
25 

 

2 
 

A Body Sensitive for Transcendence: 

 A Mystical Understanding of Sensibility 

 
JONNA BORNEMARK 
Södertörn University 

 
ABSTRACT 

In phenomenology and existential philosophy the relation to the di-
vine has been understood as closely connected to the human capacity 
for transcendence. This understanding can be nuanced through a 
reading of the beguine Mechthild von Magdeburg’s Das fließende 
Licht der Gotheit, a Christian mystic text where the body, sensibility 
and erotic encounter with the divine is central. Sensibility is here un-
derstood as the meeting place between the soul and God. The article 
aims to contribute to a phenomenology of religious experience in 
which the human capacity for transcendence and human embodi-
ment are thought as intertwined.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In monotheistic traditions religion has most often been understood as a 
spiritual issue and religiosity and spirituality are understood as closely re-
lated concepts. Even if any religion, as practice, by necessity has strong em-
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bodied dimensions, the body in theory and in writings has not always had a 
very strong position. Christianity, for example, stands with one leg in a Neo-
Platonic tradition where the body is understood as the prison of the divine 
spark of the soul, which hinders the soul from returning to its divine origin.  

In modern philosophy the body has been understood as extension, a ma-
terial object among others, and as what is present here and now. Such ideas 
have been profoundly questioned in much contemporary, late modern phi-
losophy – that wants to reevaluate the body. At the same time, in phenome-
nological and existential philosophy of religion, it has been implicitly argued 
that there is a reason for the priority of the soul, since religion is born out of 
the human capacity for transcendence, the overflowing of the here and now. 
This situation begs the question: what position does the living body have in 
relation to the human capacity for transcendence? 

In the Abrahamitic religions the capacity for transcendence has been 
developed into a capacity to transgress the present world, an ability that is 
supposed to be exceptionally strong in so-called mystic traditions. In philos-
ophy, mystic traditions are often accused of trying to find that harmonious, 
clean and peaceful oneness with the divine, where all the trouble and prob-
lems of the world and the body are once and for all left behind. Such an un-
derstanding of mystic traditions can be found throughout contemporary phi-
losophy, explicitly for example in Karl Jaspers and Iris Murdoch.1 And in what 
has become known as the turn to religion within phenomenology, the capaci-
ty of transcendence – here read as a positive and most human capacity – is at 
the center, and here too, the body tends to be forgotten. In phenomenologi-
cal analysis, attention has primarily been given to Christian male mystics. But 
if we are interested in the relation between transcendence and the living 
body, maybe we should turn to a closely related, but slightly different tradi-
tion: the Christian female mystic tradition.  

Historians such as Caroline Bynum and Amy Hollywood have pointed 
out that it is exactly the relation to the body that is different in the writings 
of these female mystics.2 As women, female mystics were associated with the 
body in a more intimate way than male mystics. The figure of Christ as the 
God that becomes body was more important to female mystics, and the ques-

                                                 
1
 See Karl Jaspers, Philosophy Vol. 1, (Chicago 1969) and Iris Murdoch, Existentialists and Mystics: 

Writings on Philosophy and Literature (London 1997). 
2
 Caroline Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemptio: Essays on Gender and the Human Body (New 

York 1991), 194 and Amy Hollywood, The Soul as Virgin Wife: Mechthild of Magdeburg, Marguerite Po-
rete and Meister Eckhardt (Notre Dame/London 1995), 25. 
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tion of the body is more present in their texts. When female writers emphas-
ize the positive relation between the living body and the divine, the body of 
Jesus becomes the gateway to an intimate relation to the divine, most appar-
ent in the Holy Communion. His bleeding body feeds and gives life to hu-
manity. During the medieval period the female is connected to blood both 
through menstrual blood, which was understood as the material of which the 
child was made, and the belief that blood could be transformed into breast-
milk. The female body is the body that is perforated, gives life, and is open to 
others. The body of Christ with its bleeding stigmata is connected to these 
aspects of the female body: his pains were connected to the pain of giving 
birth, he was breast-feeding humanity with his stigmata, and he gave himself 
to the humans just as a mother gives herself to her baby. Holy capacities 
could therefore be connected to abilities of the female body. The breast-milk 
of holy women could cure the sick, female bodies opened up in stigmata to a 
larger extent than male, and some women, such as St Bridget of Sweden, re-
ceived their calling to God as the movement of a fetus in the womb. But the 
gender difference is not a total watershed: male mystics such as Bernhard of 
Clairvaux also use similar female strategies, calls themselves God’s bride and 
identify with Mary.  

The living body is closely connected to the senses, as has been shown in 
the phenomenological tradition. The living body is even constituted through 
its sensibility and its capacity to be both sensed and sensing. The senses have 
of course always been sources of knowledge, but during the high middle ages 
it was considered to be an unreliable source when it came to the relation with 
the divine. What we call the mystical tradition had up until the twelfth cen-
tury been a tradition of textual interpretation by purely intellectual means. It 
was especially the female mystics, within the strong female religious move-
ment of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, which gave the senses a differ-
ent position. Mystics such as Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) gained their 
knowledge of the divine through the senses, often in visions based on seeing, 
hearing, smelling etc. But this made them suspicious in the eyes of other 
mystics. For example, Master Eckhardt (1260–1328) and Johannes Tauler 
(1300–1361), who in many respects were greatly influenced by female mystics, 
were critical of their dependence on the senses.3 They preferred the specula-

                                                 
3
 This has been discussed by among others Friedrich-Wilhelm Wentzlaff-Eggebert in Deutsche 

Mystik zwischen Mittelalter und Neuzeit: Einheit und Wandlung ihrer Erscheinungsformen (Berlin 1969), 
see especially 113. 
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tio of the wise rather than the visio of the pious, since the senses could be 
treacherous: maybe the vision came from the devil rather than from the di-
vine. Instead they considered reason to be the only trustworthy source of 
knowledge. 

In the following my interest lies in how the living and sensing body is 
conceptualized in the female mystic tradition. I will start with a very short 
summary of the philosophical and phenomenological philosophy of religion 
where religion is understood as a consequence of the human capacity for 
transcendence, and of the priority of the soul at the cost of the body. Thereaf-
ter I will turn to The Flowing Light of Godhead (Das fließende Licht der Go-
theit), a Christian and mystic text from the thirteenth century written by 
Mechthild von Magdeburg. In this text the senses as well as the human body 
are given crucial roles in relation to the divine. My main focus will be on the 
relation between the capacity for transcendence and the sensing body.  
 

