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Sacrifice and Desire: The Rhetoric 
of Self-Denial in the Mystical 
Theologies of Anna Maria van 

Schurman and Madame Jeanne Guyon 

Bo Karen Lee*

Resumen

Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678), calvinista holandesa, y 
Madame Jeanne Guyon (1648-1717), católica francesa, desafiaron la 
organización religiosa en la Europa del siglo XVII y transgredieron 
las fronteras institucionales en medio del conflicto religioso. ¿Qué 
tenían en común estas dos mujeres, a pesar de la controversia teoló-
gica entre católicos y calvinistas? Tanto van Schurman como Madame 
Guyon argumentaban que “el fin último de la humanidad” es “gozar 
a Dios”, y su preocupación principal era cómo lograr la unión con el 
objeto de deseo y disfrutar ese summum bonum. Asimismo, las dos 
consideraban que la unión con Dios es posible, en esta vida, negán-
dose a sí mismo/a o autodestrucción y las dos encontraban placer en 
esta autonegación, integrando una a teología del sacrificio con una 
teología del deseo y del placer. 

* Ph. D. (2007) and Th.M. (1999) from Princeton Theological Seminary; M.Div. from Trinity Inter-
national University, Deerfield (Illinois). Assistant Professor of Spirituality and Historical Theology, 
Princeton Theological Seminary. Member of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and of the American 
Academy of Religion, the American Society of Church History, the Society for the Study of Early 
Modern Women, and the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality. John Templeton Award for 
Theological Promise (2008). bokaren.lee@ptsem.edu
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Palabras clave

Espiritualidad, sacrificio, deseo, auto-negación, placer, Anna 
Maria van Schurman, Madame Jeanne Guyon.

Abstract

Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678), a Dutch Calvinist, and 
Madame Jeanne Guyon (1648-1717), a French Catholic, defied 
religious lines and transgressed institutional boundaries in seven-
teenth century Europe, amidst religious strife and controversy. What 
they had in common, these two women, even though Catholics and 
Calvinists held a theological controversy? Both van Schurman and 
Madame Guyon argued that the “chief end of humanity” is to “enjoy 
God”, and their central focus was on becoming united with the object 
of their desire and the means by which humanity might delight most 
deeply in the summum bonum of life. Also, both of them argued that 
union with God was possible on this earth, through self-denial or self 
annihilation and both coupled self-denial with pleasure, integrating 
a theology of sacrifice with a theology of desire and delight. 

Key words

Spirituality, sacrifice, desire, self-denial, pleasure, Anna Maria 
van Schurman, Madame Jeanne Guyon.

In seventeenth century Europe, amidst the devastating horrors 
of religious strife and controversy, Roman Catholicism and orthodox 
Calvinism appeared to have little in common but mutual enmity. 
Persecution raged, and converts were sought by both of the oppos-
ing parties’ missionary endeavors; not even Jansenism, an alleged 
middle position, was protected, as Jesuit and Jansenist rivalry ran 
rampant in France1. Two unusual figures, however, seemed to defy 

1 It may have been, in fact, the bridging nature of the Jansenists’ theology that won them harsh op-
position from both sides. On the other hand, while Jansenists were insistent on their anti-Protestant 
stance, demonstrating not a little anti-Protestant animosity. See, for example, Kolakowski, Leszek. 
God Owes Us Nothing: A Brief Remark on Pascal’s Religion and on the Spirit of Jansenism. (Chicago: 
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religious lines, moving fluidly from one camp to another –if not in 
institutional affiliation, at least in significant strands of thought. Such 
defiance was not left unchecked and created intense difficulties for 
one, in particular2. What caused Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-
1678), a Dutch Calvinist, and Madame Jeanne Guyon (1648-1717), 
a French Catholic, to transgress institutional boundaries? In addition 
to socio-cultural circumstances, might their respective theologies 
have been a significant impetus behind their bold maneuvers, and 
might we perhaps discover an important convergence in these two 
women’s thought?

During this period of heightened theological controversy, both 
van Schurman and Madame Guyon held on to a theme whose promi-
nence had waned throughout different seasons and sectors of the 
church: frui dei. They argued that the “chief end of humanity” is to 
“enjoy God”3, and their central focus was on becoming united with 
the object of their desire. Rather than debating dogmatic issues of 
salvation, faith, and the precise nature of grace, as valuable as those 
discussions were during the seventeenth century, they focused on 

University of Chicago Press, 1995) and Sedgwick, Alexander. Jansenism in Seventeenth-Century 
France: Voices from the Wilderness. (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1977). Campbell 
argues for significant cross-fertilization between Catholic and Protestant thought, namely between 
Jansenism and French Calvinism, as well as between Quietism and Pietism. Cf. Campbell, Ted. The 
Religion of the Heart: A Study of European Religious Life in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centu-
ries. (South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 1991). The convergence of Quietist and 
Pietist thought (as well as Jansenist and Calvinist) is significant, particularly in the case of Madame 
Guyon and Anna Maria van Schurman.

2 Guyon was, for example, imprisoned in the Bastille at the hands of King Louis XIV, locked in a dun-
geon in Vincennes, and kept under house arrest for a total of approximately twenty years. 

3 Guyon employed language strikingly similar to that of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, argu-
ing in Le Moyen Court, her treatise on prayer published in 1685, that “the end for which we were 
created is to enjoy God from this life on”. She wrote that finding pleasure in God is the “height of 
happiness”, and the “end for which we were created” (“le comble de la félicité et la fin pour laquelle 
nous avons été créés”). It is not clear how Guyon came across this particular language; the question 
remains open to further exploration. See Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Le Moyen Court et autres Écrits 
Spirituels: Une Simplicité Subversive, 1685, ed. Marie-Louise Gondal (Grenoble: J. Millon, 1995), p. 
98: “La fin pour laquelle nous avons été créés est pour jouir de Dieu dès cette vie”. Notably differ-
ent, of course, is the emphasis on “this life”. The actual phrase can be translated, “from this life on”, 
rather than the term, “forever”, which might easily be taken as some sort of eschatological marker. A 
similar phrase is found again on p. 125 of the same treatise: “la fin pour laquelle elles ont été créés, 
qui est de jouir de Dieu”.
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a different question: what is the means by which humanity might 
delight most deeply in the summum bonum of life?

Contrary to intuition, they argued that the path to greatest joy 
was fraught with difficulty. Deepest pleasure in God came at a high 
price: one had to forsake “lesser” pleasures. Inferior joys offered a 
mere façade and proved a barrier to the purest pleasure available 
in God. In order to be rid of false joys, however, a painful purgation 
was required. And this purgation required the denial –or the laying 
down– of the self before God.

Van Schurman and Guyon argued that union with God was pos-
sible on this earth, through this process of purification. The trouble 
with van Schurman and Guyon’s claims was not only that they 
extended the fullness of frui dei to the temporal –the mystics of the 
medieval period had already introduced that idea. The sticking point 
was that they regarded union with God as impossible apart from 
suffering and self-sacrifice. A thoroughgoing denial, or annihila-
tion, of the self was required for the greatest pleasure in God to be 
experienced. The accent in their writings fell uncomfortably upon 
the arduous nature of the path that leads toward union, even as they 
purported to celebrate the goal. 

This emphasis on self-denial is, of course, nothing new, long hav-
ing a place in the history of Christian spirituality4. What made van 
Schurman and Guyon unique was the way in which they coupled 
self-denial with pleasure. They intensified both the denial, as well as 
the pleasure5. As they describe in detail this difficult journey toward 
God, they are careful to affirm that the drive towards self-denial, or 

4 The traditional itinerary of purgatio, illuminatio, uniona is well-known in the history of Christian 
mysticism, dating back to Evagrius of Pontus. Van Schurman and Guyon, however, intensify the use 
of these themes in their writing, through their extreme, totalizing rhetoric.

