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The first half of the 19th century witnessed an intriguing philosophical-theological 

debate on medieval speculative mysticism, which despite its focus on an historical 

subject clearly reflected contemporary tensions between philosophy and theology, as 

well as disputes within theology itself. With Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of 

Religion being the immediate catalyst for the debate, the discussions revolved largely 

around the compatibility of the Hegelian philosophy of religion with traditional 

Christian dogmatics and ethics. The motif of medieval speculative mysticism stemmed 

from Hegel himself, who in his Lectures presented the intellect-oriented mysticism of 

Meister Eckhart (ca. 1260-1327/8) as a positive counterpoint to current Protestant 

theology which he denoted as unscientific and unphilosophical.1 

  

The ensuing controversy involving philosophers and theologians from both Germany 

and abroad, which lasted for more than a decade, can be considered an integral part of 

the larger debate on the compatibility of Hegel’s philosophical system with Christian 

theology as such. In this way the debate on speculative mysticism elucidates the 

religious crisis of the 19th century from a specific angle, portraying the collision of 

different philosophical and theological views on the essence of theology and 

Christianity. Simultaneously it shows inner divisions within Christian theology, in which 

some enthusiastically adopted the conceptual instrumentarium of the Hegelian 

philosophy, while others declared Hegel’s interpretation of Christianity to be heretical 

and pantheistic. Although this debate might not have had an immediate impact on the 

common believer, it provides a valuable insight into the 19th century’s crisis of theology 

which was of utmost concern for Christian intellectuals across Europe. 



 

 

 

 

1. The Hegelian Criticism of Contemporary Theology and 

Appreciation of Speculative Mysticism 

 

Following Hegel’s death in 1831 the first complete edition of his textual corpus was 

published from 1832-45;2 including alongside his primary texts also his lectures collated 

from the notes of his students, as well as from Hegel’s own notes. The first series of 

lectures published in 1832 was the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion edited by the 

Berlin professor of Lutheran theology Philipp Konrad Marheineke (1780-1846). 

Although Hegel’s speculative interpretation of religion was already partly known to the 

academic public from his earlier works, the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion 

containing Hegel’s most extensive systematic account of the philosophy of religion quite 

understandably attracted considerable attention. Given the fact that the Lectures 

appeared after Hegel’s death, a number of controversies soon arose concerning the 

consistency of his philosophical exegesis of Christianity with traditional doctrines in 

different parts of Christian theology: such as trinitology, pneumatology, and Christology 

or eschatology.3 Among the debates that took their start from Hegel’s Lectures was also 

the debate on speculative mysticism, which involved thinkers of both pro-Hegelian and 

anti-Hegelian orientation and theologians from both the Protestant and the Catholic 

side. The textual basis for the debate was a passage in Part I of the Lectures in which 

Hegel put forward several brief but important claims concerning the nature of theology 

and voiced his critical view of contemporary Protestant theology.4 As the subsequent 

debate showed, these claims provoked very different reactions among the theologians of 

the day and led to a broad discussion on the theological legitimacy of Hegel’s approach 

to Christianity. In what follows I intend to present what I consider the main 

contributions to the debate, outlining the chief points of the thinkers who actively 

influenced its course. 

 Textually, the disputed passage in Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion 

follows right after a crucial subchapter entitled ―The Speculative Concept of Religion.‖ 

The passage begins with Hegel sketching out the speculative approach to the doctrines 

of the Church, which—as he claims—enables the speculative thinker to reach such 



 

 

depths of the divine Essence that necessarily remain out of reach to an ordinary non-

speculative theologian:  

 

If we grasp what is taught by the Church, in the Notion, in thought, the 

speculative determinations which have been specified will be found to be 

involved in it; and if there are theologians who cannot, by grasping them 

in thought, follow out such doctrines which undoubtedly have to do with 

the innermost depths of the divine Essence, they ought in that case to let 

them alone. 

 

Hegel goes on, providing a definition of theology which implies that theologically 

motivated dealings with religious representations that fall short of ―the comprehension 

of religious content‖ cannot be considered theology stricto sensu. Further, he denounces 

popular accusations of pantheism directed against speculative exegesis of religious 

content: 

 

Theology is the comprehension or understanding of religious content. 

Such theologians ought therefore to acknowledge that they cannot 

comprehend it, and should not seek to criticize the comprehension of it, 

and least of all should they apply to it such terms as Pantheism, etc. 

