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CHAPTER 8 

The Concept of Doubt In the Trial of 
Miguel de Molinos (1687) and In the 

Controversy over Quietism 

Fernando Rodríguez Mediano1 

Miguel de Molinos (1628-96) is one of seventeenth-century Europe's best-known 
mystics. After a successful career as spiritual director at Rome, which brought him 
into contact with such important figures as Christina ofSweden,2 his condemnation 
by the Roman Inquisition in 1687 involved, inter alía, an orthodox Catholic 
definition of Quietism, and of a series of propositions considered heretical. These 
would henceforth be used to label one or another belief 01' practice as 'Quietist', 
or - using an adjective newly minted for describing such heretical doctrines - as 
Molinosism. Before Molinos was put on trial, his spiritual teachings and practices 
as a guide to consciences could be identified with a type of spirituality whose 
expressions had developed mostly in Spain, France and Italy. The wide reach 
of these spiritual currents that culminated in Molinos's condemnation, and the 
repercussions caused by this negative judgement, show how important these affairs 
were in the context of religious controversy at the end of the seventeenth century. 

During Molinos's tri al the Roman Church declared 68 of his propositions to be 
heretical. This number was the result of a refinement process: the 68 propositions 
condemned on 28 August 1687 were a digest of 263 previous accusations. It is 
difficult to assess accurately the extent to whích these 68 propositions faithfully 
reflect Molinos's actual thought.3 Many are not found in his extant works 
(particularly the widely distributed Guía Espiritual), and his trial appears to have 
been set in motíon primarily on the basis of his (and his followers') immoral 
behaviour, and of doctrinal material lifted mostly from 'old episodes, his former 
advice, the letters [written to his followers]'.4 These letters, which were one of the 
principal bases for his condemnation, have been lost, which only exacerbates the 
problem of understanding Molinos's thought and of knowing how the inquisitorial 
trial was put together.5 What does seem clear is that the 68 propositions constitute a 
list of what the Church at the end of the seventeenth century considered problematic 
about Quietist spirituality. This being so, qne must see them not as defining what 
Molinos believed but as representing how the Church constructed the category 
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of 'Quietism' in order to condemn it. Here we are face to face with a veritable 
'construction of a heresy,.6 After 1687, treatises condemning Quietism proliferated, 
using the propositions refined by the Roman Inquisition. These even served to 
condemn a posteriori books which had, in a former time, been seen as harmless 
treatises on Christian spirituality, but which now were included in a new range of 
teaching labelled Quietist? The Spanish manifestation of anti-Molinosist literature 
has been partly studied by Jesús Ellacuría.8 While the most serious accusation used 
against Quietism, and the one with the broadest application and distribution, was 
alumbradismo [illuminism], a more detailed look at the argumentation used in this 
controversy furnishes clues about concrete matters su eh as the cure of souls, and 
the authority of ecclesiastical institutions and the sacramental order - in sum, 
the problem of the 'Inner Forum' 01' Forum of Conscience. In this chapter, I shall 
attempt to explain not so much matters arising from Molinos's own teaching as 
those that emerge from the controversy surrounding Quietism. To do this, I shall 
begin with the concept of doubt as it appears in the 1687 trial. 

'Doubt' in anti-Molinosist Polemic 

Of the 68 propositions of Molinos condemned by the Inquisition, 'doubt' appears 
in number II: 'An dubia, quae occurrunt, an recte procedatur, nec ne, non est 
opus reflectere'9 ['There is no need for reflection about doubts that arise regarding 
whether progress is being made rightly 01' not']. lO Why does doubt occur in this 
proposition, and how is it understood in anti-Molinosist literature? 

One of Molinos's main opponents in Spain was the Andalusian Dominican 
Pedro Sánchez (d. 1719), one of Seville's outstanding preachers of the seventeenth 
century. Towards the end of his life Sánchez composed sorne Quodlibeta to refute 
Molinos. Ir Sánchez's refutation of Molinos's eleventh proposition occurs within a 
discussion on the legitimacy of inducing young people to take religious vows. I2 

Can a child be obligated to fulfil a vow made before reaching the age of consent? 
Is paternal consent enough? How can the obligation of a vow be reconciled with 
free will in the case of someone who does not have full use of his 01' her mental 
faculties, even when it is for a good purpose such as entry into the religious life? 
Sánchez explains the various possibilities of the case, and arrives finally at a kind 
of obligation not based on force but compatible to sorne extent with free will; it 
is the type of obligation entered into through vows, about which Saint Augustine 
said: 'Felix necessitas, quae in meliora compellit!' ['Happy necessity, that drives one 
toward better things! ']. I3 

This discussion of the conditions under which vows and religious promises 
are obligatory leads Sánchez to reflect on the different conditions of those who 
enter the religious path. Those who come to religion are imperfect beings: sorne 
have a child's levity, while others are fearful 01' weak or have sorne other defect; 
nevertheless, by perseverance they can arrive at perfection. The critique against 
Molinos arises from this view of religious life as a road to perfection. Because it is 
essential to carry out tests and enquiries before taking up su eh a vocation - and 
having defined the religious life as a way of perfection - Sánchez concludes that it 
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is therefore necessary to engage in reflection when doubts arise about whether one 
is walking in a good or an evil path: 'palpebrae tuae praecedant gressus tuos' ['let 
your eyelids look straight before you'] (Pr. 4. 25); or, as the Psalmist says, 'gressus 
meos dirige secundum eloquium tuum' ['Direct my steps according to Your word'] 
(Ps. II9 [II8]. 133). These texts indicate that reflection (i.e., the 'eyelids') precedes 
walking. To not reflect when doubts arise is to abandon the use of reason: one 
may be walking well or ill, but failure to doubt means that one is thinking only of 
the verb ('walk') and not the adverb ('well' or 'ill'). Doubt is therefore an essential 
tool of the religious life which serves to bring about reflection and reasoning. The 
Psalms describe the person who abandons these: 'non est Deus in conspectu eius. 
Inquinatae sunt viae illius in omni tempore, auferuntur iudicia tua a facie eius' 
['God is not in all his thoughts; his ways are always grievous; His judgements are 
far aboye out of his sight'] (Ps. IO. 4b-5a [9. 26]). This way of sadness is the lot of 
those who do not have the fear of God before their eyes and who do not know the 
way of peace; such is the way of the Molinosists. 14 

Another principal opponent of Quietism in Spain was Francisco Barambio, a 
Capuchin monk; he was confessor in the Capuchin monastery at Madrid, but Httle 
else is known about him. I5 Along with Discursos philosóphicos, theológicos y morales, 
written to condemn Molinos, Barambio was the author of Casos reservados a su 
santidad. I6 The eleventh of his Discursos was aimed at Molinos's eleventh propo
sition.17 Barambio begins by defining doubt, as distinct from 'opinion', as: 

a type of knowledge in which the understanding, coming to know the reasons 
that are on each side, completely suspends judgement, and does not know which 
side to take hold of. There must be knowledge, else it would be ignorance and 
pure foolishness, and not at all doubt. I8 

This doubt can be either speculative or practical: 
The first speculates and explores only the truth of the matter, while the under

standing remains in doubt. The second regards the truth that ought to be put into 
practice on certain occasions or in certain circumstances. And one must be aware 
that, in order to act well, it is unavoidably needful to have arrived at a practical and 
morally confident judgement that such an act is sure. 19 

For its part, the path can be that of the Commandments of the Law of God or of 
Prayer. In both cases one is faced with a moral problem: the 'doubt' that presents 
itself along the pathway ought to be resolved through reflection, which allows one 
to move beyond the suspension ofjudgement regarding whether the path is correct 
or noto This reflection should be done 'in consultation with holy and learned men 
who have experience of the way of the Law of God', 01' by returning to 'classical 
Authors'. In this way, the problem of reflection becomes a question of authority. 