5 Although there is growing scholarship on the violence of love in mystical theology (see, for example, 
McGinn, Bernard. “The Abyss of Love: The Language of Mystical Union among Medieval Woman”, 
in: The Joy of Learning and the Love of God: Studies in Honor of Jean LeClerq, ed. E. Rozanne Elder, 
(Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1995), p. 95-120) as well as the nature of finding pleasure in 
various forms of pain, some of the literature likens this (wrongly in my estimation) to masochism. 
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self-annihilation, is an innate longing of the soul to become more 
intimate with the object of desire. In other words, the soul’s desire –its 
“delight”– is the key to unlocking the engine behind self-denial. Just 
as union with God is impossible apart from self-denial, the theme of 
self-abandonment becomes unintelligible apart from the desire for 
God. Desire (or enjoyment) and denial are thus mutually illuminating. 

From this perspective, the “sacrifice” of the self becomes an 
oblation of love, a self-giving that is voluntary and delightful; van 
Schurman and Guyon conclude that in pouring out its love, the self 
is not diminished, but rather enriched and enlarged6. This yearning 
for God becomes the driving pulse behind a radical loss of self, as 
dying to self leaves more room for God to “possess” and “fill” the 
whole of self. Only then can the soul come to know and enjoy God 

See, for example, Miller, Julie. “Mystical Masochism and the Spiritual Status Quo: The Limitations 
of Appropriation”, in Woman Mystics and Contemporary Appropriation (upcoming volume). 

 On the other hand, there have been important correctives to and qualifications of the language of 
violence. There is a vast amount of literature that treats the potential misuses of the theme of self-de-
nial, in particular. See, for example, Brown, Joanne. “For God So Loved the World”; Fortune, Marie 
M. “The Transformation of Suffering: A Biblical and Theological Perspective”; Harrison, Beverly W. 
and Heyward, Carter. “Pain and Pleasure: Avoiding the Confusions of Christian Tradition in Femi-
nist Theory”; and Raymond, Sheila. “Christian ‘Virtues’ and Recovery from Child Sexual Abuse”; 
in: Christianity, Patriarchy, and Abuse, ed. Joanne Brown and Carold R. Bohn (Cleveland: Pilgrim 
Press, 1989). See also, Imbens, Annie. Christianity and Incest. transl. Patricia McVey (Minneapo-
lis: Fortress Press, 1992); Brock, Rita. Journeys by Heart: A Christology of Erotic Power. (New York: 
Crossroad, 1988); Brock, Rita. “Losing Your Innocence But Not Your Hope”, in: Reconstructing the 
Christ Symbol, ed. Maryanne Stevens, (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1993), p. 30-53; and Miller, Julie 
B. “Eroticized Violence in Medieval Women’s Mystical Literature: A Call for a Feminist Critique”, 
Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15/02 (1999), p. 25-49.

 The feminist critique was a significant part of my wrestling with the thought of these two figures. 
I was horrified by the way in which Christian theology was “used” in the service of abuse, both 
within the church and in family life. Imbens’ work, in particular, gripped me in a way that is difficult 
to describe. She carefully documents incidents in which young girls are sexually abused by their 
“Christian” fathers “in the name of self-denial” and Christ-like obedience. (Interestingly, her context 
is the Dutch Reformed Church of the twentieth century.) With this in mind, I was repulsed by the 
language of self-denial, and especially wary of van Schurman and Guyon’s “preoccupation” with it. 
At the same time, I struggled with the fact that the call to discipleship, as expressed in three of the 
Gospels, involves a daily carrying of “one’s cross” and “self-denial”, as one seeks to follow Christ. If 
the call to discipleship remains universal, what might this language mean, especially in the context 
of grave abuses? This question further motivated me to search through the texts of these two women, 
even while mindful of excesses and dangers. 

6 The Quietist doctrine of “pure love” forbade the explicit desire for such “self-fulfillment”. Love for 
God, for God’s own sake (and with no regard for self-benefit), was central. Self-fulfillment, however, 
was an inevitable result in both van Schurman and Guyon’s thought, for God’s goodness and radical 
commitment to the individual were never to be doubted. 



212

UNIVERSIDAD DE SAN BUENAVENTURA • FACULTAD DE FILOSOFÍA Y FACULTAD DE TEOLOGÍA

BO KAREN LEE

in intimate union. Self-denial is for them, therefore, the secret to 
a more profound joy. In this manner, Guyon and van Schurman’s 
understanding of “desire” and “delight” provides a key angle into 
their theology of sacrifice. Self-denial –as opposed to self-hatred or 
self-effacement– is for them ultimately life-giving. 

Background

Anna Maria van Schurman and Madame Jeanne Guyon are only 
now emerging from centuries of academic neglect. While several 
works have offered fresh insights into their lives and historical con-
texts, few have analyzed the complexity of their though7. 

Amidst the recent burgeoning of scholarly research on female 
mysticism, Guyon has received increasing attention on various fronts. 
Her contributions to literature and politics have been examined, as 
well as her personal courage in the face of severe opposition. The 
historical circumstances surrounding the Quietist controversy of the 
seventeenth century have also been analyzed, and Guyon’s name 
freed of much of the libel to which it had been subjected. As a result, 

7 See, for example, Gondal, Marie-Louise. Un Noveau Visage. (Paris: Éditions Beauchesne, 1989) and 
Bruneau, Marie-Florine. Women Mystics Confront the Modern World. (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998), 
which focus on Guyon’s historical and political context, rather than her theology. Susan St. Ville 
produced a very helpful, though unpublished dissertation, on Guyon’s mystical language, A Chaos 
Without Confusion: A Study of the Mystical Discourse of Jeanne Guyon. (Ph.D. Dissertation for Uni-
versity of Chicago: 1996). Nancy Carol James also wrote on The Apophatic Mysticism of Madame 
Guyon. (Ph.D. Dissertation for University of Virginia: 1997).

 Guyon is only now being rehabilitated by the Catholic world, by key scholars such as Marie-Louise 
Gondal; see, for example, her Madame Guyon (1648-1717), Un Nouveau Visage (Paris, Éditions 
Beauchesne, 1989), for a definitive biography on Guyon. For centuries, Guyon’s work had fallen 
under severe neglect by her fellow Catholics, while Protestants eagerly appropriated her writings. 
Indeed, Guyon appeared to be a recalcitrant woman, unwilling to submit to the authority of the 
Catholic church. Her emphasis on private devotion and unmediated confession, for example, sound-
ed dangerously Protestant to her Catholic examiners. 

 Research on van Schurman, similarly, focuses on her life, rather than her theological contributions. 
Joyce Irwin has made significant strides in our current retrieval of van Schurman’s life and thought, 
as have a few Dutch theologians; much work remains to be done, however. See, for example, Joyce, 
Irwin. Whether a Christian Woman Should Be Educated and Other Writings from Her Intellectual 
Circle. (Chicago: U. Chicago Press, 1998). See also, an important volume produced by Dutch schol-
ars: Choosing the Better Part: Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678), ed. Mirjam de Baar et al. 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1996, transl. Lynne Richards: Een uitzonderlijk geleerde 
vrouw, Walburg Pers: 1992). 
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the energy and brilliance of Guyon’s life have fueled various streams 
of feminism, and she is slowly becoming a force to be reckoned with 
in the “modern world”8.

Guyon’s theological work, however, has largely been untouched. 
A prolific writer and avid student of the Scriptures (a rarity in her 
day, especially as a Catholic woman), Guyon produced over twenty 
Biblical commentaries and fifteen treatises, as well as a three-volume 
work, Justifications (yet untranslated from the French) that provides 
a 1200-page theological defense of her work as orthodox. Neglect of 
these works prevails, however, and may be due, in part, to the dis-
comfort that many of her writings evoke. Indeed, her thought caused 
grave consternation among the Catholics of her day and continues 
to unsettle readers today. 

Sacrifice, suffering, submission –these themes mark Guyon’s 
thought with relentless drive. She teaches that in order to enjoy the 
intimate presence of the divine, the soul must “lay itself on the altar 
of sacrifice”9, undergo acute afflictions, and submit itself entirely to 
the “good pleasure” of God. What is “good” about suffering? Guyon 
goes so far as to claim that the soul must allow itself “to be totally 
surmounted and destroyed by the operations of love”, if it desires 
to enter into the fullness of the divine10: “God wishes to reduce you 
to littleness and poverty of spirit [...] to disarrange you, to destroy 
self”11. This pervasive language of self-annihilation has caused some 
commentators to diagnose such thought as violent, masochistic, and 
pathological12. 