 

Subsequently Hegel introduces a couterposition of ―older theologians,‖ represented 

by Meister Eckhart and ―the Protestants of the present day,‖ claiming that the former 

unlike the latter practiced authentic theology informed by philosophy and aimed at the 

comprehension of religious content. Hegel proves this with a quotation from Meister 

Eckhart, whose last sentence literally confirms Hegel’s initial proposition that the 

ultimate depths of the divine Essence can only be grasped in thought:  

 

The older theologians had the most thorough grasp of this divine 

depth, while among the Protestants of the present day, whose entire 

resources consist of criticism and history, philosophy and science have 

been wholly neglected. Meister Eckardt, a Dominican monk, in speaking 



 

 

of this innermost element, says, in one of his sermons, among other 

things, the following: ―The eye with which God sees me is the eye with 

which I see Him; my eye and His eye are one. By righteous standard I am 

weighed in God, and God in me. If God were not, I would not be; if I were 

not, then He were not. It is, however, not needful to know this, for there 

are things which are easily misunderstood and which can only be 

thoroughly understood in thought. 

 

Hegel’s assertion that theology needs to turn to (speculative) philosophy in order to 

comprehend the content of elementary religious doctrines, symbols, images or 

narrations and his critical counterposition of medieval speculative mysticism and 

modern Protestantism proved to be controversial enough to initiate a philosophical-

theological polemic. 

Hegel’s point was adopted and further developed by Carl Rosenkranz (1805-1879) in 

his Zur Geschichte der deutschen Literatur (1836) in which Rosenkranz reviewed the 

newly published works of Eckhart’s pupil Henry Suso.5 Rosenkranz returns to Hegel’s 

critique of the historically oriented theology,6 confirming Hegel’s claim that speculative 

mysticism is clearly philosophical in nature. Rosenkranz’ decisive contribution to the 

debate was, however, his denotation of medieval mysticism as the origin of German 

philosophy, by which he further emphasized its relevance for the history of philosophy 

and theology: 

 

German philosophy has developed to our day in such a way that its 

first epoch belonged to mysticism; its second epoch to the analyzing and 

synthetizing reason; its third epoch to systematic speculation, which is 

conscious of its own method. The first epoch stretches from the 

thirteenth century to the beginning of the Thirty Years’ War; the 

second—whose central product was the Leibniz-Wolfian philosophy—

from then to Kant and the third one begins with Kant’s idealism.7  

 

Hegel’s criticism of contemporary Protestant theology and his appreciation of 

speculative mysticism was adopted also by Karl Mager (1810-1858) in his Letter to 



 

 

a Lady on the Hegelian Philosophy, published in 1837.8 Mager’s polemic against 

contemporary theology was formulated as an open confrontation targeting concrete 

theological traditions and mentioning the names of living theologians. Paraphrasing 

Hegel’s critique in the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Mager declared that 

―current Protestant theology is no theology at all, since theology is the comprehension of 

religious content and mere criticism and historiography do not deserve this name.‖9 

Meister Eckhart and other older theologians are, in Mager’s understanding, those who 

sought to ―enrich theology with philosophy by trying to rationally understand and 

comprehend the divine revelation.‖10 

Mager, who in conformity with Hegel depicted ―older theologians‖ as allies of modern 

speculative philosophy of religion, identified in contemporary theology two camps 

hostile to Hegelianism. The first one included Protestant supernaturalism and Catholic 

theology while the second one consisted of different versions of theological 

rationalism.11 Although the three theological streams ideologically compete with each 

other they share, according to Mager, certain characteristics that make them natural 

opponents to Hegelianism. Most importantly, all these are theologies incapable of going 

beyond the level of understanding [Verstand] and reaching the level of reason 

[Vernunft], which prompts Mager to denote them jointly as Verstandestheologie. As 

Mager explains, unable to grasp the whole, the understanding remains fixated on a 

moment of the whole, which in such abstraction—although being a moment of truth—

represents something false.12  

The main problem of theological rationalism—which Mager introduces as the 

tradition most widely represented in contemporary Germany—is that it mistakes 

understanding for reason and fails to reconcile it with the objective content of 

Christianity: divine revelation.13 Theological rationalism derives its conceptual 

structures from philosophical traditions that, in Mager’s opinion, can never enable it to: 

harmonize reason with the revealed truth,14 transcend the opposition of finitude and 

infinity, and acquire true knowledge of God. In rationalism, faith and knowledge remain 

in unproductive tension; and God finds Himself outside the realm of human rationality. 

