms as 
we use them today, date from the century in which modernity’s paradigm started 
to be applied to political reality and finally culminated into the great revolutions 

3 Saint Augustine, The city of God, transl. Marcus Dods, introd. Thomas Merton, New York: 
The Modern Library, 2000; Thomas Hobbes, On the citizen, ed. & transl. Richard Tuck & 
Michael Silverthorne, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.
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of the next century, the American (1776 AD) and the French Revolution (1789 
AD). For the revolutionaries of the time, the term had still its full meaning: 
‘societas’ meant companions and mates, but – and this makes a huge difference 
– now applied to ‘everyone’, to the volonté générale, to the ‘general free will’ of 
a nation in its totality (and, even, to the ‘general will’ of all nations).4 Defining 
all men as ‘free, equal and brother’, like the major slogan of the French Revolu-
tion put forward, means declaring all men ‘social’, members of a ‘society’, of a 
virtually universal assembly of free and equal mates and companions. 

To put it more abstractly: the subject of humanity – in its political shape – 
became the human itself, the human as it is equally realised in every individual. 
Together with the American Revolution, the French Revolution procured that 
change of the political subject. And this was only possible on the basis of a 
more general and profound change of the subject.

‘Change of the subject’: this is what hallmarks modernity. Before modernity, 
‘subject’ never referred to what we call human subjectivity or the human as 
such. In late antiquity, subiectum became the Latin translation for Aristotle’s 
hupokeimenon. It was a logical, grammatical term. In the sentence ‘the grass is 
green’, ‘green’ was the attribute, ‘grass’ was the hupokeimenon or subiectum. 
Subiectum was the bearer of an attribute. At the end of Antiquity, the gram-
matical term subiectum got so to speak substantivized or ontologized. It became 
the term for the bearer of being as such. In that sense, for antique philosophy, 
being was supposed to be the subiectum – the (ontological) ground – of all that 
is. Even the expression ‘supposed to be’, must be read here in a strictly onto-
logical sense: ‘underneath’ (sub) being was ‘posed’ nothing else but being itself. 
Being itself was the (ontological) ‘hypothesis’, i.e. it was posited (thesis) under 
(hupo) all that is.5

Christianity intervened in this with a new ‘supposition’ or ‘hypothesis’, a 
new subiectum. The subiectum of being is not being itself, but its Creator. In 
medieval philosophy – and even still in the early modern vocabulary of authors 
like René Descartes – subiectum was the name for God. He was the ‘bearer’ of 
all that is. All that is, was ‘supported’ – i.e. had its ground – in His creative 
force, in His unfathomable grace.

It is this divine subiectum that ended up in a deep crisis during the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth century – a crisis often somewhat unclearly labeled as the 
‘death of God’. It is indeed God’s crisis, i.e. the crisis of God in his function as 
subiectum. Some nuancing is not redundant here. That God is supposed to be 

4 James Farr & David Lay Williams, The general will: The evolution of a concept, New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015.

5 Etienne Balibar, Barbara Cassin & Alain de Libera, ‘Sujet’, in: Barbara Cassin, Vocabulaire 
européen des philosophies, Paris: Seuil/Le Robert, 2004, 1233-1254.



68 Marc De Kesel

the subiectum of reality is doubted by almost no one at that time. So this is not 
the reason of His crisis. What was doubted, was God being the subiectum of 
man’s relation to reality. God lost his function as common ‘supposition’ on the 
basis of which people related to one another in speech and thought. During 
one century and a half, all nations in Europe waged war against one another 
about God,6 and in the end God could no longer function as the basic subiec-
tum or ‘supposition’ that made their discussions – and even their wars – possi-
ble. Once a war is waged that fights a subiectum as such , that subiectum loses 
its very function of common supposition. 

So, what ‘died’ in those turbulent times is so to say not God himself but the 
divine subiectum with which He used to coincide in the medieval universe. The 
very point on the base of which people related to reality ‘died’, i.e. lost that very 
function. It radically changed not so much God himself, but the function He 
occupied in human culture. He changed from subject to object. God became 
object – and more precisely object of faith. And so faith, too, changed. Faith 
was no longer primarily based in the divine subiectum ‘God’ who, by His grace, 
gave ground to man’s faith in Him. From then onwards, faith was based in 
man himself. Even if he believed that his faith was based in God and that God 
remained the subiectum of being, that same God nevertheless became object of 
that very faith, a faith that had its ground/subiectum in man only. 

So now, the subject was located in the human. Descartes was the first to 
articulate this in all clarity and to provide a philosophical grounding for it.7  
It is clear that Descartes was absolutely convinced of God’s existence. If he 
allowed himself to take God as the object of his hyperbolic doubt, it was a mat-
ter of strict methodology, in order to establish God with more certainty, now 
as object, i.e. as the idea of which the cogito knows with absolute certainty it 
exists in (objective) reality. God died as subject, be it in order to resurrect as 
object, object of scientific certainty, and later, after Kant’s criticism on Descartes, 
as object of belief, of faith.