8 See, for example, Bruneau, Marie-Florine, op. cit.

9 Guyon, quoted in Upham, Thomas C. Life, Religious Opinions and Experience of Madame de la 
Mothe Guyon. (London: H. R. Allenson, 1905), p. 2.

10 Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Autobiography of Madame Guyon, in Two Parts. (Chicago: Moody Press, 
1988), p. 81-82.

11 Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Madame Guyon’s Spiritual Letters (Maine: Christian Books Publishing 
House, 1982), p. 128 and 86. 

12 See, for example, Miller, Julie. “Mystical Masochism and the Spiritual Status Quo: The Limitations 
of Appropriation”, in an upcoming volume on Woman Mystics and Contemporary Appropriation; 
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Guyon’s notions are indeed problematic: not only do they offend 
modern sensibilities; they won her the title of “madwoman” in her 
own day. Interestingly, the Protestant world reclaimed and rehabili-
tated Guyon’s thought during her own time13, and her most loyal 
(Protestant) followers surrounded her at her deathbed. That we have 
a large body of her writings today is due to the efforts of Pierre Poiret, 
a Dutch Protestant publisher who carefully safeguarded her work14. 

Van Schurman, who lived a few decades earlier in nearby 
Holland, has remained even more hidden. Her theology remains 
inaccessible to those who have no working knowledge of Latin, 
German, or Dutch. Her most important work, Eukleria, is not yet 

Kristeva, Julia. “A Pure Silence: The Perfection of Jeanne Guyon”, in Tales of Love, (New York: 
Columbia U. Press, 1987) and Bruneau, Marie-Florine. Mysticisme et Psychose: l’autobiographie 
de Jeanne Guyon (Ph.D. Dissertation for University of California, Berkeley: 1981). See also, Knox, 
Ronald A. Enthusiasm: A Chapter in the History of Religion. (Notre Dame, Indiana: U. of Notre Dame 
Press, 1994; reprint of Oxford University Press, 1950), p. 322-328.

13 Pierre Poiret, a Protestant publisher, did much to preserve the writings of Guyon. Her influence ex-
tended far beyond her lifetime, as well: John Wesley and Watchman Nee are among the numerous 
onlookers who appropriated her work in significant ways. Guyon’s influence on the early Methodists 
in England, as well as the American holiness movement, for example, has been widely documented. 
Her thought has also wielded power in the thought of important figures such as Soren Kierkegaard 
and Arthur Schopenhauer, i.e., those whose reflections often focus on the perplexities of grave suf-
fering. Schopenhauer said of her: “To become acquainted with that great and beautiful soul, whose 
remembrance always fills me with reverence, and to do justice to the excellence of her disposition 
while making allowances for the superstition of her faculty of reason, must be gratifying to every 
person of the better sort, just as with common thinkers, in other words the majority, that book [Au-
tobiography] will always stand in bad repute”. Less well-known, however, is her current popularity 
among various movements in America, as well as in Europe and Asia. Her books litter bookshelves 
in the most unexpected of places (e.g. in the heartland of China), and are often the main textbooks 
for conferences on prayer and spirituality; her Song of Songs Commentary alone has gone through 
multiple English translations and reprints, via a number of different publishers, and there continues 
to be a clamoring for her work and ideas. A simple web-search alone reveals the breadth and popu-
larity of this phenomenon. 

14 See Chevallier, Marjolaine . “Madame Guyon et Pierre Poiret”, in : Madame Guyon, ed. Joseph 
Beaude et al. (Grenoble: Jérôme Millon, 1997), p. 35-49.

 Notably, Pierre Poiret exchanged letters with Anna Maria van Schurman, the translation of which 
I am currently engaged in (for a future project). This actual, even if indirect, connection between 
Guyon and van Schurman is another support of Ted Campbell’s thesis that cross-fertilization be-
tween the Protestant and Catholic worlds occurred in various shapes and forms. See also Knox, 
Ronald op. cit., p. 398, for his discussion of the connection between Philip Spener and Pierre Poiret, 
yet another support of Wallmann’s thesis that van Schurman influenced the genesis, even if in part, 
of German Pietism through multiple angles. For van Schurman’s influence upon Frankfurt pietism, 
and in particular, upon Schutz and Philip Jacob Spener, see Wallmann, Johannes. Philipp Jakob 
Spener und die Anfänge des Pietismus. (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1986), p. 290-306.
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translated into English, for example15. The meager reception of 
her thought during the centuries that followed her is especially 
surprising when one notes the exceptional status she held as a 
luminary throughout Europe. Van Schurman rose to prominence 
among the leaders of the Reformed Church in Holland, and her 
notoriety reached far beyond the Reformed world. Lauded as the 
“tenth muse”, the “brightest star” among the educated women 
of Europe, van Schurman was the pride of royalty, theologians, 
and poets alike16. In addition to having a command of Hebrew, 
Greek, Arabic, Aramaic, and Syriac, van Schurman wrote treatises 
in Latin and French, and also compiled the first Ethiopic gram-
mar. Arguing vigorously for the “education of Christian women”, 
van Schurman gained a wide and generous hearing, even from 
renowned thinkers like René Descartes. 

Such a towering intellect was not to be ignored, and the illustrious 
Gisbertus Voetius warmly invited van Schurman into his theology 
courses at the University of Utrecht, as the first woman to be edu-
cated at the university (even if hidden from view behind a wooden 

15 Anna Maria van Schurman, Eukleria, seu melioris partis electio. Altona, 1673 [Part 1], Amsterdam, 
1685 [Part 2]. This treatise includes van Schurman’s autobiography, her defense of the Labadist 
movement, as well as the core of her spiritual theology. The first two chapters have been translated 
into English by Joyce Irwin in Whether a Christian Woman Should Be Educated and Other Writings 
from Her Intellectual Circle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), and brief sections from 
later chapters appear in Una Birch’s Anna van Schurman: Artist, Scholar, Saint. Chapters Three 
through Nine are, for the most part, untranslated, however. 

 I have worked on my own translation of key portions of the Eukleria, with the help of Janet Martin’s 
keen eye. The whole work was apparently translated into German, in 1783. It may prove to be a 
valuable resource for my ongoing translation work. Unfortunately, the Dutch translation has been 
deemed inaccurate by a few Dutch scholars like van Veen; much of the Dutch scholarship, while 
invaluable, is based on this Dutch translation, rather than the original. 

 Joyce Irwin has been an important voice in rehabilitating Anna Maria van Schurman for the Eng-
lish-speaking world; her work, however, focuses on themes and angles different from my own. 

16 Queen Christine of Sweden was among her many devotees, for example, as were figures like Jacob 
Cats and André Rivet. Indeed, to “have been in Utrecht without having seen Mademoiselle de Sch-
urman was like having been to Paris without having seen the king”. Irwin, Joyce. “Anna Maria van 
Schurman: The Star of Utrecht”, in: Female Scholars: A Tradition of Learned Women before 1800, ed. 
J. R. Brink, (Montreal: Eden Press, 1980), p. 68. Irwin quotes and translates from Pierre Yvon, van 
Schurman’s earliest biographer, from his work, “Abregé sincere de la vie et de la Conduite et des 
vrais sentimens de feu Mr. De Labadie”, in: Unparteyische Kirchen und Ketzerhistorie, ed. Gottfried 
Arnold, (Frankfurt am Main, 1715), II, 1264 ff.
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screen). Hailed as Utrecht’s finest Latinist, she had also been invited 
to compose a poem in honor of the University’s opening in 1636. It 
was likely due to her “virtue” and “modesty”, which were normally 
the first among her strengths to be praised, as well as her strict ad-
herence to five-point Calvinism (on the heels of the Synod of Dort), 
that the brilliant van Schurman caused little “trouble” among her 
Dutch Reformed authorities.

After enjoying nearly five decades of international fame, however, 
van Schurman was disowned by the very leaders that had been her 
strongest supporters. She had grown increasingly disillusioned by 
what she perceived to be the “aridity” of Calvinist orthodoxy, and 
joined the controversial Labadist movement, a Pietistic offshoot 
of Dutch Calvinism17. Devoting herself to a new spirituality, van 
Schurman devoured mystical literature18 –even while retaining her 
theological commitments to Calvinism19. She expanded her catego-
ries, embracing the thought and spirituality of both nascent Pietism 
and Catholic mysticism. Self-denial became her central theme, and 
themes of sacrifice, suffering, and submission likewise emerge20. 

