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Blessing and Glory: 
Abraham Kuyper on the Beatific Vision*

Hans Boersma

Neo-Calvinism and the Beatific Vision

Neo-Calvinism is known for its robust embrace of the goodness of 
the created order and its claim that nothing in it escapes the sover-
eign rule of Jesus Christ. The followers of the early twentieth-century 
Dutch theologian, Abraham Kuyper, it may fairly be said, took their 
starting point in his famous saying, “There is not a square inch in 
the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who 
is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”1 Kuyper’s neo-Calvinism 
unambiguously asserted Christ’s rule over every aspect of life and 
reinvigorated the common people (kleine luyden) to get involved in 
social and cultural affairs, in politics and economic life, in the arts, 
and the sciences.2 A Neo-Calvinist worldview, therefore, is one that 

* I am grateful to my colleagues at the Theological Universiteit Kampen 
for hosting me during my sabbatical leave and for inviting me to deliver 
the 2017 Herman Bavinck Lecture, on which this article is based. I also 
thank Alec Arnold, George Harinck, and the two CTJ peer reviewers for 
their comments on a draft of this article.

1 Abraham Kuyper, “Sphere Sovereignty,” in Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial 
Reader, ed. James D. Bratt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 461–90, at 488.

2 For Kuyper’s views on culture and on public theology, see John Bolt, A 
Free Church, a Holy Nation: Abraham Kuyper’s American Public Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001); Gordon Graham, ed., The Kuyper Center Review, 
Volume 3: Calvinism and Culture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013).
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redeems all of life and its everyday concerns and that claims it all for 
the service of Christ.3

What kind of eschatology might accompany such a worldview? 
Many within the neo-Calvinist tradition seem to have concluded 
that it would make little sense to expend oneself vigorously on this-
worldly concerns today if all of this were to come to a sudden halt at 
the eschaton and give way to something completely different: eternal 
contemplation of God himself in the beatific vision. Neo-Calvinists 
appear to have made an unambiguous determination about what 
to do regarding the traditional dilemma between the active and the 
contemplative life: they have opted decisively for the former. Indeed, 
neo-Calvinists are not shy about simply abandoning the doctrine of 
the beatific vision and highlighting instead the continuity between 
this life and the next, so as to extend the priority of the active life 
from this world into the next.4

According to neo-Calvinists, therefore, rather than gaze eternally 
into the face of God, we will carry our cultural accomplishments over 
into the hereafter, and in the eschaton we will be actively engaged 
in social and cultural endeavors of various kinds. Such neo-Calvinist 
eschatologies sometimes inveigh sharply against traditional views of 

3 Kuyper’s understanding of a Christian worldview (wereldbeschouwing) 
has been hugely influential, not just in the Netherlands but also in North 
America and not least through his programmatic Lectures on Calvinism: Six 
Lectures from the Stone Foundation Lectures Delivered at Princeton University, 
8th ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987); cf. Peter S. Heslam, Creating a 
Christian Worldview: Abraham Kuyper’s Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998). For a general introduction to Kuyper’s neo-Calvinism, 
see Craig G. Bartholomew, Contours of the Kuyperian Tradition: A Systematic 
Introduction (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2017).

4 Nicholas Wolterstorff favorably compares what he calls the “forma-
tive” religion of Calvinism that seeks the reformation of ordinary life to 
the “avertive” religion of the Middle Ages, in which a person aims to be 
united to God through contemplation and self-discipline (Until Justice and 
Peace Embrace: The Kuyper Lectures for 1981 Delivered at the Free University of 
Amsterdam [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983], 5–6). As a result, Wolterstorff 
ends up sharply critiquing the beatific vision (Until Justice and Peace, 125–26); 
cf. David T. Koyzis’ criticism of Eric Voegelin’s embrace of the visio beati-
fica as the final human end in Political Visions and Illusions: A Survey and 
Christian Critique of Contemporary Ideologies (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2003), 30.
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the hereafter, supposedly characterized by an otherworldly, heavenly 
outlook, a body-soul dualism, and a benighted captivity to a Platonist 
Christian mindset.5 One of the more common tropes in this connec-
tion is the apparently insufferable idea of eternally singing psalms 
or playing harps on the clouds.6 In relation to the earlier Christian 
tradition’s belief that the final end divinely inscribed on humanity is 
the heavenly contemplation of God himself—beatific vision—neo-
Calvinism appears as a historical anomaly, disregarding, and at times 
explicitly rejecting, the traditional doctrine of the beatific vision.7

In the light of this neo-Calvinist disregard of the beatific vision, 
I want to draw attention to the doctrine of the beatific vision in the 
father of Dutch neo-Calvinism, Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920).8 To 
my knowledge, his understanding of the beatific vision has, to date, 
not been the topic of any scholarly discussion.9 To the extent that 
his theology—rather than his social and political thought—remains 
the topic of discussion today, it is usually his understanding of the 
church, of baptism, and of common grace that receives attention. 
This is understandable considering the church historical events of the 
twentieth century,10 but the result has been an imbalanced reception 
of Kuyper’s eschatology.

5 See, for example, J. Richard Middleton, A New Heaven and a New Earth: 
Reclaiming Biblical Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), 21–34.

6 Anthony A. Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1979), 274; N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, 
and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperOne, 2008), 105–6; Middleton, 
New Heaven and a New Earth, 174. The notion of playing harps in the here-
after goes back to the book of Revelation (Rev. 5:8; 14:2; 15:2).

7 James K. A. Smith cautions against what he considers an “eclipse of 
heaven” (How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2014], 49–50). 

8 Kuyper’s works can be accessed online at kuyper.ptsem.edu. The best 
collection of Kuyper’s key writings in English is James D. Bratt, ed., Abraham 
Kuyper: A Centennial Reader (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). For Kuyper’s 
biography, see James D. Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian 
Democrat (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013).

9 Kuyper’s broader spiritual theology has also not yet been the subject 
of extensive scholarly investigation.

10 Each of these issues was the topic of protracted debate within the 
Reformed ambit in the twentieth century. See John Halsey Wood, Going 
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Indeed, when Kuyper’s take on the beatific vision receives atten-
tion, even if just minimally, it is assumed that he did not make much 
of it. The well-known Kuyper scholar, James D. Bratt, for example, 
characterizes Kuyper’s heaven as “an exceedingly Protestant heaven, 
all action and little beatific vision.”11 Such a conclusion is perhaps 
understandable considering the predominant influence of Kuyper’s 
cultural thought in the reception of his theological oeuvre. As I 
hope to make clear, however, when we turn to Kuyper’s theological 
writings more broadly—both his dogmatic work and his numerous 
meditations—a markedly different picture emerges: one in which 
Kuyper, along with the great tradition of the church, treats the beatific 
vision as the ultimate goal of the Christian pilgrimage.12 For Kuyper, 
our future rests in nothing less than God himself.

Several caveats, however, are in order. First, I do not mean to sug-
gest that Kuyper’s views on the beatific vision were, in every respect, 
simply traditional and in line with the Thomist tradition as it has been 
ensconced in western theology since the doctrinal pronouncement of 
Benedictus Deus in 1336.13 On this understanding, for the saints, death 

Dutch in the Modern Age: Abraham Kuyper’s Struggle for a Free Church in the 
Netherlands (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).

11 Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 283. C. van 
der Kooi downplays the related theme of pilgrimage in Kuyper’s thought 
with the comment that in Kuyper “there is little left in terms of pilgrimage 
and the hiddenness of the kingdom” (“De spanning tussen het ‘reeds’ en 
‘nog niet’ bij Calvijn, Kuyper en Berkouwer,” in 100 jaar theologie: Aspecten 
van een eeuw theologie in de Gerformeerde Kerken in Nederland (1892–1992), ed. 
M. E. Brinkman [Kampen: Kok, 1992], 248–82, at 260). Throughout this 
article, translations from Dutch are mine.

12 Kuyper reflects in his meditations on the tension between personal 
experience of faith and cultural engagement. He writes, for example, that 
as people remove God more and more from public life, “the only thing 
that can save us is entering upon that intimate life that can shout out, ‘I 
love God,’ that does not remain far off, comes near, right near to your God, 
in the personal encounter of your soul with the Eternal One” (“Het is mij 
goed nabij God te wezen,” in Nabij God te zijn [Kampen: Kok, 1908], 1.7; 
emphasis original).

13 For Thomas Aquinas’s views on the beatific vision, see Pierre-Yves 
Maillard, La Vision de Dieu chez Thomas d’Aquin: Une lecture de l’In Ioannem 
à la lumière de ses sources augustiniennes, Bibliothèque Thomiste 53 (Paris: 
Vrin, 2001). For the papal bull, Benedictus Deus, see Pope Benedict XII, 
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immediately leads to a direct, intuitive vision of the very essence of 
God. As we will see, Kuyper did not support such an understanding, 
nor did he give evidence of following seventeenth-century Puritan 
theologians such as Isaac Ambrose, John Owen, and Thomas Watson, 
or, a century later, Jonathan Edwards, who all took a more or less 
consistently christological approach to the beatific vision.14 As we will 
see, Kuyper charted his own path with regard to the beatific vision, 
and the result was, in some sense, idiosyncratic. 

Second, it is important to acknowledge that Kuyper nowhere pre-
sents an extensive, systematic exposition on the doctrine of the beatific 
vision. Although he deals with the subject often—at times many 
pages on end—the beatific vision does not constitute the central ele-
ment of the eschatological section of his Dictaten Dogmatiek (Dogmatic 
Dictations), while the posthumously published Van de voleinding (On 
the Consummation) hardly touches on the topic.15 Thus, although I 
will argue that the beatific vision was an important aspect of Kuyper’s 
eschatology, he does not provide an extended systematic exposition 
of the doctrine in places where perhaps we might expect it.