All this implies that, in the meanwhile, the subiectum had survived its ‘death’. 
It was taken over by man, by his capacity to doubt the very existence of a divine 
subiectum and by his discovery that he himself was the subiectum, because he 
was the subiectum/ground of that very doubt – so, he surely must be the subiec-
tum of all possible relations to reality as well. 

6 Of course, the reasons of those wars were each time particular and concrete, but in the dis-
courses in which they legitimized the wars, God was at the very center. Each one denied the 
God in whose name the other fought. At the end, God lost the ultimately unifying and 
grounding function he had during the entire Middle Ages.

7 Although he did not do so in these exact terms; by using the term ‘subject’ to indicate his 
‘cogito’-concept.
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It is in that sense, and only in that sense, that man redefined himself as free. 
Of course he remained depended on and based in being – and, for those who 
believed so, in being’s Creator – but his relation to being was only based in 
himself. For this reason Descartes had to redefine man’s (i.e. the cogito’s) being 
as radically different from the world’s being, i.e. from being of what was ‘object’ 
to the human ‘subject’. Man was free, which is to say really and substantially 
disconnected from the world he lived in – and by. 

But what is the basis of that freedom? What is the ground of the free subject? 
This question seems senseless, given the fact that man himself is the subject. 
However, since he is only the subject of his relation to reality, the question 
remains what the subject/ground of that subject is. However legitimate that 
question is, the subject is no longer in the position to answer or even sincerely 
put that very question, since the subject immediately puts itself forward pre-
cisely as the subject of that question – thus denying the real question ‘what is 
the subject of the subject’ or, more specifically, ‘what is the real/ontological 
ground of the freedom on the basis of which we relate to reality?’

2. The eMergence of spiriTualiTy 

And where is spirituality in all this?
It is hard to say, if only because the term ‘spirituality’ is so difficult to define. 

But what is not difficult to see, is that all this is in spirituality, and that the 
heart of spiritualty beats on the rhythm of these thoroughly modern problems. 
The big philosophical issues just mentioned – the huge questions that haunt 
the death of God and the rise of the modern subject – are absolutely in and 
behind the phenomenon that in the early modern age was for the first time 
baptized as ‘spirituality’. 

This is not to say that the phenomenon itself was new. Of course it was not. 
In pre-modern Western culture, there was a great tradition of what we now call 
spirituality: from the early ages of Christianity, via the variety of medieval ‘spir-
itual movements’ inspired by mystics as different as Bernard of Clairvaux and 
Hildegard of Bingen, up to ‘spiritual’ giants such as Ruusbroec, Eckhart 
and Suso. The word spiritualis was not referring to the practice of their faith. 
Therefore, they used the words ‘mystic’, ‘mystical’, ‘devotion’, whilethe Latin 
spiritualitas named the status of the ‘clergy’, or, more general, of the supra-
natural order, opposite to the natural, earthly order of the laymen.8

8 In the Middle Ages, ‘spiritualis is defined as synonym for immaterialis, incorporalis and incor-
poreus; the opposite of animalis, carnalis, materialis, corporeus, naturalis, civilis, saecularis, and 
mundanus’, Lucy Tinsley, The French expressions for spirituality and devotion: A semantic study, 
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Only in early seventeenth century, in France, the word ‘spirituality’ was 
started to be used as a general term indicating the long mystical tradition and 
its update it went through by then.9 ‘Spirituality’, in the sense it has today, has 
its semantic origin in the word spiritualité used at that time to indicate ‘the 
mystical path’ (la voie mystique) or ‘the inner live’ (la vie intérieure). And in the 
then rising spiritualité, the profound, metaphysical problems that characterized 
early modernity were far from being absent. 

It is not a coincidence that when, in the century that the modern subject is 
coined as the unique source of certainty beyond any possible doubt, a move-
ment rises where precisely this self-assured subject is thoroughly put into ques-
tion. For this is what happens in this first ‘modern’ mystical wave – i.e. in the 
spiritualité de la vie intérieure, as one can find with authors like Cardinal De 
Bérule, François de Sales, Jeanne de Chantal, Marie de l’Incarnation, Jean-Pierre 
Camus, Madame Guyon, François de Fénélon, François Lamy and others.

All those devote men and women are searching for God. And if their search 
is deliberately not theoretical, it is not because theory as such is incompatible 
with it, but because theory has become so. Herein lies the difference with the 
‘spirituality’ movements in earlier centuries. Of course, also Ruusbroec and 
Eckhart knew that theory was limited and that the ultimate union with God 
was beyond any human rationality, but the limited condition of their rational-
ity was considered to be itself rational: it indicated nothing less than that the 
subject of that rationality was God of whom man knew that He was – although 
beyond knowledge – knowledge’s solid ground. Precisely the unknowable char-
acter of God guaranteed that He was the subiectum of both the world and the 
knowledge of that world. A millennium long tradition of Neo-Platonic think-
ing – which goes back to Pseudo-Dionysius (5th century) whose impact on 
medieval Christianity is difficult to overestimate – made it possible to integrate 
the unknowable nature of the subject (of both the world and our knowledge of 
it) as its ultimate ‘theoretical’ hallmark. 