Mager’s main objection to supernaturalism is that it is a tradition governed by the 

principle of authority, rather than by reason. Although supernaturalism accepts 

revelation without reservations, it makes no attempt to comprehend it.15 Therefore in 



 

 

supernaturalist theology uncomprehended dogmas are inherited from generation to 

generation, leading supernaturalism paradoxically to the same conclusion as was 

reached by rationalism: God is incomprehensible.16 

As a remedy to these two theological extremes Mager presents the Hegelian 

philosophy of religion which accepts religion in its entirety, does not limit its scrutiny to 

any single moment of it, and does not consider any part of it incompatible with reason. 

Since ―the content of the Apostolic creed is identical with the content of the philosophy 

of religion,‖17 the Hegelian philosophy of religion facilitates what both supernaturalism 

and rationalism failed at: the reconciliation of reason and faith, philosophy and theology. 

As an example of theological tendencies supporting this conception Mager enlists 

Meister Eckhart, while he ironically adds that ―today’s theologians must be frightened 

when they hear what Meister Eckhart...preached in the fourteenth century.‖18 In a 

similar fashion to Hegel, Mager also protests against the popular accusation of 

pantheism directed against Eckhart. 

The emphasizing of the philosophical and scientific nature of speculative mysticism in 

the milieu of the Hegelian philosophy of religion; and the Hegelians’ claims about the 

unscientific, unphilosophical, or even untheological character of contemporary 

Protestant theology naturally provoked a reaction. 

 

 

2. Carl Schmidt: Protestant Critique of Speculative Mysticism 

and Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion 

 

 In 1839 the Strassburg theologian Carl Schmidt published in the journal 

Theologische Studien und Kritiken an 80-page-long study entitled Meister Eckart. A 

Contribution to the History of Theology and Philosophy of the Middle Ages.19 Already 

the opening lines of the article indicate the broader context of Schmidt’s inquiry:  

 



 

 

The Hegelian school reproaches the Protestant theology for being 

concerned solely with criticism and history, claiming that it entirely 

neglects the philosophical comprehension, the scientific conceptual 

knowing of the religious content. On the other hand, this school finds the 

truth, whose last veil it claims to have lifted, expressed in the depths of 

speculation of the theologians of the Middle Ages. To confirm this, Hegel 

quotes in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion a passage from 

Meister Eckhart, and his follower, Dr. Carl Mager repeats the same in his 

Letter to a Lady on the Hegelian Philosophy.20 

 

In his study Schmidt gives a detailed overview of Eckhart’s teaching while frequently 

mentioning its similarities to Hegel’s philosophy of religion. He agrees that Eckhart is a 

true speculative thinker and accepts Rosenkranz’ thesis that medieval German 

mysticism represents the first epoch of German philosophy.21 He goes even further 

claiming that Eckhart’s doctrine, which goes beyond the medieval dispute between 

Realism and Nominalism, can rightly be denoted as absolute idealism.22 

Schmidt makes it clear quite early in his study that it is his intention to pose the 

crucial question whether Eckhart’s philosophy and theology are in conformity with basic 

Christian doctrines. And moreover, whether Pope John XXII was right when he in 1329 

condemned 28 of Eckhart’s theses. The presented argumentation betrays, however, yet 

another intention of Schmidt: to underline the connection between the heterodox 

doctrines and approaches characteristic of medieval mysticism and the Hegelian 

philosophy of religion.  

Schmidt identifies four main problems in Eckhart’s mysticism that are, in his opinion, 

detectable also in the Hegelian approach to religion: 

 

1. Both the Eckhartian and the Hegelian system are classified by Schmidt as 

pantheistic. Finite entities in both systems are perceived merely as moments of the 

Infinite, which leads to the confusion of the finite spirit with the infinite one. The 

finite spirit is conceived of as a moment of inner self-differentiation of the infinite 

spirit, which becomes conscious of itself in the finite spirit.23 From the theological 

point of view God as the infinite Spirit is the only all-encompassing Spirit, which 



 

