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MEISTER ECKHART 
 
  The challenge of Eckhart. The Christian theme foregrounded in Parzifal, and more or less shallowly 
foregrounded in the poetry of a minnesinger like Walther von der Vogelweide, is evidence of the subtle 
pervasion of the new faith into a German culture which is still, in the thirteenth century, in transition from a 
version of the Middle Ages in which are embedded many elements of the ancient pagan world.  The 
monastic tradition still provides the energy for the evolution of the Christian perspective in Germany. 
 
   Meister Eckhart. Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) was born of a simple tradesperson family in Thuringia, 
during a period when a vocation in the church was one of the most promising career paths, but one made 
especially difficult at Eckhart’s time, by the split in the Catholic Church, whereby the power of the Papacy 
had shifted to Avignon, in France. At the age of eighteen Eckhart entered the Dominican order and 
became a monk. By this move he made a career decision which would lead to an active institutional role, 
in his order, conflict of life importance for the monk, and adventures in theological/philosophical thought 
which would render Eckhart a figure of influence not only in German religious history but in the wider 
history of contemporary world thought. He would, through his sermons, philosophical position papers, and 
public debates, become a widely known representative of his order, twice invited to a seminary 
lectureship in Paris, an honor previously bestowed only on Thomas Aquinas.  
 
   Meister Eckhart’s career. As a member of the Dominican order Eckhart is soon recognized as of 
remarkable intellectual power. He is sent to lecture in Paris—a center of high intellectual debate among 
theologians, the intellectual elite of the time—then moves from one seminary or pulpit to another, 
engaging all the time more deeply with the thought of his time. And he is concerned not only with 
theology, in which his thought grows increasingly bold, but with administrative matters, like convent 
management, which kept him fully involved in the world. As he develops his own original thought, 
however, he moves increasingly into considerations which before he knows it—indeed we don’t know just 
when—begin to attract serious critical concern from certain of his superiors.  
 
   The thought of Eckhart. It is impossible to encapsulate the metaphysical thought that Eckhart now 
enters in his forceful determination to further the speculative traditions Catholic orthodoxy found itself in. 
We know that  by 1326 some of Eckhart’s superiors have begun to support an inquisitorial campaign 
against his teaching and writings. The essence of their concern is the implication, considered embedded 
in his developing thoughts, that a direct and ‘mystical’ access to God is possible, and is grounded in the 
nature of our thought. The implications of such a position, for the organized church, are plainly immense. 
By this kind of suggestion Eckhart would seem to take the experience of God directly onto himself, and, 
although being a monk, and belonging to the Church, he would seem to be adopting an independent, 
directly mystical relation to God, which would  bypass the institution of the Church. (Martin Luther, the 
driving force behind Protestantism, is one of many who were struck with the force of Eckhart’s thought, 
and its relevance to the simplification of the Church.)  
 
   Charges against Eckhart. When one enters the charges against Eckhart, however, the entire matter 
appears highly complex, and there are reasons to suppose that the inquisition into Eckhart’s thought, 
before the conclusion of which he died, was driven by inner factional rivalries as much as by genuine 
intellectual insight. The charge against him is based on an interpretation of his view of the nature of 
thinking, which Eckhart thought to be presuppositionless, identical with its own thought, while God, as the 
ultimate thought, was the base from which we are as we begin to think. Whether or not this perspective 
entailed assuming a direct, mediation-free address to God remains open to discussion to this day. 
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Suggested paper topics 
 
Reconstruct, in your own language, the thinking of Meister Eckhart  which brought down on him at least 
the initiation of  inquisitorial charges. Can you see the view point of the administrative forces aligned 
against Eckhart? Can you understand the defense Eckhart gave of himself? What is that defense? 
 
Does the Christian thinking of Meister Eckhart seem to you to resemble the thinking of the  German 
literary thinkers one encounters among the minnesingers or in Parzifal? Does Eckhart, for that matter, 
seem to you have a literary imagination as well as a strong philosophical mind? Would that be one reason 
for his continuing influence, to our day, over writers? 
 
EXCERPT   http://catholicprimer.org/eckhart/eckhart_sermons.pdf  
 
Sin is also an eternity of hell, for eternity is in the will, and were it not in the will, it would not be in the 
consciousness. Now, people say when they commit sin that they do not intend to do so always; they 
intend to turn away from sin. That is just as though a man were to kill himself and suppose hat he could 
make himself alive again by his own strength. That is, however, impossible; but to turn from sin by one's 
own power and come to God is still much more impossible. Therefore, whosoever is to turn from sin and 
come to God in His heavenly kingdom must be drawn by the heavenly Father with the might of His divine 
power. The Father also draws the Son who comes to help us with His grace, by stimulating our free will to 
turn away from, and hate sin, which has drawn us aside from God, and from the immutable goodness of 
the Godhead. Then, if she is willing, He pours the gift of His grace into the soul, which renounces all her 
misery and sin,  and all her works become living. Now, this grace springs from the centre of Godhead and 
the Father's heart, and flows perpetually, nor ever ceases, if the soul obeys His everlasting love. 
Therefore He saith in the prophets: "I have loved thee with an everlasting love, therefore with loving 
kindness have I drawn thee." Out of the overflow of His universal love He desires to draw all to Himself, 
and to His Only-begotten Son, and to the Holy Ghost in the joy of the heavenly kingdom. Now, we should 
know that before our Lord Jesus Christ was born, the Heavenly Father drew men with all His might for five 
thousand, two hundred years; and yet, as far as we know, brought not one into the heavenly kingdom. 
So, when the Son saw that the Father had thus strongly drawn men and even wearied Himself, and yet 
not succeeded, He said to the Father: "I will draw them with the cords of a man." It was as though He 
said, "I see well, Father, that Thou with all Thy might, canst not succeed, therefore will I myself draw them 
with the cords of a man." Therefore the Son came down from heaven, and was incarnate of a Virgin, and 
took upon Him all our bodily weaknesses, except sin and folly, into which Adam had cast us; and out of all 
His words and works and limbs and nerves, He made a cord, and drew us so skillfully, and so heartily, 
that the bloody sweat poured from His sacred Body. And when He had drawn men without ceasing for 
three and thirty years, He saw the beginnings of a movement and the redemption of all things that would 
follow.  
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