In the time of early modern spiritualité, this kind of unknowable subiectum 
that grounds all knowledge (i.e. God) finds itself in a process of losing its very 
function of subiectum. Following their ‘mystical path’, the practitioners of the 
new spiritualité are in search for the ‘subject’. For them, however, that path 

Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1953, 69. ‘Spiritualitas’ was a com-
mon name for ‘the clergy’, those who belonged to the sphere of the ‘spiritual’, which was the 
opposite of the one of the ‘earthly’.

9 ‘The noun [Spirituality] only became established in reference to “the spiritual life” in seven-
teenth century France – and not always in a positive sense’, Philip Sheldrake, A brief history of 
spirituality, Malden, MA/Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2007, 3. For an extensive report of the 
semantic introduction of ‘spiritualité’ in the seventeenth century, see Tinsley, The French 
expressions for spirituality and devotion, 226 ff.
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does no longer lead directly to the subject that the medieval mystic was sup-
posed to find, i.e. the ontological God. The new ‘inner way’ makes the searcher 
instead bumping against the subject he himself is. And, what is more, he is 
bumping against the fact that, precisely because he is the subject of his relation 
to God, he is himself an obstacle on his way to find the real subject, the subject 
of the real, the ontological subiectum. 

In a way, the spiritualité of the early modern mystic takes a path that, though 
not theoretical, is nonetheless familiar with the one Descartes takes. Descartes, 
too, is in search for the subiectum, for that what gives ground to the world and 
to our relation to it. And in order to find it, he also takes a path ‘inward’, inves-
tigating his own thinking.10 In other words, he doubts, and realises he must not 
give up that doubt until something really resists it. Only that which unambigu-
ously resists doubt is worth to be considered as subiectum. And it turns out to 
be, instead of God, doubt itself, i.e. the ‘self’ as supposed – and revealed – by 
that very doubt. 

What occurs on the path of the early modern spiritualité, is formally not so 
different. The mystic is in search for God as the ground/subiectum of his very 
search. And he starts his search with the pre-modern presumption that this is at 
the same time the ground/subiectum of being as such. But the subiectum he 
finds does not turn out to be God, but himself. Contrary to Descartes, however, 
the contemporary homme spirituel is far from being satisfied with that out-
come.11 In his eyes, it marks the very failure of his search, or at least an obstacle 
to it. Confronted with his ‘self’ as the subiectum of his relation to God and the 
world, he realises that this ‘self’ is not the subiectum of reality, but is a subiectum 
blocking the access to the real subiectum. In order to reach the real subiectum, 
so he realizes, he has to overcome the unreal subiectum he is. He has to destroy, 
deconstruct, sublimate or neutralize it (the ‘spiritual’ literature of the time 
offers that variety of ways for this) in order to find what he was really looking 
for: the real subiectum, the grounding ground of reality, God. 

So, what the early modern spiritual man experiences is not without a link to 
the basic problem of early modernity, which anachronistically can be entitled 
‘the split of the subject’. Indeed, what his spiritual experience deals with is the 
split between, on the one hand, the subject as subiectum of reality and, on the 
other, the subject as subiectum of man’s relation to reality.

10 For the possibly ‘spiritual’ (more precisely ‘ignatian’) inspiration behind Descartes’s Discourse 
on Method, see for instance, Arture Thomson, ‘Ignace de Loyola et Descartes: L’infuence des 
excercices spirituels sur l’oeuvre philosophique de Descartes’, in: Archives de Philosophie 35 
(1972), 65-81.

11 For the expression ‘l’homme spirituel’ or ‘femme spirituelle’, see Tinsley, The French expres-
sions, 229.
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Descartes, in a way, simply represses that problem by supposing two realities, 
two different ‘beings’: res extensa and res cogitans, mechanical objectivity and 
free subjectivity, matter and soul. Although the early modern mystics immedi-
ately integrate that difference in their discourse and opt for the soul against the 
body, the ‘split’ which is at the heart of their experience is the one between 
the subject as bearer of their relation to God and the subject they are looking 
for: the subject of the real, God. What is an absolute certainty for Descartes 
(we are ourselves the subiectum of our relation to reality) is put into question by 
the mystics whose experiences are steps in their search for the subject of that 
subject, the ‘grounding ground’ of the ‘ground’ one supposes one stands upon 
when relating to reality. That abyss – that tension between the (human) subject 
and the subject of that subject – constitutes the core of the mystical experience 
of those who, in seventeenth century France, follow the path of the vie inté-
rieure. And even if they arrive at the real subject (God), the path that has 
brought them there is a long and patient ‘deconstructive analysis’ of the mod-
ern subject they are, the subject of their relation to the real. 

