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A HAIR'S BREADTH FROM PANTHEISM: 

MEISTER ECKHARTS GOD-CENTERED SPIRITUALITY 1 

W I N F R I E D C O R D U A N * 

If God is omnipotent and omniscient, can a person truly be free? If 
human beings are free, would this fact not limit God's omnipotence and 
omniscience? Recently a lot of effort has been expended in attempting to 
sort out this apparent difficulty. If God is in control of all events and 
knows exactly what is going to happen in the future, is it still possible to 
affirm human actions as significantly free—namely, as not in some way 
determined by God? 

In many cases the response has been to assert that, since we know 
already that we are free, God's power or foreknowledge must be limited in 
some way. Leading this charge has been process thought as exemplified by 
Charles Hartshorne, who asks: "Can we worship a God so devoid of gener­
osity as to deny us a share, however humble, in determining the details of 
the world, as minor participants in the creative process that is reality?"2 

Even some otherwise quite conservative writers are questioning the idea 
of an infinite God in order to accommodate human freedom. Bruce Reichen­
bach has advocated that "God limits himself in the creation of individuals 
who are free."3 Clark H. Pinnock,4 Donald H. Wacome5 and Frederick 
Sontag6 all ask us to restrict our understanding of God's omniscience with 
regard to foreknowledge of free human actions. 

Any number of responses to this movement is possible. For instance, 
one can embrace it, criticize it, or renew efforts to maintain both the clas­
sical picture of God and human freedom. All of these are efforts worthy of 
much further discussion, but in this paper I propose to do none of them. 
Instead I intend to present a radical alternative in conceptualization and 
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spirituality. What if, for one horrifying moment, we were to let go of the 
treasured notion of a fundamental human autonomy and let God be in 
control without any encumbrance at all? In other words, what if we were 
to go in the opposite direction of the dilemma and question the signifi­
cance of human power for the sake of maintaining an omnipotent and 
omniscient God? 

Our guide for a glimpse at this alternative will be Meister Eckhart 
(e. 1260-1329?), sometime teacher at the University of Paris, for many years 
spiritual director in Dominican convents and Beguine houses. Though he was 
the author of commentaries and treatises, his fame rests primarily on his 
vernacular sermons. At the end of his life, possibly even posthumously, the 
Inquisition won a papal condemnation of many of Eckhart's key statements.7 

Meister Eckhart states: 

Where the creature ends, there God begins to be. Now God desires nothing 
more from you than that you abandon yourself in your creaturely being and 
let God be God in you.8 

We shall develop this picture with the aid of six theses gleaned from Eckhart. 

I. THE ONLY ALTERNATIVE TO GOD IS NOTHING 

Meister Eckhart occupied the same chair at the University of Paris 
that had been held not too long earlier by Thomas Aquinas. Thus it can be 
expected that he was quite familiar with the many subtle ways of express­
ing the relationship between God and the world.9 But frequently he chose 
to employ a dialectical approach in which he would express the extremes 
of the infinity of God and the finitude of the world. 

Thus we read: "All creatures are pure nothing. I am not saying that 
they are of little worth or anything at all; they are pure nothing."10 Such a 
statement out of context can be highly misleading, and there is no shortage 
of commentators who have attempted to equate this notion with the Bud­
dhist idea of absolute nothingness (sunyata).11 But the best way to under­
stand a thinker is in terms of his or her intellectual environment. Thus it 
is ironic that David Blamires should even have felt the need to 
confirm that Eckhart belongs "within the context of scholastic philosophy 
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and theology " 1 2 In the case in question Eckhart does not say t h a t "all is 

nothing," which could be a Buddhist s ta tement He states t h a t "all crea­

tures are nothing," which has to be at least a western, if not a Christ ian, 

affirmation In one paradoxical stroke he refers to the reality of the crea­

tures and yet denies their being How can such a thing b e ? 

There are two motives behind Eckhart ' s assertion, one metaphysical 

and one pastoral Metaphysically he a t tempts to emphasize the purely 

one-directional dependency of creatures on God Let us continue the above 

passage 

Whatever has no being, that is nothing Now all creatures have no being for 
their being depends on the presence of God Were God to turn from his crea­
tures for only a moment, they would be annihilated 1 3 

In other words, Eckhart does not say t h a t at present creatures do not ex­

ist Of course they do But he mainta ins t h a t they do not have being in the 

sense of owning it as intrinsic to themselves Creatures have been given 

being It is something they have received extrinsically, and they continue 

to receive it extrinsically every moment of their existence Creation is 

potentially instantaneously reversible, and thus creatures exist only on 

borrowed being 

Meister Eckhart had no patience with those of his accusers who 

attempted to circumvent this thesis In his official defense he stated 

To deny this is to be ignorant and blaspheme God, as if God were not the cre­
ator and the creature was not created For creation is from nothing not 
[merely fashioning] John 1 3 says "All things were made by him and with­
out him was not anything made " 1 4 