When walking the religious path, the passion appropriate for doubt is fear. In 
order to merit and retain grace, one ought always to be found in God's presence 
with fear: 

Therefore, you should fear when grace applauds you with its presence; fear 
when it increases for you; fear when it arrives once again; and know that this 
is always to have fear. 20 
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Among the many biblical examples that illustrate fear arising from doubt, and the 
reflection that follows from it, we have the Virgin Mary, who, while at prayer, 
received the Angel's visit and was troubled, thinking: what greeting can this be? It 
was also the case of Saint Theresa of ]esus, who, 'because at this time women had 
experienced great imaginings and deceit worked by the Devil',21 began to doubt her 
own prayers of quietude and union. Faced with such doubts, Saint Theresa sought 
conversation with a father of the Company of ]esus. 

Thus, we find he re a 'doubt-judgement-advice' construction that partially 
evokes the one Saint Thomas Aquinas built around the concept of 'prudence' 
(that is, 'right reason applied to action') as a fundamental virtue in the practice of 
governance, whose function it is to direct and command. Because of this, it is a 
virtue that fundamentally belongs to a man 'in so far as he has a share in ruling and 
governing'.22 The potential parts of this principal virtue are: eubolía, 'good counsel', 
'which concerns counsel'; synesis, 'which concerns judgement in matters of ordinary 
occurrence'; and gnome, 'which concerns judgement in matters of exception to the 
law'.23 This is a conceptual field developed in order to integrate contingency into 
moral deliberation: faced with doubt as to how to apply a moral or judicial norm24 

(and not only these) to a particular situation, a set of interpretative and deliberative 
rules is constructed which includes the capacity for individual interpretation, or 
recourse to pertinent authorities. Thus the Forum of Conscience is turned, by 
means of doubt, into a space not only for moral judgement but also for constructing 
political and moral authority. It is not difficult to understand how and why doubt 
appeared in Molinos's prosecution: as with other aspects of the trial, the Roman 
Inquisition understood that Molinos's doctrine was attacking forms of authority 
and religious mediation when it advocated for unconditional abandonment to 
God. This was why critics insisted on the need to appeal to ecclesiastical or textual 
authorities when doubt arose. 

In this way, Molinos's trial, in this specific aspect, appears as yet one more 
episode in the construction of conscience, in two senses: the conscience as moral 
and religious Subject carrying the capacity for judgement, and the conscience as a 
space for exercising forms of political government. Doubt is a fundamental tool for 
this construction, as indicated, for example, by the way in which moral theology 
developed the category of the 'doubtful conscience'. 

The Conscience 

Conscience is a key category for understanding how moral theology viewed the 
problem of practical moral judgement, and is therefore a preferred concept for 
understanding the type of conflict within which the trial of Molinos could take 
place. In order to show this relationship, 1 will give examples of moral theologians 
and casuists who were involved, like Barambio, in refuting Quietism. 

Among them was Friar Martín de Torrecilla, one of Spain's leading casuists 
in the seventeenth century, and author of an immense work on matters of moral 
theology. One of his short works is dedicated to refuting Molinos's doctrine. 25 It is 
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not a systematic refutation of Molinosist Quietism, but rather a defence of a point 
of Torrecilla's own moral doctrine which might be supposed to have similarities 
to Molinos - specifically to two of his propositions. The argument is as follows: 
in his Suma Torrecilla had developed his teaching on whether 'it was lawful not 
to impede upon awakening the pollution begun while asleep, when the danger of 
consent is past'o For Torrecilla it was indeed lawful not to impede pollution. What 
was more, sorne men might find by experience that sleeping in a certain position or 
eating hot food could be factors increasing the likelihood of pollution while asleep; 
yet a person should not in this case be obliged to sleep in a different position. Sorne 
might consider this teaching to be close to proposition I7 attributed to Molinos in 
the Roman sentence of condemnation: 

lf the free will is given over to God, along with the care and governing of one's 
soul, one should no longer pay attention to temptations nor make any resistance 
to them, other than denial without striving; and if one's nature is resentful, one 
must let it be resentful, because it is nature. 26 

This proposition is very close to number 12: 

He who has given his free will to God ought not to have a care about anything 
else, neither from hell nor heaven, nor from a desire for one's own perfection, 
nor from the virtues, nor from one's holiness, nor from one's own salvation, the 
hope ofwhich he should expunge.27 

Torrecilla's tract is dedicated to pointing out the differences between the proposition 
attributed to Molinos and his own teaching, whose key phrase is 'cesando el peligro 
del consentimiento' ['when the danger of consent is past']. In fact, says Torrecilla, 
the central moral problem to be resolved was one of consent, which was linked to 
the Subject's will. When temptation or the danger of sinning presents itself, the 
Subject ought to seek divine aid through prayer. 

Of course, Torrecilla makes the typical accusation of alumbradismo [illuminism] 
against Molinos, but he also finds an echo of Lutheran and Calvinist thought in 
these and other propositions regarding free will. What is more, he thinks that 
Molinos went further than Luther and Calvin dared to go, in his conception of the 
complete surrender of the will to God. 28 More generally, Torrecilla believes he can 
detect Calvin's doctrine in the teachings of Molinos when the latter writes: 

when God moves the human will by his divine grace, it is moved in such a 
way that everything it does proceeds from grace alone; and that the will should 
be only passive, so that it does not cooperate with grace, but omnino nihil agit 
positiue. 29 

The category of 'conscience' was developed in order to define the Subject of moral 
judgement. Torrecilla himself presented a definition and classification of conscience 
in his works on casuistry. The conscience is defined as: 

an act of the understanding; not just any understanding, but one of judgement, 
by which it judges what the will ought to embrace or flee from, as being either 
in accordance with or against reason. [ ... ] lt should be distinguished from 
Synderesis, which judges universal principIes, and from moral knowledge or 
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opinion, which judges universal conclusions, since the conscience only makes 
judgements about particular conclusions [ ... ] And thus the conscience is the 
application of knowledge (ciencia) to the work that ought presently to be done; 
or it is a practical judgement of the understanding which says to the will: do this 
because it is reasonable, or do not do it because it is against reason.30 

According to Torrecilla, the conscience can be differentiated by categories: ríght, 
'that which calls truth, truth'; erroneous, 'that which calls error, truth'; doubtful, 
'which is a suspension of the soul, in which, because there are insufficient reasons 
on one side or the other to move it to assent or dissent, or because there are equal 
difficulties in both sets of reasons, the understanding remains indifferent and 
unable to judge whether the matter is lawful or unlawful'; probable, 'which judges 
that something is probably lawful or unlawful, yet suspects that the opposite could 
be more true'; and scrupulous, which is 'a light sus picio n born of insubstantial 
foundations, by which what is not sin is judged or believed to be sin, but always 
with the suspicion that the contrary might be true; thus it does not exclude the 
certain judgement or opinion of the opposite side, and it is more credulity than 
settled judgement; it is like a disturbance or suspicion which brings with it disquiet, 
fear, and spiritual alienation'.3 1 

Here one can identify categories of conscience as they were exhaustively developed 
by casuistic and moral theology, as we shall see. Our interest for the purposes of 
this chapter is in the 'doubtful conscience' and the 'probable conscience'. Both 
imply doubt, but in different ways. The doubtful conscience refers to a 'suspension 
of assent' caused by doubt. This can be either negative, if there are no reasons in 
favour of one or another option, or positive, if there are reasons that favour both 
options but none is sufficiently strong to induce a choice. If, on the other hand, 
there are reasons that are sufficiently strong to support one of the options, one can 
no longer speak of rigorous doubt but rather of 'opinión probable o duda opinativa' 
['probable opinion or opinionated doubt']. In other words, there is a distinction to 
be made between doubt that is incapable of forming an opinion (conscíentía dubía) 
and the conscience that stands doubting between two choices, both of them valid 
(conscíentía probabile). 32 