It is not a coincidence that, during the seventeenth century, the only place 
where something like a ‘science of the subject’ is practiced, is precisely in the 
writings of the spiritualité practitioners. For Descartes, a science of the subject 
is in principle impossible, not because the subject is too difficult to grasp, but 
precisely because it is too obvious. The moment that I doubt the subject, 
I reinstall it as the subject of that very doubt and, consequently, of my relation 
to reality in general. Thinking – i.e. a discursive inquiry into the subject I am – 
is not necessary, because the slightest thinking (read: doubting) about it, imme-
diately reveals it in its full substantial certainty. The mystics of Descartes’s time, 
however, experienced this same subject as highly problematic, if only because it 
was the subject solely of their experience and not of the real that was experi-
enced.12 And in their attempts to overcome the obstacle of the Cartesian sub-
ject, they were the only ones really questioning the new subject and patiently 
studying it. In a way, every spiritual author of that century had his own ‘theory 
of the subject’. In the new kind of science that established itself in the same 
century, however, theories questioning the subject were nearly absent.

Of course, Descartes wrote an essay on ‘the passions of the soul’.13 Yet, what 
the ‘spiritual’ authors of his time wrote about passions is incomparably more 

12 Hence the variety of ‘theories of subjectivity’ in the seventeenth century spirituality literature. 
The Italian scholar Bergamo summarizes that literature as ‘the anatomy of the soul’: Mino 
Bergamo, L’anatomie de l’âme: De François de Sales à Fénelon, Grenoble: Jérôme Millon, 
1994.

13 René Descartes, The passions of the soul, Cambridge MA: Hackett, 1989. For the contrast 
between the ‘anatomy of the soul’ to be found in Descartes’s writings and the one to be read 
in the mystical writings of his time, see for instance Bergamo, L’anatomie de l’âme, 23 ff. The 
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elaborated and nuanced on what we nowadays call the ‘subjective’ than 
Descartes’s reflections on the soul. In a century where there was no such thing 
as human sciences (i.e. science of the human subject as an affective, passionate, 
willing and thinking being), the ‘science’ of the human as subject could only be 
found in the ‘spiritual’ writings. There we find a variety of attempts towards a 
theory of desire, as well as profoundly elaborated inquiries into the human 
passions.

3. Spiritualité as DisposiTive for The MoDern social

And where, then, is the social in all this? Is the experience reported by seven-
teenth century spiritualité not all too intimate, all too private to be social? Is it 
not thoroughly asocial? It is indeed, but the private character itself as well as the 
fact that it was widely appreciated by contemporaries is as such a social phe-
nomenon. Taking a closer look, it seems to illustrate the privatization of the 
modern social subject in general. Despite an often severe resistance to the rais-
ing of modernity, the religious milieus of that time established the modern 
social subject. The hidden way in which this process took place reveals the 
inner tensions that accompanied that establishment. Here again, the ‘inner 
path’ described in the spiritualité literature must be taken seriously, for it dis-
closes the dispositive that soon would become the paradigm of all modern soci-
ality until today. 

As we now know, the ‘inner path’ of the early modern mystics, was basically 
a struggle with the subject in its modern version. That struggle can also be put 
in ‘social’ terms – or more exactly in terms that announce the emergence of the 
modern social, i.e. the social as the modern political paradigm. 

In the Middle Ages, ‘subject’ is a basically political term as well. Not in its 
abstract, metaphysical shape of ‘subiectum’, but in that of ‘subiectus’, (with its 
synonymous ‘subditus’) which means ‘subjected to’.14 A medieval man under-
stands himself as ‘subiectus’, subjected to God. This goes also for his political 
condition. Living together is conceived as an organized web of ‘subjection’. The 
subjection to God is translated in the subjection of the lower to the higher: the 

‘science of the saints’ is at the same time a science of the modern subject. See Mino Bergamo, 
La science des Saints: Le discours mystique au XVIIe siècle en France, Grenoble: Jérôme Millon, 
1992.

14 Étienne Balibar, ‘Citizen subject’, in: Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, & Jean-Luc Nancy 
(Eds.), Who comes after the subject?, New York/London: Routledge, 1991, 39-44; Idem, 
Citoyen Sujet et autres essais d’anthropologie philosophique, Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 2011, 44-50.
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peasants/serfs to the knights, the knights to the lords, the lords to the king, the 
king to God; or, for the mundus spiritualis: the parishioners to the priests, 
the priests to the bishops, the bishops to the archbishops, the archbishops to 
the pope, the pope to God. Everyone is subjected to someone higher and nearer 
to the One (God) to whom everyone is subjected. This is what still Bossuet has 
in mind when, at the end of the seventeenth century, he states: ‘All men are 
born subjects’.15 

So, what is at stake in the experience of early modern spiritualité is a decon-
struction of that subject, a deconstruction that prepares its radical change, i.e. 
the change from a medieval to a modern political subject – or, as Étienne 
 Balibar puts it, from subject to citizen.16 If the mystic experience of the early 
modern homme spirituel is ‘asocial’, it is first of all in comparison with the 
medieval ‘sociality’ of subjection. He does not meet God so much in what he 
shares with his superiors, as he does in the intimacy of his own heart; not so 
much in the community life with his fellows, as in the lonely struggle with 
himself, in the loneliness of his own vie intérieur. 