The very essence of finite creatures is to be dependent on the Creator 

The second motive behind this thesis is pastoral, though it has episte-

mological overtones Given the above reality, why would one want to look 

to the creatures r a t h e r t h a n the Creator when it is the Creator t h a t one 

wants to find9 If you are looking for being, do not look at nothing Eckhart 

asserts "When the soul no longer moves outward to external things, then 

it has come home and lives in a simple pure light " 1 5 

Eckhart is here not denying external revelation, whether in Scripture 

or in terms of a n a t u r a l theology After all, t h a t is where he learned these 

t ru ths He is also in no way denying the goodness of creation as creation 

We can unders tand such a s ta tement as containing a timeless warning 

against idolatry or worldhness But I believe t h a t the best way to under­

stand it is in the context of the spiritual debates of his day Then it be­

comes a polemic against a theology of ecclesiastical mediation, a theology 

t h a t says the way to discover God is through a physical life of devotion, 
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sacraments and inst i tutional authority. As long as you focus on those 
things, says Eckhart, you focus on nothing. 

Thus Eckhart shows us t h a t much of contemporary theology is occupied 
with nothing. John B. Cobb declaims t h a t " there is no reason to suppose 
t h a t the world once came into being out of noth ing . " 1 6 He clarifies: "The 
central concern is t h a t God and m a n be each understood as having integ­
rity in himself."1 7 From Eckhart ' s s tandpoint this is a tragic mistake, for 
it seeks to ascribe intrinsic being to a creature when it is entirely depen­
dent on its Creator for its being. 

I I . TO EXIST IS TO EXIST IN GOD 

The second thesis is the corollary of the first. Insofar as anything ex­
ists, it exists in and through God. This view is not pantheism because we 
are talking about created beings, not emanations of God. But it is a de­
scription t h a t underscores the orthodox doctrine of the divine immanence 
and creatorhood. Eckhart s tates : "All creatures are as nothing in God, for 
he has the being of all creatures within himself."1 8 

At one point he goes on to say the apparently unthinkable : "What is in 
God is God." 1 9 Removing this sentence from its context could lead one to 
draw the erroneous conclusion that , since all creatures are in God, they 
are God. Eckhart ' s opponents chose to take exactly this interpretat ion. But 
he himself admits that , taken in t h a t way, the sentence is false and erro­
neous . 2 0 The context and Eckhart ' s clarification leave no doubt t h a t he is 
merely referring to the creatures ' being (their existence), not their essence. 

It is true that they are one in being, just as they are one in God who is being, 
of whom all things are and have their being immediately 2 1 

All things are one with God insofar as they share his community of being. 
In this respect what Eckhart says is not all t h a t different from previous 
assertions of the participation of finite beings in God's being. After all 
Thomas Aquinas said, "All beings other t h a n God are not their own being, 
but are beings by part ic ipat ion." 2 2 

Still, this immediate relationship between God and creation demands a 
lot of explanation. Here we have one of the areas t h a t eventually led to 
Eckhart ' s condemnation, for his accusers took him to assert t h a t the world 
is coeternal with God. In his commentary on Genesis Eckhart s tates : 

So, when someone once asked me why God had not created the world earlier, 
I answered that he could not because he did not exist.23 

l b J B Cobb, J r , God and the World (Philadelphia Westminster, 1969) 91 
1 7 Ibid 80 
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In fact he appears to place the creation of the world and the generation of 
the Second Person of the Trinity into the same moment when he says 

In the one and the same time in which he was God and in which he begot his 
coeternal Son as God equal to himself in all things, he also created the world 24 

Thus it would appear tha t "the world has existed from eternity "2 5 

And surely it has , Eckhar t protests, if you adopt the standpoint of God 
in his eternal present moment In between the two sentences jus t quoted 
from the Genesis commentary he himself clarifies the paradox 

How could he have created earlier when he had already created the world in 
the very now in which he was God9 It is false to picture God as if he were 
waiting around for some future moment in which to create the world 26 

As Eckhart sees it, God exists in the eternal now There is no t ime, nor is 
there any before or after All tha t God does he does in this eternal mo­
ment All tha t he knows he knows in the eternal moment Eckhar t s tates 
that God "gives and works only from eternity" and adds exasperatedly "It 
must be said tha t he tha t denies this knows little "2 7 

Thus the world was created and exists—at least in its vir tual and for­
mal existence—within God's eternity Eckhar t considered it the height of 
stupidity tha t his accusers could not grasp this simple point If God exists 
in the eternal now and yet does not create in tha t eternal now, then there 
must be a second eternal now in which he creates But this is folly 2 8 

Furthermore Eckhart makes it abundantly clear tha t the world's vir­
tual eternal existence in God does not confer eternal mater ia l existence 