 

RELIGION AS THE HUMAN CAPACITY FOR TRANSCENDENCE 

In modern phenomenology as well as in existential philosophy, the abili-
ty to experience negativity is central to the human being.4 Such ability is of 
course paradoxical since its negativity is present, and its presence is an ab-
sence. But it is not an extraordinary experience, rather one that is present in 
everyday life. The world would not be a world if we only experienced pure 
presence and no negativity. In this case we would not accept that the house 
has a backside, since we do not experience it at the moment. Neither would 
we accept the other person as experiencing, since we never experience her 
experiences. The now includes thus not only what is present, but includes the 
past as well as expectations for the future. This capacity for negativity pro-
vides us in early childhood with the very first instance of play: peek-a-boo. 
Playing this game, the parent, for example, puts her hands in front of her face 
and then takes them away and reveals her face. The point of this play is that 
the baby does not alternately see the back of the hands and the face of the 
parent. Rather it sees the presence of the parent and the absence of the par-

                                                 
4
 In this chapter I build upon Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety (Princeton 1981 [1844]); 

Max Scheler, The Human Place in the Cosmos (Evanston 2009 [1928]); Edmund Husserl, On the Phe-
nomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time [1893–1917] (Dordrecht, 1991); and Simone de Beau-
voir, The Ethics of Ambiguity (Secaucus, 1948) etc. 
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ent. The amusing part lies in the memory and the expectation of the parent, 
which are interrupted by the presence of the parent. As such it is a play on 
what is not present, but which nevertheless is shown in the present. The feel-
ing of longing in a similar way is the strong and sometimes overwhelming 
presence of what is absent. The human being distinguishes herself in the use 
and development of this capacity, a capacity that makes it possible to make 
up plans and change both one’s surroundings and one’s own life. It also 
makes it possible for the human being to look at herself from the outside and 
reflect upon herself. In order to make up plans she needs the free space con-
stituted through the insight that life might be different, and in order to re-
flect upon herself, she needs to negate the full presence in herself. Maybe this 
last capacity is the strangest. How is it possible for her to see herself at the 
same time as she is the one seeing? One phenomenological answer, Husserl’s, 
would be that it is possible since the human being is a temporal and inten-
tional being continually directed to the world and thereby constituting ob-
jects, meaning she does not create them, but constitutes them as objects). In 
turning to itself, the self is both constituted as an object and as the constitut-
ing subject, i.e. both as body and soul. 

The body, thus, is part of the world and is subjected to all its laws. The 
soul, on the other hand, names the above discussed possibility of moving and 
transcending that which is given as present. It includes free will, creativity, 
and the ability to reflect. In existential philosophy, the human being is even 
identified with these capacities to exceed the present state and situation, i.e. 
with her transcendence. But if the body names the human being as part of 
the world, as here and now and as one object among many; where does the 
soul belong? Where does the soul stand when it looks at itself and thereby 
transforms itself into an object? It cannot be part of the world since as soon 
as it sees itself as one object among many it is no longer the experiencing 
soul. Thus, the soul cannot be part of the world – and the need to formulate 
another position, a non-worldly position, is born. Even so, the soul is still 
dependent on the body, and the world still limits its free movement. Such a 
lack in the power of human transcendence produces the idea of a pure tran-
scendent power. And since the movement of the soul names the life of the 
human being and the constituting power, a pure transcendence would also 
be the source of all life, and as such a transcendental ground. But such a tran-
scendental transcendence is exactly not part of the world and an object 
among others. It is an origin for all individual life, but itself not an individual 
creature. As such, it might be understood as given with the world, but never 
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given in itself. Therefore the divine is inexhaustible and unreachable (within 
the world), and thus impossible to fully understand or describe, since under-
standing as well as language is adapted to appearance in the world.  

In this way phenomenological and existential philosophy tries to under-
stand how ‘soul’ is separated from ‘body’ and ‘the divine’ from ‘the worldly.’ 
The phenomenological tradition also has important reflections on embodi-
ment, above all in Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, but none of 
them had any greater interest in philosophy of religion. In addition, from 
those thinkers that are known for their religious reflections, such as Edith 
Stein, Max Scheler, and Michel Henry, there are intriguing analyses of embo-
diment, but when they turn to religion, the theme of the body is pushed aside 
and transcendence becomes their only quest.5 To sum up: in phenomenology 
and existential philosophy the divine is closely connected to the human ca-
pacity for transcendence and its transcendental presuppositions. I do consid-
er this to be an important contribution to the philosophical understanding of 
religion, but it is also insufficient in its tendency to further narrow the under-
standing of the body and the place of embodiment. In drawing on these phe-
nomenological theories, and scrutinizing religious texts in which embodi-
ment and sensibility are given a different role, I hope to contribute to a more 
nuanced understanding of the relation between transcendence and embodi-
ment. In the following I will develop this through a reading of Mechthild von 
Magdeburg and her text The Flowing Light of Godhead. 
 

 

SENSIBLE INTERTWINEMENT 

Mechthild belonged to the beguine movement, which was part of the 
quickly expanding female religiosity in Europe during the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries. The beguines did not take life-long vows and they stayed in 
the city in their own dwellings. Except for the money that some of the be-
guines brought with them as they entered the house, they made a living from 
taking care of the dead, nursing, teaching, the weaving industries, etc. Their 
lives were less regulated than the lives of the nuns and worldlier in the sense 
that they had much more contact with lay people. Mechthild was probably 

                                                 
5
 I develop this argument in ‘Ambiguities of the human body in phenomenology and Christian 

mysticism’ in Ola Sigurdson, Marius Timmann Mjaaland & Sigridur Torgeirsdottir (eds.), The Body 
Unbound: Philosophical Perspectives on Religion, Embodiment, and Politics (Cambridge 2010), 73–88. 
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leader for such a house in Magdeburg. She was born between 1207 and 1210 
and died between 1282 and 1294. 