It is not a coincidence that, during the entire seventeenth century, the word 
spiritualité was always somewhat negatively loaded.17 It was not until the late 
sixteenth century that the mystical tradition was introduced in France, not only 
from Spain, but for a substantial part also from Germany and the Low Coun-
tries, precisely the area were the ‘heresy’ of Reformation came from. Did these 
men and women who promoted the new spiritualité not embrace the typically 
protestant idea telling that one’s relation to God is first of all a matter of one’s 
own heart and personal devotion, and not of the church, priests, sacraments 
and other kinds of sacred mediation? For they advocated that if man is 

15 ‘All men are born subjects: and the paternal empire, which accustoms them to obey, accus-
toms them at the same time to have only one leader’; in: Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, Politics 
drawn from the very words of the Holy Scripture, transl. & ed. Patrick Riley, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1990, 47. This work was written in 1679 and published in 1709.

16 Balibar, ‘Citizen subject’; Citoyen Sujet et autres essais, 35-66.
17 ‘However, [in the course of the seventeenth century,] both spiritualité and mystique suffer an 

almost immediate semantic setback from their association with quietism and other forms of 
false or merely suspected spirituality’, Tinsley, The French expressions, 243. On p. 235 Tinsley 
cites strikingly Soeur Eustochie: ‘… les illusions et les artifices qui commençaient par des 
spiritualités si subtiles qu’ évaporent l’esprit (…), mais qui se terminaient à la plus grande folie 
ou à la dernière corruption’. See: Henri Bremond, Histoire du sentiment religieux en France au 
XVIIe siècle. Tome XI, Paris: Bloud & Gay, 1933, 139. For a general view on the ‘anti- 
mysticism’ tendencies in the seventeenth century, see: L. Cognet, Crépuscule des mystiques: 
Bossuet – Fénelon, nouvelle édition mise à jou et présentée par J.R. Armoghate, Paris: Desclée, 
1991, 34-50; Michel de Certeau et al., Histoire spirituelle de la France, Paris: Beauchesne, 
1964, 277-281.
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subiectus, he is so only and directly with respect to God, and not via the media-
tion of popes, bishops, priests, and established ecclesiastical institutes.

In fact, one of the genuine battlefields of the socio-political struggle of the 
new subject occurred in the very heart of the modern mystic. For, contrary to 
what official power feared in them, the spiritual man or woman fully wanted 
to be subiectus: subjected to their superiors, because subjected to God. How-
ever, precisely their desire to be subjected to God confronted them with them-
selves in the position of modern subjects. Since the God of their search was 
losing his position as subiectum, it had become less evident to be subiectus, 
subjected to Him. Inevitably, the mystic experienced first of all to be the (free) 
subject of a possible subjection (his being subiectus/citizen of God), and only on 
that basis he could work on his union with God, the divine subiectum. Put in 
‘social’ terms: in his intention to be absolutely loyal to the community of the 
church, he first had to come to terms with himself, with the (modern) subject 
he is, and therefore had to take his distance with respect to his authorities. Early 
modern mystical experience is always an experience of modern freedom as well, 
not as a triumph, but as an infinite problematic tension. That tension lies at the 
heart of the spiritualité experience – and it was precisely that what the official 
religious authorities feared in that experience. 

Remember for instance one of the central issues in the spiritualité movement, 
the pur amour, and more precisely the way Fénelon defends it. To love God 
purely, I must overcome myself, more precisely my self-interest, so Fénelon 
stresses again and again. The ultimate phase in my attempt to fully love God, 
the really pure love, is the one love I have for God, even if hypothetically I 
would know that He has condemned me to eternal pains in hell.18 To love God 
even then is to love him without any trace of amour-propre: this is pur amour. 
Here, the mystic is radically subiectus, subjected to God. But where then is his 
subiectum? Is it with God to whom he has radically delivered himself? It only 
seems to be like that. In fact, the subject – the ground or base of his love – is 
with himself, and only with himself. Whatever God does, even if he does not 
love me at all and has condemned me to eternal hell, I can still decide to love 
him. In my love to God, the Fénelonian mystic puts himself clearly as a modern 
subject. Despite his intention to leave all he has, all his interest, all his ‘self’ to 
God, and to recognize Him as subiectum, the mystic establishes himself as subiec-
tum: as free modern subject, keeping distance to whatever he meets, even God.19 

18 Of course ‘hypothetically’, because believing this would not be in conformity with the Chris-
tian doctrine at all.

19 Marc De Kesel, Niets dan liefde: Het vileine wonder van de gift, Amsterdam: Sjibbolet, 2012, 
23-25; Idem, ‘Selfless love: Pur Amour in Fénelon and Malebranche’, in: International Journal 
of Philosophy and Theology 78 (2017) nos 1-2, 75-90.
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His love for God is at the end a matter of his own human will, however prob-
lematic that will might be.20

‘In, not from the world’: this phrase summarizes the earliest paradigm of 
Christian sociality.21 The Christian considered himself living already in the 
realm of the realized messianic promises, but since the Messiah, ‘for a while’, 
had returned to the Father, that messianic state was not yet generally imple-
mented. For now, that state was only present in the Christian communities 
which in that sense were ‘in, but not from the world’. This dispositive was at 
the base of the huge ascetic movement of the fourth and fifth century and of 
the age-long medieval monastic culture, which influenced profoundly its entire 
social structure. 