17 Significantly, Jean de Labadie was first trained as a Jesuit, and converted to Calvinism when the 
Jesuit order rejected his “innovations”. The Reformed Church of Montauban and the Walloon Re-
formed Church in Middelburg, in which Labadie served, would also push Labadie away, causing 
him to form his own pietistic movement: Labadism. Strands of Labadie’s Catholic background re-
mained strong in his thought, however, and this is evident in van Schurman’s own thought. (Van 
Schurman became one of Labadie’s strongest spokepersons, writing vigorous theological defenses 
of Labadist theology.)

18 While Labadism was primarily a Pietistic movement, a strong mystical bent also characterized its 
doctrine, as well as its way of life. Significantly, Pietism also incorporated much of Catholic mysti-
cal thought into its own; G. Arnauld, one of its key leaders, for example, borrowed directly from 
Fenelon’s writings – the very Fenelon that considered himself a disciple of Madame Guyon. See, for 
example, Erb, Peter C. (ed.) Pietists: Selected Writings. (New York: Paulist Press, 1983). This, again, 
may be a significant point of contact.

19 Irwin, Joyce. “Anna Maria van Schurman and Antoinette Bourignon: Contrasting Examples of Sev-
enteenth-Century Pietism”, Church History 60 (September ,1991), p. 301-315.

20 Birch, Una. Anna van Schurman: Artist, Scholar, Saint. (London: Longmans, Green and Company, 
1909), p. 110.
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Despite the differences in Guyon’s and van Schurman’s basic 
commitments, a rather unexpected point of convergence is evident21. 
In their writings, self-denial emerges as a core element of the Chris-
tian gospel, significant both for Catholic and Calvinist thought of the 
seventeenth century. Self-denial and sacrifice, however, are never to 
serve their own end. Through the process of self-denial, a new self is 
formed: a God-made self, rather than a “self-made” self22. The best 
version of self that one can create is, in their eyes, a long shot away 
from the freshly empowered, fruitful, and “resurrected” self that they 
envision. Yet, resurrection comes only on the other side of a dark 
and painful death. Put another way, new wine can not be poured 
into “old” wineskins; and old wineskins are not repaired by being 
stretched or stitched: they are tossed out and replaced by something 
completely new.

This dissertation examines these themes by analyzing van Schur-
man’s Eukleria, her most mature work published in 1673, as well as 
her correspondence with Johannes Jacob Schütz from 1673 to 167523. 
In Guyon’s corpus, the Commentaire au Cantique des cantiques de 
Salomon (1688) details most specifically the path to union with Christ, 
through the annihilation of the bride. I therefore focus my analysis 
of Guyon’s theology on this particular text24. For the purposes of this 

21 Perhaps we ought not be terribly surprised, however. When we read through the pages of Calvin’s 
Institutes, for example (particularly in Book III, on the Christian life), the theme of self-denial and 
“picking up one’s cross” becomes prominent, sounding remarkably similar to Guyon’s own rhetoric. 
One of the tasks of the dissertation is to discern whether or not “self-denial” means the same thing, 
in both Quietist and Pietist (Labadist) thought, as specifically evidenced by Guyon and van Schur-
man’s writings. Interesting differences emerge, and one needs to be careful not to make “too much” 
of apparent similarities.

22 Thanks go to my colleague, Gerald L. Sittser for this particular distinction and terminology. 

23 Thanks to Joyce Irwin for providing information on these unpublished letters, housed in the archives 
of the University of Basel Library, manuscript G2.II.33, fol. 2r.-3v. and fol. 9r.-12r. 

 Schütz was one of the founders of Lutheran Pietism, and an important connection between van 
Schurman and the rise of Pietism in Germany; see n. 414 below for van Schurman’s influence on the 
movement as a whole.

24 I also consult her Autobiography (La vie de Mme. J.M.B. de la Mothe Guion, 1709), her Moyen Court 
(“A Short and Easy Method of Prayer,” 1685), her Spiritual Letters, and other writings where relevant.
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overview, I will summarize van Schurman’s theology of self-denial 
first, and then move to an explication of Guyon’s Commentaire.

Anna Maria van Schurman’s “one thing”: intima 
notitia dei

Then he said to them all: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny 
himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24)25.

The call of Christ to his disciples, as relayed in the Synoptic 
Gospels, has wielded enormous power throughout the history of 
Christianity. From martyrdoms to rigorous forms of asceticism, the 
injunction to deny the self has generated a wide range of interpre-
tations, both theoretical and practical. The power of this appeal to 
self-denial is especially evident in the writings of Anna Maria van 
Schurman, the “star of Utrecht” in seventeenth-century Europe. She 
went so far as to identify self-denial as the lifespring of Christian-
ity, without which true Christianity cannot exist, “except one that is 
counterfeit [fucatus]”26. According to van Schurman, self-denial is 
not a goal or destination, that is, for mature believers alone as others 
were wont to claim. Self-denial is rather a prerequisite for all who 
desire even to begin the Christian journey. While self-denial was not 
by any means a novel concept, the priority that she attached to it was 
surprising to her contemporaries.

For van Schurman, the final purpose of self-denial was union 
with Christ. This goal would be utterly unattainable without self-
denial, through which one is fully emptied of the self and thus made 
ready for union with Christ. Even before the goal was to be reached, 
however, van Schurman yearned for a kind of knowledge that she 
would label “the one thing necessary”. This unum necessarium was 

25 Mark 8:34-37, Luke 9:23-25. 

26 Anna Maria van Schurman to Johannes Jacob Schütz, August 1674, Letter #2, p. 3.
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an “intimate” or “inmost” knowledge of God (intima notitia dei), and 
this too was inaccessible, apart from a radical denial of the self. Self-
denial, then, would be the engine behind an intimate knowledge of 
God that would, in turn, lead ultimately to union with Christ.

While self-denial was supremely desirable, it eventually proved 
impossible for van Schurman. A greater, more pleasurable gain would 
provide the impetus to motivate –and ultimately enable– her to deny 
herself, as if by sheer coincidence or even accident. Self-denial would 
not be achieved by sheer effort but would be the byproduct of another 
process. Faithful to the Creeds of the Reformed church, van Schurman 
held that “the chief end of [humanity] is to … enjoy [God] forever”27. 
This desire to “enjoy God” would become the secret to self-denial; 
it would also lead the seeker, ultimately, towards union with Christ. 
When the enjoyment of God became the individual’s supreme desire, 
self-denial would inevitably occur. Likewise, a greater self-denial 
resulted in a sweeter enjoyment of God. Rather than debilitate the 
soul, self-denial granted deep pleasure and delight to the soul that 
had learned to deny itself for the sake of a greater good. It found 
both its source and its fruit, its impetus and its reward, in the greater 
enjoyment of God. 

Other theologians of van Schurman’s time took issue with her 
emphasis on self-denial. They argued that it was a “mark of perfec-
tion” for mature Christians and feared that its primacy in her writ-
ings might oppress or discourage the “everyday” Christian. Against 
their doubts, van Schurman contended that self-denial need not be 
a restrictive force or daunting imperative. Rather, it had the power 
to enlarge and enrich the individual. Indeed, this was the case in 
van Schurman’s own experience. Though the established elite of the 
day would “deny” her for her decisions, van Schurman found her 
theological voice. A stronger sense of the self emerged, by the very 
means of her self-denial. She became a key spokesperson for the 

27 See the Westminster Shorter Catechism of 1647, as well as the Heidelberg Catechism.
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Labadists, a newly emerging pietistic movement of her day led by 
Jean de Labadie; she was also a forerunner of German Pietism. Her 
writings, in fact, arguably shaped this important movement from its 
outset28. At the end of the day, she emerged as poised and confident; 
her emphasis on self-denial served not to weaken, but to liberate 
and strengthen her.

 In order to understand van Schurman’s argument, one needs to 
uncover the development in her thought. This turn in her thought, 
furthermore, was coupled precisely with her decision to join the 
Labadist movement in 1669 –a decision that led to the overthrow 
of her fame throughout Europe. This renunciation of her elite past 
created upheaval among those who had been van Schurman’s most 
loyal supporters. It also marks an upheaval in her own thinking about 
what theology and the reading of Scripture were ultimately to attain. 