The flowing Light of Godhead is a text that belongs to the mystic tradi-
tion to the extent that it is inspired by, for example, Hildegard of Bingen and 
St Augustine. Mechthild’s God, though, is not connected only to the capacity 
for transcendence, and the living body is in her writings not something that 
must be discarded in search for God. On the contrary, as many scholars in 
different fields have pointed out, her work is permeated by a rich sensory 
language and a profound eroticism. The senses are not something to be re-
jected, but a gateway to God, and a set of capacities that must be refined.6 
Her texts, which describe a personal relationship to the divine, contain sto-
ries, poems and, maybe most notable, dialogues between personifications of 
love and the senses etc. or, as in the following paragraph, between the soul 
and God: 

Soul:  
Lord, you are the sun for all eyes; 
You are the delight of all ears; 
You are the voice of all words; 
You are the force of all piety; 
You are the teaching of all wisdom; 
You are the life of all that lives; 
You are the ordering of all beings. 
[…] 
God: You are a light to my eyes; 
You are a lyre to my ears; 
You are a voice for my words; 
You are a projection of my piety; 
You are one glory in my wisdom, 
you are one life in my liveliness,  
you are a praise in my Being! 
(III:2)7 

                                                 
6
 See, for example, Marilyn Webster, ‘Mechthild von Magdeburg’s Vocabulary of the Senses,’ dis-

sertation, (Amherst 1996); Margot Schmidt, ‘Versinnlichte Transzendenz bei Mechthild von Magde-
burg,’ in: Dietrich Schmidtke (ed.), ‘Minnichlichiu gotes erkennusee’: Studien zur frühen abendländis-
chen Mystiktradition (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt 1990), 61–88; Elizabeth Alvilda Petroff, Body and Soul: 
Essays on Medieval Women and Mysticism (New York 1994); Kurt Ruh, ‘Beginenmystik: Hadewijch, 
Mechthild von Magdeburg, Marguerite Porete,’ Zeitschrift für Deutsches Altertum und Deutsche Litera-
rur 106 (1977), 265–277. 

7
 ‘Herre, du bist die sunne aller ogen, du bist der lust aller oren, du bist dú stimme aller worten, 

du bist dú kraft aller vromekeit, du bist dú lere aller wisheit, du bist das lip in allem lebende, du bist dú 
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This description could be understood as a dramatized and mythological 
version of a philosophical position. It can be said to describe the relation be-
tween the transcendental and transcendent presupposition (God), and the 
individual being (the soul). In this way it articulates the relation between the 
continuous and the discontinuous. Those two are however not separate in-
stances, rather the text shows a close intertwinement between God and the 
soul, although it requires a close inspection to be fully discerned. Each line in 
God’s speech to the soul corresponds thematically to a line in the soul’s an-
swer. In the following I will analyze some of these thematic couplets.  

Lord, you are the sun for all eyes, you [the soul] are a light to my eyes. 

The relation between God and the soul is addressed from two different 
perspectives: the divine and the human. In each line both these positions are 
addressed, resulting in a fourfold description of vision. At the outset, God, as 
the light of the sun, is described as the presupposition for seeing, and thus as 
the possibility for beings to see. The soul, on the other hand, is one visible 
being in front of God’s eyes. The soul has a twofold nature, since it is visible 
and seeing: visible in front of God, and seeing thanks to God. One might be 
surprised that it is the soul that is visible, since it does not appear to match 
the idea of the soul as the transcending capacity presented above. But in fact, 
in Mechthild I would propose that the soul is that part of the human being 
that is in dialog (or resists the dialog) with God. The soul is, just as in the 
phenomenological analysis, the life of the human being, but this life can be 
seen, and as such it is called ‘body.’ It is characterized exactly by its possibili-
ty to be seen, but it is seen as a light, i.e. as a seeing seen.  

The divine does not display this double character of vision, both seeing 
and seen, but it has a double nature in another way: it is both a seeing, and 
the presupposition for the seeing of the soul. As such, the divine is in need of 
the visibility of the soul, the visibility of beings, of which the divine is not 
one. The visible beings constitute the seeing of the divine, since seeing can-
not exist without something seen. The soul is in need of the divine and the 
divine is in need of something to see. This means that the divine is not in 
need of a particular being, but nevertheless of beings as such. So, how should 
the divine seeing be understood, when the divine is not a being that is possi-

                                                                                                                                          
ordenunge alles wesendes! […] Du bist ein lieht vor minen ogen, du bist ein lire vor minen oren, du bist 
ein stimme miner worten, du bist ein meinunge miner vromekeit, du bist ein ere miner wisheit, du bist 
ein lip in minem lebende, du bist ein lop in minem wesende!’ [III:2] Das fließende Licht der Gottheit, ed. 
Gisela Vollmann-Profe, (Frankfurt aM 2003). All English translations are taken from The Flowing Light 
of the Godhead, translated by Frank Tobin (New York 1998). 
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ble to see at one place, and thus not a being with a specific perspective? It 
could be understood as a kind of anonymous seeing, since it comes from eve-
rywhere and not from somewhere. It includes the possibility of the seen to be 
seen, and as such it is an anonymous capacity to be seen that goes beyond 
the individual seeing. This intertwining between seeing and seen is reminis-
cent of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of sensibility since it includes the same 
components.8 God as presupposition, as well as God’s seeing is, just as ano-
nymity in Merleau-Ponty, the seeing that goes beyond the individual and an 
element within which the individual can see. The soul as ‘a light’ for God’s 
eyes is as all sensing beings a seen seeing and a seeing seen. But does this 
mean that we should understand God’s seeing only as this anonymous seeing, 
or does it have a privileged position and thus a perspective of its own? In 
another verse she alludes to John 8:12 (I’m the light of the world) saying: 

My lover then spoke thus: ‘I shall place the light onto the lantern, and for all 
those that whose eyes look upon the light a special beam shall shine from the 
light into the eye of their knowledge.’ 