Martín de Torrecilla continued making distinctions that followed on from his 
initial classification of types of doubt. Besides positive or negative, doubts can be by 
right or in fact, speculative or practical. When a doubt arises, one should attempt 
to overcome it 'either by questioning or studying, or by searching for a sufficient 
motive' that will turn the doubt into probable opinion. If the conscience needs 
to act, either by urgency or necessity, there would be no sin even if the choice 
reached were improbable; and if the conscience needs to choose the les ser of two 
evils, there would be no sin in that either. Torrecilla repeats the well-known, 
apparently contradictory, pair oflegal principIes whose running argument is present 
throughout the whole of seventeenth-century polemics concerning morallaxism. 
The first is, 'melior est conditio possidentis' (that is, when doubt exists about 
property, the better right of the possessor was recognized); this was one of the basic 
principIes of probabilismo The second was 'in dubiis tutior pars est eligenda' (that 
is, when in doubt, the more secure si de should be chosen); this was the principIe 
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with which the rigorists opposed probabilismo Yet, according to Torrecilla, the 
two principIes are morally complementary since the state of the property helps to 
define 'the more secure side'.33 How should 'conditio possidentis' be understood 
morally? As an example, when faced with the question of whether a non-religious 
person ought to obey a prelate when such a person is in doubt about whether the 
command is lawful or whether it exceeds the churchman's authority, the answer is 
'yes', because the superior possesses the right of commanding; and, in order for the 
Subject to excuse himself from obedience, he would have to demonstrate that the 
command is not rightly issued. However, if the Subject in question is a religious 
person, then the answer is 'no', because his vow does not obligate him, and he 
possesses freedom in this case.34 In reality, the moral adoption of this legal principIe 
implies that, when doubt exists, the balance should tip in favour of the person 
whose responsibility it is to make a judgement; that is, in favour of the conscience 
that is in possession of free will. 

The categories of conscience, as Torrecilla received and reproduced them, were 
the product of a complex process. For example, the development of the 'scrupulous 
conscience' category, and its connection to the world of moral debate concerning 
probabilism, was not exempt from influence by the spiritual style of the Jesuits, 
forming part of a history that intimately connected the probabilist controversy to 
the Company of Jesus.35 In this sense Torrecilla's book reflects the arrival point of 
intensive debates about the 'probable conscience' and the rules to which it is subject. 
Without going into detail regarding Torrecilla's explanations, 1 shall cite two of 
his chapters in which he explains his defence of probabilities. The first of these 
discusses 'the age, sufficiency, and utility of probabilities', concluding that they are 
very ancient, as old as Adam and Eve ('because they made excuses for certain great 
sin s before the Fall'), Jacob, the Maccabees, the Apostles, and even the angels. On 
this point Torrecilla contradicted those who, like Prospero Fagnani (a renowned 
anti-probabilist), affirmed that probabilities were quite recento Torrecilla attacked 
Fagnani's proposition, 'opinio probabilis non sufficit', which was also affirmed by 
Antonio Merienda (another famous anti-probabilist), and by Lutherans, Calvinists 
and Jansenists. It was aproposition whose orthodoxy was suspect, since Jansen 
inferred from it his 'Deus impossibilia iubet', which in turn produced several 
heretical propositions: 'Deus impossibilia praecipit' (this was heretical because there 
are rarely opinions of absolute certainty in moral affairs, and to oblige a person 
always to follow these would be to command the impossible), and 'Deus impossibilia 
potest et solet praecipere'. For Torrecilla, Jansenism leached into opinions such as 
'peccant omnes qui in materia conscientiae sequuntur opinionem probabilem'.36 On 
the other hand, when asking who has the right to debate probabilities, and who are 
those who have enlarged or narrowed people's consciences, Torrecilla responded 
that the Canonists had no right to speak about probabilities since they were ignorant 
of the philosophical subtleties of Moral Theology and worked mostly in the area of 
external rights. At the same time, in contrast to what their enemies thought, the 
Moderns had not relaxed people's consciences, but rather extraordinarily restricted 
them, for this reason: the old Catholics, faced with these two opinions - 'Ecclesia 
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non vult suis legibus illigare Christianorum conscientias' and 'Ecclesia non potest 
eorundem illigare conscientias' - had chosen the first and rejected the second. 
Nevertheless, Luther had defended the second, and the 'common people' had 
followed him in it; for this reason, modern Catholics had se en the need to reinforce 
their power over consciences, 'and thus they said iubet ergo potest', a position which 
the Church afterward legitimized.37 

The genealogy of Martín de Torrecilla's process of argument is clear. He himself 
explicitly cites Antonino Diana and Juan Caramuel. In fact, Torrecilla closely follows 
the latter in his Apologema.38 The circumstances of this work have been studied by 
Julia Fleming.39 It is a polemical work in which Caramuel defends probabilist doctrine 
against an attack by Prospero Fagnani, a canonist of the Roman Curia, who had 
made his assault on probabilism in a commentary on a chapter of the Decretals Ne 
innitaris. To a great extent it was an argument between the 'prince of rigorists' and 
the 'prince of probabilists'. In attacking probabilism (not only Caramuel), Fagnani 
had declared it to be a modern doctrine from the present century. Formerly, moral 
certainty had been the prerequisite for lawful behaviour, since moralists understood 
that probable opinion was insufficient.40 Against this attack Caramuel defended 
the antiquity of probabilities and their use in the Bible and among the angels, 
and he made an assault on their true enemies, the Jansenists. Caramuel thought 
that Fagnani had unintentional1y (being a canonist untrained in moral theology) 
defended a thesis from which the most damnable of Port-Royal's propositions 
could necessarily be derived - namely, that God could require impossible things 
of meno He believed that Fagnani's accusation that probabilists were novatores was 
unjust, recalling the label previously applied to Protestants. 41 In any case, probabilist 
theologians, far from being more lax than the canonists, had been more rigorous. 42 

In reality, the fact that Fagnani found support for his position in texts produced 
in the environment of Port-Royal allowed the accusation of laxism launched 
against the probabilists to be understood in the context of Jansenist polemic.43 A 
detailed (though not final) exposition of Caramuel's moral teaching is found in his 
Theologia moralis, whose third book is dedicated to matters of conscience.44 The 
greater part of this book looks at the 'conscientia dubia',45 a fact which is hardly 
strange given that the development of moral theology as its own discipline (clearly 
differentiated, as we have seen, from other areas of knowledge like canonistic 
science) had much to do with the importance given to the sacrament of confession. 
In fact, casuistic treatises were in principIe written for confessors, to aid them in 
their work of guiding consciences. In large part, Caramuel was justified in feeling 
himself to be a 'modern', to the extent that he represented a kind of knowledge 
dedicated to the various forms of practical moral judgement, which could only be 
understood in the context of putting such forms into practice; with the consequent 
rejection of the idea of the perpetuity of the Faith as defended by Jansenism.46 

In his Apologema, Caramuel defended Antonino Diana (who had died that same 
year) against an attack by Fagnani. Diana's name was linked to accusations of moral 
laxismo As we have seen, Torrecilla also used Diana as one ofhis main sources. Diana, 
in his exposition of the categories of 'conscientia dubia' and 'conscientia erronea', 
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had explained that it was possible to act morally in practice even when speculative 
doubt existed, and he had suggested a moral application of the principIe 'melior est 
conditio possidentis' a principIe that, as we have seen, would come to legitimize 
'freedom of conscience'. 47 Undoubtedly, Torrecilla follows the probabilist tradition, 
reproducing the polemical context in which Diana and Caramuel produced their 
works. Nevertheless, we must keep in mind that, at the time when Torrecilla was 
writing against Molinos, probabilism had received a serious blow from Rome. 
Torrecilla himself had to write an exposition of the propositions condemned by 
Alexander VII and Innocent XI. 48 Following this papal condemnation of laxism, 
treatises on casuistry and moral theology normally included in their introductions 
the text of the condemnations.49 In fact, as we have seen, Torrecilla's critique of 
Molinos had its starting point in a defence of his own teaching, in order to avoid 
any confusion with Molinosism regarding one critical point - namely, whether 
the conscience had resisted sin or noto This example indicated the dynamic context 
in which the process of defining moral doubt was carried on. To put it differently: 
building up a case against Molinos was the consequence of a long and deep conflict 
in which the conscience was a battleground for a confrontation between Jansenists 
and Jesuits, Reformed and Catholic, mystics and sceptics ... Thus the definition of 
conscience arose from a need to conceptualize different positions that were at 
least during the second half of the seventeenth century - in conflict, and that 
involved a complex process. An essential factor in all this was the Company of 
Jesus, whose position during the probabilist controversy is well known, and which 
enjoyed a fundamental role in the polemic against Molinos. 