Throughout the Eukleria, van Schurman attributes the break 
with her past to her newfound pursuit of the “one thing” that was 
“necessary” (Luke 10:41-42). The reader is invited to discern from 
the whole of her writing, as well as from the Scriptural context it-
self, that this “one thing” involves an intimate knowledge of God 
(intima notitia dei); that is, an experience of “being taught by the 
Master directly”29. Van Schurman contrasts inmost knowledge with 
that which it is not: merely formal or external knowledge (scientia). 

28 Wallmann argues persuasively in Philipp Jakob Spener und die Anfänge des Pietismus that van Sch-
urman influenced the genesis and development of Lutheran Pietism in nearby Germany. See also n. 
409 above. Notably, Spener’s Pia Desideria was published in 1675, two years after van Schurman’s 
Eukleria. Her correspondence with leading figures like Johannes Jacob Schütz serves as another 
link to this important movement. 

29 Translation of Eukleria, chap. II.15, in Whether a Christian Woman Should be Educated, ed. Joyce 
Irwin, op. cit., p. 91.

 The theme of “direct” revelation was astir in 17th C. Europe in other writers such as George Fox in 
England; a desire for direct contact with the divine (i.e., Bernard McGinn’s definition of mysticism) 
was made explicit in their thought. Van Schurman is one representative of this growing trend of her 
time. 

 The definition of mysticism that I am adopting for this dissertation is that of Bernard McGinn’s: the 
“immediate and direct consciousness of the presence of God”. McGinn, The Foundations of Mysti-
cism, Volume One of The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism .(New York: 
Crossroad, 1991), p. xvi-xvii and p. 262.
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Moreover, she defends her decision to join the Labadists by likening 
herself to Mary who sat at the Master’s feet in order to learn directly,  
ather than indirectly, from him. Indirect, or external, knowledge 
involves a host of complicated theological and linguistic means. 
She argues, however, that she has “chosen the better part”30, the 
“one thing” necessary. 

As van Schurman explains her change, she refers to her Disser-
tatio de Ingenio Muliebris ad Doctrinam, et meliores Litteras aptitu-
dine, published in 1641 (thirty-two years earlier). This treatise was 
a vigorous defense of the education of women and had contributed 
to her rise as the “star of Utrecht”. Yet now, she could only “blush” 
to think of its contents. Indeed, one senses regret and remorse over 
her former way of life. She explains: 

Recently I was truly astonished at the lack of moderation in my studies 
from which I formerly suffered: when, on the occasion of looking through 
my dissertation on the studies of a Christian Woman, which I wrote to 
Andreas Rivet, I could not but blush. […] At that time I believed that I 
should learn everything that is knowable and indeed, as I argued there 
in the words of the philosopher, in order to escape from ignorance. But 
how far all my thoughts were from the admonition of our Saviour, “only 
one thing is necessary”, is clear to everyone from the words alone31. 

Van Schurman goes on to describe her former writings as “redo-
lent of such superficiality of mind, or an empty and worldly spirit”32. 
Upon closer examination of her Dissertatio, however, it becomes 
almost impossible to detect anything objectionable or potentially 

30 The title of the treatise (ΕΥΚΛΗΡΙΑ, or Eukleria) can be translated in various ways, as “the better 
choice”, or “good fortune”. More specifically, van Schurman refers to Luke 10:41-42, signalling 
Mary’s “choice” to sit at the Master’s feet as the “better thing”. Inscribed on the cover page of her 
treatise, one finds: “Luc. 10:41,42: Unum Necessarium. Maria meliorem partem elegit” (“One thing 
is necessary: Mary has chosen the better part”). She also provides for her reader the Latin equivalent 
of the title on that same page: “Eukleria: Seu Melioris Partis Electio”. Hence, one can render her us-
age of Eukleria as “choosing the better part”. 

31 Eukleria, 30, translated by Desmond Clarke, “Anna Maria van Schurman and the ‘Unum Neces-
sarium’” (unpublished paper, 18 August 1999), p. 22; see also De Baar and Rang, “The Eukleria as 
Autobiography”, in: Choosing the Better Part: Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678), ed. Mirjam de 
Baar et al., (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1996), p. 87.

32 De Baar and Rang, op. cit., p. 87. 
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embarrassing to a religiously sensitive conscience. Indeed, it had 
won the praise of eminent theologians including André Rivet and 
Gisbertus Voetius, precisely because she had declared in the Dis-
sertatio that it is “fitting for women to study sciences instrumental to 
theology, since these lead to greater love of God”33. In this treatise, 
she regarded theology as the supreme “science”. Furthermore, the 
goal of study was to include the glory of God, salvation, virtue, and 
magnanimity of spirit. What could be more noble or lofty? In what 
lay its “superficiality” or “empty, worldly spirit”? Van Schurman’s 
previous call for the education of women had been precisely theo-
logical, not secular, in nature. Her turn, or “conversion”, was not 
from a secular to a religious worldview; rather, she experienced a 
dramatic shift within her theological worldview. She now regarded 
her former ways of doing theology as sorely insufficient and devoid 
of true or lasting meaning. 

According to van Schurman, theology’s proper aim was “union 
with the Highest Good”, namely, God; this union was characterized 
by deep enjoyment of God, the soul’s truest happiness. The “one 
thing” necessary for attaining that goal was an “inmost knowledge” 
(intima notitia) of God, as opposed to complicated theological reflec-
tion about God. This allowed for a deeply felt experiential knowledge 
of God that would penetrate within, while the latter left the individual 
detached or distant from God, even after complex considerations 
about the nature of God, world, and self. 

In van Schurman’s view, erudite theological reflections func-
tioned primarily in the realm of externals; God would remain outside 
the individual, and the individual outside of God. Aridity of doctrine, 
marked by systems and artificial syntheses, prevailed within this 
mode, and the things of God would fail to penetrate at a deeper level. 

33 O’Neill, Eileen. “Schurman, Anna Maria (1607-78)”, in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1998), Vol. 8, p. 557. 
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Theological propositions might be placed in their proper order, but 
they would not be placed within the soul. 

 “Inmost” knowledge of God, however, was marked by true 
change of heart and life. It implied direct communication with God, 
and intimacy with the object of one’s knowledge. Union with God 
would be attained, in which God is not only “comprehended” but 
radically enjoyed as the soul’s highest good and truest happiness34. 
Furthermore, this intimate (intima) connection with God alone had 
the power to effect a transformation of inward disposition and con-
sequently deepen one’s love of God and neighbour. But how could 
one arrive at this “inmost knowledge”? Van Schurman notes her 
own failure to achieve intima notitia when she relays her failure to 
love her aunts, as well as others she was called to serve, upon her 
mother’s death. Even after all of her theological investigations, she 
had found herself spiritually bankrupt. 

In the Eukleria, van Schurman contrasts scientia (a “knowledge 
so dry and superficial regarding divine matters”) with notitia (“true, 
innermost, and salutary knowledge of God and his glory”)35. While 
scientia connotes knowledge, skill, and expertise of a more formal 
and academic sort, notitia (from nosco) is consistently qualified by van 
Schurman as true, health-giving, and intima (intimate or innermost). 
Scientia might leave the knower detached and outside the object of 
investigation, but notitia had the power to effect something –to cre-
ate internal change. Doctrine could no longer remain outside the 
individual but would have to be incorporated into the very heart of 
one’s life. She explains further that the object of scientia has nothing 
within it that “attracts our spirits to the contemplation and innermost 

34 Van Schurman juxtaposes this “excessive desire to learn” (“nimii sciendi desiderii, multiplicatarum 
scientiarum comprehensione”) against “simplici & pura cognitione Christi crucifixi” (Eukleria, p. 204, 
translation mine [and henceforth, unless indicated otherwise]). Christ, then, is not to be “compre-
hended” (a term which in the Latin also connotes a grasping, seizing, or arrest), but rather “known” 
in the most inward parts, “simply and purely”. 

35 Eukleria, p. 39. Van Schurman contrasts “tam arida ac superficialis de rebus divines scientia” with 
“veram, intimam, ac salutarem Dei notitiam”.
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knowledge” of God (“quod animos nostros ad ejus contemplationem 
intimamque cognitionem alliciat”) “unless its every essence be con-
templated in a holy fashion”. How, then, ought God, the “end” of 
“true knowledge”, to be contemplated?