The soul then asked with great submissiveness but without fear: ‘Dearest, what 
is the lantern supposed to be?’ Our Lord said: ‘I am the light and your breast is 
the lantern.’ (III:12)9 

In this text it is clear that God is the light as such, and in order for there 
to be sight he needs to have a lantern that can be lit. Here seeing is consti-
tuted through the collaboration between God’s light and the human lantern. 
God lights the human lantern, and everyone who sees this light, and contem-
plates it – one might add – receives a light on another level, a light in the eye 
of their knowledge. I would say that this verse does not only thematize a spe-
cific knowledge of the divine, and neither is the light only used metaphorical-
ly, but it rather connects the seeing of the eyes with the seeing of under-
standing. Seeing God as one being among many is impossible, just as the sun, 
this divine light is what blinds you. To see the presuppositions is like trying 
to see the sun, where the light becomes too bright and destroys all vision. But 
this does not mean that the senses can be left. Instead the relation between 

                                                 
8
 See especially ‘The Intertwining: The Chiasm’ in: The Visible and the Invisible (Evanston 1968). 

9
 ‘Ich wil das lieht uf den lúhter setzen und allú dú ogen, dú das lieht angesehent, den sol ein 

sunderlich strale schinen in das oge ir bekantnisse von dem liehte.’ Do vragete dú sele mit grosser 
undertenekeit ane vorhte: ‘Vil lieber, wer sol der lúchter sin?’ Do sprach únser herre: ‘Ich bin das lieht 
und din brust ist der lúhter.’ [III:12] 



34 JONNA BORNEMARK 

 

God and the soul could be understood as a mutual weaving through which 
they create the element of seeing.  

In another verse Mechthild says about the soul: ‘In the most beautiful 
light she is blind to herself. In the greatest blindness her vision is the clearest’ 
(I:22).10 In order for her to relate to God, it could be argued, she needs to con-
sider the light itself, not only what is visible. In such a meditation she be-
comes blind to herself (as a ‘seen’ worldly being) but also understands herself 
(as seeing) the clearest. Here ‘vision’ clearly plays on the relation between 
visibility and the more metaphorical use of ‘understanding.’ But in doing so, 
in the transmission of visibility, it starts out from the everyday seeing, from 
the senses, and in order to ‘see’ this capacity, seeing is transformed, an invisi-
bility to ordinary seeing paves the way for another kind of seeing. So does 
this not include exactly the step from the world to another ‘heavenly’ region? 
I would say no, since this other vision is included in the everyday vision. It is 
not a move away from the senses, but a move into the senses. It is within her 
capacity to see that she meets her God. Without the senses there is no meet-
ing-place for them. 

The following sections include similar patterns, and the next two ex-
tracts include discussions on the senses, although here hearing and speaking 
are at the center. 

You are the delight of all ears, you are a lyre to my ears, 

This line points towards the enjoyment of the senses. The senses are not 
something negative that the soul should escape, but the means by which God 
and Mechthild are in contact with each other, although in radically different 
ways. Through the senses they enjoy each other. God is the joy, the pleasure 
of the possibility to hear and the individual being is the music in God’s ear. 
They enjoy each other in their sharing of the senses. This shows a mutual 
dependence, but also an asymmetric relation. They are part of the same 
weave, they both are, or have, eyes/ears/words – and together they both con-
stitute and enjoy these phenomena.  

Each line in this verse follows the same pattern and merits analysis, but I 
will end the discussion of this verse with a few words from the very last line: 

You are the ordering of all beings, you are a praise in my being! 

                                                 
10

 ’in dem schonsten liehte ist si [die brut] blint an ir selber und in der groston blintheit sihet si 

allerklarost.’ [I:22] 
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This line could be understood as articulating what Heidegger called the 
ontological difference, which in one of the versions that Heidegger proposes 
would be the difference between beings and the being of beings. Here God is 
understood as the order and structure of all beings, and the soul as one being 
that celebrates the Being of God. It is thus order and celebration that are re-
lated to each other in relation to being. It is interesting that she here con-
nects a concept (order) that we understand as metaphysical, with one that 
belongs to a religious sphere (praise) and it heralds the next part of the same 
verse. 
 

 

THE BODY AS MEETING-POINT 

Above I have borrowed Merleau-Ponty’s concept of anonymity, but 
Mechthild’s God is not anonymous. It is, as we have seen, not a distant meta-
physical order, but their relation is the enjoyment of life, which should be 
celebrated and investigated with all human means. God is not primarily a 
metaphysical order that needs rational explanation, but is connected to all 
layers of the human being. Neither is the divine a being that the human being 
could control or fully know, and in this way it is always overflowing. But this 
overflowing does not make it distant; its overflowing presence takes place in 
the body. This leads us to the second part of the above quoted verse where 
the soul says: 

Lord you are constantly lovesick for me. 
That you have clearly shown personally. 
You have written me into your book of the Godhead; 
You have painted me in your humanity; 
You have buried me in your side, in your hands and feet. 
Ah, allow me, dear One, to pour balsam upon you. 
On one dear to my heart, where shall you find the balm? 
O Lord, I was going to tear the heart of my soul in two and intended to put you 
in it. 
You could never give me a more soothing balsam than to let me unceasingly lie 
weightlessly in your soul. 
Lord, if you were to take me home with you, I would be your physician forever. 
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Yes, I want that. […] (III:2)11 

The second part, as well as the structure of the whole dialogue, shows a 
somewhat different picture than the first part. Here ‘anonymity’ becomes an 
even less appropriate category since the metaphysical order is lovesick for the 
soul. The intertwinement of the first part is further emphasized here, and is 
set out in the flesh. If the first half describes a positive and creative relation 
discussed in positive terms that celebrate the difference between them, the 
second half shows a tension and a longing to exceed the creative gap between 
them.  

Here it is God who is the weaker part. Even though he is the presupposi-
tion, he is not complete in himself or a harmonious being – rather, in order 
for God to be God, he is in need of the individual being. As a presupposition 
he is an open wound, opening up for beings to come into existence. The soul 
is said to be buried in the holy wounds. Stigmata are given a central role as 
the place where the individual being takes place and is at once separated and 
connected to God. The gap created between them also constitutes the possi-
bility of an encounter. If we stick to the idea that God and the soul together 
weave sensibility, they have to be separated in order to be what they are. Sen-
sibility always includes a splitting up in sensed and sensing, but since each 
side also within itself and in different ways duplicates this split, they find 
another closeness and possibility to come close to each other. 