Finally, it is true that Kuyper, in a number of places, highlights the 
this-worldly character of the new heavens and the new earth. The 
four volumes of Van de voleinding (On the Consummation) repeatedly 
denounce spiritualizing tendencies within the Christian tradition. 
Kuyper writes that 

the prophets consistently hold on to the requirement that 
the future development of redemption, no matter how high 
it may soar into the spiritual, may never be separated, in act 
or in thought, from what will happen to our external life. The 
soul keeps calling for the body; the king for his throne; guilt 
for its true sacrifice; beatitude for a place where it will be 

“Benedictus Deus,” January 29, 1336, in Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, 
s.v. Benoît XII (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1932), vol. 2, pt. 1, cols. 657–58. 
For an English translation, see http://wwwapalencyclicals.net/Ben12 
/B12bdeus.html.

14 I treat each of these theologians in Hans Boersma, Seeing God: The 
Beatific Vision in Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 
forthcoming.

15 Kuyper briefly discusses 1 Corinthians 13:12 in Van de voleinding, ed. 
H. H. Kuyper (Kampen: Kok, 1929), 1:191; 4:173–74. He deals with Job 
15:26 in 3:56–58.
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enjoyed; the human being for a new world; the earth for its 
future; the final end of the human destiny for the final end 
of all of creation.16

For Kuyper, a consistent spiritualizing of the hereafter would be a 
denial of the Incarnation itself.17 The various elements of the cre-
ated order—the natural world, the various spheres of life, and the 
numerous planets of the cosmos—are on a shared journey toward 
the final consummation.18 Kuyper pays careful attention to the future 
life of animals and of plants and maintains that they, too, will have a 
place on the new earth.19 It is not my purpose here to explain how 
exactly Kuyper envisaged this continuation of God’s good created 

16 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.53 (emphasis original).
17 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.314: “If the kingdom of heaven had a purely 

spiritual character, then why the Incarnation?” That we should not conclude 
from such comments that Kuyper considered the physical blessings of the 
future life as more important than the spiritual ones is clear, for example, 
from his warnings against conformity to the world. Kuyper suggests that we 
should not be surprised if at times Bible-believing Christians have leaned a 
little too far in the direction of spiritualism. Indeed, explains Kuyper, “we 
do have to recognize … that in Scripture the struggle against worldliness 
takes up ten times as much space as praise for the realm of ‘glory.’” He 
concludes that “a more or less one-sided spirituality is, therefore, far more 
biblical than blending in with the world” (Van de voleinding, 2.7). Kuyper 
also comments that “in Holy Scripture, spiritual matters are central” (Van 
de voleinding, 2.10). He affirms, therefore, the priority of spiritual realities 
vis-à-vis worldly desires.

18 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.351–52. Kuyper comments, for instance, 
“So, there is not just a process among the children of man, but there is 
one huge process, in which the entire universe is taken up. Everything shifts, 
everything changes, everything moves together towards the consummation” 
(Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.497; emphasis original).

19 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.482–97. Kuyper can at times even be 
critical of the idea that in eternity we would only be singing psalms (“In 
het huis mijns Vaders zijn vele woningen,” in In Jezus ontslapen: Meditatiën 
[Amsterdam: Höveker & Wormser, 1902], 36; Abraham Kuyper, Dictaten 
Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 2nd ed. [1892; repr., 
Kampen: Kok, 1913], 320). Nonetheless, direct worship of God is for Kuyper 
our ultimate goal. See “Looft Hem met snarenspel en orgel,” in Nabij God 
te zijn, 2.30.
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order in the hereafter. Suffice it to say that he was certainly aware of 
the theological issues connected to such a continuation and that he 
consistently rejected the possibility that the outward created order 
would enter into the kingdom of heaven in its present form.20 The 
main point here is to acknowledge that Kuyper was, indeed, wary of 
spiritualizing tendencies with regard to the eschaton. The external 
character of the created order, cultural developments throughout 
history, as well as the corporate and national character of Israel and 
the nations all play a role in Kuyper’s articulation of the resurrection.

Nonetheless, Kuyper’s spiritual or mystical side permeates many of 
his theological writings, and particularly his meditations—something 
scholarship has only recently come to recognize.21 Kuyper addresses 
the topic of the beatific vision throughout his meditations: on six 
occasions, he wrote a meditation on the well-known Pauline passage 
of 1 Corinthians 13:11–13 that contains the promise of a face-to-face 
vision of God.22 In addition, he quotes this same passage on numer-

20 Kuyper speaks of archetypes (grondtypen) or basic characteristics 
(grondtrekken) of created forms that remain in the hereafter. See, for example, 
Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 323, 327; 
Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 2.223.

21 Several scholars have analyzed Kuyper’s two-volume set of medita-
tions from 1908, Nabij God te zijn (To Be Near Unto God): Kick Bras, Een met 
de ene: Protestantse mystiek van Abraham Kuyper tot Maria de Groot (Vught, 
Netherlands: Skandalon, 2013), 17–42; Ad de Bruijne, “Midden in de wereld 
verliefd op God: Kuypers aanzet tot een neocalvinistische spiritualiteit,” 
in Godsvrucht in geschiedenis: Bundel ter gelegenheid van het afscheid van prof. 
dr. Frank van der Pol als hoogleraar aan de Theologische Universiteit Kampen, 
ed. Erik A. de Boer and Harm J. Boiten (Heerenveen, Netherlands: Groen, 
2015), 441–53; George Harinck, “‘Met de telephoon onzen God oproepen’: 
Kuypers meditaties uit 1905 en 1906,” in Godsvrucht in geschiedenis, 454–65.

22 (1) “En nu blijven deze drie,” in Honig uit den rotssteen, vol. 1 (Amsterdam: 
Kruyt, 1880), 342–45 (on 1 Cor. 13:13); first published in De Heraut 145 
(September 19, 1880). (2) “De meeste van deze is de liefde,” in Het werk van 
den Heiligen Geest, vol. 3, Het werk van den Heiligen Geest in de enkele personen 
(Amsterdam: Wormser, 1889), 166–72 (on 1 Cor. 13:13); first published in 
De Heraut 427 (February 28, 1886). (3) “Christus of Satan,” in Het werk van 
den Heiligen Geest, 3.268–74 (on 1 Cor. 13:13); first published in De Heraut 
445 (July 4, 1886). (4) “Door een Spiegel in een duistere rede,” in Voor een 
distel een mirt: Geestelijke overdenkingen bij den Heiligen Doop, het doen van beli-
jdenis en het toegaan tot het Heilig Avondmaal (Amsterdam: Wormser, 1891), 
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ous other occasions throughout his theological writings.23 In 1872, 
Kuyper also wrote a series of ten meditations on the Synoptic accounts 
of Jesus’ transfiguration on the mount.24 Further, he discusses the 
beatific vision in some of the places where Reformed dogmatics had 
traditionally discussed this topic, namely, his theological prolegom-
ena (the section on the knowledge of God) and his eschatology.25 
In addition, Kuyper deals with closely related topics throughout his 
dogmatic corpus. This relative prominence of the doctrine of the 
beatific vision makes it clear that Kuyper had more than just a pass-
ing interest in the topic.

Beatitude and Glory

The unique—indeed, in some sense, idiosyncratic—character of 
Kuyper’s views on the beatific vision comes to the fore when we pay 

7–11 (on 1 Cor. 13:12) first published in De Heraut 662 (August 31, 1890). 
(5) “Samenhang tusschen dit en het toekomende leven,” in De gemeene 
gratie (Leiden: Donner, 1902), 1.470–78 (on 1 Cor. 13:11) first published 
in De Heraut 1001 (February 28, 1897). (6) “Nu ken ik ten dele,” in In 
Jezus ontslapen, 174–78 (on 1 Cor. 13:12) first published in De Heraut 1183 
(September 2, 1900).

23 For references, see A. Rolloos and H. Hasper, ed., Textregister op de 
werken van Dr. A. Kuyper (Amsterdam: Van Bottenburg, 1906), 262–63.

24 Abraham Kuyper, “Thabor,” in Uit het Woord: Stichtelijke Bijbelstudiën, 
vol. 1 (Amsterdam: De Hoogh, 1873), 407–80. Kuyper first published the 
meditations in De Standaard, Sunday edition, nos. 1–10 (April 1– June 2, 
1872), (Tjitze Kuipers, Abraham Kuyper: An Annotated Bibliography 1857–2010, 
trans. Clifford Anderson with Dagmare Houniet, Brill’s Series in Church 
History 55 [Leiden: Brill, 2011], 77–78).

25 In his Encyclopædie der heilige godgeleerdheid (Encylopedia of Sacred Divinity), 
Kuyper discusses three kinds of knowledge: theologia stadii or viatorum (pil-
grim knowledge), theologia unionis (Christ’s human knowledge), and theologia 
visionis or patriae (beatific knowledge) (Encyclopædie der heilige godgeleerdheid, 
vol. 2 [Amsterdam: Wormser, 1894], 190–96). He again briefly mentions 
this division in his dogmatics, in a section on the knowledge of God (De 
cognitione Dei) in Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 2nd ed. (1891; repr., 
Kampen: Kok, 1910), pt. 1, 75–76. Kuyper also discusses the beatific vision 
as part of a broader discussion in a section on eternal salvation in Dictaten 
Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 311–27.
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attention to the distinction he makes between beatitude (zaligheid) 
and glory (heerlijkheid). The former has to do with status (staat), the 
latter with rank (stand).26 Kuyper distinguishes the two by saying that 
we obtain beatitude at death, while glory—something far superior—
will be ours only when Christ returns and our souls will be reunited 
with their bodies. In an extended reflection on the distinction between 
salvation (σωτηρία) and glory (δόξα) in his Dictaten Dogmatiek (Dogmatic 
Dictations), however, Kuyper refines the distinction between the two. 
He suggests here that it is not quite accurate simply to say that at 
the resurrection salvation will give way to glory. Rather, salvation 
itself has varying degrees,27 so that after the resurrection the saints’ 
increase in salvation will result in greater access to God. Kuyper com-
ments that in the intermediate state, the saints do not have perfect 
σωτηρία as of yet.28 Still, it is fair to say that most of the time, Kuyper 
associates beatitude (zaligheid) with the intermediate state and glory 
(heerlijkheid) with the life of the resurrection. 