In the age of spiritualité, this dispositive was lived through in the mystical 
experience, be it now in a modern way, thus preparing the paradigm of post-
Christian, modern sociality. L’homme spirituel considered himself to live in a 
world he was not from. But, unlike before, this experience was lived as a con-
flict between the spiritual individual and his own religious community – an 
unsolvable, inherently problematic conflict hallmarking the core of his sociality. 
Of course the spiritual wanted to obey his religious superiors and to be subiec-
tus, as Christians had always been. And he did what he could to do so. But the 
mystical path he followed forced him to do this in the capacity of the (modern) 
subiectum he was. And unlike the old real subiectum (God) he was searching for, 
this new subiectum that he faced and that he had to overcome, first of all sepa-
rated him from his fellows and community, and allowed him to join them only 
in a ‘second’ moment, after he had first taken the decision to do so in complete 
private freedom. In his search for the divine subject, the desire of the mystic is 
without doubt to be a loyal subiectus, but that search makes him a modern 
subject, a ‘citizen’, one whose relation to God is impossible without the affir-
mation of his own free will. Yet, by means of that very freedom, he has to abol-
ish it in order to become the desired subiectus of God and his divine Order. 

The inner ‘social’ conflict of the ‘spiritual man’ enlightens the inner conflict 
of the early modern political subject. Conscious of being himself the subject of 
his political condition, ready to take freedom as the basis of society, he at the 
same moment realises he must freely choose to become the subiectus of that  
new subiectum, of the society becoming itself its own ground – or, to put it 
with Hobbes, of the ‘mortal God’ which is society. The latter’s early modern 
political philosophy illustrates this strikingly. 

20 On the volontaristic base of Madame Guyon’s pur amour, see for instance Cognet, Crépus-
cule des mystiques, 78.

21 Marc De Kesel, ‘In, not of the world: A brief note on the Christian background of modern 
freedom’, in: Theoforum 45 (2014), 233-243.
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How to freely subject myself to a freedom based society? This is the paradox 
that haunts the modern political condition since its start in the seventeenth 
century – a condition that was often openly lived as a paradox during the 
numerous political and social revolutions of the last centuries, and that has not 
stopped haunting the socio-political condition of our day. Reading the mystical 
writings of the early modern spiritual authors allows an insight into the inti-
mate subjective struggle that is still inherent to our late modern citizenship. 

4. spiriTualiTy anD The social

It is clear now that the central problem of the early modern ‘inner experience’ 
lies in the fact that a Cartesian kind of subject discovered itself (necessarily) as 
an obstacle on its way to the real, divine subiectum. This ‘inner experience’, 
however, and the way the problem of the subject is involved in it, led to two 
opposite reactions. 

(1) A first manner to deal with that problematic (modern) subject consists in 
denying or neutralising it, so that it becomes directly the subiectus of the divine 
subiectum. Putting aside himself as subiectum, he can subject himself to the 
divine one that presents itself in the shape of religious mediations such as holy 
rules, rituals, sacraments, and all other sacred components that constitute the 
life of the organized church. In that case the ‘mystic’ experience of the modern 
devote nullifies itself at the very moment it occurs. That experience opts imme-
diately for a non-mystical way to relate to God, a way of ‘blind’ obedience to 
and trust in God. 

This is why those who opposed to the spiritualité and its mysticism under-
stood so well what it was about – which is also one of the reasons why the 
disputes (the famous ‘Querelles’ like the one on ‘Quietism’) were such hugely 
social phenomena. The Jansenists, who generally opposed to the spiritualité 
wave, knew perfectly what it was about, for their position was in a way based 
on the same ‘inner experience’. So was, for instance, the experience at the base 
of Blaise Pascal’s religiosity: it was the genuinely modern mystical experience of 
being subjected to God but not without being firstly subjected to himself, i.e. to 
be free with respect to any subjection to God.22 But this experience, however, 

22 See the famous ‘Memorial’ that Pascal wrote down in his decisive mystical night: ‘The year of 
grace 1654, Monday, 23 November, day of St. Clement, Pope and Martyr (…). From about 
half-past ten in the evening until about half-past twelve, FIRE. God of Abraham, God  
of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers nor of the Wise. Assurance, joy, assurance, 
feeling, joy, peace (…) Just Father, the world has not known thee but I have known thee.  
Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy’. (http://www.users.csbsju.edu/~eknuth/pascal.html)
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led him to strictly obedient subjection to the doctrine of Revelation and not to 
the exploration of his ‘inner life’, i.e. not to spiritualité.