The wound makes it possible for the soul to be other than God, to be 
experienced, and to experience on her own. But this means pain, since sepa-
ration is pain. But just as in childbirth it is a fruitful pain, necessary for a 
world of experience to come into being. But it is also the beginning of a poss-
ible consolation that they might give each other. So God asks her where she 
will find the balsam. The love that exists through the wound of the flesh and 
creates separation as well as erotic tension draws them together as the only 
possibility of consolation. Mechthild finds this consoling balsam by tearing 
her own heart in two, creating a gap in her flesh as she is both experienced 

                                                 
11
 ‘- Herre, du bist ze allen ziten minnensiech na mir, das hast du wol bewiset an dir. Du hast 

mich geschriben an din buch der gotheit, du hast mich gemalet an diner monscheit, du hast mich ge-
graben an diner siten, an henden und an fussen. Eya, erlobe mir, vil liber, das ich dich salben musse. 

- Ja, wa woltistu die salben nemmen, herzeliebe? 

- Herre, ich wolte miner sele herze inzwoi rissen und wolte dich dar in legen. 

- So mohtest du mir niemer so liebe salben gegeben, als das ich ane underlas in diner sele muste swe-

ben. 

- Herre woltest du mich mit dir ze huse nemen, so wolte ich iemer me din arcedinne wesen. 

- Ja, ich wil’ [III:2] 
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and experiencing. As such she duplicates in herself the gap between the two. 
She duplicates the separation to be able to join and heal him. And he says 
that she could only be a balsam if she lets him in into her soul. She can take 
place in him only if he takes place in her. If the first part includes a discussion 
on the senses, the relation here takes place in a wounded flesh that makes the 
senses possible. The presupposition for seeing is a wound in its need for 
something seen. But as something seen, the soul doubles this wound in its 
capacity to see. The soul duplicates the divine wound in its ability to both be 
seen and to see. It repeats the wound in itself. Through this wound and dis-
tance within herself, the soul alleviates the divine, maybe because its wound 
makes it possible to turn to the divine. The wound of the divine makes the 
individual being possible, the soul repeats this wound, which makes it possi-
ble to turn beyond the seen and create a relation to the divine. In this way 
the soul’s wound makes it possible to be open to the divine. It is this mutual 
seeing that functions as a balsam. 

I would suggest, here, that the soul should not be understood in contrast 
to the body, the flesh is rather the place where the wound can take place. The 
wound would then be a name for the soul. The soul duplicates or mirrors 
God, both as seeing and as seen, but mostly she duplicates God as gap be-
tween these. Because of this interweaving there is no definite split between 
man and God, but always a mutual dependence, an interweaving relationship 
where they weave each other. There can never be a ‘one element’ in life and 
being, since this ‘one’ is always an immediate split. The element of sensing is 
from the beginning divided and therefore not only itself, but it is intertwin-
ing and longing for the other.  

As a body, the human being is thus double-sided – soul, sensed and 
sensing. Most often it has been her dimension of sensing and the spiritualiza-
tion of this sensing that has connected her to the divine. But in this text it is 
the full sensing body that gives her a privileged position: 

When I reflect that divine nature now includes bone and flesh, body and soul, 
then I become elated in great joy, far beyond what I am worth. But angels are 
to some degree formed according to the Holy Trinity, but they are pure spirits. 
The soul alone with its flesh is mistress of the house in heaven, sits next to the 

eternal Master of the house, and is most like him. (IV:14]12 

                                                 
12

 ‘Swenne ich das gedenke, das gotlich nature nu an ir hat bein und vleisch, lip und sele, so er-

hebe ich mich mit grosser vrode verre úber min wirdekeit. Aber der engel ist etlicher masse gebildet na 
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Here it is obviously the embodiment of Jesus that makes the similarity 
to God complete. Jesus was body in the trinity from the very beginning, and 
his embodiment was not the consequence of the fall. In this text it is also 
clear that there is no opposition between ‘soul’ and ‘body’: ‘the soul with her 
flesh’ has the privileged position. The soul is thus not soul without her body, 
but just another angel. This is developed in another verse: 

[…] the noblest angel, Jesus Christ,  
who soars above the Seraphim, 
who is undivided with his Father.  
Him shall I, the least of souls, take in my arms, 
eat him and drink him, 
and have my way with him. 
This can never happen to the angels. 
No matter how high he dwells above me, 
his Godhead shall never be so distant  
that I cannot constantly entwine my limbs with him;  
and so I shall never cool off.  

What, then, do I care what the angels experience? (II:22)13 

The description of the communion here shows that the exteriority of the 
body, its capacity to act and to have power, is central to Mechthild. This ca-
pacity gives her a specific intimacy and relation to the divine. Once again it is 
the worldly body, a body that can be seen and that can act in the world, that 
can do what the highest angel cannot. This exteriority of the body is closely 
connected to its interiority, to the warmth, and thus the life of the body, 
which here becomes the intimate meeting with the divine. This intimate and 
interior connection with God within the body is also what constitutes the 
possibility for her to write: 

I do not know how to write, nor can I, unless I see with the eyes of my soul and 
hear with the ears of my eternal spirit and feel in all the parts of my body the 
power of the Holy Spirit. (IV:13)14 

                                                                                                                                          
der heligen drivaltekeit, doch ist er ein luter geist. Dú sele ist mit irem vleisch alleine husvro in dem 
himelriche und sitzet bi dem ewigen wirte, im selber allerglichest.’ [IV:14] 

13
 ‘Den werdesten engel Jhesum Christum, der da swebet oben Seraphin, der mit sinem vatter ein 

ungeteilet got mus sin, den nim ich minstú sele in den arm min und isse in und trinke in und tun mit 
im, swas ich wil. Das mag den engeln niemer geschehen. Wie hohe er wonet ob mir, sin gotheit wirt 
mir niemer so ture, ich musse ir ane unterlas allu mine gelide vol bevinden; so mag ich niemer mere 
erkulen. Was wirret mir denne, was die engel bevinden?’ [II:22]  
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In this text the eyes of the soul and the ears of the spirit have a spiritua-
lized or metaphorical side to them, but when she comes to the limbs of her 
body, there is no room for metaphors. Feeling here stands out as the sensing 
closest to the body. If the eyes of the soul and the ears of the spirit make 
something present, the feeling of the limbs is the presence that they start out 
from. This is the present life that makes all transcendence, creativity, and 
memory of the human being possible. This is the place where the soul is born 
and receives itself. 
 