The Jesuits and Molinosism 

One of the first polemicists against Miguel de Molinos was Fr Paolo Segneri, who 
in I680 (that is, before the verdict against Molinos) published Concordia tra lafatica e 
la quiete.50 The book was an argument against the Moderns who, in order to guide 
souls on the road to salvation, promoted the way of prayer over that of meditation. 
Segneri, beginning with a distinction between infused or mystic contemplation and 
acquired contemplation, criticized those teachers who conducted souls along the 
path of contemplation without showing any interest whatsoever in meditation -
that is, in the exercise of interior abilities, the imagination, the understanding, or 
the will. According to them, once one had arrived at contemplation, there was no 
reason at all to return to meditation. Against this extreme view, Segneri proposed 
what he considered a middle way, in which the soul ought to return and again take 
up meditation after communication with God has ended. That is, if one loves God, 
then every means should be used to know him, both contemplation (near) and 
meditation (far). The surest rule for Segneri was: 

everything that is an object of faith is an object of contemplation [ ... ] just 
as whatever is an object of contemplation [ ... ] is an object of meditation. 
Meditation is not distinguished by its object, which is God first of aH [ ... ] but 
rather the two are differentiated by their methods of viewing that object.51 
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One consequence of the Modern contemplatives' ideas was that attention was given 
to a quite abstract idea of God, with a neglect of the human nature of Christ (so that 
theological reflection became distant from the sense-world), and a belittling of the 
mystery of the hypostatic union and the sacrament of the Eucharist. 

At the end of the seventeenth century, Segneri's book was one of the most 
significant works ofthe anti-Quietist polemic through which a case against Molinos 
was being built up. Molinos responded to several of Segneri's attacks, specifically 
regarding the distinction between infused and acquired contemplation, and whether 
the soul ought to return to meditation once the state of contemplation had been 
reached.52 This was an important question. The Jesuit Gottardo Bell'uomo, in his JI 
pregio e IJordíne dell'oratione ordínaríe e místiche - the first significant work against the 
Quietism of Molinos - explained the differences between ordinary and mystical 
prayer, the clearest of which was that it was possible 'to give precepts and relevant 
rules so that ordinary prayers can be perfectly made', whereas this was impossible 
with mystical prayers. This was so because: 

our powers, within the range of their natural ability, can act either well or badly 
when exercising themselves in prayer, so that they are open to being directed; 
and thus, per regulas numquam fallentes [ ... ] we arrive at the desired result of 
praying and meditating rightly, just as happens when we exercise any other art, 
whether mechanical or intellectual. 

In contrast, no precept or guide has any value for mystical prayer.53 Here we 
find prefigured the problem of doubt: prayer can be exercised well 01' badly, and 
therefore it ought to be directed by a series of very precise rules. This is one of the 
key points of opposition between, on the one hand, abstract contemplation and 
the abandonment of the sensual world, which depends on direct communication 
between God and the soul, and, on the other hand, the way of meditation as 
discourse, which acts upon the soul's powers, imagination, memory, understanding 
and will. For the Jesuits, the principal model of this kind of meditation was, of 
course, the Exercíses of Saint Ignatius.54 

The works we have mentioned formed part of the reaction to the publication of 
the Guía Espiritual in 1675. In what seemed to be a victory for Quietism, Bell'uomo's 
and Segneri's books were condemned in 1681, before Molinos was put on tria1.55 Of 
course, we know that this was only an apparent victory, and that Segneri's work 
enjoyed alife well beyond the verdict against Molinos. In 1688 it was translated 
into Spanish, with the addition of 'a brief report on the sect of the Quietists, with 
the propositions of Molinos, which the Author impugns, and which His Holiness 
Innocent XI has condemned'.56 The translator, himself a J esuit, offered an a posteríori 
reconstruction of the anti-Molinosist quarrel, based on the propositions condemned 
by Rome, while emphasizing Segneri's role in defending Saint Ignatius's way 
of prayer against the pernicious doctrine of the Quietists. The latter taught that 
perfection was achieved through passivity of the powers and senses. The soul should 
be annihilated, neither considering nor contemplating nor remembering nor loving 
God. It should not be occupied with external devotion, but should repress all desire 
for movement 01' petitioning God (not even for one's own salvation 01' that of 
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one's nearest and dearest). It should not resist temptations nor ask for God's aid in 
resisting them. Quietists despised images, not only physical ones but also those of 
the imagination. They called sins (no matter how serious) 'violencias del demonio' 
['devilish forcefulness'], involving no consent or guilt of the will. In sum, the 
soul totally resigned its free will into God's hands, and everything that happened 
thereafter was due to the will of God. Unquestionably, Molinos taught - and this 
directly touches on the conceptualization of 'doubt' in the context of the verdict 
against him - that: 

those who walk in the internal way tread a path far removed from confession, 
confessionals, cases of conscience, theology and philosophy. And if doubts or 
scruples arise regarding actions, which they called forcefulness of the Devil, 
they should be despised. There was no authority on earth that could demand 
an account of what occurred between the soul and the Director. 

The translation of Segneri's work into Spanish included alife of the author, 
originally written in Italian by Fr Joseph Massei. The volume was republished in 
1705 with a new supplement: a 'response by the said Father Pablo Señeri to a great 
prelate's consultation regarding the probability of opinions'.57 This was a defence of 
probabilism, with a definition of 'probable' and its rules of use. Segneri, one of the 
most important Jesuits of the latter part of the seventeenth century, was a defender 
of probabilism and one of the principal opponents of the probabiliorism of Tirso 
González de Santalla, General of the Jesuits at that time. This was a significant 
quarrel within the Company ofJesus, and it undoubtedly helps us to understand the 
position taken by many Jesuits with respect to Molinosism within the wider context 
of the problem of defining the frontiers between conscience and obedience.S8 Here 
1 will point out just one aspect of Segneri's text: his focus on the field defined by 
the tension between rule and opinion, that is, the problem of freedom of conscience 
and the cure of souls. According to him, 'today's heretics' (meaning the Jansenists) 
not only tried to make certain that the common people were advised to follow the 
most probable opinion, but that they were obligated to do so, with the result that 
they caused them to fall into despair.59 This tension is expressed in the proposition 
of the so-called 'benign opinion'; that is, 

that in a clash of opinions it is sometimes lawful to take the side of the less 
probable one, favouring liberty, against the more probable one, favouring the 
Precept.60 

In fact, in terms of political government, the theory of probable opinion excludes 
those persons who are bound by norms: judges, the prince who must declare war, 
the bishop who distributes benefices, the physician who must heal... All these are 
subject to a 'Ley especial indubitabilísima' that limits universal law.61 This same 
division between law and liberty of conscience can be found in the tension between 
canonical and non-canonical writers. Theology needs both: it takes 'efficient' 
- that is, necessary - arguments from the former, and from the latter it takes 
probable arguments that are nevertheless proper to their own field. For this reason, 
probability is linked to truth: not manifest truth ('which cannot shine except in 
Heaven'), but another, similar truth. Returning to the tension between the Ancients 
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and the Moderns, Segneri defends the modern doctrine of probability, because the 
Ancients were themselves modern in their own time. To attack the Moderns was 
in some sense to act like the Jews who 'praised the prophets of the past and stoned 
their own contemporaries,.62 

One can detect in Segneri's texts a common thread running through both his 
dispute with Quietism and his defence ofprobabilism: the problem ofthe conscience 
that, to the extent that it is a doubtful one, finds itself in need of moral or spiritual 
guidance. In the tension between meditation and contemplation, Segneri puts the 
emphasis on the problem of the 'spiritual guide'. And it is from this viewpoint that he 
criticizes another mystic, the Frenchman Fran~ois Malaval, in his Sette principii su cui 
siJonda la nuova oratione dí quiete (1682), 'non qual uomo, qual cristiano, qual cattolico, 
qualletterato, solo qual direttore,.63 The insistence on the theme of confession and the 
directing of consciences runs throughout Molinos's trial,64 and places it in the wider 
context of the topic of the development of instruments of modern discipline in the 
Catholic world, of 'tribunals of conscience', and the definition - following Trent 
- of a model of confession that in fact marks out a confessional frontier in Europe 
regarding the problem of conscience and individual responsibility.65 The problem 
of probability is also centred on the issue of guiding consciences, as is evident from 
the whole of casuistic literature. It also raises, in a concrete way, the problem of 
the connection between morality and politics, as is shown by the cases of Antonino 
Diana or Juan Caramuel. For example, Diana, a Sicilian, wrote in defence of the 
legitimacy of Sicilian institutions against the political and financial pretensions of 
the Spanish monarchy.66 For his part, Caramuel used the same method to uphold 
Spanish pretensions at the time of papal recognition ofPortuguese independence in 
1641.67 In any case, we should keep in mind that one ofthe keys to understanding 
these theological controversies is the clash between national cultural and political 
forms, and the centralism and universalism of Rome. 