It does not follow from this, that if God created the world from eternity, the 
world is therefore from eternity, as the uneducated think For creation is not 
an eternal state, just as the thing created is not eternal 29 

Thus the world is finite, but its finitude is rooted in the infinity of God 
Finite being is grounded in Infinite Being And thus we are led back to 

the original point "Our entire life should be a being Insofar as our life is a 
being, to tha t extent it is in God "30 It is difficult now to unders tand why 
Eckhart 's accusers would not accept his explanation, which had solid pre­
cedent in theology, philosophy and devotional writings The records are 
incomplete, and there were many currents and tensions in the air But a 
plausible explanation is this Eckhart 's sometimes unguarded formulations 
were seen as undergirding the spiritual movements—for example, the 
Brethren of the Free Spir i t 3 1—that promised a relationship with God apar t 
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from Church or tradition on a purely personal level. Eckhart 's creation 
metaphysics stresses an immediacy to God tha t had to be seen as making 
any this-worldly mediation dispensable. It would have emphasized the no­
tion tha t God could be found right where we live, not jus t through a special 
sacred dimension. 

Thus in one sense Eckhar t says some things tha t coincide with the 
message of contemporary theology. He would agree with Cobb t ha t to un­
derstand the world as purely "profane" would leave us and our world "de­
nied of all value and even reality."32 But Eckhart ' s solution goes in the 
opposite direction from Cobb. Rather t han endowing the world with equal 
s ta tus vis-à-vis God, he emphasizes the integral dependency of the world 
on God, its Creator. Cobb sets up the Biblical God and the world as op­
posed. Eckhar t sees the world as composed of God's being (in the sense 
explained above). 

III. SURRENDER TO GOD IS NOT A TRANSACTION 

Let there be no doubt about it: If pressed, Meister Eckhar t was able to 
assert the freedom of the will.33 But we need to be careful about how we 
are to unders tand such an assertion. At t imes when he s tates tha t the soul 
is free he means it in the sense of being pure, unimpeded, unstained, or 
incorrupt, not in the sense of having the possibility of choice.34 Second, 
when he is given the chance to explain his concept of free will we see a 
very paradoxical picture. 

The masters have said that the will is free in such a way that no one can co­
erce it, except God alone. But God does not coerce the will; rather, he transfers 
it into freedom, so that it can will nothing but what God himself is and what 
freedom itself is. And the human spirit is not capable of willing anything but 
what God wills. But this is not the absence of freedom; it is its original 
freedom.35 

In other words, t rue freedom consists of God liberating the human spirit 
in such a way tha t it will necessarily choose precisely what God wants it 
to choose. 

Thus any notion of the relationship between God and the human being 
as beginning with a proper human choice is unacceptable in Eckhart ' s 
thought. The relationship is premised from beginning to end on the work 
of God alone. The point of it all is tha t the human being must unreserv­
edly surrender his or her will to God. Then the human will and the divine 
will become identical. 

Whoever completely yields his will catches God and binds God, so that God 
is not capable of doing anything but what the human being wills. Whoever 

Cobb, God and the World 29. 
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completely yields his will, to him God returns his [God's] will so completely 
and so naturally that God's will becomes the property of the human person.36 

Eckhart is interested in one thing: to let God become God within us.37 

Eckhart repudiates the merchant mentality that believes it can bar­
gain with God. These spiritual merchants are "good people who do their 
good works for the honor of God, such as fasting, waking, praying, and 
similar things . . . in order that God will give them something in return."38 

But God owes us nothing. Anyone who attempts to please God while still 
looking for his or her own advantage falls short of the mark.39 Anyone 
who feels that he or she can influence the will of God simply does not un­
derstand our relationship to God.40 

Eckhart insists that when it comes to salvation "this work is so lofty 
and noble that God alone can bring it about."41 Thus his understanding 
stands in direct contrast not only to a contemporary process thinker such 
as Schubert Ogden, for whom the historical act of God has concrete reality 
only as a human act,42 but also to any kind of idea of cooperative work be­
tween God and the human person. God is neither partner nor copilot. He 
is not even master in any external sense,43 but he is God who by his own 
will works to transform us. 

IV. THE BELIEVER POSSESSES THE NATURE OF GOD 

Christian theology has always maintained that God indwells the Chris­
tian believer and transforms him or her into his image. Possibly like no 
other orthodox thinker before or after, Meister Eckhart explores the impli­
cations of this doctrine. In a central passage he states: 

In all good persons, God exists completely; and there is something in the soul 

in which God lives; and there is something in the soul where the soul lives in 

God 4 4 

Eckhart has two favorite corollaries to this doctrine. First, he main­
tains that such a union could not be possible if there were not something 
within the soul capable of fellowship with God. He refers to this part of 
the soul with many different names, such as a spark or a little castle, and 
he always emphasizes that it must resemble God in order to commune 
with God. Thus in its very nature this castle must be like God. Its reality 
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