 

THE WORLD BETWEEN US 

The senses are referred to in Mechthild’s writings as the maids and hel-
pers of the soul. She also says that her kingdom is sight, thought, speech, 
hearing and touch (I:46). In contrast to the standard five senses, smell and 
taste are here replaced by thought and speech. I do not think this is a misun-
derstanding, rather it tells us exactly how Mechthild considers sensing, 
namely as a sensible intellect or an intellectual sensibility. Her search for the 
divine is not a spiritual striving beyond or away from sensibility; rather it is 
by means of the senses that she searches for the divine: ‘The person who 
loves truth likes to pray thus: ‘Ah, dear Lord, grant me and help me that I 
always seek you in a holy manner with all my five senses in all things […]’’ 
(VII:15)15 

By means of the senses she can find God within the things and beings of 
the world, but not as a thing or being. This means neither that the transcend-
ing power leaves the senses, nor that only what can be seen or heard is ac-
cepted, rather she claims that the eyes of the soul can move beyond what is 
sensibly present (II:2 and II:3). We could understand this vision of the soul as 
exactly the transcending power where we are no longer bound to the present 
vision, but have a freedom to move within memory, visions of other and of 
fantasy, etc. Through this capacity, the human being can also turn toward the 
structure of sensibility itself and reflect upon this ability. But in Mechthild, 

                                                                                                                                          
14

 ‘Ich enkan noch mag nit schriben, ich sehe es mit den ogen miner sele und hore es mit den 

oren mines ewigen geistes und bevinde in allen liden mines lichamen die kraft des heiligen geistes.’ 
[IV:13] 

15
 ‘Der mensche, der die warheit minnet, der bittet gerne alsus: Eya lieber herre, gonne mir und 

hilf mir, das ich dich ane underlas suche mit allen minen fúnf sinnen in allen dingen heleklich’ [VII:15] 
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such reflection does not lead her to another world, rather she sees the world 
in a new way: 

Then the senses say: ‘Our lady, the soul, has slept since childhood.  
Now she has awakened in the light of open love.’ 
In this light she looks around herself to discover 
Who that is who reveals himself to her, 
And what that is that one is saying to her. 
Thus does she see truly and understand 
How God is all things in all things. (II:19)16 

The enlightened gaze upon the world thus sees the worldly beings not as 
self-sufficient and autonomous, but rather as connected to their groundless 
ground that also goes beyond them and ties them together, i.e. in relation to 
the transcendental and transcendent divine. We can also emphasize the fact 
that in the above extract, it is the senses that tell us what the soul sees. That 
the soul is awakened and sees God could be understood as an event beyond 
sensibility, but since God here is experienced within the things, sensibility is 
still active. Mechthild thus strives for the possibility to see this in all things, 
not only in some specific religious objects such as icons.  

When it is said in one verse that her kingdom of intellectual sensibility 
is threatened by external dangers and must be guarded in order not to be 
victim of the devil, this devilish moment can be understood as the tendency 
to see the beings as independent and without a connection to other things 
and to a ground. In a similar way, Mechthild warns us for greed and lust, 
which can characterize earthly living. Although, in a text that is focused on 
such warnings of the earthly, she concludes with a warning against the oppo-
site, i.e. to leave the world and love only God, as her God says: 

Those who know and love the nobility of my liberty cannot bear to love me on-
ly for my own sake. They must also love me in creatures. Thus do I remain 
what is most close to them in their souls. (VI:4)17 

A theme which is repeated throughout The Flowing Light of Godhead is 
thus the question of how one should love the worldly. This love is intimately 

                                                 
16

 ‘So sprechent die sinne: Únser vrowe, dú sele, hat gesclaffen von kinde; nu ist si erwachet in 

dem liehte der offener minne. In disem liehte sihet si sich al umbe, wie der si, der sich iro wiset, und 
was das si, das man ir zu sprichet. So sieht si werlich und bekennet, wie got ist allú ding in allen din-
gen.’ [II:19] 

17
 ‘Swer die edelkeit miner vriheit bekennet und minnet, der mag des nit erliden, das er mich al-

leine minne dur mich; mere er mus mich minnen in den creaturen; so belibe ich der nehste in siner 
sele.’ [VI:4] 
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connected to sensibility, but a sensibility that is not purely her own. It is not 
only a meeting between herself and the thing sensed, rather it is a meeting 
between herself, the divine and the created: ‘Rather, in the nobility of crea-
tures, in their beauty and usefulness, I shall love God and not myself.’ (VI:5)18 
The givenness of the world goes beyond herself to a larger givenness; what is 
given to a self is connected to a givenness beyond this individual, possible to 
access for others, and even when it is an experience that is not in any detail 
possible to access for other humans, she is not alone in this experience. Gi-
venness always transcends her.  

Mechthild’s position means that she does not stand between the world 
and God in such a way that she either has to turn her back to the beings in 
her search for God, or turn her back to God in her experience of the world. 
Rather she is positioned in such a way that her senses can go through the 
things and beings that are present here and now, towards their presupposi-
tions and interconnections, without objectifying these presuppositions. The 
senses do not have to be directed in one or other of the two opposing direc-
tions, but can embrace both at once. When she experiences the infinite she 
does not transform it into one object among many, but senses it as a central 
aspect of the finite. The change of direction that the awakening soul goes 
through does not include a move from the finite to the infinite, but she is 
directed to the created beings in their direction to God. Or with a more phi-
losophical language: toward the thing in the world in direction to its tran-
scendental, transcending ground through which the thing overflows how it is 
given to me. 