According to van Schurman, an inflow of grace was required 
to contemplate God “in a holy fashion”. Grace would not be given 
apart from the reading of Scripture, however. As one meditated upon 
the sacred page, divine love would be imparted –a love that would, 
in turn, become the key to unlocking Scripture’s inmost meaning36. 
This kind of heartfelt instruction would overcome the superficiality 
and aridity of scientia. In fact, even the “slightest sense of God’s 
love would provide a much more reliable and deeper understand-
ing of the Scriptures than the most extensive knowledge of biblical 
languages”37. 

Had van Schurman stopped at this point, she would have sounded 
no different from burgeoning Pietists of her day. She makes a more 
striking turn, however. While love was the necessary handmaid of a 
“truer and deeper understanding of the sacred page”, even love, in 
the end, would be deemed insufficient. Not only would the intellect 
suffer in her theological treatise, so too would love. Caritas was, in 
the end, powerless in the absence of one vital element, namely, a 
radical overthrow of the self. One could never arrive at the “one thing 
needful” (intima notitia dei) without it. 

In explicating this condition, van Schurman makes a three-fold 
distinction among different forms of comprehension:

And yet, as in other things, the substance and the conception often dif-
fer greatly; thus also, I am learning daily that there is a great difference 
between those truths comprehended by the intellect, as if pictured in the 

36 As van Schurman puts it, one must be “instructed, not with philosophical modes of reasoning, or 
with human reason, but with the light of grace and Scripture” as one is “truly imbued with divine 
love”. Eukleria, p. 46. 

37 Eukleria, p. 32; Clarke, Desmond, op. cit., p. 23.
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mind, and even received by a certain love in the heart, and between a 
total overthrow, conversion, and emendation of mind and heart38. 

Three types of knowing or “comprehension” emerge: (1) the 
knowing of the mind, i.e., “truths comprehended by the intellect” 
(illas intellectu comprehensas veritates); (2) knowledge received 
even “by a certain love in the heart” (etiam amore quodam in corde 
receptas); and (3) the kind of knowledge that can only come from a 
life radically changed in both mind and heart, i.e., “a total overthrow, 
conversion, and emendation of mind and heart” (totalem mentis et 
cordis eversionem, conversionem et emendationem). In other words, 
if love were not attended by a complete “overthrow” of the mind and 
heart, it too would be insufficient in granting the individual notitia 
intima, “inmost knowledge” of God. This overthrow involved the 
entirety of the individual and could not occur simply in one faculty. 
Loving devotion and direct illumination from the Holy Spirit therefore 
had to be complemented by a radical overthrow, even “destruction” 
(eversio), of the whole self. This is what van Schurman calls self-
denial, and she regards this as the final cure for a mind and heart 
that are turned in upon themselves and hence unable to receive the 
fullness of intima notitia. 

It is important to note that self-denial, for van Schurman, meant a 
surrender of the will to God, along with all of one’s loves and posses-
sions, rather than concrete practices of asceticism, per-se. She does 
not specify particular activities, but rather attitudes. This entailed a 
willingness to let go of personal ambition and desires, for example, 
and a focusing of love upon God, instead of promotion of self or 
creature. Eversio (“overthrow” or “destruction”) furthermore made 
way for a genuine “conversion and emendation” of life.

38 Eukleria, p. 53: “Atqui, ut in caeteris rebus, res, et conceptus plurimum saepe differunt; ita que inter 
illas intellectu comprehensas veritates, in mente quasi deppictas, atque etiam amore quodam in corde 
receptas; et inter totalem mentis & cordis eversionem, conversionem & emendationem multum inter-
esse quotidie addisco”. 



226

UNIVERSIDAD DE SAN BUENAVENTURA • FACULTAD DE FILOSOFÍA Y FACULTAD DE TEOLOGÍA

BO KAREN LEE

Van Schurman regarded this as essential to Christianity, rather 
than the disciple’s final goal39. She explains to Schutz, “And the reason 
is clear, since God most justly requires the whole heart for himself 
[…] all impediments most greatly opposed to the pure love of God 
ought therefore be removed”40. The unwieldy self has proven to be 
an obstacle to the attainment and enjoyment of God, one’s highest 
good. Borrowing from the words of Paul, it “sets itself up against 
the [intimate] knowledge of God”, by asserting its will over God’s41. 
Removing this barrier is therefore the key not only to reaching union 
with God but to enjoying God, even from the start. 

From this perspective, self-denial is the source of “unspeakable 
joy which the world does not know”. The self is abandoned and 
“destroyed” in order to create space, ultimately, for a greater joy. An 
alternate form of pleasure-seeking is thus spiritually validated42; and 
paradoxically, self-denial is the precise means through which the 
greatest pleasure is achieved. In a letter to Johannes Jacob Schütz 
in December 1674, van Schurman further explains:

Just as we are able to conquer all things, through him who loved 
us, and therefore especially our very selves, who were by nature 
the enemies of God, that practice does not weary or weaken us, but 
strengthens [us] in a wonderful manner, in the way of life. Even more, 
we believe that no Christian can enjoy perfect and constant inward 
peace, except after he has snatched away his very self and all his 
possessions, temporal and eternal, with his own hands and cares, 
through the denial of self and the transfer of all things into the hand 
and will of God43. 

39 In her correspondence with leading Pietists in Germany, such as Johannes Jacob Schütz, van Schur-
man contends that self-denial ought not be regarded as the “step of perfection” (as Schütz viewed 
it), but rather, the “first and lowest [step] of true Christianity, as the highest Teacher perfectly pro-
claims [it] to be (Luke 14:26)”. Letter #4, p. 9.

40 Ibíd. 

41 2Cor 10:5

42 Admittedly, “pleasure-seeking” is often seen as the antithesis of self-denial. Van Schurman’s theol-
ogy, however, presents the contrary.

43 Letter #4, p. 13. 
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Though self-denial may seem like a difficult teaching to the nov-
ice Christian, van Schurman emphasizes that it is the key to great 
gain. It unlocks an inner strength and ushers in perfect peace. Once 
finite attachments are removed, the individual is free to enjoy his 
supreme good. The self is abandoned, only that it may fasten itself 
anew to a greater object. Again, self-denial here does not necessitate 
an ascetic lifestyle; rather, it entails radical trust, and the surrender, 
or “transfer,” of all things into the care of God. 

In the end, van Schurman ironically concludes that self-denial is 
an impossible task even for the most determined. It is made possible 
only by a larger vision, a “new affection”44, granted by the “embrace” 
of the “vastness of God’s own infinite Majesty”45. In van Schurman’s 
own life, she was unable to “refuse” (abnego) or “forget” herself 
until she had the experience of being enfolded in God’s presence. 
Self-denial in effect happened to her, rather than van Schurman 
being the agent of her own self-forgetfulness. In the final analysis, 
self-denial became contingent upon the divine “embrace”. This 
embrace enabled her to “surrender [herself] entire, all [her] desires, 
all [her] good and evil circumstances” and to become “profoundly 
forgetful of [her] self” as a secondary consequence46. This profound 
lack of concern with herself became the source of freedom, and this 
self-forgetfulness would not be a goal towards which to strive but 
an inevitable byproduct of being consumed in the presence of God. 

According to van Schurman, self-denial (or synonymously in this 
instance, self-forgetfulness) thus becomes impossible without a fuller 
revelation of God. That which leads to a deeper knowledge of God (i.e., 
self-denial) is rendered ineffective on its own merit, but it is granted, 
in fuller measure, by an intimate encounter with the object of one’s 
desire. The goal becomes the impetus that again leads to a deeper ap-

44 I borrow here from the words of Thomas Chalmers, “The Expulsive Power of a New Affection”, in: 
Sermons and Discourses, Vol. II (New York: Thomas Carter, 1844), p. 271-278.