 

becomes conscious of Himself in its otherness [Anderssein] – creation which is part 

of the necessary development of the divine processuality.24 As Schmidt points out the 

finite spirit is just an appearing modification of the infinite spirit, a mere moment of 

its life.25 Consequently, religion is nothing other than the self-knowledge and self-

consciousness of God in the knowing spirit; and the process of redemption and the 

whole world history are reduced to the self-unfolding of the absolute Spirit.26 

2. Religious dogmas, doctrines, and narratives are according to Schmidt 

interpreted by both Eckhart and Hegel as mere wrapper of metaphysical content.27 

The dogmas of the Church are seen as pictorial representations of speculative ideas, 

allegories that need to be subject to philosophical exegesis so that their conceptual 

potential becomes manifest. Such an attitude leads, in Schmidt’s opinion, to the 

arbitrary manipulation of ancient Christian dogmas, which results in metaphysical 

interpretations that are strongly reminiscent of early Christian heresies. Schmidt 

exemplifies this with the idealist interpretation of the Holy Trinity, which he 

considers a variation of the heresy of Sabellianism (modalism): the personal 

character of the three hypostases vanishes, as the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are 

viewed merely as modes or aspects of a single Godhead, or a single Spirit.28 

3. The third problem which Schmidt locates in both Eckhart and Hegel 

concerns the relation between philosophy and religion.29 Schmidt insists that the 

claim that the truth contained in religious representations needs to be perfected by 

speculative cognition is always addressed only to a narrow circle of philosophical 

insiders. Only a few chosen ones can grasp the essence of Christianity in its 

conceptual form, which prompts Schmidt to denote the doctrine accessible only to 

speculative philosophers as disciplina arcani (i.e. secret teaching).30 Needless to say 

that metaphysical truth of this kind is not the Christian ―good news for everyone,‖ the 

common good of the whole ecclesial community. 

4. The fourth issue that Schmidt raises in connection with Eckhart’s teaching 

he does not relate expressis verbis to Hegel, but Hegel’s treatment of religion 

logically implies the same risk. Schmidt emphasizes the fact that Eckhart’s 

pantheism, his confusion of the infinite and the finite, and his allegoric 

interpretation of religious truths demonstrably led to unethical consequences.31 

These became manifested in the antinomism of the Brothers of Free Spirit, a 



 

 

medieval sect that according to Schmidt adopted Eckhart’s teaching. Although 

Eckhart himself was a man of impeccable morals, his doctrine caused moral 

irregularities: unintentionally but necessarily. Since Hegel’s interpretation of religion 

resembles in numerous aspects that of Meister Eckhart, it would be illusory to 

presume that it were immune to this danger. 

 

Schmidt’s article, which aroused considerable attention, represents an important 

sample of the opinions characteristic of the theological paradigm that had a negative 

stance on Hegel’s philosophy of religion. The novum of this study was undoubtedly the 

fact that Schmidt aimed his criticism primarily against Meister Eckhart—a medieval 

theologian whom Hegel presented in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion as a 

positive antipole to modern Protestant theologians. Schmidt based his theses on 

extensive research of historical sources, which was unique in his age, and he used his 

findings to document the superficiality of the knowledge of Eckhart in Hegelian circles. 

Although Schmidt did not argue against Meister Eckhart’s philosophical relevance, he 

consciously undermined his reputation of a dogmatically consistent theologian. He 

attempted to demonstrate that the basis for the idealist thinkers’ enthusiasm for Eckhart 

was not thorough theological analysis of Eckhart’s teachings, but rather its apparent 

resemblance with Hegel’s philosophy of religion: whose principles were theologically as 

dubious as those of its medieval muse. 

  

3. Hans L. Martensen: An Attempt at Reconciliation of Speculative 

Philosophy of Religion with Protestant Theology 

 

In 1840, one year after the publication of Schmidt’s study, Hans Lassen Martensen 

(1808-1884), the Danish Protestant theologian inspired by Hegelian philosophy entered 

the debate with his work Meister Eckart. A Contribution to the Elucidation of Mysticism 

of the Middle Ages.32 Similar to Schmidt, Martensen treated alongside the historical 

theme the conflict of his day between the Hegelian philosophy of religion and 

contemporary theology. 

Martensen was well-aware of the debate that had preceded his work and references to 

Hegel, Rosenkranz, and Schmidt appear already on the first pages of his treatise.33 



 

 

Straight from the beginning Martensen’s non-conflicting style gives away his intention to 

avoid further heating up the already quite stirred polemic. Although the monograph 

clearly has a Hegelian agenda,34 Martensen’s goal is to reconcile speculative philosophy 

with Protestant theology, not to further deepen the chasm between them. Martensen 

therefore commences his analysis on safe ground agreeing with the thesis accepted by 

both conflicting parties that ―mysticism is more closely related to science, and in 

particular to philosophy, than the latter has often been willing to admit.‖35 Confirming 

the view shared by both Rosenkranz and Schmidt, he asserts that German mysticism ―is 

the first form in which German philosophy  appears in history‖ and assigns to Meister 