(2) ‘Spiritualité’, ‘inner life’, ‘mystical path’ are names for the other reaction 
to the same modern ‘inner experience’. Confronted with one’s own subject as 
major obstacle to obtain access to the real divine subiectum, this reaction, 
instead of denying one’s own subject, focuses on it – assured as it is that it is 
there, the divine is to be found. The modern mystic, too, is led by nostalgia for 
that medieval subiectum (God), and in some sense, you can call him even less 
modern than the non-mystic of his day to the extent that he believes that God 
is the subiectum of his own, private (modern) subject. So, despite all this, he 
supposes God to be somewhere deep down in his inner ‘self’, underlying his 
own (modern) subject, even if that appears at first sight to be an obstacle. Only 
in that case, the modern ‘inner experience’ gives way to modern mysticism. 
Here, l’homme spirituel cannot cling to the traditional means of mediation – 
however loyal he remains to sacraments, priests, church and so on. He must 
take distance with respect to that mediation and tarry within that distance, i.e. 
the distance he embodies himself as subject with respect to the divine subiec-
tum. He must give way to his own subjectivity, not in order to simply trust it, 
but to examine it, to explore the dark ways it goes and follow those ways, 
despite their darkness. 

If the spiritualité wave of the seventeenth century was so popular, it was also 
due to the fact that it responded to a focus on the freedom that characterizes 
the modern subject. Even while that subjectivity was seen as an obstacle, all 
spiritual men and women focussed on it, made room for it and took the liberty 
to discover the often dark, but always free paths of their inner life. Their inner 
experiences were in fact exercises in – and explorations of – typically modern 
freedom. 

It is that freedom that made spirituality popular to the present day. It calls to 
free religiosity, to a religiosity that acknowledges man’s subjective freedom. It is 
true it treats freedom – modern freedom – as the place where the old metaphysi-
cal God is to be found. But by doing so, it makes God change into a modern 
God. In this way, religiosity becomes all the more ‘spiritual’ to the extent that 
it gives up the metaphysical pretention of its search. Instead of being the onto-
logical ground of our freedom, God becomes an ultimate point of reference 
through which we can free ourselves from any ground. Remember for instance 
(to quote only one example) what a late modern twenty-century mystic, Simone 
Weil, wrote in her famous Gravity and Grace (1947): 

The miser deprives himself of his treasure because of his desire for it. If we can 
let our whole good rest with something hidden in the ground, why not with 
God? 
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But when God has become as full of significance as the treasure is for the miser, 
we have to tell ourselves insistently that he does not exist. We must experience 
the fact that we love him, even if he does not exist. 
It is he who, through the operation of the dark night, withdraws himself in order 
not to be loved like the treasure is by the miser.23

It is not like God doesn’t exist for Weil. On the contrary, she sincerely believes 
in Him. But to do so, she realises she has to give up all metaphysical preten-
tions concerning God, even the one ascertaining His existence. She remains 
dwelling in her Cartesian subjectivity, in the subjectivity that is an obstacle to 
the access to the real, divine subiectum. The modernity of her ‘spirituality’ con-
sists in not surpassing the obstacle of her own subjectivity, but only emptying it 
in order to make full room for her desire for God. If God is the answer to our 
questions as well as to the question we are, it is an answer that does not ‘close’ 
those questions. That God is the answer means that the questions remain open, 
and that the way in which God demands us to live those questions is a way to 
keep them open. It is in this sense that the quote from Weil is a striking illustra-
tion of modern spirituality. 

And that spirituality is not without any link to the ‘modern social’, i.e. to 
the problematic, radically ‘questionable’ way in which modern people live 
together. It is not merely a coincidence that the mystical Weil had been a 
 radically social militant – in a variety of shapes: from bolshevist, over revolu-
tionary syndicalist to liberal reformist.24 The experience that made her join  
the workers who suffered from the hard labour conditions of early twentieth 
century capitalism, and that brought her in 1936 in Barcelona to support the 
republicans against the fascists,25 is not radically different from her mystical 
experience. And this goes also for someone like Titus Brandsma who’s ‘inner 
life’ obliged him to defend freedom of press and education against the fascist 
regime of his day.26 

This is, however, not to say that the modern mystic is social because of  
his ideas. Of course, he has social ideas, but his spirituality itself is social,  
not necessarily because he realises those ideas, but because his spirituality shares 
the kind of openness and freedom that lies at the basis of the social as well. 

23 Simone Weil, Gravity and grace, introd. & postscript Gustave Thibon; transl. Emma  Crawford 
& Mario von der Ruhr, London/New York: Routledge, 2002, 15.

