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Issues in the research of /a mystique
in the 17th-century France: Jean-Joseph Surin

Yu WATANABE

The 17"-century France is very interesting from the perspective of history of religion, because it
is at the same time the golden age of French spirituality and the age of naissance of skepticism,
libertine, scientific rationalism and modern mentality. And that is why in this age we can find
dynamic conflicts or negotiations among plural and heterogeneous cultural forces, which deepen
and enrich the lives and ideas of mystics. This article puts la mystique (mysticism) in a new
perspective by focusing on a Jesuit mystic from Bordeaux, Jean-Joseph Surin (1600-1665).

In the first chapter, while introducing the history of the concept la mystique, we examine
previous research, especially that conducted by Sophie Houdard. Through a critique of the
classical work of Henri Bremond, she clearly shows that French mystic currents in the 17"
century are structurally inseparable from the currents of anti-mysticism. She sheds light on an
“equivoque” found in texts written by mystics which was caused by pressures of censure to sort
out the true mysticism from the false. According to her, the more la mystique becomes public, the
more its language becomes rational or is even destroyed. This chapter, however, finds her
understanding of Surin, which is at the core of her discussion, questionable and calls for a more
refined view of Surin which would involve regarding him as a “missionary™.

In the second chapter, in order to open up new horizons in the study of Surin, we take up
“popular culture” and its relationship to “mission” in early modern France as an object of our
research of la mystique. The fact is, as Michel de Certeau has already pointed out, that in this
period many mystics such as Pierre de Bérulle, Madame Guyon and Surin often found a spiritual
sense in their encounters with “humble” or *“simple” people, who gradually became
marginalized in the modern society. Parallel with this, a tension characteristic of missionary
activities in the countryside stands out.

Finally, we conclude this article by citing a passage from Questions sur I’amour de Dieu. It
allows us to assume that la mystique of Surin resonates with his experiences in the countryside
where he engaged in pastoral activities as a missionary, particularly later in his life. If nothing
else, this passage suggests the extreme bliss of his soul that achieved harmony in contradictions.
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