Eckhart the title of ―the patriarch of German speculation.‖36 He also confirms the 

connection between medieval mystics and idealist philosophers, saying that ―Schelling 

and Hegel have...demanded that philosophical thought rejuvenate itself in the 

immediate knowledge of God and divine things found in mysticism.‖37 

As for the issues raised by Carl Schmidt, Martensen gives an answer that has at least 

three different levels: 

 

1. He agrees with Schmidt that mysticism indeed has problems with: 

pantheism, allegorical exegesis of religious doctrines and narratives, the rejection 

of representation, Christology, as well as with ethics. 

2. Martensen underlines the fact that the tension created by these problems 

is philosophically and theologically productive, in fact it is the source of the 

proto-speculative element in mysticism. Through the negation of the classical 

understanding of theological concepts, mysticism opens new possibilities for the 

conceptualization of such crucial relations as unity and individuation or 

transcendence and immanence. 

3. Mysticism is not capable of solving the philosophical tension it has 

created, since its conceptual instruments are too rudimentary and do not enable 

it to conceptualize religious content in its entirety. Instead of the reconciliation of 

opposites leading to higher unity, mysticism remains trapped in what Martensen 

terms oscillation: conceptual alternation between two opposites. For this reason 

modern speculative thought is unequivocally superior to mysticism, and it is 

utterly incorrect to place the two traditions at the same level as Carl Schmidt did. 



 

 

Mystical speculation and idealist speculation are similar in their efforts and 

themes, but differ substantially in their solutions. 

 

Martensen begins his analysis of the mystical consciousness with an examination of 

the theme that represented the greatest bone of contention in the debate on speculative 

mysticism, and was repeatedly used for discrediting both Hegel and Eckhart: pantheism. 

Already Hegel warned against the misuse of this term in his Lectures on the Philosophy 

of Religion and was later supported by other promoters of the speculative philosophy of 

religion. 

 In contrast to Schmidt, who labelled both Eckhart and Hegel as pantheists, 

Martensen approaches the issue of pantheism in a more sensitive and complex manner. 

First of all, he attempts to demonstrate that pantheism represents a crucial element for 

the arising form of speculative thinking. Pantheistic tendencies enable mysticism to 

transcend the horizon of the so-called cosmic theology which ―thinks only in terms of 

finite relations‖ and for which ―God is the highest object, and yet only one object 

amongst all other objects – which also can be thought.‖38 Mysticism refuses to remain 

―shipwrecked upon the rock of finitude‖ and in its quest for God’s all-permeating 

substantiality it negates all finitude (cosmos), as well as the objectified God, which 

prompts Martensen to characterise the mystical form of pantheism as acosmism and 

atheism.39 

However, this strong emphasis on negation leads Christian mysticism away from 

where it started: from historical revelation. Through negation of all finite content it 

discovers the deep nameless and unobjectifiable mystery of Godhead, but once it 

approaches it, it starts to desire a positive content again. At this stage its oscillation 

between two opposites—the negatively delimited mystery and the positively delimited 

revelation—begins and leads it to an alternate embracing and rejecting of pantheism. 

As it turns out, the key problem of mysticism is that it remains unable to see opposites 

in their basal unity, and its highest ―achievement‖ is pure mystery which cannot be 

conceptualized. Mysticism fails to grasp that ―[t]he concepts mystery and revelation are 

not true outside of each other, but only within one another,‖40 and its permanent 



 

 

oscillation between them lacks the necessary unifying moment. Mystical consciousness 

thus remains split, and is dominated by an unproductive binarity and dichotomy. 

At this point Martensen underscores the fact that although mystical pantheism 

elevates the conceptualization of religious content to a new level, it produces structures 

that it is unable to master. When Martensen looks for terms suitable to denote what is 

lacking in mysticism he avails himself of concepts borrowed from Hegelian philosophy: 

the Logical Idea,41 the Concept,42 and mediation.43 In his subsequent speculative-

dogmatic correction of mysticism Martensen also avails himself of Hegel’s processuality 

of the Spirit, which he applies to theological concepts used by the mystics. 