Unfortunately, explains Kuyper, this distinction is not always prop-
erly recognized. The Heidelberg Catechism, in its discussion of the 
resurrection of the body in Lord’s Day 22, only focuses on our sal-
vation, and it completely ignores the more important topic of our 
future glory.29 Kuyper says that the Reformed Catechism

26 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 316. 
The translation of the Dutch term zaligheid is difficult. I mostly translate it 
as “beatitude” because both the Dutch and the English words denote happi-
ness and because of the direct connection of the term with the theology of 
the beatific vision. At the same time, Kuyper often associates zaligheid—or 
at least an undue focus on it—with a pietistic focus on being freed from 
sin, and the word salvation conveys this better than beatitude.

27 Kuyper distinguishes three degrees of σωτηρία: (1) in this life, (2) after 
death in the state of separation from the body, and (3) after the final 
judgment (Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 313).

28 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 314.
29 The Heidelberg Catechism (Lord’s Day 22, Q/A 58) states about life 

everlasting: “That, since I now feel in my heart the beginning of eternal 
joy, I shall possess, after this life, perfect blessedness, which no eye has 
seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived, and thereby praise 
God forever” (Arthur C. Cochrane, ed., Reformed Confessions of the Sixteenth 
Century, rev. ed. [Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003], 315).
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is completely silent about glory (heerlijkheid); the creedal con-
tents is explained in a strictly spiritual manner and is limited 
to the beatitude (zaligheid) that follows immediately after 
death. Now, beatitude and glory are not the same. Beatitude 
concerns the spiritual life, while glory aims at the state of 
happiness that has been prepared for us in external matters. 
And so beatitude can be enjoyed before the resurrection of 
the body, whereas glory can be enjoyed only after the resur-
rection of the body.30

The Heidelberg Catechism, claiming that we will have perfect bless-
edness “after this life,” completely fails to distinguish between the 
beatitude that follows immediately after death and the glory that 
comes with the resurrection of the body—it focuses only on the 
former.31 In short, Kuyper maintains that while beatitude has to do 
with spiritual blessing in the intermediate state, glory speaks of our 
earthly, embodied, and communal future after the second coming.32

Kuyper chastises what he considers to be the anthropocentric, 
self-absorbed approach that often shows up in the way people speak 
when someone has died. They are only concerned about the beati-
tude of the deceased:

Immediately after dying, he [i.e., the believer] reaches blessed-
ness (zaligheid), complete blessedness (zaligheid), so what 
desire could then possibly still be unfulfilled? To be sure, 
people still believe in the Lord’s return, and also in the res-
urrection of the body, but in a real sense, this turns into a 

30 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.220; emphasis original.
31 Kuyper, Van de voleinding.
32 Cf. Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.309:

With reference to his kingdom, Jesus speaks of a meal in which 
he will drink the wine new. We consistently get the picture of a 
life that in no way is just spiritual or internal, but that will also be 
external and physical. We may even say that whatever has been 
revealed to us about the future glory has reference to things that 
will be observed outwardly in physical form. Beatitude is spiritual, 
but glory comes to human beings from the outside, so that there 
are two distinct elements. Israel’s Messiah comes for the world and 
targets the entire world. (emphasis original)
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superfluous luxury. If a person is blessed (zalig), perfectly 
blessed (zalig), then what else could he desire?33

Instead of focusing only on our own beatitude—a rather self-interested 
human approach34—we should keep in mind first and foremost the 
honor and glory of God. The Calvinist Kuyper is particularly con-
cerned about the baleful influence of Methodism. For Methodists, the 
main question is, “How does a person come to salvation (zaligheid)? 
Meanwhile, the question of how, at the end, God will receive the 
glory that he solicits from his created art work, stays completely in 
the background.”35 Kuyper wants to replace such anthropocentrism 
with a Reformed, theocentric focus, seeing as God created the world 
for his own sake (cf. Prov. 16:4).36

For Kuyper, then, the beatitude of separated souls is not yet perfect 
blessedness. He repeatedly draws his readers’ attention to the souls 
under the altar, crying, “How long?” (Rev. 6:11).37 They do not yet 
have perfect glory. Similarly, when he reflects on the Pauline contrast 
between today’s partial knowledge and the perfection of the future 
(1 Cor. 13:9–10), Kuyper explains that we should not imagine that 
we will have this full knowledge immediately after death: “Paul does 
not say that τὸ ἐκ μέρους [the partial] will disappear at the point of 
death. No, it remains also after death; it continues until τὸ τέλειον 
[the perfect] comes. Then it will pass away.”38 The intermediate state 
is characterized, according to Kuyper, by a desire for greater glory, 
a desire for perfection.

33 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.244–45. For a similar rhetorical question, 
see Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 3.28.

34 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.246, 333.
35 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.333.
36 Kuyper, Van de voleinding, 1.258, 484. The initial chapters of the four-

volume work, Van de voleinding, center on Kuyper’s conviction that God 
created the world for his own sake rather than for the sake of humanity.

37 For example, Kuyper, “Overkleed te worden,” in In de schaduwe des 
doods: Meditatiën voor de krankenkamer en bij het sterfbed (Amsterdam: Wormser, 
1893), 285; Kuyper, “Nu ken ik ten dele,” in In Jezus ontslapen, 174; Abraham 
Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno: Toelichting op den Heidelbergschen Catechismus, 
vol. 2 (Amsterdam: Wormser, 1893), 230.

38 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 318.
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Commenting on 2 Corinthians 5:1–3, where Saint Paul compares 
the body in which we live today (“this tent”) with the resurrected 
body (“our heavenly dwelling”), Kuyper suggests that the apostle 
likely has in mind the relationship between tabernacle and temple. 
In the resurrection, the former will give way to the latter. Meanwhile, 
however, the saints above live neither in the tabernacle nor in the 
temple: In the intermediate state, they are naked (cf. 2 Cor. 5:3).39 
Kuyper comments: “So, they are blessed (zalig); for they have died to all 
sin. All their tears have been dried. Nothing separates them anymore 
from the blessed communion with their Lord. They delight in the joy 
of their God. However, they have not yet been glorified (verheerlijkt).”40 
Kuyper concludes, therefore, that not only love but also hope will 
continue into eternal life—that is to say, until the resurrection, when 
those who now are blessed will be glorified.41

How should we envisage the added glory or the greater perfection 
that the resurrection will bring about for the saints? Already in the 
intermediate state, the soul of the believer is free from temptation 
and sin—and thus lives in “complete holiness and blessedness.”42 The 
separated soul, says Kuyper, “is in organic communion with Christ and 
the congregation of the perfected righteous in heaven, and in and 
through Christ with the triune God.”43 Death, however, has caused 
a separation between body and soul, and as a result the soul longs to 
be reunited with the body—something that will only happen at the 
second coming.44 The increase in salvation at the resurrection thus 
has to do in part with the reunification of body and soul.45

39 Kuyper, “Overkleed te worden,” in In de schaduwe des doods, 283–84.
40 Kuyper, “Overkleed te worden,” 284–85.
41 Kuyper, “Overkleed te worden,” 285: “Therefore, not only love, but 

also hope accompanied them through death and the grave into eternity.”
42 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 314.
43 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 314. 
44 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 314.
45 Whereas after the resurrection all will have the same status of salva-

tion (σωτηρία)—all will be reembodied and will see and enjoy the triune 
God—there will be diversity of rank or glory (δόξα). The reason for this 
diversity, explains Kuyper, is that the effect of the vision and enjoyment of 
God differs according to people’s capacity (vatbaarheid) (Kuyper, Dictaten 
Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 316). In line with the 
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The change from beatitude to glory is much more, however, than 
simply the reunification of body and soul. After the resurrection, 
our communion with God will be direct so that it will no longer be 
mediated through Christ.

Until the resurrection from the dead, the blessed in heaven 
do not have direct communion with the triune God, but only 
have communion through Christ, the Mediator. According to 
1 Corinthians 15:24–28, at the consummation of all things, 
Christ will cease to be viceroy and will deliver the kingdom to 
God the Father. Then also the Son himself will be subjected, 
to him who put all things in subjection under him. Then we 
will have direct communion with the triune God, “that God 
(himself) may be all in all.”46

Kuyper speaks in this connection of communion with the Eternal 
Being (het Eeuwige Wezen) and of the vision and enjoyment of the 
triune God (visio et fruitio Dei Triunius).47 According to Kuyper, there-
fore, the blessed will experience an increase in salvation at the res-
urrection, not only because body and soul will be reunited but also 
because they will see the triune God directly. The great advance of 
resurrection glory, therefore, is that at that point, for the first time 
the saints will actually experience the beatific vision: They see and 
enjoy God himself.

earlier tradition (e.g., Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I–II, q.5, a.2), Kuyper 
explains that this difference in capacity does not imply differing degrees 
of happiness: children cannot eat as much as adults, the one flower takes in 
more sun than another, and a goat does not eat as much as a cow. Kuyper 
concludes, therefore: “Complete satisfaction of happiness means that every-
one receives the perfect fulfilment of what he desires and needs, strictly in 
accordance with the measure that God has placed in his nature” (Kuyper, 
Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 317). Kuyper thus 
believes that the future glory is characterized by diversity in rank, though 
all will have attained full perfection of salvation.