The works ofFathers Segneri and Bell'uomo indicate that the polemic surrounding 
'meditation' and 'contemplation' was centred on the Jesuit milieu and the method 
ofLoyola's Spiritual Exercises. This fact is made explicit in Molinos's own Difensa de 
la contemplación, written to answer the Jesuit attacks, in which the Aragonese mystic 
declares that the Exercíses of Loyola were holy and most useful, and had brought 
about many conversions, yet were not the immediate means for union with God 
and perfection.68 Yet this same Jesuit setting, where the problem of how to act 
upon the Forum of Conscience is clearly represented by the Spiritual Exercises, was 
part of a much wider European contexto First of all, as is well known, so-called 
Quietism was not a single spiritual school centred on the figure of Molinos, but an 
international movement with many adherents and varied expressions. 1 have already 
mentioned Malaval, but could also cite the names of other spiritual writers (Jeanne 
Guyon, Fénelon ... ) who defined a spiritual current in France that would eventually 
be condemned as Quietist.69 In Italy, Molinos came to be received within circles 
that included, for example, Pier Maria Petrucci?O These were milieux where the 
works of the Almerían mystic Juan Falconi had already circulated in French and 
Italian translation?! At the same time, the French context points to one of the 
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key disputes of the age respecting the problem of free will: Jansenism, whose 
hostile relationship with the Company of Jesus need not be detailed here. The 
'construction of Quietist heresy' cannot be understood independent1y of this wider 
context, where the political, moral, and religious subjects were being dynamically 
defined. Evidence for this is found in interpretations of Quietism from beyond the 
borders ofItaly and Spain, with their distinct perspectives regarding the intellectual 
or confessional territory at stake. 

Quietism in Europe 

Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole were two key Port-Royal figures, if judged 
only by their joint authorship of La logíque ou ['art de penser, an essential work in the 
history of sign theory in Europe. Both also displayed intensive theological activity, 
often of a polemical nature. Pi erre Nicole published in 1667 Les vísíonnaires, a work 
directed against certain mystics of the age, in particular Jean Desmarets de Saint
Sorlin, a violent anti-Jansenist. Nicole sketched the profile of a spiritual type whom 
he called 'ilumminez', who, though driven by different forms of imagination, had 
a number of traits in common: they believed that Jesus reveals his secrets mainly 
to simple and ignorant people who do not know theology, and who receive every 
thought that comes to them, whether through reading or prayer, as internal 
illumination of the Holy Spirit. This was a dangerous path, from which arose most 
heresies, 

and especiaHy aH the different sects of the Anabaptists, among whom are the 
Socinians, who have ruined aH the mysteries of our faith on the pretext of the 
text of Scripture alone, explained by itself, that is, by the particular spirit of aH 
who wish to read it. Luther and Calvin gave birth to these monsters, but the 
unfortunate children have pushed their evil principIes further than the parents. 
These Tremblers of England [i.e., Quakers] are stiH conducting themselves in 
the same way. They believe they are illumined (éclairez) in everything by the 
Holy Spirit, and that they speak and act only as moved by him.72 

The difference between natural and supernatural prayer was really nothing more 
than different levels of elevation by the Spirit from God; yet these spiritual men 
believed they could be lifted to a higher grade of contemplation while being full 
of sin and ignorant of themselves, without ever distinguishing between 'thought 
and heart sentiment'?3 Furthermore, they gave credence to every Scripture 
interpretation that came into their heads, and used allegory, not 'as an artificial 
memoíre for retaining certain truths', but rather to explain extraordinary thoughts, 
to set down new opinions, or to prove false or uncertain things?4 

Nicole's fierce diatribe against Desmarets and other mystics filters into the 
subsequent anti-Molinosist polemic, as Jacques Le Brun has clearly shown in 
relation to the work of Louis-Paul du Vaucel, Breves consideratíones in doctrinam 
Míchelís de Molinos et alíorum quietístarum, published anonymously at Cologne in 
168875 Du Vaucel was a Jansenist delegate to Rome between 1682 and 1700. His 
work was therefore the testimony of a contemporary witness to the trial of Miguel 
de Molinos, as well as an example of how news about the trial reached the rest 
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of Europe. The work combines the arguments of the 'anti-Quietist Vulgate' put 
into circulation by Segneri, with others drawn from the previously cited Jansenist 
tradition of the Visionnaires and its anti-mysticism. In fact, as Le Brun indicates, 
there are clear traces here of the epistolary exchange between Du Vaucel and 
Antoine Arnauld concerning the affair. Thus the work is not only about the 
Quietism of Molinos, but also concerns the mystical tradition that includes Malaval 
and Petrucci. 

Du Vaucel begins his attack on Quietism with a distinction between infused 
and acquired contemplation, and the problematic character of the latter in Quietist 
doctrine. The difficulty was in thinking that one could arrive at the contemplation 
of God not only by means of grace but by an act of the will, by 'human effort 
and the powers of free will,?6 without any intervention of divine grace.77 Quietist 
doctrine reminded the author of several theological and philosophical reference 
points. On the one hand, a purely abstract contemplation of God that leaves 
aside all sense images put him in mind of the ancient Platonic philosophers, who 
attempted to know God by the light of reason alone?8 On the other hand, Quietist 
impassibility smacked of the old apatheia of the Stoics, in the same way that Quietism 
on a moral level reminded him of the impeccantia of the Pelagians?9 The problem 
of 'sinlessness' recalled not only the recurrent charge of Pelagianism but also the 
no less frequent one of alumbradismo.80 For the Jansenists this was a fundamental 
moral problem. As one can see in the Du Vaucel-Antoine Arnault correspondence, 
the most infamous Quietist proposition was that the supposed mystic who fell into 
'sordid disorderliness' could not blame his fall on the Devil, since it was God who 
had allowed it in order to purify him. 8r This was a central theme in which the 
moral conflict surrounding Quietism was amply expressed in terms of the tension 
between sin and free will. 82 The connection between morallaxism and the problem 
of sinlessness is clearly expressed in the phrase: 'Les Molinos et les Molina sont 
funestes a cette triomphante société' (i.e., the Jesuits). 