45 Eukleria, p. 207.

46 Ibíd.
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preciation of the goal –namely, the direct experience and enjoyment of 
the presence of God. Rather than looking at self-denial as the simple 
prerequisite to union with God in van Schurman’s theology, one can 
conclude that deeper levels of intima notitia are made possible by 
deeper levels of self-denial; and self-denial is borne out of a realization 
of the grace and majesty of God. This pattern leads, finally, to union 
with God. The goal and the means become interchanged in circular 
fashion, each leading to a more profound knowledge of God. As van 
Schurman put it: “the grace of Jesus Christ, reigning in the faithful, is 
the universal foundation of the denial of all things which are not God; 
whose general unfolding and, as it were, continuous series stretches 
out through all steps and intervals of life”47.

Similarly, Guyon offered a spiritual itinerary, by which the soul 
might become united to God. Hers was a more striking trajectory, 
however, requiring death, or “annihilation,” of the self.

Madame Jeanne Guyon’s Song of Death

 The marriage takes place when the soul falls dead and senseless [morte 
et expirée] into the arms of the Bridegroom, who, seeing her more fit for it, 

receives her into union. 
Song 6:4.

The Song of Songs has held wide appeal in the rich history of the 
Christian mystical tradition. Well-loved authors, such as Bernard of 
Clairvaux and St. John of the Cross, among others, have taken its 
most intimate images and transformed them into tender accounts of 
the union that takes place between Christ and his bride. The Song 
undeniably contains vivid imagery that earns it the right to be called 

47 Letter #4, p. 7: “Porro certissimum est gratiam J[esus] C[hristi] regnantem in fidelibus esse fundum 
universalem abnegationis rerum omnium, quae non sunt Deus; cuius explication generalis et veluti 
series continua sese extendit per omnes gradus ac intervalla vitae”. Van Schurman also writes that 
“the universal foundation of his grace is in the faithful, which unfolds itself through the whole course 
of their lives” (p. 12).
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the song of love –whether it be the love shared between a man and 
his bride, God and Israel, or Christ and his beloved48. 

At the turn of the eighteenth century, however, the Song quickly 
became a song of death. Under the pen of Madame Jeanne Guyon, 
the vision of a “dead bride” rose to the fore with ever-increasing 
urgency49. Her piling up of violent images evokes discomfort, as 
she details the union of the “annihilated bride” with her “bloody 
bridegroom”, who is to her a “bridegroom of death”50. Might these 
vivid pictures somehow border on the morbid and macabre, or open 
Guyon to charges of spiritual necrophilia? Her interpretation shocked 
the religious authorities of her day, who expediently banned her 
work51. While her writings continued to offend some readers52, they 
nonetheless gained an extraordinary audience in many quarters53.

48 The bride, according to Bernard of Clairvaux’s Commentary, can refer to both the church, as well 
as the individual believer, a view that originated from Origen’s work. In St. John of the Cross’ ac-
count, more attention is given to the union of the individual soul with Christ. As we shall see, Guyon 
focuses more upon the individual nature of the union, as well; she concedes, however, that what is 
true of the individual is true of the church as a whole. Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Commentary on the 
Song of Songs, transl. as Song of the Bride. (New Kensington, Penn.: Whitaker House, 2002), p. 170, 
6:9. 

49 While St. John of the Cross also emphasizes annihilation in his Canticles, as does St. Francis de 
Sales in his Treatise on the Love of God, they do so with less intensity; the depictions with which they 
paint the bride are not as stark or “bloody” as Guyon’s. 

50 He is also a “bloody husband, and crucified lover”. See Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Commentary on 
the Song of Songs, op. cit., p. 46. Among Guyon’s lost works (the Biblical commentaries, in particu-
lar), one is left to wonder if she commented on Exodus 4:25-6. Many of her works are unfortunately 
missing, her books having been placed on the Index. During her lifetime, only her Moyen Court and 
Commentaire were published. A loyal Protestant follower, Pierre Poiret, did much to preserve and 
publish her writings, most of which occurred posthumously. See Chevalier, Marjolaine, op. cit., p. 
35-49.

51 While it may be difficult to trace the exact source of offense, we know that both her Moyen Court and 
Commentaire elicited controversy and, ultimately, condemnation.

52 For a number of reasons (which may or may not include her Song of Songs Commentary, in particu-
lar), interpreters such as Ronald Knox have relegated Guyon to the realm of the egomaniacal; they 
find in her writings evidence of derangement, regarding her mental state as off-kilter. Guyon was 
charged as a “madwoman” in her time as well as in subsequent eras; she was also relegated to the 
realms of oblivion within the Catholic church until recent decades, where interest has been renewed 
among Catholic scholars. After centuries of neglect, she has been reclaimed as a valid voice meriting 
careful attention. See especially, Marie-Louise Gondal, Madame Guyon (1648-1717), Un Nouveau 
Visage, op. cit., for a definitive biography on Guyon. 

53 See n. 399 above.
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Why was the image of a dead bride so attractive to Guyon? In 
other words, why was it that only an annihilated soul could be re-
ceived into the bridal chambers of the bridegroom? Guyon writes that 
“all the graces of the Christian spring from [this] death of self”54. She 
also argues that the full enjoyment of God in this life can be attained 
only on the other side of an excruciating spiritual death. Her goal, 
from the outset, is blissful union with God. From a human perspec-
tive, one would suppose that a dead spouse is the last thing a lover 
would desire. As in the case of all analogies, however, serious dif-
ferences exist; and in Guyon’s commentary, a dead bride is the first 
thing that the divine lover desires. 

Annihilation (anéantissement), is a term that Guyon repeatedly 
employs as she traces for her reader the mystical path to union with 
Christ. While an English translation may render her French simply 
as “death,” “destruction,” or “annihilation,” her descriptions include 
rich expressions that help to elucidate the semantic contours of ané-
antissement. A simple listing of Guyon’s terminology reveals verbal 
constructions as vivid as détruite (destroyed), abattre (to demolish, 
pull down, slaughter, or overthrow), terrasser (to knock down), and 
arracher (to dig up, uproot, tear out, or snatch). In addition to these 
images that evoke the violent action of divine love, Guyon makes 
lavish use of other phrases to describe the soul, both during and after 
its annihilation: the soul is said to be “stripped” by this process (dé-
nuée), and “skinned” or “pillaged” (dépouillée). On a “softer” note, 
the soul finds itself “lost” (perdue), “melted” (fondue), and “sunk” 
or “submerged” (abîmée) into the “ocean of divinity”55. 

As Guyon begins to explain the process by which the “self” 
is annihilated, she writes that the first thing that needs to “die” is 
the perception of one’s self. One ceases to “discern” or recognize 

54 Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Madame Guyon’s Spiritual Letters, op. cit., p. 54.

55 See, for example, her commentary on 3:8, 4:9, 6:4, and 7:13. In chapter three of the dissertation, I 
discuss the question of who performs the stripping action: God, the self, or both? In other words, who 
is the primary agent?
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anything but God. Annihilation of the self is, first and foremost, an 
annihilation of one’s self-awareness. From the start, it is an action 
of the self that is being destroyed, regardless of how one defines the 
self ’s “essence”. The soul moves beyond its fixation with self and 
“loses” itself in the “abyss of God,” no longer aware of anything but 
God alone56. Significantly, it is not that the self has been lost, but 
that the “feeling”, “knowledge”, and “discernment” of itself is lost57.

In order to advance in her journey, an additional turn is required. 
Even as the bride ceases to see herself, she must also lose her aware-
ness of the very act of perceiving. In other words, she becomes oblivi-
ous of her gaze, or the re-direction of her gaze, having become utterly 
enrapt in the other. Self-reflection is thus annihilated, to a second 
degree. If, in the initial stages the soul could no longer say, “I see 
myself”, at this more advanced state it no longer says, “I see that I 
see”. The soul has become steadfast in her focus upon her beloved, 
but is incognizant of her faithfulness. 

Finally, the bride needs to cease her habit of self-praise, or the 
attribution to self of divine qualities, such as wisdom, righteousness, 
and power. This process is difficult, even impossible for the soul, 
however. Toward this end, she needs to make a decisive “sacrifice” of 
herself upon the “painful bed of the cross”, but finds that she is unable 
to, for she remains attached to self-regard and self-commendation. 