46 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 315.
47 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 315.
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Longing for Jesus

Seeing as Kuyper sharply distinguishes beatitude (zaligheid) and 
glory (heerlijkheid), that is, the happiness of the intermediate state 
and of final glory, it does not come as a surprise that he also speaks 
of the longing of the believer in two distinct ways: On the one hand, 
believers look forward to communion with Christ at the point of 
death. On the other hand, they anticipate Christ’s return and the 
subsequent beatific vision. Believers, therefore, long to be with Jesus 
when they die—although Kuyper makes it clear that this does not 
mean a vision of Jesus because after death the souls will be separated 
from their bodies.48 Kuyper thus rejects the idea of a “soul sleep” 
after death. He insists that body and soul were created separately and 
that they will again be separated at death.49 Appealing to a variety of 
biblical passages (Rev. 14:13; Luke 23:43; Phil. 1:23), Kuyper insists 
that believers who die will immediately be in blessed communion with 
the Lord Jesus.50 Those who have died in Christ, maintains Kuyper, 
are “awake, conscious, and blessed” in God.51 “We know that they 
have active fellowship with the Mediator.”52 Thus, although they may 
not see Jesus in the intermediate state, they do have spiritual fellowship 
with him. For Kuyper it is entirely appropriate for believers, along 
with the apostle Paul, to long to be with Christ after death (Phil. 1:23).

Furthermore, although we may not see Jesus after death, in his 
parousia we will see him, and at this time he will usher in the state of 
glory. In this sense, Kuyper claims that we do long for an actual vision 
of Jesus. In a meditation on 1 Corinthians 13:12 in Voor een distel een 
mirt (A Myrtle for a Brier), Kuyper suggests that the preaching of the 
Word itself fails to satisfy our longing for Jesus. Today, we only see 
“in a mirror dimly,” that is to say, through the Word.53 Our longing 
reaches far beyond the Word to Jesus himself. Kuyper alludes to an 

48 Cf. Kuyper’s comment: “After death, a soul in heaven cannot see 
Jesus, who has a body, but is able to have communion with him” (Dictaten 
Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 317).

49 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 2.219.
50 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 2.220–21.
51 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 2.228.
52 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 2.228.
53 Kuyper uses the Dutch Statenvertaling (1637), which translates ἐν 

αἰνίγματι as “in een duistere rede” (“in a dark speech”). This makes it easy 



Blessing and glory

219

“immeasurable distance” (onmetelijken afstand) between the weak 
shining of the Word and the full radiance of heaven itself,54 and he 
characterizes the difference as follows:

It is the juxtaposition between a portrait and the actual person 
himself. In the absence of the actual person, a portrait—as 
long as it really looks like the person—may be precious to 
you and may do a lot to compensate. Still, this is not the actual 
person. The more you gaze at the image, and the more that 
image calls to mind the actual person, the more deeply the 
unsatisfied longing yearns to turn its eye away from the image 
so as to see the actual person “face to face.” By this criterion, 
the Word doesn’t satisfy. Instead, the continual gazing at the 
Word stimulates in your soul the longing for Jesus himself. 
Then you no longer want to read about Jesus, but you want 
to possess Jesus himself. Then you no longer find rest even in 
burning faith, but long to behold.55

Paradoxically, the Word feeds dissatisfaction with itself, because it 
fuels our longing to possess Jesus as the reality proclaimed by the 
Word. At this point, Kuyper explicitly links the Pauline expression 
of face-to-face vision (1 Cor. 13:12) with seeing Christ: “For if now we 
only see a dark image of Christ, as if in a mirror, then we will see face 
to face, and we will know as we are known.”56 Kuyper appears to be 
thinking here of a face-to-face vision of Christ at his parousia.57

for him to associate seeing “in a mirror” with the knowledge of God that 
we get from the “speech” of Scripture.

54 Kuyper, “Door een spiegel in een duistere rede,” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 9.

55 Kuyper, “Door een spiegel in een duistere rede,” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 9–10; emphasis original.

56 Kuyper, “Door een spiegel in een duistere rede,” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 10.

57 Although he does not usually interpret the face-to-face vision of 
1 Corinthians 13:12 as a reference to Christ—usually he treats it as a ref-
erence to the vision of God himself in eternity—the christological read-
ing comes easily to him because it fits with the importance he attaches to 
the second coming of Christ. See also “En nu blijven deze drie,” in Honig 
uit den rotssteen, 1.345, where Kuyper actually denies that 1 Corinthians 
13:12 would speak of the vision of God in heaven and claims instead that 
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Seeing the Eternal Being (1): 
Knowing the Essence of God

Fellowship with Jesus in the intermediate state will thus lead to a 
vision of Jesus at his second coming and—most significantly—thus also 
to the beatific vision of God himself. We have seen that Kuyper speaks 
of this as communion with the triune God or with the Eternal Being 
(Eeuwige Wezen). This language of Eternal Being features prominently 
in Kuyper’s discussions of the actual beatific vision. On the last day, 
we will turn away from the mirror to the “actual being” (wezen zelf ) 
of God’s perfections.58 Throughout his oeuvre, both in his theologi-
cal and in his meditative writings, Kuyper makes clear that in the 
eschaton we will see the Eternal Being—God himself.

Kuyper nowhere explains what exactly he has in mind when he 
talks about seeing the Eternal Being of God, but there is little doubt 
he means that we will see the divine essence. This is clear from the 
section on “the essence of God” in his discussion of the doctrine of 
God.59 The section heading, De essentia Dei, indicates that he treats 
the Dutch term wezen as the equivalent of the Latin essentia.60 To see 
the Eternal Being means, therefore, to see the essence of God. On 
this point, Kuyper is in line with much of the western tradition, which 
ever since Saint Augustine defined the beatific vision as a vision of 
God’s essence.

But how is it possible for finite creatures to see the infinite being 
of God? Kuyper makes clear that we cannot define the divine essence 
because the only knowledge we have of God is through sense percep-
tion and intellectual abstraction. We cannot enter into the being or 
essence of God because it is covered over by a veil that we are unable 

it refers to the vision of Jesus at his return on the clouds, when we will see 
him face to face. Kuyper is evidently not consistent in his interpretation of 
1 Corinthians 13:9–13. 

58 Kuyper, “Nu ken ik ten deele,” in In Jezus ontslapen, 178.
59 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 1, 124–58.
60 Quite possibly, Kuyper’s general predilection for the terms “the eternal 

One” (de Eeuwige) and “the eternal Being” (het Eeuwige Wezen) explains the 
absence of the language of seeing the divine essence, in which case Kuyper 
did not deliberately avoid speaking of seeing the divine essence (particularly 
so since he clearly equated God’s Eeuwige Wezen with his essentia).
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to remove.61 God reveals himself, acknowledges Kuyper, but the 
Reformed tradition, following Thomas Aquinas, has rightly insisted 
that we can only know that God is (an sit) not what he is (quid sit).62 The 
knowledge we have of God here below is, therefore, never adequate.63

61 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 1, 126. Kuyper 
distinguishes between “genetic-synthetic definitions” (that explain the 
object’s origin) and “descriptive-analytical definitions” (that describe what 
an object looks like without explaining its essence). Kuyper insists that at 
most we can give an incomplete descriptive-analytical definition of God, 
by saying, for instance, that “God is an infinite spiritual being” (Kuyper, 
Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 1, 1.127–28). Kuyper is quite 
clear, therefore, that we cannot define God’s essence. In fact, he repeat-
edly states that we cannot even define or understand animals or each 
other (Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 1.32; 1.125; E voto 
Dordraceno, 1.145). Kuyper also suggests that whereas we know only through 
sense perception, by contrast, God looks straight into the essence of things 
(E voto Dordraceno, 1.166).

62 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 1.25. Cf. Thomas 
Aquinas, ST I, qq.3–13. For further discussion on Aquinas, see Rudi te Velde, 
Aquinas on God: The “Divine Science” of the Summa Theologiae (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2005), 65–93.

63 Preferring the personal word I over the word “being” (wezen), Kuyper 
explains that we should avoid the twin dangers of pantheism, on the one 
hand (which makes God’s being identical to ours), and Pelagianism, on the 
other hand (which treats God’s being and our being as separate species, 
both included within a higher genus of being). Kuyper insists that God’s 
being is absolute and as such constitutes the genus of being, while our being 
is merely relative. The absolute and relative notions of being are related, 
therefore, not by way of coordination but by way of subsumption—with our 
being subsumed under God’s (Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de 
Deo, pt. 1, 136–37). Regarding the related question of whether or not eter-
nal forms (or divine attributes) are real, Kuyper rejects both realism and 
nominalism. He insists that realism leads to a separation of divine virtues 
(though he acknowledges that Thomas Aquinas does not separate them), 
while nominalism leads to subjectivism and a denial of divine virtues and 
being. Kuyper’s solution is to say that human reason is merely ratio ratio-
nata: a dependent mirroring of God’s own reason. Human reason is not 
self-positing or original (ratio rationans). Human virtues, therefore, exist 
only inasmuch as they exist in a “corresponding manner” (overeenkomende 
wijze) in God (Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 1.276–77). 
Although he distinguishes his understanding from Aquinas’s realism, 
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But what about the hereafter? In at least one place, Kuyper makes 
clear that our vision of the divine essence does not imply that we will 
be able to “understand” God. As he discusses the doctrine of the 
Trinity in the Heidelberg Catechism (Lord’s Day 8), Kuyper warns 
that the mystery of the Trinity is such that we cannot understand 
(begrijpen) even a part of it. The attempt to understand God, insists 
Kuyper, is as blasphemous as the refusal to believe in him.64 He then 
distinguishes between understanding (begrijpen) and knowing (ken-
nen) God: “Even apart from sin, a creature would never be able to 
understand God. Even the glorious face-to-face knowledge that the 
holy apostle prophesies God’s saints will have in the state of glory has 
nothing to do with understanding the Eternal and Unfathomable 
One.”65 Understanding the essence of God is never possible. After 
all, a human being does not even understand the essence of another 
human being.66 Knowing God is, therefore, quite different from 
understanding God, claims Kuyper. In eternal life we will know God; 
we will not understand him.67 It is probably fair to say that Kuyper 
not only wants to caution here against intellectualism in general 
but also attempts to safeguard the creator-creature distinction. The 
claim that in the hereafter we would be able to understand God—or, 
as others in the tradition would have put it, comprehend God—puts 
the creature in the place of the creator. Kuyper, therefore, does not 
mean to subvert divine transcendence when he claims that beatific 

Kuyper’s notion of ratio rationata is similarly grounded in the analogy of 
being. (Cf. Kuyper’s defense of analogy in Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 
1, Locus de Deo, 3.9–10.) It is hard to see any real difference on this score 
between Aquinas and Kuyper.