The way in which these different themes are interconnected in the controversy 
surrounding Jansenism is illustrated in the work of John Sinnich, an Irish Jansenist 
theologian. For him, libertinism, spiritualism and probabilism shared the same 
'perverse ambition for liberty'. In the wake of radical spiritualist movements, 
the probabilists had reclaimed the same 'arrogant confidence in their internal 
regeneration'. From the point of view of Augustinian theology, probabilists 
represented the arrogance of the human will in its desire to confront the will of 
God. The trouble with probabilism was not that it attempted to free the conscience 
from the fear of sin, but that it wanted to liberate it from every sort of scruple.83 

One of the more interesting texts produced outside Spain concerning Molinos's 
trial was written by Jean Cornand de Lacroze,84 a Huguenot who fled France after 
the revocation of the Edict of Nantes and took refuge first in Holland and then 
England, and who collaborated with Jean Leclerc on the Bibliotheque Universelle et 
Historique. In 1688, Cornand de Lacroze published two works having to do with 
Molinos, in particular a collection of texts about Molinosism that included a French 
translation of the Guía Espiritual and the Tratado de la comunión cotidiana.8s The 
introduction to this volume was in fact an apology in favour of Molinosism in the 

DOUBT IN THE TRIAL OF MIGUEL DE MOLINOS 157 

context of anti-Catholic polemic. Cornand de Lacroze began this apology speaking 
about the linguistic style of mysticism, whose obscure words and convoluted 
concepts seemed in principIe to be far removed from Protestantism and its concept 
of the simplicity of grace. Yet there were reasons for su eh obscurity. It is true, he 
writes, that there are 'ideal' mystics who have not experienced contemplation and 
who speak about it out of vanity, trying to pass themselves off as wise men by 
mixing confused ideas from Aristotle's Metaphysics with their explanations. On 
the other hand, many people are incapable of understanding spiritual expressions. 
Mysticism is a science of the human heart and the love of God. As such, it uses 
specialized language that common people cannot understand, especially those 
who are sure that religion is an easy thing; that all it requires is a certain moral 
purity or the avoidance of actions one knows to be wrong, and that the pinnacle of 
spirituality is reached simply by doing certain external works of charity - while 
self-Iove continues to rule a heart full of 'self and the present age'. Such people are 
incapable of understanding expressions like 'renouncement', 'abandonment in God', 
or the true meaning of contemplation as expressed by authentic mystics like Saint 
John of the Cross, Herp, Molinos or Malava1.86 

The wisdom ofGod, continues Cornand de Lacroze, often passes through madness; 
and thus the mystics are sometimes excessively reserved 'in order not to scandalize 
the weak, or expose the truth to persecution or to the mockery of the societies 
in which they live,.87 There were no mystics in Holland because well-intentioned 
persons were able to live quietly there and publicly condemn the superstitions of 
the Roman Church without fear. Rather, mystics have arisen in Catholic countries, 
where, in most cases, they must shut themseIves up in sorne monastery, unable to 
Ieave it without causing a scandal. Nor were mystics favourably Iooked upon among 
Protestants. Therefore they had to content themseIves with revealing truth to a few 
chosen disciples, and could only write it in books with extreme careo In order to 
accomplish their object of correcting the abuses of the Roman Church, the mystics 
had used the same method that Descartes used to expose 'the false subtleties of 
Aristotle's philosophy'. 

How can Quietist mysticism be compared with Cartesian philosophy? Philosophy's 
purpose is to push knowledge and the search for truth forward as far as possible. The 
purpose of mystical theology and Quietism is to purify the soul and unite it to God 
as far as is possible in this life. In both cases, it was necessary to free human beings 
from aH the prejudices and false opinions they have embraced without examination. 
To do this, the Cartesians taught that one must begin the search for truth by 
doubting everything and rejecting all the old knowledge and judgements, in order 
to re-examine everything. That is why the Roman Church and the scholastics 
had brought a suit against them, accusing them of Pyrrhonism and of introducing 
doubt about everything, including God himself, and of mocking all the mysteries 
of religion and favouring Atheism and Deism. But these were mere calumnies. 

Doubt is a disposition of the spirit to phiIosophize correctly, given that one 
does not phiIosophize except in order to stop doubting and assure oneself of the 
truth. Therefore God should not be offended at the search for rational proofs of his 
existence, but rather the opposite; and for the same reason, philosophy has never 
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been dosel' to religion than with the Cartesians, who have proven the existence 
of God and the immortality of the soul. Besides this, they have applied themselves 
to reconciling Providence with human freedom and other mysteries of religion -
except for Transubstantiation, which they have not been able to explain because it 
is in fact inexplicable. 88 

For their part, the mystics had faced the same opposition when establishing 
their system, opposed by superstitious people who worshipped images instead of 
the invisible Being, who invoked the saints instead of Jesus Christ, and who made 
divine worship to consist of eternal ceremonies, and the essence of piety to be 
indulgences, sackdoth, disciplines, and other extravagant practices. Unlike the 
Reformers, the mystics had not dared to cry openly against abuses and suffer the 
fury of the common people; rather, they had thought that sorne of those practices 
were not evil in principIe, and that they might be useful for beginners, but that 
one need not spend a great deal of time with them, and should move from the state 
of meditation to that of contemplation in order to gaze on God directly, without 
shadows 01' figures, but divesting oneself of all images, forms and species. This was 
therefore a system that tended towards the destruction ofPopery, since 'the stripping 
away of internal images involves doing the same with the external ones, and with 
the whole mass of ceremonies that only corrupts the spirit,.89 The defenders of the 
Roman Church had realized the danger of this teaching, and had done everything 
they could to prohibit 01' censure it. 

Thus Descartes and Molinos were similar in their method, destined to destroy, 
respectively, Scholastic prejudices and the abuses of the Roman Church. They were 
similar too in the great number of disciples that each was able to attract, and in 
the hatred they called forth from the Jesuits. The Company of Jesus had accused 
Descartes of introducing Pyrrhonism, and accused the Quietists of reducing the 
whole of religion to the contemplation of a vague and confused idea that was neither 
God nor any created thing, but rather an indeterminate principIe, 01' nothing at all, 
with the purpose of bringing in atheism. 

The Jesuits had used a 'subtle and malicious' trick to make Quietist doctrine 
hateful: they compared it to the teaching of Confucius's followers. Thus Cornand 
de Lacroze cites Fr Philippe Couplet's introduction to the work of Prospero 
Intorceta, Confucius.90 Here Fr Couplet describes the different sects of Chinese 
philosophy, among whom were found the followers of Foe Kiao, characterized 
as political atheists. This sect taught that there are two types of doctrine. One 
consists of various precepts and external ceremonies for the common people; the 
other is internal, and Couplet describes it in the same terms in which the Quietists 
were described by their enemies: a sect that desired to reduce all religion to a 
contemplation of the void, without the use of reason 01' understanding; identified 
with a principIe that is pure, eternal and immutable, that neither thinks, nor wishes, 
nor desires anything.9! 

In fact, as we have seen, Confucius was published in the same year as Molinos's 
trial, at a point when Europe - induding Paris - was experiencing intense 
discussions about Quietism.92 It is true that Couplet did not explicitly cite Molinos, 
but the Quietist reference in the description of Chinese philosophy would be 
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dear to someone who, like Cornand de Lacroze, was thoroughly involved in the 
controversy. For example, Jean Lederc and Jean Cornand de Lacroze, writing 
in about 1688, dedared that Ignatius of Loyola had done things that were later 
condemned as heretical by the Jesuits themselves or by the Inquisition. He had 
taken evangelical poverty to an extreme; he seemed to have believed that the truths 
of the Faith could not be comprehended except through Scripture 01' interior 
illumination; he had believed that the flesh of the Virgin Mary was contained, 
substantially present, in the Eucharist in the flesh of the Son; and, finally, Ignatius 
of Loyola had had the same 'sentiments that the Inquisition has just condemned in 
Molinos'.93 In any case, the way in which Fr Couplet presented Oriental philosophy 
in terms recognizable as 'Deist' 01' 'Atheist' in the European context was extended 
also to Spinozism, and thus attempted to identify the supposed 'interior' doctrine of 
the Buddha with the idea of the universe as a single substance whose modifications 
we perceive as our world.94 Visible he re is a cultural context in which internal 
spirituality was now understood not only with reference to the mystical tradition, 
but also in relation to the wider conflict in which interiority created a crisis for 
forms of religious and political authority, in a manner that harked back, in a general 
way, to Atheism. We may recall that, when the Junta de Calificadores met in Madrid 
in 1685 to pass judgement on the Guía espiritual, one of the accusers, the Jesuit 
Juan Cortés Osorio found a savour of Atheism in that model of perfection that 
tolerated no discussion, and that ended up denying external actions and expressions 
of devotion involving the senses. Modern heretics were those who, like Molinos, 
believed in apure and universal faith, to the extent that it was now impossible to 
tell the difference between an Atheist and a Catholic.95 

Jean Cornand de Lacroze alludes to other fundamental aspects of Molinos's 
doctrine, such as his advice that a person should not become upset 01' feel afflicted 
by sins committed - one of Molinosism's most controversial points from the 
viewpoint of morality, as we have seen. Lacroze interpreted this doctrine as 
referring to venial sins, not mortal ones. According to him, Molinos was thereby 
attempting to discredit confessors who imposed ridiculous penances and extravagant 
mortifications, things unknown in the primitive church. Once again we are faced 
with the crucial question of confession, the directing of consciences, and the 
relationship of Quietism to the problem of sin and free will. 