Apart from pointing to the conceptual instrumentarium of the ―more recent 

speculation‖ as a possible solution to the problems arisen in mystical consciousness and 

for mystical pantheism, Martensen also underlined the crucial theological contribution 

of the classical Lutheran dogmatics.44 By means of highlighting the consistency of the 

Protestant doctrine of unio mystica and its place in the ordo salutis, Martensen placed 

Lutheran dogmatics in a certain sense side by side with the Hegelian speculative 

philosophy. In both traditions he located conceptual structures that offer optimal 

solutions to the problems identified by mysticism. 

Martensen’s monograph, in contrast to other preceding contributions to the debate, 

did not attack any contemporary intellectual paradigm; and explicitly highlighted the 

contribution of the Hegelian philosophy. As well as the contribution of Protestant 

dogmatics to the controversial issues connected to mysticism, especially the issue of 

pantheism (the unity of the infinite and finite spirit). In this way Martensen pointed out 

the natural concurrence of speculative philosophy of religion and classical Church 

dogmatics, whose mutual relation he saw as that of complementarity rather than 

conflict. 

Although Martensen’s monograph experienced an ambiguous reception in German 

philosophical-theological circles, several reviewers appreciated his integrative position. 

This can be best seen in the review of the Tübingen theologian Ferdinand Christian Baur 

(1792-1860), who praised Martensen for having substantiated that  

 



 

 

true speculation could at no time pursue a different goal than the one 

which also the newest speculation—despite all malevolence—would never 

lose track of, and that the speculative interest is by the nature of the 

matter itself most intimately interwoven with the Christian interest, as one 

can see in these mystics, whose minds were undeniably permeated with 

the spirit of Christendom.45  

 

4. Franz A. Staudenmaier: Catholic Criticism of Eckhart, Hegel and 

Martensen as Proponents of Pantheism 

 

After the publication of Martensen’s monograph in German in 1842 the debate on 

speculative mysticism gained new momentum in German theological journals.46 In 1843 

the influential Catholic theologian Franz Anton Staudenmaier (1800-1856), from 

Freiburg in Breisgau, joined the debate. Publishing a harsh critique of Martensen’s 

monograph in the journal Zeitschrift für Theologie.47 

 One of the chief reasons why Staudenmaier regarded Martensen as an obvious 

opponent was that Staudenmaier’s interpretation of Eckhart largely overlapped with, 

and was at times directly derived from, the critique formulated by Carl Schmidt. In his 

work Die Lehre von der Idee, which appeared in the same year as Martensen’s 

monograph, Staudenmaier presented Eckhart as a thinker who had a destructive effect 

on true Christian speculation.48 In his exposition of Eckhart’s doctrine Staudenmaier 

gradually touched upon all the four main objections addressed by Schmidt to Eckhart, 

and in all four cases agreed with Schmidt’s criticism which he sometimes even 

intensified: 

1. Staudenmaier depicts Eckhart as a mystical pantheist, a proponent of 

―false spiritualism,‖49 who preached that there is only one spirit (God) while 

everything else does not exist, but merely appears.50 Eckhart’s pantheistic 

theosophy regards the finite human spirit as an accidental form of the divine spirit, 

human knowledge of God as a form of divine self-knowledge and the world as 

God’s self-objectivization.51  



 

 

2. Eckhart reduces, with the help of allegory, the historical divine revelation 

to a speculative message and interpretes ancient Christian dogmas through 

a speculative prism. The peak of his pantheistic speculation is his interpretation of 

the dogma of the Holy Trinity, according to which the three divine Persons 

represent a mere ―symbolic form‖ illustrating the self-process of divine life.52 

Eckhart’s concept of Godhead is thus nothing other than ―the Sabellian monas...in 

the form of the Logical Idea.‖53 

3. As Staudenmaier points out, Eckhart follows the example of the ancient 

Christian sects of the Gnostics and Manicheans who regarded themselves as ―the 

illuminated ones‖ partaking in special knowledge. The secret truth shared by the 

members of the sect was to remain hidden from the uninitiated ones, that is from 

the rest of the ecclesial community.54  

4. Eckhart’s pantheism, which in Staudenmaier’s understanding posits a 

false unity of humans with God, abolishes the natural order between God and 

humans and eliminates the binding law of God’s will. It leads ultimately to an 

antinomism that acknowledges no external authority, neither worldly nor 

spiritual.55 

 

In conformity with Schmidt, Staudenmaier draws the attention of the reader to 

similarities between Eckhart’s condemnable doctrines and Hegel’s speculative 

interpretation of Christian dogmas, explicitly quoting passages from the Lectures on the 

Philosophy of Religion to prove his point.56 More importantly Hegel’s presence in the 

text is mainly implicit, as Staudenmaier repeatedly explains the Eckhartian 

theologoumena with the help of Hegelian philosophemes. 