64 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 1.144.
65 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 1.145; emphasis original.
66 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno.
67 Kuyper’s argument at this point runs into difficulties. In the second 

volume of his Encyclopædie, as he argues against a contemplative (defined 
as nonlogical) vision of God in the hereafter, Kuyper explicitly makes the 
point that our eschatological knowledge of God will be logical (since God 
is logical) and that there is only a gradual difference (gradueel verschil) 
between God’s knowledge and ours (!) (Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.194). This 
eschatological logical knowledge that Kuyper claims we will have, seems 
to be the same as the intellectual “understanding” that he denounces in 
his commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism.
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knowledge is knowledge of the divine essence.68 Seeing or knowing 
the divine essence is not the same as understanding it.

Seeing the Eternal Being (2): 
Direct Knowledge of God

We may not ever be able to understand God, but our beatific knowl-
edge of him will nonetheless be direct or immediate in character. 
Just as God always knows our essence, so, Kuyper insists, we will also 
come to know his. Paul makes clear that our future knowledge of God 
will be patterned on his knowledge of us: “Now I know in part; then 
I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12). 
For Kuyper, the change from seeing in a mirror dimly (and having 
partial knowledge) to knowing fully means that, even though our 
intellectual faculty remains the same, our earthly knowledge will be 
“destroyed” (vernietigd), so that the mode of our new knowledge will 
be quite different from our current mode of knowing.69 Indeed, the 
manner of our knowing will undergo such a change that it will come 
to resemble God’s way of knowing us. According to 1 Corinthians 
13:12, “our intellectual faculty will know in a manner that approaches 
the way in which God’s knowledge operates.”70

Kuyper explains the Pauline image of the mirror by saying that 
in the eschaton we will turn around, away from the mirror, in order 
to face God himself: “It is not the case,” says Kuyper, “that the one 

68 Nonetheless, Kuyper again faces a problem. When he denies that we 
will ever understand God’s essence, this raises the question: Will we be able 
fully to know his essence? Kuyper fails to explain how our beatific knowledge 
of God’s essence respects his transcendence. Whereas Thomas Aquinas at 
least tries to do so by distinguishing between attaining and comprehending 
the divine essence (ST I, q.12, a.7; I–II, q.4, a.3), Kuyper fails to qualify his 
suggestion that we will have direct knowledge of God’s essence. To avoid a 
lapse into pantheism, Kuyper would at least have to put in place some sort 
of safeguard, along the lines of Aquinas’s (or, even better in my view, he 
might interpret the vision of God’s essence christologically).

69 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 3.11–12. Kuyper 
similarly maintains that our intellectual faculty will remain the same in 
Encyclopædie, 2.194.

70 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 3.12. Cf. Kuyper, 
Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 1.166.
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intellectual faculty is removed while another surfaces. Rather, the 
human being is turned around, with his back to the mirror and his 
face to the person.”71 As a result, we will see the Eternal Being directly 
or immediately. All mediation will disappear as we come to know the 
very essence of God: “Then our knowledge will be able to focus directly 
on God; now we can observe the image of God only in a mirror, in 
which it is reflected.”72 After speaking of “direct knowledge, imme-
diate knowledge” in one of his meditations on 1 Corinthians 13:12, 
Kuyper goes on to say that the kind of knowledge of the future will 
be quite different from the knowledge we have today: It is “like the 
difference between gazing at a portrait (which is the mirror image) 
and revelling to behold the living object of your love in reality.”73 
Kuyper treats the beatific vision as a direct vision of the essence of God.

The result of this emphasis on immediacy is that it disconnects 
Christ from the vision of God. This seems to me the most unfortunate 
aspect of Kuyper’s doctrine of the beatific vision. He ties Christ’s 
role as Mediator—prophet, priest, and king—exclusively to our post-
lapsarian situation. The prophetic, priestly, and royal roles of Adam 
and Eve functioned directly, without mediation, claims Kuyper.74 
And once all sin has been left behind, the threefold office will again 
function directly, without mediation.75 When Kuyper distinguishes 
between pilgrim knowledge (theologia stadii or viatorum), the knowl-
edge of Christ (theologia unionis), and the beatific knowledge of 
vision (theologia visionis or patriae), he insists that what distinguishes 
beatific knowledge from the other two is its immediate character: 
“The blessed in their vision are not granted a knowledge acquired 
through means, but a knowledge reached without means—immediate 

71 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 3.12. For almost identi-
cal language (turning around from the mirror to the person), see Kuyper, 
De gemeene gratie 1.480; “Nu ken ik ten deele,” in In Jezus ontslapen, 178.

72 Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.194.
73 Kuyper, “Nu ken ik ten deele,” in In Jezus ontslapen, 176.
74 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 1.287.
75 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 1.288. Kuyper appeals to 1 Cor. 13:12; John 

16:26; and 1 Cor. 15:28. To be sure, in at least one place Kuyper suggests 
that in the future the Father will be shown to us “in Christ” (“Hetgeen 
onze oogen gezien hebben: Het sacrament en ons oog,” in Voor een distel 
een mirt, 15).
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knowledge, through seeing πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσωπον [face to face], as 
the apostle puts it.”76 For Kuyper, the beatific vision is a direct vision 
of the essence of God, which as such leaves the mediation of Christ 
behind.

Although the vision of God will be direct or immediate, this does 
not mean that Kuyper thinks it will be an intuitive, contemplative 
vision, which bypasses the senses. We have seen that he does not think 
the believers see Christ after death, because the souls in that state 
are separate from their bodies; Kuyper never speaks of separated 
souls seeing God (say, with a spiritual vision). It appears as though 
for Kuyper there simply is no beatific vision of any kind for separated 
souls—at least, he never mentions any such vision. Quite possibly the 
reason is Kuyper’s suggestion that the beatific vision will be a vision of 
body and soul together. In at least one place in his Dictaten Dogmatiek, 
Kuyper posits unambiguously (and in deviation from the Augustinian 
tradition) that this vision and enjoyment of God will be an act not 
only of the soul but also of the body: It will be an act of the entire 
person. Kuyper appeals to 1 John 3:2, which states that “we shall see 
him as he is.” He insists that this refers to “a direct seeing with the 
bodily eye—of course not apart from spiritual vision, for in the state 
of perfection, the action of the eye of the soul and of the body is 
one.”77 Kuyper reminds his readers that Moses similarly saw God’s 
back (Ex. 33:20–23). Immediately adding that God does not have a 
body, Kuyper nonetheless explains: “God descended on Horeb in a 
creaturely fashion, so that the outward grasp of the senses perceived 
that there was a sign of the praesentia Dei.”78 In similar fashion, claims 
Kuyper, we will see the presence of God in the brilliance and majesty 
of the Mediator at Christ’s return.79 To what extent Kuyper actually 
meant to insist on this bodily vision of God’s essence remains unclear. 

76 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 1.76. Kuyper simi-
larly speaks of direct knowledge in the eschaton in Encyclopædie, 2.194, also 
after distinguishing the three kinds of theology (Encyclopædie, 2.190–91).

77 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 317.
78 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 317.
79 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 5, Locus de Consummatione Saeculi, 

317. Just two pages earlier, Kuyper had said that after the resurrection we 
would no longer see God through the Mediator. I suspect that Kuyper is 
not now suggesting that we will see God through the Mediator, after all, 
but rather that we will be able to see the divine nature of Christ directly 
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To my knowledge he does not refer to it anywhere else, nor does he 
explain how he believes physical and spiritual sight will be united in the 
beatific vision. Still, considering his criticisms of what he considered 
an undue focus on beatitude (zaligheid) in the tradition, I suspect 
that Kuyper may have had in mind a state of glory (heerlijkheid) in 
which body and soul will be reunited and in their glorified state will 
see the very essence of God.

Kuyper, then, and in this respect he is in line with Thomas Aquinas 
and the broad stream of the western tradition, argues that one day 
we will see the essence of God. To be sure, there are important differ-
ences: First, while the earlier tradition held that the saints will have 
this vision of the divine essence immediately after death, Kuyper 
argues that it only occurs after the resurrection. Kuyper’s distinction 
between beatitude (zaligheid) and glory (heerlijkheid) leads to a gradu-
ated approach to the beatific vision: We will first have communion 
with Christ after death, and only after the resurrection will we see 
the very essence of God.

“The Sickly Mystic”: False Mysticism

It is hardly surprising that Kuyper’s theology of the beatific vision 
works in tandem with a mysticism of sorts: If the telos of the human 
pilgrimage is the beatific vision, then perhaps we may experience this 
vision in some preliminary fashion today. Before turning directly to 
Kuyper’s mysticism, however, I need to note his staunch opposition 
to what he considered to be one-sided or erroneous approaches to 
it. In his 1901 publication, Drie kleine vossen (Three Little Foxes), he 
distinguishes between true mysticism (mystiek) and false mysticism 
(mysticisme).80 Kuyper notes the danger of the latter particularly in 
the Eastern rejection of the filioque. By separating the link between 

(both physically and spiritually)—though it remains odd that he speaks 
here of Christ as the Mediator. 