Knowledge and the Eucharist 

The issue of parallelism between Descartes and Molinos - each of them the inv
entor of a method for overcoming the prejudices ofhis epoch - might seem a little 
surprising, as Cornand de Lacroze himself affirmed. Naturally, within the serious 
religious conflicts of the time they can both be seen as enemies of the Catholic 
Church and common enemies of the Company of Jesus. In addition, it is possible 
to establish a relationship between them with respect to an all-pervasive theme that 
is central to the polemic surrounding Quietism: knowledge. 

As Francisco Barambio wrote in his text about Molinos's condemnation, 01' as 
Torrecilla said in his work: doubt, whether speculative 01' practical, can be defined 
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as 'a suspension of judgement'. The appearance of the sceptical 'epoché' in these 
texts can perhaps be understood as the result of the complicated process by which 
doubt, in the seventeenth century, had colonized the epistemological realm as a key 
tool of judgement. 

One way of understanding this problem is from the viewpoint of mysticism as 
'science'. We have already seen how the question of the various sciences and their 
specialized vocabularies arises at different points in the controversies described in the 
present text; as, for example, in the defence ofMoral Theology by the casuists against 
the Canonists. As for mysticism, to consider it as 'the science of the knowledge of 
God and of the interior' is to see it as radically opposed to Theology as a science of 
'experience'. In fact, one of the recurrent themes in the entirety of this polemic was 
the Quietists' affirmation that none but those with an experience of contemplation 
could make a judgement about it; furthermore, as one of Molinos's condemned 
propositions states: 'theologians are less disposed toward contemplation'. Thus 
the polemic surrounding contemplation can also be understood as yet one more 
expression ofmodern Europe's reorganization ofthe ways ofknowing as they relate 
to experience.96 From this point of view, the Quietist experience of contemplation 
also implied the undermining of the traditional theory of species, as a description 
of a process of knowing based on sense-experience. The polemic concerning how 
to articulate meditation and contemplation raises the question - a fundamental 
one - of whether the two can be compatible, and of whether a person can do 
without meditation forever once the state of contemplation has been reached. Is 
contemplation simply a single moment in time, so that it is not possible to reduce 
the whole of the believer's religious life to it? How to integrate contemplation 
into the Scholastic theory of knowledge was an old problem for mysticism, as it 
attempted to connect forms of sensate knowledge with the knowledge of God, 
which was not apprehensible via species. Saint John of the Cross had already 
rejected all ways ofknowing God that rested on forms, rather than on 'the obscurity 
[oscuridad, 'darkness'] of faith'; in the same way, he had eschewed the use of images 
for approaching God, though hiding 01' softening his rejection perhaps out of 'fear 
of reprisals'.97 In one of the first apologies for Saint John of the Cross, Fr José de 
Jesús María Quiroga spoke of 'conocimiento espiritual y sencillo en quietud de los 
actos de la razón' ['a spiritual and simple knowledge in the quietness of reason's 
acts'], and he attempted to explain, using an artistic metaphor, how one could reach 
a knowledge of God: the image of God can be formed by addition, as with painting, 
01' by subtraction, as with sculpture; the latter is the contemplative method. This 
is negative knowledge (bringing to mind negative theology), which is brought 
about by 'stripping the understanding of all the known similitudes with which it, 
in its coarse and limited way, forms a concept of God'. In this way one can reach 
'a greater knowledge of God than what a reasoned discourse can give us'.98 Thus, 
here we have a super-substantial concept of God.99 

Quiroga's text was written in a polemical context, in defence of his idea 
of contemplation, and is only one example of the way in which far-reaching 
controversies were reflected in the Molinosist condemnation. The debates 
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surrounding mental prayer are well known, but 1 would like to stress one aspect 
of the Molinosist debate which is crucial to every one of the viewpoints raised 
throughout this chapter, and which is at the heart of the morality-epistemology 
nexus: the sacrament of the Eucharist. 

The defenders of meditation had pointed out the problem of how contemplation 
of God without recourse to sense images could integrate the humanity of Christ 
into the way of mysticism. If contemplation was abstract, and the contemplation of 
God could not be done based on sensible species, what then should be done with 
the humanity of Christ, whose blood and body were, according to the doctrine of 
transubstantiation, made present in the Eucharist? 01', to put it the other way, could 
frequent communion be considered an instrument of permanent contact with God, 
beyond confession? 

Both questions were central to an understanding of the context which produced 
the condemnation of Quietism, in its moral and epistemological aspecto A short 
treatise by Miguel de Molinos, Breve tratado de la comunión frecuente, lOO together with 
two chapters of his Guía Espiritual, give a complete picture of Molinos's ideas about 
the Eucharist, along with his defence of frequent con1.munion for all who are not 
in a state of mortal sin. Interestingly, one of the passages from the Guía espiritual 
contains one of the few references in the book to the word 'doubt'. lOl After saying 
that many souls deprive themselves of 'this precious food' for fear of not being 
sufficiently prepared, he adds: 

on this reef of the desire to do the divine will, all difficulties will be broken, 
and all scruples, temptations, doubts, fears, revulsions and contradictions will 
be overcome. I02 

Frequent communion was a subject of great controversy at this time, and resulted in 
a 1679 bull of Innocent XI. The topic would explicitly come up again, even more 
clearly, in the verdict against Molinos, when the label 'Quietist' was given to the 
idea that contemplative souls ought not to receive the sacrament of penance before 
communion, 01' that while partaking of communion they should repress all feelings 
of humility, pleading 01' gratitude. lO3 

Reflections about the Eucharist appear constantly in attacks upon Molinos. It 
is found, for example, in Du Vaucel's Breves considerationes, where the defence of 
daily communion is called 'lax', and weekly communion is advocated so that the 
believer might approach the heavenly me al with proper respect and preparation. lO4 

The theme of the Eucharist has a central role in defining a good part of the 
European theological and philosophical controversies of the day. Pierre Nicole, in 
his Visionnaires, had already had to defend himself against Desmarets's attack on 
the Jansenists, which claimed that they denied the presence of the body and blood 
of Christ in communion, leaving only 'a communion of the spirit by faith'. In 
thus abolishing the Eucharist, the Jansenists supposedly attempted also to abolish 
frequent masses, making communion a weekly thing only, a ceremony in which the 
host was eaten only by faith. lO5 The Jesuits too accused the Jansenists of denying the 
presence of Christ's body and blood in the Eucharist - an accusation that provoked 
a response from Pascal in his Sixteenth Provincial Letter. 
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The Eucharistic question was fundamental to the ]ansenists, and was one of 
the clear lines of demarcation with Protestantism that kept them within the 
Catholic campo In large part, the positions adopted by]ansenism with respect to 
the Eucharist can be explained by their ongoing arguments with Calvinists, which 
impelled them, for example, to search the texts of the Oriental Church - such as 
the Coptic - for proofs of the continuity of Christian liturgy since antiquity, in 
order to demonstrate a continued belief in transubstantiation. I06 The centrality of 
the Eucharistic question also explains, for example, the fact that one of the largest 
obstacles that Cartesian philosophy encountered at Port-Royal had to do with the 
compatibility between its physical ideas and its doctrine of transubstantiation. In 
fact, one of its principal defenders among the ]ansenists, Antoine Arnauld, only 
decided to take up the Cartesian cause when he became convinced that it was 
not incompatible with the Eucharist. Nevertheless, Du Vaucel, who wrote about 
Cartesian philosophy as well as Quietism, believed that the two were incompatible; 
he thought that Descartes's philosophy was particularly inadequate for explaining 
the real presence of Christ in the communion, especially because it made extension 
the essence of matter, which constituted the mark of Cartesianismo I07 On the 
]esuits' side, this problem was fundamental to their opposition to Cartesianism and 
the condemnation of Descartes' s works. I08 Thus the] ansenists made an enormous 
intellectual and theological effort regarding the Eucharist within the characteristic 
polemical environment in which they confronted Calvinists and ]esuits. By this 
effort they refined the doctrine of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, and 
also the significant forms of the remembrance of Christ and of prayer; this effort was 
crucial to the construction ofPort-Royal's logic and the new theory of signs. 109 