In a similar way she says in a hymn of thanksgiving that such a seeing 
should permeate all our actions. This is pointed out in a text that describes 
how the human being is always united with God, a union that does not take 
place in some distant heaven, but through the receiving of worldly gifts that 
are given to the human beings: 

Then we praise our Lord God with all the gifts that he ever gave us: our body 
and possessions, friends and relatives, and all the earthly joy that we could de-
sire. In so doing we thank God for all his generous gifts that he ever gave us on 
earth for body and soul. Then we are united with God in the love of receiving 
and in humble gratitude. We should thereby press all God’s gifts to our heart. 
Then our heart becomes full of love, our senses are opened, and our soul so 

                                                 
18

 ‘Mere der edelkeit der creaturen, ir schoni und ir nutz – da wil ich got inne meinen und nit 

mich selben.’ [VI:5] 
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resplendent that we look into divine knowledge like someone who sees his own 
countenance in a bright mirror. (VII:7)19 

God, in this instance, names a giving that we cannot control. By opening 
us up for the feeling of gratitude for having a human life, senses are once 
again transformed as they are opened up. The union with God is here a de-
lightful enjoyment of the world. There are also some formulations in Mech-
thild’s text that could be understood in a pantheistic way, as when God says: 
‘I am in myself in all places and in all things, As I always have been eternally.’ 
(II:25)20 God is in himself in the world, i.e. not in himself beyond the world. 
This is not a pantheism that means that God is exhausted in the world 
though, it is more like a panentheism in which God is present in the beings, 
but also exceeds them as their horizon of transcendence. 

This understanding of God and of the presence of God is not just Mech-
thild’s personal experience; it is connected to her choice of life as a beguine. 
Her philosophical position influences her practical life, or the other way 
around; her practical life is expressed in her writings. As a beguine she was 
most probably involved in different social and financial activities in the city, 
since the beguines did not turn their back up the world and isolate them-
selves in a convent. Their relation to the divine went through, or was expe-
rienced within, the rush of the city. Her work in the world was not only an 
act of compassion for the creatures that were stuck in the world, but rather 
an experience of the world as a place where a relation to the divine could be 
established, enjoyed and suffered.  
  

 

SIMILARITY AND DISSIMILARITY 

In a very different text (III:9) Mechthild gives us her version of the crea-
tion. She describes the creation as originating in an erotic desire for the soul, 

                                                 
19

 ‘so loben wir únsern herren got mit allen den gaben, die er úns ie gegab: unsern lip und gut, 

vrunde und mage und alle irdenische wollust, die wir begeren mohten. Hie mitte so danken wir gotte 
aller siner milten gaben, die er uns ie gegab in ertrich an libe oder an sele. Sus sin wir aber mit gotte 
vereinet in annemmelicher liebin und demutiger dankberkeit. Da mitte sollen wir alle gotz gaben in 
únser herze druken. So wirt únser herze minnenvoll, so werdent únser sinne geoffenet und so wirt 
únser sele also clar, das wir sehen in die gotlichen bekantnisse als ein mensche sin antlize besihet in 
eime claren spiegel.’ [VII:7] 

20
 ‘Ich bin in mir selben an allen stetten und in allen dingen als ich ie was sunder beginnen.’ 

[II:25] 



A BODY SENSITIVE FOR TRANSCENDENCE: 
A MYSTICAL UNDERSTANDING OF SENSIBILITY 

43 

 

connected to Eve and Mary. The angels are said to be created as one spirit 
with the Holy Spirit, whereas the human being is created in similarity and 
opposition, as the other to God and as his bride. The human being is, as we 
have seen before, not inferior to the angel, but God’s beloved. The human is 
created in similarity to the humanity of the son, but in otherness to the fa-
ther, as his loved one. In one text God says: ‘I longed for you before the be-
ginning of the world. I long for you and you long for me. Where two burning 
desires meet, there love is perfect.’ (VII:16)21 

From the very beginning he is desire. As in any desire, there is an urge to 
both draw the beloved into oneself, and to keep a distance to the beloved in 
order for her to be herself. Before the fall the soul is God’s spouse and a God-
dess, and the angels are her servants. Through the creation the human being 
passively receives her life, but it immediately leads to the fall. The fall only 
receives attention in passing when God complains about her action saying: 
‘She decided not to remain in my likeness.’ (III:9)22 She was created in differ-
ence to him and in the fall she activates what she passively received, and acts 
out her otherness. 

Even though the Father turns away from her, the Spirit and the Son nev-
er stop loving her, and they decide to save her. The love between the soul and 
the divine is not diminished, but the erotic tension grows through the in-
creased distance. God is in this text desiring and as such demands his beloved 
to be other than himself. The human being takes on this otherness and acti-
vates it, which necessitates the fall. The distance between them is here 
created in two steps, one of passivity and one where the activity that is im-
manent in the passivity is activated. The intertwining of sensuality is here 
formulated in erotic terms. The gap within the net of sensibility is the pre-
supposition for otherness and desire is thus organized through a simultane-
ous similarity and dissimilarity. 

The full erotic meeting, where the worldly senses meet their limit is 
worked out in I:44, one of the most famous verses in The Flowing Light of the 
Godhead. This text is dramatized and mythological, and borrows its form 
from contemporary wedding songs and the poetry of courtly love. The senses 
play a central role in this verse also. The extract begins with the lover (God) 

                                                 
21

 ‘Ich habe din begert e der welte beginne. Ich gere din und du begerest min. Wa zwoi heisse 

begerungen zesamen koment, da ist die minne vollekomen.’ [VII:16] 
22

 ‘Do wolte si mir nit langer glich wesen.’ [III:9]  
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who tries to make contact with his beloved (the soul) and calls for her. The 
first one to hear his calling is the senses. They say to the soul:  

– Lady, you should dress yourself. 
– Dear ones, where am I supposed to be going? 
– We have definitely heard it whispered about that the prince intends to 

come to you in the dew and in the delightful song of the birds. Alas lady, 
do not tarry! (I:44)23 

The calling is not for the senses, but for the soul. But it is the senses that 
are attentive to the calling and they assist her as she gets dressed and puts on 
the shirt of humility, the dress of chastity and the coat of the holy calling. She 
goes to the meeting place where she meets the lover who asks her to dance 
with him. She answers that if he sings to her, her enjoyment will transcend all 
human senses. The meeting with the lover is in this text a journey beyond, or 
über. This has often been understood as a leaving of one place for another. 
But I would rather understand it in relation to the Greek hyper, meaning in-
tensification or deepening. Once the soul has become aware of the divine she 
also realizes the limitation of the senses and their abilities. The divine is in 
the perception, but cannot be experienced in one perception. This amorous 
meeting is an attempt to approach the non-given sides of the divine.  