80 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen (Kampen: Kok, 1901), 47. We should note 
that the word “mysticism” (mysticisme) always has a negative connotation 
for Kuyper. Because the English language does not have two distinct terms 
for mystiek and mysticisme, I have taken recourse to the expressions “true 
mysticism” and “false mysticism.” Kuyper’s book deals with three dangers 
in the spiritual life: intellectualism (intellectualisme), mysticism (mysticisme), 
and activism (practicisme).
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the Son and the Spirit, the Eastern Church has isolated the work of 
the Holy Spirit from God’s revelation in his Son.81

Kuyper’s main objection to false mysticism—a problem that he sees 
especially in medieval practices of contemplation—is that it bypasses 
divine revelation. Kick Bras puts it as follows: “The basic error of 
mysticism, in his [i.e., Kuyper’s] opinion, is that it separates the work 
of the Holy Spirit from the revelation of the Son as it is proclaimed 
in the Word.”82 Indeed, whenever he discusses mysticism, Kuyper is 
quick to remind his readers of the importance of revelation, object-
ing to any and all attempts to circumvent it:

Whether it’s called meditation, contemplation, or whatever, it 
always makes an attempt to penetrate to the essence (wezen) of 
the majestic God apart from revealed means. It cannot accept 
that God is discovered only through the veil of revelation. It 
wants to push aside that veil, or that curtain, and it doesn’t 
stop until it arrives at the fancy that it now possesses God, 
sees God, and enjoys God directly, immediately, without any 
intermediate operation.83

Traditionally, of course, the meditation and contemplation that 
Kuyper castigates, are the final two stages of the medieval practice of 
lectio, oratio, meditatio, and contemplatio, and one may legitimately ask 
whether Kuyper does justice to this fourfold approach that invariably 
begins with the lectio of the Scriptures.84 Be that as it may, for Kuyper, 
false mysticism is characterized by the attempt to gain direct access 
to God apart from divine revelation.

81 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 47–48. Cf. also the sharp comments on page 
74 against Russian “fanaticism” (dweperijen).

82 Bras, Een met de ene, 26.
83 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 59.
84 In his Encyclopædie (1.80–81), Kuyper has harsh words for Hugh of 

Saint Victor, who moves from cogitatio, via meditatio, to contemplatio, and who 
distinguishes between the “eye of the flesh” (oculus carnis), the “eye of the 
intellect” (oculus rationis), and the “eye of contemplation” (oculus contem-
plationis). Kuyper objects that in Hugh, the human ratio is transcended by 
contemplation as a higher form of the intellect (kenvermogen), so that con-
templation takes over where reason leaves off (Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 1.81). It 
is hard to avoid the impression of a rationalist strain in Kuyper’s thought at 
this point, which led him to unduly harsh critiques of the earlier tradition.
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Kuyper’s objection to false mysticism is not only that it bypasses 
revelation, but he is also troubled by the quietism that he perceives in 
this approach. In false mysticism, the mystic passively waits for expe-
riences, visions, and emotions.85 Such false mysticism presupposes, 
claims Kuyper, “that we possess a distinct sense organ or faculty of 
perception and that through this higher sense organ we perceive the 
immediate presence of God.”86 The result of such false mysticism, 
explains Kuyper, is spiritual arrogance, which sets it apart from a 
genuinely Pauline approach: “The sickly mystic (kranke Mysticus) caves 
in to the tendency of spiritual hubris, whereas the apostle fights this 
tendency when it arises in his heart.”87 Kuyper’s denunciations of 
mystical contemplation can be quite categorical.88 Hovering in the 
background in such denunciations of contemplation is, invariably, 
Kuyper’s fear of bypassing divine revelation in order passively to reach 
union with God by means of a distinct faculty that operates without 
the ordinary use of the physical senses and the intellect.

85 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 68. In the Locus de Deo, when he warns against 
the mysticism involved in the three steps of oratio, meditatio, and contemplatio, 
he similarly insists that this process involves isolation from the world and 
complete passivity in an attempt to achieve a higher type of knowledge of 
God (Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, pt. 1.16–17). 

86 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 68.
87 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 61.
88 Kuyper comments, for instance, that the face-to-face vision of 1 Corin-

thians 13:12 is “not cosmic vision, not mystical contemplation, but ‘knowing 
face to face, just as we are known by God’” (Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus 
de Deo, pt. 1.23; emphasis original). In another reflection on 1 Corinthians 
13:12, Kuyper points out that there is a connection between the partial 
knowledge we have now and the full knowledge we will have in the hereafter:

It is not as though γνῶσις [knowledge] will pass away so as to make 
room for θεωρία [contemplation]. It is not a matter of knowing 
God here and seeing him there. Rather, it is knowledge here and 
remains knowledge there—distinguished only in this sense, that 
here it is ἐκ μέρους [in part], while there it will be τέλειον [perfect]. 
Meanwhile, βλέπεσθαι [seeing] is, both there and here, the means 
to arrive at this γνῶσις [knowledge]. (Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.193; 
emphasis original)
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“Mysticism of the Heart”: Experiential Piety

None of this is to say that Kuyper opposed mysticism (mystiek) as 
such. Through his acquaintance with Romanticism and German ideal-
ism during his university years and his encounter with the experiential 
mysticism of Calvinist spirituality in his first congregation of Beesd, 
Kuyper gained a genuine appreciation of mysticism.89 This mystical 
tendency deepened as Kuyper grew older.90 We have seen that in 
his 1901 book, Drie kleine vossen (Three Little Foxes), he distinguishes 
between true mysticism (mystiek) and false mysticism (mysticisme). 
Indeed, the book begins by tackling, not the problem of mysticism, 
but of intellectualism. Kuyper notes that this is a problem especially 
in the Reformed tradition,91 and he compares it to the mistake of 
thinking that the printed paper of a $20 bill is itself worth that much: 
“Just as $20 bills are not actual money but are only declarations about 
money that is in the bank, so also all these [theological] notions, 
forms, and formulations aren’t worth a penny. They themselves are 
nothing but declarations about spiritual treasures stored up in God 
or in the human heart.”92 When we encounter hardship, logical 
expositions are of little help on their own, insists Kuyper.93 He cau-
tions, therefore, that intellectual knowledge (kennen) cannot replace 

89 Kuyper’s own spirituality was shaped by the pious, experiential (be-
vindelijke) Christians of his congregation in Beesd (1863–1867), though the 
legendary impact of a woman named Pietje Baltus has probably been exag-
gerated, and we should not lose sight of the impact of German Romanticism 
on Kuyper’s thought. See J. Vree, “More Pierson and Mesmer, and Less 
Pietje Baltus: Kuyper’s Ideas on Church, State, Society and Culture During 
the First Years of His Ministry (1863–1866),” in Kuyper Reconsidered: Aspects 
of His Life and Work, ed. C. van der Kooi and J. de Bruijn, VU Studies on 
Protestant History 3 (Amsterdam: VU Uitgeverij, 1999), 299–310. See also 
Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 32–35.

90 One of the anonymous peer reviewers of this article rightly pointed 
out to me that Kuyper’s anti-intellectualism and his mystical side (as well 
as the role of practicality) come to the fore particularly in the devotional 
writings that stem from the period of his prime ministership (1901–1905)—
publications such as Drie kleine vossen and Nabij God te zijn.

91 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 13.
92 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 16.
93 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 17.
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spiritual aptitude (kunnen).94 To be sure, sermons must preach the 
contents of the faith—Christ himself—rather than the preacher’s 
experience (bevinding).95 The medicine of the Word must nonethe-
less be applied to the genuine spiritual needs of the congregation.96

This kind of warning against intellectualism echoes throughout 
Kuyper’s writings. He is keenly aware, for example, that the academic 
discipline of theology is merely a means to an end or, as he calls it, 
an emergency bridge (noodbrug).97 Accordingly, we need to distin-
guish between the notion (begrip) and the idea (idee) of theology. 
The former is tied to our current mode of knowing; the latter has to 
do with the aim of our theological work.98 Because theology’s goal 
is direct rather than discursive knowledge of God, the scientific dis-
cipline of theology is merely temporary in character.99 One day we 
will have a much more perfect theology—here Kuyper has in mind 
theologia visionis—which will operate without the academic discipline 
of theology.100 The goal of beatific theology must determine the way 
we go about theology as pilgrims, and so, according to Kuyper, we 
must always aim at knowing God personally.

We noted Kuyper’s distinction between understanding (begrijpen) 
and knowing (kennen). In this same context he warns that confusion 
of the two leads to much spiritual misery (geestelijke ellende).101 He 
speaks disparagingly of the kind of person “who engages in all sorts 
of speculation about the Trinity, figuring that he understands it, but 
who has never actually met God and hasn’t come to know the Holy 
One at all, while nonetheless pretending to be pious and devout—
this barren wordsmith, this unspiritual intellectualist!”102 Kuyper is 

94 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 33.
95 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 38.
96 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 39–40.
97 Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.191.
98 Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.190.
99 Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.194.
100 Kuyper, Encyclopædie, 2.195.
101 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 1.145.
102 Kuyper, E voto Dordraceno, 1.145–46; emphasis original.
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keenly alert to the danger of theology being preoccupied with words 
instead of realities.103

According to Kuyper, genuine appropriation of the Scriptures 
yields mysticism of the heart (mystiek van ons hart).104 By contrast, 
when we close the door to holy mysticism (heilige mystiek), we end up 
with cold intellectualism.105 Kuyper puts it as follows:

That Christ exists, who he was and is, what he did and suffered, 
how he now lives in heaven to pray for us—these are things 
that the Word, and only the Word, teaches you. But your 
personal bond with Christ, and his with you, this is caused, 
not by the Word but by mysticism of the heart. This is what 
Calvin called unio mystica, i.e., the mystical union and incor-
poration into Christ.106

Kuyper, deeply influenced by the piety (bevindelijkheid) of experiential 
Calvinism, refused to let go of the subjective (onderwerpelijk), mysti-
cal element of the faith for the sake of the objective (voorwerpelijk) 
truths of the gospel. For Kuyper, the two elements invariably went 
hand in hand.107

Kuyper may emphasize that divine revelation is God’s means to draw 
us to him, but he does not treat the Word as a buffer that keeps us 
separate from God. Already in the Old Testament theophanies, God 
genuinely made himself present to his people, according to Kuyper. 
He discusses a number of these theophanic appearances in his Dictaten 
Dogmatiek and concludes that God appeared here in the forms of an 

103 See also Kuyper’s comments about intellectualism in the preface to 
his meditations, Nabij God te zijn (To Be Near Unto God). Warning against 
the exteriorizing of piety, Kuyper describes it as follows: “The mind hurls 
perfectly cut, precisely angulated, dazzlingly translucent ice crystals; but 
underneath the ice, the stream of living water easily flows away” (Nabij God 
te zijn, 1.preface).