Various central aspects of anti-Molinosist polemic come together in the issue of 
the Eucharist. One of the documents reproduced by Cornand de Lacroze in his 
Recueil, with the title 'Extraits d'une lettre angloise',1IO explains from a Reformed 
viewpoint Father Segneri's critique of Quietism with reference to the problem 
of remembering the humanity of ]esus Christ: meditation is reflection on His 
life, birth, miracles and passion; contemplation is a simple vision of God, apure 
and momentary act of faith. By concentrating on the humanity of Christ, on his 
omnipotence and omniscience, the Roman theologians had committed the same 
error as the Socinians, III and had created a dogma that had produced, among 
other things, worship of the cross and of the Eucharistic bread, making an idol 
of ]esus. Only a few mystics like Fran~ois Malaval had dared oppose 'this torrent 
of superstition' and the abuse that 'the Christians of his communion' gave to the 
humanity of Christ, to the detriment of his divine condition. II2 The Quietists' 
attempt to rise aboye the humanity of Christ had caused them to be accused of 
being anti-Trinitarians and Deists. II3 

The topic of frequent communion is in any case neither original nar specific 
to Molinos. The genealogy of spiritualist mysticism in late seventeenth-century 
Europe includes the outstanding figure of Juan Falconi de Bustamante (1596-
I638), a theologian and mystic from Almería who pursued his career in Madrid, 
authoring a treatise entitled El pan nuestro de cada día, which enjoyed extraordinarily 
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wide distribution in Europe and was translated into Italian and French. II4 The 
wark belongs to a mystical and theological tradition related to this theme; it not 
only argues that daily communion is recommendable, but also defines the two 
conditions for participation in it: not to be in a state of mortal sin, and to receive 
the sacrament 'with the affection and devotion of which each one is capable'. IIS The 
theme of frequent communion, with its corollary of connected topics (like defining 
the 'disposition' of the communicant, the equating of the communicant with the 
priestly dignity, etc.) runs throughout the seventeenth century up to the Tratado of 
Molinos, which was condemned by the Spanish Inquisition in I685. II6 At the same 
time, it is worth recalling here that several of]uan Falconi's works were censured in 
I688-89, precisely because ofhis supposed nearness to Quietist propositions. II7 This 
was one of those examples of spiritual works being defined a posteríorí as Quietist, 
and therefore censured. 

Conclusion 

One of the important points of Molinos's condemnation has to do with the 
relationship between obedience and spiritual guidance. Proposition 65 says: 

One should obey one's superior in what is external; and the latitude of the vow 
of obedience ofReligious persons extends only to the exterior; the interior is a 
different matter, where only God and the guide enter. II8 

And 66 reads: 

There is a new doctrine in the Church of God that is laughable: that the soul, 
so far as the interior is concerned, ought to be governed by the Bishop; and if 
he is not able, the soul should go to him with its Director. I say 'new' because 
neither Holy Scripture, Councils, Canons, Bulls, Saints nor Authors have ever 
passed this down to us, nor could they do so, because Ecclesía non íudicat de 
occultis. And the soul has the right as well as the faculty to choose whomever it 
deems best. II9 

Proposition 67: 

to say that one ought to display what is internal to an external Tribunal of 
superiors, and that not to do so is a sin, is a manifest deception, because the 
Church non iudicat de occultis, and they endanger souls with these deceptions 
and fictions. I20 

And lastly, number 68: 

There is no faculty or jurisdiction in the world for commanding that one should 
make public the Director's letters regarding what is internal to the soul, and 
thus it is necessary to be aware that this is Satanic scoffing. I2I 

All these propositions help to situate the legal attack upon Quietism within the 
wider context of the problem of constructing the Subject and of modern means 
of discipline. Barambio's response to these propositions is no surprise: obedience 
should be, at one and the same time, internal and external, since the commands of 
one's superiors compel the conscience; any obedience that is not also internal is pOOl' 
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obedience. The supposltlon, 'in the interior only God and me', is an outrageous 
doctrine, one which every heretic has attempted to introduce into the Church, and 
in particular the alumbrados. 

Barambio's refutation of these condemned propositions constitutes a small treatise 
on interiority, or rather a treatise on how interiority is integrated into a system 
of canonical and political authority. What is internal (purely mental, related to 
confession or to prayer) is not actually distinct from what is external, and therefore it 
falls within the jurisdiction of canonical authority, as does the relationship between 
the Subject and his Director of conscience. On the other hand, when discussing 
Proposition 59 ('the internal way is separate from confession, confessors, cases of 
conscience, Theology and Philosophy'), Barambio affirms that the internal way 
is necessarily joined to confession - among other things - because the spiritual 
life is filled with pitfalls, both serious and minor, and with many doubts and 
difficulties that can only be resolved by confession, cases of conscience, Theology 
and Philosophy.122 Here once again we are face to face with the concept of doubt, 
in a manner that explicitly links the 'Inner Forum', confession, and obedience. 

The polemic surrounding moral laxism reproduces the same tension between 
affirming free will and obedience. Here is a key aspect in how the governing of 
souls was defined, and this explains why the clash between contemplation and 
meditation was seen as so important. This was an ancient dispute, but it became 
intensified during the trial of Quietism that began with the case against Molinos 
created by the ]esuits, and the reference to the Spiritual Exercises. To the extent 
that defining the Forum of Conscience was central to the entire process of moral 
reconfiguration in the seventeenth century, one can better understand how the case 
against Molinos was constructed. The repeated allusions to the problem of religious 
vows, their conditions and their reach were important also for understanding the 
aspects of this trial. 

Is it true, as sorne thought, that it was possible to find a likeness between 
Cartesianism and Quietist mysticism? Both 'methods' were based on considering 
the distance between external and internal, and reflecting about the relationship 
between them - a relationship that belongs in principIe to the order ofknowledge, 
but that is also poli tic al, since it radically involves the forms in which authority is 
constructed. At the end of the seventeenth century, it was impossible to under
stand these processes without making reference to doubt. While it is true that 
doubt had been, since antiquity, a fundamental rhetorical tool of dialectic, at the 
historical moment we are discussing doubt inevitably contained the dissolvent 
power of scepticism, and of its importance in defining judgement. Certainly, 
mystical interiority and sceptical interiority are different. The modern sceptical 
tradition itself insisted on seeing them this way, and one of its mainsprings was the 
construction of a definition of faith far removed from any implication of mysticism, 
circumscribing the limits of all possible knowledge within the human sphere. 123 In 
any event, the case of Quietism allows us to add a significant element to the history 
of the controversy surrounding scepticism. 

The relationship of Quietism to the development of other philosophical, logical, 
or scientific methods during the seventeenth century is, at any rate, far from simple 
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or unambiguous. To give just one example: the sympathy with which Leibniz 
treated mysticism, especially Quietist mysticism, has been subject to varying 
explanations: certain affinities relative to the forms of knowing God and the 
Subject; a lack of confidence in the senses as the source of knowledge; a certain 
sort of idea about the absolute independence of substances ... 12

4 One of the ways of 
approaching the knowledge question can be the crucial issue of the Eucharist. 1 have 
already cited the well-known example ofthe Logic ofPort-Royal, which explains 
very well the development of a way of thinking about the relationship between 
language and truth. The exploration of the relationship between the body of Christ 
and the word of God constitutes an important theological problem at this moment 
in Catholic history, which can be studied from the perspective of the 'return to the 
sources' of Christianity.125 We have also seen how the polemical framework of the 
confrontation between Ancients and Moderns appears continuously, as a constant 
questioning of the ways of constructing tradition in a context as dynamic as the 
one outlined here. On the other hand, the issue of religious vows requires the 
present work, in dealing with language and truth, to consider, on the one hand, the 
problem of constructing the Forum of Conscience, and, on the other, the problem 
of a logical grammatical system. These two problems are intertwined through their 
connection to the construction of the moral Subject. 
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