After dancing, the soul is invited to dinner. She is tired and returns to 
the senses telling them that she needs to rest and cool down. The senses sug-
gest different Christian virtues and strategies through which the soul can rest 
and in which they can take part, but the soul is only satisfied by the erotic 
meeting beyond strategies on chastity, suffering, or wisdom, or positions of 
the saints, the angels, or of the child. But the erotic meeting is also the only 
kind of meeting that would blind the senses. In this meeting the soul finds its 
nature and even though the senses are blinded in this union, one sensation is 
still involved: he burns and he refreshes and this is still felt as she explains to 
the senses: 

– Don’t you believe I feel him intensely?  
He can both burn powerfully and cool consolingly.  
Now don’t be overly sad. 
You shall yet instruct me. 

                                                 
23

 ‘– Vrowe, ir sollent úch kleiden. – Liebe, wa sol ich hin? – Wir han das runen wol 

vernomen, der fúrste wil úch gegen komen in dem in dem towe und in dem schonen vo-
gelsange. Eya vrowe, nu sument nút lange!’ [I:44] 
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When I return, I shall certainly need your advice; 
For the earth is full of snares. (I:44)24 

And with this promise to come back it is time for the most intimate en-
counter: 

– Stay, Lady Soul. 
– What do you bid me, Lord? 
– Take off your clothes. 
– Lord, what will happen to me then? 
– Lady Soul, you are so utterly formed to my nature that not the slightest 

thing can be between you and me. Never was an angel so glorious that to 
him was granted for one hour what is given to you for eternity. And so you 
must cast off from you both fear and shame and all external virtues. Rather, 
those alone that you carry within yourself shall you foster forever. These 
are your noble longing and your boundless desire. These I shall fulfill for-
ever with my limitless lavishness. 

– Lord, now I am a naked soul and you in yourself are a well-adorned God. 
Our shared lot is eternal life without death 

Then a blessed stillness that both desire comes over them. He surrenders him-
self to her, and she surrenders herself to him. What happens to her then – she 
knows – and that is fine with me. But this cannot last long. When two lovers 
meet secretly, they must often part from one another inseparably. (I:44)25 

In this intimate amorous meeting the soul is turned away from all things 
as particular beings and she lays aside all cultural virtues as she removes her 
clothes. She leaves all particularity in order to open up for the one over-
whelming desire and sensation that is the sensation of sensing, and thus 
above (über) the ordinary sense experience to an experience of their presup-
position. This intensification erases all distinctions and makes the multiple 

                                                 
24

 ‘Went ir, das ich nit enpfinde son wol? Er kan beide krefteklichen brennen und trostlichen ku-

len. Nu betrubent úch nit ze sere! Ir sollent mich noch leren. Swenne ich widerkere, so bedarf ich úwer 
lere wol, wan dis ertrich ist maniger strikke vol.’ [I:44] 

25
 ‘“Stant, vrowe sele!” “Was gebútest du, herre?” “Ir sont úch usziehen!” “Herre, wie sol mir den-

ne geschehen?” “Frow sele, ir sint so sere genatúrt in mich, das zwúschent úch und mir nihtes nit mag 
sin. Es enwart nie engel so her, dem das ein stunde wurde gelúhen, das úch eweklich ist gegeben. 
Darumbe sont ir von úch legen beide vorhte und schame und alle uswendig tugent; mer alleine die ir 
binnen úch tragent von nature, der sont ir eweklich vulen. Das ist úwer edele begerunge und úwer 
grundlose girheit; die wil ich eweklich erfúllen mit miner endelosen miltekeit.” “Herre, nu bin ich ein 
nakent sele und du in dir selben ein wolgezieret got. Ùnser zweiger gemeinschaft ist das ewige lip ane 
tot.” So geschihet da ein selig stilli nach ir beider willen. Er gibet sich ir und si git sich ime. Was ir nu 
geschehe, das weis si, und des getroste ich mich. Nu dis mag nit lange stan; wa zwoi geliebe verholen 
zesamen koment, si mussent dike ungescheiden von einander gan.’ 
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perceptions impossible. Only one sensation is still there, the sensation of the 
desire between the two, i.e. the gap between them: a sensation of the sensual 
as such. This also includes a move beyond language and a narrator needs to 
come into the story. But the union between God and the soul is like all other 
erotic unions – temporary. Following this meeting, she will at all times carry 
the sensation of sensibility with her in her body, maybe simply because she 
has become conscious of it.  
 

 

CONCLUSION 

The body is in many Christian practices what should be disciplined into 
silence and the senses something that should be transcended. In Mechthild’s 
text also the body is sometimes described as a prison. Her solution is not to 
abandon it, but to be more attentive to it, i.e. not to follow its desire toward a 
world of disconnected things and beings, but to go into this desiring struc-
ture of enjoyment and suffering. Such attentiveness means not only to live 
the activity of the sensing body, but also to be attentive to its passivity – how 
its sensitivity is given. Disciplining includes a holding back of the apprehen-
sions in order to find another sensing, a sensing of the sensitivity. One 
should not turn away from the world, nor should one lose oneself in the 
world. The experience of the world should rather be deepened and intensi-
fied, experiencing the interconnectedness and presuppositions of the world.  

The soul that loves the divine and lives in proximity to its own presup-
positions has a body sensitive for transcendence. It is attentive to divine di-
mensions, the non-seen in sensing, eating, suffering, etc. The sensing body as 
the presence of the here and now includes the presence of absence, of desire 
for what is not present, and the possibility to have another future as well as 
to sense differently, noticing new things in the present.  

Sensibility turns out to be the path between the body as an object, as 
static and sensed, and the transcending soul that includes what is not given 
in the present. The soul that speaks in Mechthild’s text should not be unders-
tood in opposition to a body. It is rather a sensing and embodied soul, just as 
her sensing is an intellectual sensing. In this way the lived body is present 
and activated, and its experiences are intensified in the soul’s journey to God. 
Finally in the erotic encounter, the tension field, gap and desire between the 
soul as sensed sensing and her God as (anonymous) sensing beyond sensing, 
is the only sensation left. This is the intensification of sensibility. 