 Meister Eckhart plays a role also in Staudenmaier’s later work Darstellung und 

Kritik des Hegelschen Systems (1844), in which he is depicted as a representative of 

logical pantheism whose tradition stretches from the Eleates to Hegel.57 In this critique 

of the Hegelian philosophy Staudenmaier once again presents an odd fusion of the 

Eckhartian and Hegelian conceptual apparatus. When presenting the main tenets of 

Eckhart’s doctrine at the very beginning, Staudenmaier defines Eckhart’s concept of God 

with an obvious reference to Hegel: ―God is the highest Essence in which all opposites 

are dissolved in unity...As this unity God is Spirit, that is the One and only Spirit, or 



 

 

according to a new expression: the absolute Spirit.‖58 Contentually, Staudenmaier’s 

presentation of Eckhart’s theology in Darstellung und Kritik des Hegelschen Systems is 

a shortened version of his earlier critique of Eckhart in Die Lehre von der Idee. 

Staudenmaier’s firm conviction in the pantheistic nature of both Eckhart’s and 

Hegel’s system ,and of their detrimental effect on Christian theology, is also reflected in 

his review of Martensen’s treatise. A treatise in which pantheism and its dichotomic 

relation to Christian theism represent a crucial theme. 

In contrast to Martensen’s reconciling and constructive style, Staudenmaier’s review 

is constructed as an open polemic. Even if Staudenmaier admits that Martensen’s study 

contains a richness of interesting ideas, he declares bluntly that it lacks thoroughness, 

depth, and truth.59 

Already at the very beginning Staudenmaier objects to the emphasizing of Eckhart’s 

importance for the history of German philosophy, and asserts that the presentation of 

the pantheistic mystic as the philosophical symbol of the German nation is ill-founded 

and utterly misleading. If there is a need for such a symbol, according to Staudenmaier 

Leibniz has much better predispositions for it than Eckhart.60 

Staudenmaier’s review aims its rebuke of pantheism not only at speculative 

mysticism, but also at the two traditions which Martensen presented as potential sources 

of solution to the problems formulated by mysticism: Hegel’s philosophy and Lutheran 

dogmatic theology. 

The main objection Staudenmaier makes to Martensen consists in the claim that 

pantheism can in no way positively enrich Christian theism. Martensen’s thesis that 

mysticism acquires its speculative character exactly through its embracing of pantheism 

is rejected by Staudenmaier, with the argument that Martensen starts from a mistaken 

concept of development. According to Martensen’s scheme Christian theism must first 

develop into pantheism in order to attain the desired speculative character. In practice, 

this would mean that an individual adherent to the Christian religion would become 

a pantheist before awakening in him- or herself the speculative element.61 Such 

a developmental scheme is according to Staudenmaier gravely misdirecting, as it 

suggests to the individual Christian that the way to speculation leads through apostasy.  

In his review Staudenmaier repeatedly refers to Hegel and insists that Martensen 

uncritically adopted from him several pantheistic elements. Staudenmaier cites in this 



 

 

connection especially the propositions that ―the creation of the world is inseparable from 

the divine life-process‖, and that ―God attains consciousness first as the human I.‖62 He 

explains Martensen’s interest in pantheistic mysticism with the argument that 

Martensen himself is ―still in many ways governed by the pantheistic principle, 

particularly in the Hegelian form.‖63 

 After his critique of Eckhart’s mysticism, Hegel’s philosophy, and Martensen’s  

speculative theology, Staudenmaier turns against Lutheran dogmatic theology, which he 

reproaches for the antinomistic nature of its concept of unio mystica. According to 

Staudenmaier this concept, as presented in Martensen’s monograph, accentuates the 

activity of God to such an extent that it entirely suppresses the need for ethical praxis on 

the part of the human individual.64 The perfection of Christ, the new Adam, totally 

overshadows the imperfection of the concrete human and faith. What is for Martensen 

the only necessary characteristic of the human’s attitude, is reduced to sheer magical 

formula. 

Martensen’s project of the speculative-dogmatic correction of mystical ideas by means 

of idealist metaphysics and Protestant dogmatics can, in Staudenmaier’s opinion, never 

be successful, since both newer traditions suffer from similar defects as medieval 

mysticism. And although this philosophical-theological experiment contains 

inspirational ideas, it ultimately represents a vicious circle from which it is unnable to 

liberate itself, just as mystical consciousness was unable to free itself from the 

contradictions it had produced. 