104 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 67.
105 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 66.
106 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 67–68.
107 Kuyper often purposely ties these two elements together. See, for 

example, Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 29, 35–36, 67, 70.
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angel, of fire, and of a cloud.108 Theophanies, according to Kuyper, 
tell us that prophecy was not just a foreshadowing (προσκιασμός), but 
also, as it were, a back-shadowing (ἀποσκιασμός).109 Theophanies make 
clear that prophecy was not just prediction (Vorherverkundigung) but 
was also “a shadow cast by the prophesied person himself.”110 Kuyper 
even uses sacramental language to make his point: “σκιά [shadow] 
assumes that the person by whom the σκιά [shadow] is cast, is present. 
The term σκιά [shadow] expresses, therefore, Christ’s real presence in 
Israel for the comfort of believers (cf. Isa. 63).”111 Through theophanic 
appearances, Old Testament believers had a vision of Christ.

More than that, several biblical figures experienced something 
akin to the beatific vision, according to Kuyper. From the famous 
passage of Numbers 12:6–8—where God says that he speaks to Moses 
not through a vision (marah) but clearly (mareh) mouth to mouth 
(peh el-peh), so that Moses beholds the form of God (tmunat yhwh)—
Kuyper infers that Moses had an intimate, clear vision of God. The 
language of the passage intimates “not spiritual, but real communion. 
It is an anticipation of what once will be the destiny of the blessed in 
heaven, who will behold the Lord face to face.”112 Moses’ clear vision 
of God was identical, according to Kuyper, to the vision of God that 
Adam and Eve had in Paradise and that the saints will have in eternal 
glory.113 Paul, too, experienced this same vision of God, insists Kuyper, 

108 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 3, Locus de Christo, 2nd ed. (1891; 
repr., Kampen: Kok, 1911), pt. 1.127.

109 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 3, Locus de Christo, pt. 1.127.
110 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 3, Locus de Christo, pt. 1.127.
111 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 3, Locus de Christo, 127–28; emphasis 

added.
112 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 2, Locus de Sacra Scriptura, 2nd ed. 

(1891; repr., Kampen: Kok, 1911), pt. 1.147. Kuyper’s comment that Moses’ 
communion with God was “not spiritual, but real” may well be another 
indication that Kuyper regarded the beatific vision to be not just spiritual 
but also physical in nature.

113 Kuyper references 1 Cor. 13:12; Ps. 17:15; and Matt. 5:8. He states that 
Moses’ vision of God explains the shining of Moses’ face, and he claims 
that this radiance was the same as that of Jesus on Mount Tabor (Dictaten 
Dogmatiek, vol. 2, Locus de Sacra Scriptura, pt. 1.148). Kuyper maintains else-
where that 2 Cor. 12:4 and Ps. 17:15 refer to the higher mode of knowledge 
mentioned in 1 Cor. 13:12, so that, according to Kuyper, Paul would also 
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referring to the apostle’s description of his ecstatic experience in 
2 Corinthians 12:2–4. It is clear to Kuyper that Paul experienced 
something “entirely extraordinary.”114 Though he does not dwell 
on it at any length, Kuyper—and here he follows much of the great 
tradition of the church—appears to assume that both Moses and Paul 
experienced the glory of the hereafter and saw God face to face.115

“With Unveiled Face”: Direct Communion with God

Is it possible in any way to share in such mystical experiences today? 
Does God make himself really present to the eyes of believers so that 
in this life they can directly see the very essence of God? As we have 
seen, part of the reason Kuyper objects to false mysticism is that it 
tries to penetrate to the essence (wezen) of God in order to possess 
him directly, while bypassing divine revelation. It may seem as though 
Kuyper considers it impossible for us to step into the footsteps of 
Moses and Paul and to arrive at a direct, mystical encounter with God. 
Nonetheless, we need to do justice to the multifaceted character of 
Kuyper’s writings: He does not just speak of hearing the Word but 
also of seeing God. In fact, he privileges vision over hearing. As we 
will see, the corollary of this privileging of sight is, for Kuyper, that 
immediate mystical contact with God becomes possible today.

Perhaps the primary reason why Kuyper has high regard for the 
role of sight is that “Light” is one of the most significant divine names 
in Scripture.116 Kuyper highlights that Christ is the light of the world 
(Isa. 9:1; 2 Sam. 23:4; Luke 2:32; John 1:5–8) and has been so from 
eternity: “Christ is τὸ φῶς [the light] of the cosmos, of the ἄνθρωποι 
[men]. So, whatever light exists in the world is his light, the light 

have experienced the beatific vision (Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de 
Deo, pt. 3.220).

114 Kuyper, Drie kleine vossen, 61.
115 Both Augustine and Aquinas maintained that Moses and Paul saw 

the essence of God.
116 “Light” is the third divine name that Kuyper discusses (after deal-

ing with God as Spirit and as Love). See Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, 
Locus de Deo, pt. 1.201–12. 
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of the second person of the Trinity.”117 The presence of God’s light 
in the world thus has its source in Christ as the preexistent Word. 
Kuyper unfortunately does not work out the implications of these 
christological reflections when it comes to his doctrine of the beatific 
vision. Still, it is clear to Kuyper that the eternal Word of God is also 
the light of God.

Since God is Light and is the source of all earthly light, human 
vision is important to Kuyper. Two of his meditations dwell on the 
priority of vision over speech. In his 1891 meditations on the sacra-
ments, Voor een distel een mirt (A Myrtle for a Brier), Kuyper reflects on 
the relationship between vision and sacrament. He insists that God 
has made the eye infinitely more beautiful than the ear and has cre-
ated it in a higher position than the ear.118 The eye took priority in 
paradise, while the ear has taken on prominence merely as a result 
of the fall. Kuyper does not mean to suggest that hearing is un-
important: It is by listening that we will be saved. Nonetheless, in the 
hereafter, the eye will again take pride of place because saved sinners 
are promised that they will see God face to face.119 It is, therefore, 
a matter of great importance that God does not speak to us in the 
sacraments but that we see him there. Kuyper situates this vision of 
God in the sacrament in between the symbolic vision of God in the 
tabernacle and the temple and the real vision of the God in the 
hereafter.120 Because neither is available to us today, God gives us a 
vision of himself in the sacraments. In the marvel of the sacraments, 
claims Kuyper, “the ear moves into the background, and the spoken 
word merely provides assistance. Meanwhile, the eye—and through 
the eye also the soul itself—is active, and you discern something of a 

117 Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 1, Locus de Deo, 1.203. The term “light” 
itself has three meanings, according to Kuyper. First, it conveys that God 
is a self-conscious being (the intellectual meaning). Second, it suggests 
that God is holy (the ethical meaning). Third, it informs us that God lives 
within a realm of light (the real meaning) (Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 
1, Locus de Deo, 1.206–12).

118 Kuyper, “‘Hetgeen onze oogen gezien hebben,’” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 12–13.

119 Kuyper, “‘Hetgeen onze oogen gezien hebben,’” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 13–14.

120 Kuyper, “‘Hetgeen onze oogen gezien hebben,’” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 15–16.



Blessing and glory

235

holier touch of the divine life than you can ever experience through 
the Word.”121 The eye allows for a kind of communion with God that 
the ear cannot experience.

Similarly, in a meditation on Psalm 121:5 (“The Lord is your 
keeper; the Lord is your shade on your right hand”) in Nabij God te 
zijn (To Be Near Unto God), Kuyper reflects on the role of images and 
comments that by virtue of our created nature, our preferred mode 
of accessing our surroundings is through direct sight. Significantly, 
according to Kuyper, this priority of vision holds true also in spiritual 
matters.122 This human predilection of sight is in no way a result of 
the Fall, insists Kuyper. After all, we are not told that in the future 
glory, the blessed will be “clever thinkers,” but “that they will long 
to see the Eternal Being and will indeed enjoy that clear vision.”123 
Pictures, symbols, and metaphors all prepare us for this future vision 
of God, claims Kuyper.124 While obviously he does not mean to dispar-
age the role of speech and of hearing, Kuyper unmistakably treats it 
as secondary and remedial. Apart from sin—in paradise and in the 
eschaton—vision is more important than hearing.

The significant role of vision is also reflected in Kuyper’s medita-
tion entitled “Met ongedekten aangezichte” (“With Unveiled Face”), 
published in his 1889 book, Gomer voor den Sabbath (An Omer for the 
Sabbath). Here Kuyper notes that sometimes the sheer brilliance of the 
Word frightens us, and we fear that the light may blind us.125 Then, 
however, notes Kuyper, the Mediator comes and casts his shadow over 
us, which tempers the light and removes some of the painful irrita-
tion that the retina of our eyes has suffered. At that point, found in 
Christ, we are able to breathe again in the coolness of the shadow 
that protects us against the smouldering heat of the light.126 Kuyper 
describes the healing of our eyes as follows:

121 Kuyper, “‘Hetgeen onze oogen gezien hebben,’” in Voor een distel een 
mirt, 17.

122 Kuyper, “De Heere is uwe schaduw,” in Nabij God te zijn, 2.150.
123 Kuyper, “De Heere is uwe schaduw,” in Nabij God te zijn, 2.150; empha-

sis original.
124 Kuyper, “De Heere is uwe schaduw,” in Nabij God te zijn, 2.151.
125 Kuyper, “Met ongedekten aangezichte,” in Gomer voor den sabbath: 

Meditatiën over en voor den sabbath (Amsterdam: Wormser, 1889), 90.
126 Kuyper, “Met ongedekten aangezichte,” in Gomer voor den sabbath, 91.
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This miracle must be wrought in you personally. Your eye, 
which was sick, must be healed. Your spiritual vision, which 
almost entirely vanished in darkness, must be restored. Now 
the Spirit begins to work in you (inwendige bewerking), through 
which the almighty God gives his Amen to the prayer, “Open 
my eyes, that I may behold the wonders of your law [cf. Ps. 
119:18]!” Through the intervention of Immanuel, God’s 
inscrutable mercy opens your eyes, thus defeating the law 
that tightened them and squeezed them shut with the glow of 
justice. The eye stops seeing what it used to see, and it begins 
to see what before it didn’t notice.127

Kuyper describes how our vision is healed through the mediating 
work of Christ, who through the Spirit works in our hearts. Because 
of Christ’s atoning work, says Kuyper, we no longer need to keep the 
“veils of self-accusation” (deksels der zelfaanklacht) before our eyes.128 
Thus, in the “hour of love” (ure der minne), the Savior removes the 
veil from our face: “And now, standing within the brightness of eter-
nal love with unveiled face, in amazement you gaze and peer into the 
mirror of the Word, which displays to you the glories of the Word.”129 
Kuyper concludes by encouraging his readers to turn to the Word, so 
that by the Spirit of God they may see there the glorious character 
of God himself.130

The meditation does not quite describe a mystical experience: 
Kuyper does not suggest that by drawing near to the light, his reader 
may today come to share in the glory of eternal life. Throughout this 
meditation, it is in and through the Word that Kuyper sees the light 
as illuminating and healing the believer. Nonetheless, the language 
of vision permeates the entire meditation, and the repeated allu-
sions to 2 Corinthians 3—through the language of veiling—gives 
the meditation a rather mystical feel.