56 Commentaire, p. 233: “et que, ne s’apercevant plus en elle, elle ne se trouve plus qu’en lui”. “The 
coming forth is far other than the one before alluded to (1:7), and much farther advanced; for the 
first was but a leaving of natural gratifications, that she might please her Well-beloved, but this is a 
departure from the possession of self, that she may be possessed by God only, and that, perceiving 
herself no more in self, she may be found in Him alone. – It is a transportation of the creature into its 
original, as will be shown by and by”. Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Commentary on the Song of Songs, 
op. cit., p. 54, comment on 2:10. 

 For more on the “abyss of God,” see McGinn, Bernard, op. cit.

57 Guyon employs various terms to describe the lure of self-perception. The soul “sees” itself, has 
“regard” for itself, and pays “attention to itself. The key issue here is that of attending to self. Self-
attention prevents the soul from attending to God, and focusing one’s mind and affections upon him. 
Simone Weil develops this theme further in her writings on the spiritual life. 
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Only the divine bridegroom can educe this sacrifice, as he carefully 
places the soul in “the field of combat, labor, and suffering”58. 

Feeble in the face of love’s crucifying demands, the soul is keenly 
aware that those “who will not consent to this crucifying process must 
be content to remain all their lifetime in self and imperfection”59. 
The bride therefore despairs of herself, for she clings yet to self60. In 
ironic fashion, “holy despair” becomes the very key to the fulfillment 
of the soul’s longing. Once she has despaired of herself, a window 
opens by which she may breathe anew. Personal dejection leads her 
to make the “final sacrifice”, as she throws herself upon the mercy of 
God; she learns finally to offer nothing of her own righteousness and 
strength to him. Stripped of her pride, the bride undergoes one last 
annihilation, that which Guyon calls the “final renunciation”. Once 
she has experienced this, however, an unexpected source of power 
is released61. As Guyon explains, “the more we despair of self, the 
more we trust in God”. And trusting in God creates “space” for the 
power of God to infuse the soul anew. 

When the soul is thus annihilated, the bride is finally ready for the 
consummation of her marriage. By this strange twist of providence, 
the “stripping” of the “veil of her own righteousness” allows the soul 
to “flow sweetly into her Original”62. The bride brings nothing of her 
own righteousness to this union, thereby receiving all of God’s righ-

58 Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Commentary on the Song of Songs, op. cit., p. 52.

59 Ibíd., p. 122.

60 Ibíd., p. 87.

61 Bruneau even argues that such spiritual exercises (prayer and self-surrender) were the key to Guy-
on’s mental strength, amidst the horrific circumstances which she was forced to endure. She posits 
that others, in similar straits, would not have survived emotionally nor mentally. Cf. Bruneau, Marie-
Florine. Women Mystics Confront the Modern World. op. cit. 

62 Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Commentary on the Song of Songs, op. cit., p. 88 and 90. Guyon’s use of 
neo-Platonic imagery is striking, inherited most probably from Augustine’s Confessions. For a fur-
ther discussion of Platonic imagery within commentaries on the Song of Songs, see Turner, Denis. 
Eros and Allegory: Medieval Exegesis of the Song of Songs (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publica-
tions, 1995). 
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teousness63. She has become nothing; God has become all. And the 
bride enters into her apostolic vocation, exponentially more fruitful 
and active in her service than before.

Despite the excesses in Guyon’s language, her overall message 
might yet be applicable to a church that has resigned itself to a con-
venient, self-centered faith. Perhaps the constant preoccupation with 
self, and with one’s own accomplishments and successes, is one of the 
impediments that the soul faces in experiencing deeper union with 
the divine. The self has become small, rather than enlarging into a 
generous, hospitable space for God and the other. Guyon challenges 
her reader to focus on Another, and to see all of one’s strengths as 
flowing from the divine. 

This, in the end, is what “annihilation” means for Guyon. It is 
the cessation of human striving, for the sake of radical receptivity 
to the graces, power, and wisdom of God. “Annihilation” is not so 
much the violent destruction of the human component; it is rather a 
complete surrender, or submission, such that it comes under a new 
guidance and control. This may appear very much like death, and 
Guyon certainly calls it so: all things human need to be “slain” such 
that it can be resurrected. However, death and “radical receptivity” 
amount to nearly the same thing, in the final analysis of Guyon’s writ-
ing. Once human faculties are decisively redirected, or “annihilated”, 
Guyon teaches that multiplied facility flows from the divine source. 
In her words, “the all-powerful voice of God” has summoned the 
bride “from the tomb of death to the spiritual resurrection”64, and 
her faculties become “a source of every blessing”, poured out as a 
healing balm for others65.

63 Guyon, Madame Jeanne. Commentary on the Song of Songs, op. cit., p. 90. 

64 Ibíd., p. 120.

65 Comment on Song 7:4. 
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Conclusion

Contenting themselves with the margins of conventional reli-
gion, van Schurman and Guyon found the freedom to explore and 
express fresh ideas; they were unabashed about integrating insights 
from traditions other than their own –not in a syncretistic manner, 
but with a generously intra-Christian, or ecumenical, fiber. Had they 
remained rooted within a rigid system in which they had lost faith, 
they might not have made bold, daring moves in their thinking, and 
their creativity would likely have been hampered.

It is surprising that these two women, writing from opposing 
theological camps, would agree on both the goal of theology, as well 
as the means to its end66. That their thought converges at the locus 
of self-sacrifice, however, is further revealing. Through their writ-
ings, self-denial emerges as a core element of the Christian gospel, 
significant both for Catholic and Calvinist thought of the seventeenth 
century. 

Self-denial and sacrifice, however, never serve their own end. 
The goal for van Schurman and Guyon is the attainment of a more 
profound level of joy in the Supreme Good. This joy, though reached 
at a steep cost, ushers the individual into an intimate knowledge 
of God that surpasses all sense of “sacrifice”67. They argue that the 
way of self-sacrifice, i.e., self-surrender, is the path to the deepest 
enjoyment of the greatest good. Where preoccupations with the 
self are removed, whether it be in a sense of self-importance, or 
even self-protectiveness, room is created for the summum bonum 
to fill and satisfy. Even today, in a context where individualism and 

66 Catholics and Calvinists hotly disputed the nature of grace, faith, justification, and the sacraments. 
What van Schurman and Guyon held in common is therefore instructive.

67 This may be what the Apostle Paul had in mind when he wrote, “I want to know Christ and the power 
of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, by becoming like him in his death, 
and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead” (Philippians 3:10). Keeping his eye 
on the prize, and impelled by a desire for intima notitia, Paul writes that power and resurrection are 
indeed reached after one has passed through death. 
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convenience are held in special esteem, the call to deny oneself for 
another and consider again the cost of discipleship just might result 
in a revitalization of Christian theology and practice.

Van Schurman and Guyon offer unique insights by vividly inte-
grating a theology of sacrifice with a theology of desire and delight. 
Self-sacrifice is, in the end, the door to a profoundly satisfied self. 
Both writers claim that in “losing” their lives, they have “found” life 
to the fullest. In essence, they have created space for the divine to 
dwell, becoming radically hospitable to God’s presence. From this 
perspective, self-denial might be called “self-giving”, i.e., the offering 
in love of the self to another. And through this radical hospitality to 
the divine Other, the individual is enlarged, finding more resources 
to be self-giving also to neighbor. Indeed, the contrary of self-denial 
is not healthy self-affirmation, but rather a destructive form of self-
interested egotism. It may even be argued, then, that the latter (i.e., 
the opposite of self-denial), is that which precisely destroys life and 
deeply loving relationships. 

 When a love of comfort and consumerism mark our culture, and 
even our faith, it appears that the timeless call of the Gospel to “deny 
oneself” can be all too easily neglected. Much will remain lost, if we 
fail to retrieve these core and indispensable Gospel themes –albeit 
with careful attention to their excesses and abuses– for contem-
porary theology68. “Following after Jesus,” for van Schurman and 
Guyon, necessarily entailed “picking up [one’s] cross” and “denying 
[oneself]”69 for the sake of an Other. The reader must keep in mind, 
however, that denying oneself never entailed the repression of one’s 
gifts; rather, van Schurman and Guyon were confident that a joyful, 
glad surrender of the self to God offered deep spiritual nourishment 
and strength, resulting, ultimately, in a greater enjoyment of human-
ity’s summum bonum.

68 See n. 391 above.

69 Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34-37; Luke 9:23-4.
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