 Understandably enough, the annihilating criticism of Martensen’s interpretation 

of speculative mysticism in Staudenmaier’s review did not remain without a reaction 

from the Lutheran side. In 1845 the Kiel professor of theology Christian Nikolaus 

Theodor Heinrich Thomsen (1803-1872) published, in the journal Theologische Studien 

und Kritiken, a defense of Martensen’s treatise.65 Although Thomsen’s apology was 

unusually detailed and extensive, his argumentation had largely left the ground of the 

original philosophical-theological debate by focusing on a denominational conflict. 

However, even Thomsen could not avoid mentioning the appropriation of the concepts 

of modern idealist philosophy of religion in Martensen’s speculative dogmatics. 

 

 



 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The debate on speculative mysticism captures with great plasticity the ambuigity of 

the theological community’s reactions to Hegel’s interpretation of religion in general, 

and in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion in particular. Hegel’s comments on 

theology and its current state in the Lectures were an impulse that opened a Pandora’s 

box concerning the relation of Christian theology to Hegel’s speculative philosophy of 

religion. The legitimacy of the penetration of Hegelian concepts into theology was a long-

standing point of controversy, which Hegel and his followers even amplified with the 

assertion that medieval mysticism anticipated the speculative direction of theology-

which without the conceptual grasping of religious content necessarily misses the 

essence of Christianity. Although medieval mysticism was nominally the primary point 

of discussion, it often functioned as a substitutionary object of criticism for non-

Hegelian theologians who ultimately wished to aim their polemic against idealism. The 

fact that mystical doctrines were in both Schmidt, Martensen, and Staudenmaier 

indicated, with the help of Hegelian philosophemes, that mysticism was in a certain 

sense a secondary topic dependent on the broader context of the debate. 

 The claim of the Hegelian-oriented philosophers, that German Rhineland 

mysticism represents the first stage of German philosophy, successfully integrating 

philosophical procedures with religious truths; and prompted some contemporary 

theologians to point out dogmatic inconsistencies in both the Eckhartian and Hegelian 

interpretation of Christianity. The most frequent reproach against these traditions was 

that of pantheism, which according to the theologians eliminated the personal nature of 

the Holy Trinity; the autonomy of creation and the finite human spirit; degraded the 

history of salvation to a necessary self-development of the infinite spirit and religion to 

a process of self-knowledge of the divine spirit. Eckhart’s concept of God and Hegel’s 

concept of Spirit were perceived as related or even identical. 

 The comprehension of religious content, which Hegel in the Lectures on the 

Philosophy of Religion postulated as a necessary precondition for the philosophical and 

scientific character of theology, was in Schmidt and Staudenmaier rejected as an 

arbitrary allegorical exegesis of dogmas and symbols. An exegesis which in many aspects 



 

 

reached conclusions reminiscent of ancient Christian heresies. The necessity of grasping 

the speculative determinations in religious doctrines was, on the part of the theologians, 

perceived as an attempt to reduce religion to philosophy, in the sense that only thinkers 

erudite in philosophical speculation were able to reach the essence of Christianity. 

 The reproach concerning the interrelatedness of Eckhart’s doctrine and medieval 

antinomistic movements was indirectly applied to the Hegelian tradition, with the 

argument that dogmatic confusion of basic Christian truths must sooner or later affect 

ethical praxis. 

 Martensen’s speculative approach to Christian dogmatics represented the other 

side of the theological spectrum, which viewed Hegel’s philosophy of religion as an 

important enrichment of modern theology and gratefully applied Hegel’s speculative 

logic in describing and expounding the Christian revelation. Martensen’s critique of 

mysticism, with its conclusion that the true inspiration for modern theology is not 

medieval but modern idealist speculation, represented a contribution that for several 

years stirred the surface of Scandinavian and German theological and literary journals.  

 From the perspective of the religious crisis of the 19th century the debate on 

speculative mysticism provides intriguing glimpses of the uneasy situation of a 

Christian theology that found itself at a difficult crossroads, experiencing inner tensions 

and divisions when faced with the challenge of German idealism. In the debate theology 

was confronted with the issue of its very identity, both with regard to its past, present, 

and future. The seriousness of the issues raised in the debate is evident from the very 

fact that most of the discussions pertained to the essentials of Christian dogmatics and 

ethics. For this reason the debate proved to be of interest to future generations, thus 

transcending the limits of the age in which it was born. 
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