24 Philippe Dujardin, Simone Weil: Idéologie et politique, Grenoble: Presses Universitaires de 
Grenoble, 1975, 107-152.

25 Robert Chenavier, Simone Weil: Attention to the real, transl. Bernard E. Doering, Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012, 10.

26 Maria Valabek (Ed.), Titus Brandsma: Carmilite, educator, journalist, martyr, Rome: Carmel 
in the World Paperbacks, 1985; Josse Alzin, Ce petit moine dangereux: Le père Titus Brandsma, 
Recteur d’Université, martyr de Dachau, Paris: Bonne Presse, 1954.
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Operating in the difficult and even abysmal limitless field of his free soul, the 
modern mystic has an immediate feeling with the abysmal free ground of 
 modern sociality. Titus Brandsma had specific ideas about the political, but 
what his spirituality obliged him to defend concerning the political was at the 
end the possibility of having free ideas as such. Simone Weil participated in 
various kinds of social movements and even took up arms in an anti-fascist war; 
yet, according to herself, she was never busy realising a socio-political program. 
Despite her many essays on social and political issues, her specifically spiritual 
or mystical writings contain numerous negative passages on the social and the 
political, passages in which ‘the social’ is put forward as what she calls a ‘Great 
Beast’, i.e. a false idol that misleads the true aim of human desire.27 It are  
not her ideas about or preoccupations with society and politics that made her 
profoundly social; it is her spirituality. It is there she meets the open space that 
is shared by both the ‘inner experience’ of the mystic and the ground of the 
modern social: freedom. It is her spirituality that, in 1942, in the last months 
of her life, made her longing for being honoured by the Resistance in London 
with a mission in occupied France in order to be able to contribute personally 
to the war against the Nazis.28 

All this is not to say that the social engagement of the mystic is per se morally 
good. He too shares the modern condition that puts him in the position of free 
subject – free also from the ontological Good assumed by previous times – 
obliging ultimately to choose/decide for himself what is good.29 French seven-
teenth century shows an example of a bad moral and socio-political use of spiri-
tualité. Remember for instance François Leclaire du Tremblay, better known as 
‘Père Joseph’, the ‘Grey Eminence’.30 He built up a great reputation as spiritual 
man and leader, being at the origin of a lot of spiritual congregations of his 
time. Soon, however, this became the ‘night-side’ of his activities. At day, he 
was the political advisor and right-hand man of Richelieu (during the ‘Régence’ 

27 Weil, Gravity and grace, 164-169.
28 Chenavier, Simone Weil, 19-20; See also Gustave Tibon’s ‘Introduction’, in Weil, Gravity and 

grace, xviii.
29 This is why modernity, in a way, often ‘obliges’ religion to become conservative; standing in 

the abyss of freedom, it is inclined to choose for the certainties of before – often interpreted 
as ‘tradition’. By doing so, however, modern religion (free as it is) in fact changes that trad-
ition from a hybride, multi-interpretable frame of reference to a one-diminsional doctrinal 
certainty. It, so to say, projects the paradigm of modernity (i.e. the Cartesian certainty) to its 
tradition.

30 Henri Bremond, Histoire du sentiment religieux en France au XVIIe siècle. Tome II, Paris: 
Bloud & Gay, 1925, 168-182; Jean-Paul-Médéric Tremblay, Comme en plein jour: Dossier sur 
l’Éminence grise, alias François Leclerc du Tremblay, en religion le père Joseph de France, frère 
mineur capucin (1577-1648), Sainte Foi, Quebec: Sigier, 1995; Benoist Pierre, Le père Joseph: 
L’éminence grise de Richelieu, Paris: Perrin, 2007.
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and the early years of Louis XIII). Wearing his monk’s habit at the Louvre 
Palace, keeping strictly his monastic vows including the one of poverty, he 
developed himself as the most perfidious politician of his time. His Machiavel-
lian political tactics and intrigues are part of the origin of the most disastrous 
war of his time, the infamous Thirty Years War. Be it in a morally negative 
way, this too is an example of the direct link between modern spirituality and 
the modern social, i.e. the abysmal space of modern freedom. Whatever inti-
mately private it seems, spirituality shares with the political the same ground 
and therefore is always also political, social. 

Spirituality, in all the shapes it takes in today’s culture, must be aware of the 
common ground it shares with the modern social. This is only one of the rea-
sons spirituality should be deliberately ‘pensive’. Although often describing 
itself as beyond rationality, it should not stop thinking, certainly not about 
itself, about its theories or anti-theories, and its practices. For even if spirituality 
operates beyond the limits of rationality, this beyond is not without connection 
to it. It is no longer the connection Neo-Platonism put forward, the beyond  
as substantial subject of being. But operating within the space of the modern 
subject, spirituality makes the experience possible of the limits of rationality 
and, more precisely, of the fact that the subject, free as it is (even free from 
rationality), is situated at the limits of rationality, not afraid to operate beyond 
it as well. Today’s spirituality must be pensive, if only in order to share its 
experience of this limit and the beyond with all modern subjects.