In the first meditation of his 1908 work, Nabij God te zijn (To Be Near 
Unto God), Kuyper goes even further. Here he meditates on Psalm 

127 Kuyper, “Met ongedekten aangezichte,” in Gomer voor den sabbath, 
91; emphasis original.

128 Kuyper, “Met ongedekten aangezichte,” in Gomer voor den sabbath, 91.
129 Kuyper, “Met ongedekten aangezichte,” in Gomer voor den sabbath, 

91; emphasis original.
130 Kuyper, “Met ongedekten aangezichte,” in Gomer voor den sabbath, 92.
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73:28 (“But for me it is good to be near God”), and he begins by dis-
tinguishing between “having a love for God” and “loving God.”131 Only 
the latter reaches God himself and involves fellowship (gemeen-schap) 
with the Eternal One—“hidden communion” (verborgen omgang) with 
God.132 In loving God, the being of God becomes personal to us, so 
that we meet him and come to know him in intimate communion.133 
According to Kuyper, this love of God means that the eye sees him 
and the heart becomes aware of him, so that any and all separation 
from God falls away.134 Kuyper expresses the mystical experience as 
follows:

You can be “near” to God in one of two ways: Either you 
feel drawn into the heavens, or God descends from those 
heavens and visits you where you are, in your desolation, 
your cross, or your joys, which you experienced. That “near-
ness” indicates that there is oh, so much that separates you 
from God—so much that yet again isolates you, so that you 
are lonely and feel abandoned, because your God has left 
you again or because you have moved away from God. But 
“nearness” also means that this makes you restless, that you 
can’t handle it, so that everything draws you back again to 
him—until that which caused the separation, falls away again. 
Then there is a renewed encounter, then he comes near you 
again, then you know that you are near unto God yet again. 
Then that blessedness (dat zalige) is back again—that blessed-
ness (dat zalige), which is better than anything else. Then it is 
good again, oh, so good, above all, to be near unto your God. 
It is only at certain moments that we enjoy this blessedness 
(zaligheid) here. But beyond this, what awaits you is the happy 
blessedness (gelukzaligheid) of eternal life, when that being 
“near unto God” will always be yours—forever with him in the 
Father’s house.135

131 Kuyper, “Het is mij goed,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.1.
132 Kuyper, “Het is mij goed,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.2.
133 Kuyper, “Het is mij goed,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.2.
134 Kuyper, “Het is mij goed,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.4.
135 Kuyper, “Het is mij goed,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.4.
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This description of the mystical life cannot but remind one of Augus-
tine’s account, in his Confessions, of his brief mystical experience in 
Ostia, which he was unable to sustain for long.136 Kuyper seems to 
align himself with the African bishop: In this life, mystical anticipa-
tions of the beatific vision are only brief—we always fall back again 
into our ordinary lives. Kuyper suggests that to experience such 
nearness to God, while still on earth, places the believer in line with 
Jacob, Moses, David, and Paul.137 Thus, although his language is tem-
pered—perhaps because he nowhere claims that he has experienced 
the vision of God directly himself—in his most mystical moments, 
Kuyper appears to suggest that believers may experience a direct, 
mystical encounter with God.

Kuyper explicitly refers to personal, intimate contact with the 
Eternal Being (Eeuwige Wezen) of God in his meditations. Kuyper 
speaks, for instance, of a touch (aanraking) between the soul and 
the Eternal Being.138 God’s work in one’s heart, Kuyper continues, 
must be discerned, discovered, and even felt personally by means of 
a “spiritual, direct perception.”139 In this way, it is possible to know 
directly from yourself (rechtstreeks uit u zelf ) that God exists.140 When 
Kuyper reflects on Asaph’s words in Psalm 73:23, “Nevertheless, I am 
continually with you,” he suggests that the term continually must be 
taken literally: Asaph is not content with communion with God that 
keeps being interrupted, and he desires from now on to be with God 
continually. Kuyper clarifies that Asaph is not suggesting he is about 
to enter into uninterrupted, deep, mystical communion with the 
Eternal Being. Kuyper, however, makes the intriguing parenthetical 
comment: “As long as we exercise extreme care, one of the benefits of 
silent prayer may be that we lose ourselves in spiritual contemplation 
of the Infinite Being.”141 This statement seems like a fairly straight-
forward affirmation of mystical contemplation—though Kuyper adds 
that Asaph’s desire to be with God continually does not actually refer 
to this type of mystical contemplation; instead, the psalmist speaks 

136 Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 9.10.23, 170.

137 Kuyper, “Het is mij goed,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.5.
138 Kuyper, “Uw naam worde geheiligd,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.297.
139 Kuyper, “Uw naam worde geheiligd,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.297.
140 Kuyper, “Uw naam worde geheiligd,” in Nabij God te zijn, 1.298.
141 Kuyper, “Ik zal dan gedurig bij U zijn,” in Nabij God te zijn, 2.5.
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about living in the deep awareness that in everything we do, we live 
in dependence on God’s faithfulness.142 Still, Kuyper affirms here 
that some people may in this life experience immediate contact with 
the very being God.143

Clearly, there is some tension between Kuyper’s mysticism and 
his sharp denunciations of meditation and contemplation. But the 
tension does not amount to a blatant contradiction. When Kuyper 
harps at mystical attempts directly or immediately to reach the being 
(wezen) of God, the immediate object of his ire is the neglect of divine 
revelation—less so the desire for direct, intimate communion with 
God per se. Kuyper’s mysticism allows, even encourages, personal, 
intimate contact with the being of God in this life. In the preface to 
his meditations Nabij God te zijn (To Be Near Unto God), he heaps praise 
on the church fathers and the Reformers, Calvin in particular, for 
their spirituality. Calvin may have the reputation of being “cold,” but 
Kuyper counters that “no divine did more than he to implant in our 
hearts a mystical union with the God-man, and through him with the 
Eternal Being.”144 Kuyper certainly designed his meditations in an 
effort to help draw his readers into personal contact with God himself.

Conclusion: Appropriating Kuyper

In some sense, Kuyper’s theology of the beatific vision was fairly 
traditional: He treated the beatific vision as a direct encounter with 
the Eternal Being (Eeuwige Wezen) of God, with which he meant that 
we will see the essence of God—even though he does not use the 
traditional language of the essence of God. Kuyper also appears to 
have followed the broad tradition of western thought in affirming that 
Moses and Paul saw the essence of God. Although sharply critical of 
Russian Orthodox mysticism as well as of western medieval treatments 
of meditation and contemplation, Kuyper nonetheless did recognize 

142 Kuyper, “Ik zal dan gedurig bij U zijn,” in Nabij God te zijn, 2.4–5.
143 Kuyper makes a similar suggestion when he discusses the innertrini-

tarian operations of the divine persons. He argues that this is a topic that 
is best approached, not by way of dogmatic reasoning, “but only by way of 
communion with the Eternal Being along the mystical path of contempla-
tion and meditation” (Dictaten Dogmatiek, vol. 2, Locus de Creatione, 2nd ed. 
[1891; repr., Kampen: Kok, 1911], pt. 1.15).

144 Kuyper, Nabij God te zijn, 1.preface.
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the value of contemplation, particularly as he had witnessed it in the 
experiential piety (bevindelijkheid) of traditional Calvinism. Thus, there 
was much in the spirituality of the earlier tradition from which, in 
his more mystical moments, Kuyper was able to draw.

Kuyper is not traditional, however, when he distinguishes between 
beatitude (zaligheid) and glory (heerlijkheid) and uses it to give a rather 
unique spin to his doctrine of the beatific vision. Kuyper was obviously 
displeased with the large role that beatitude (zaligheid) played, both 
in one of the confessional statements of the Reformed churches (the 
Heidelberg Catechism) and in many people’s everyday spirituality. 
While the western tradition has typically maintained that the saints 
will obtain the beatific vision—direct, intuitive apprehension of the 
essence of God—immediately after death, Kuyper does not speak 
of any kind of vision in connection with the intermediate state. It is 
appropriate for believers to long for heavenly beatitude (zaligheid) 
after death, but for Kuyper this involves communion with Christ, not 
vision of Christ. He never uses the language of vision to describe the 
soul’s postmortem state of separation from the body. The beatific 
vision is reserved for the resurrection life of glory (heerlijkheid). Only 
then will we see the Eternal Being of God. (And, it will be recalled, 
Kuyper appears to suggest that this will involve spiritual and physical 
vision of God.) Kuyper’s denial of any kind of vision of God in the 
intermediate state puts him at odds with the broad tradition of the 
church.

Kuyper’s treatment of Christology in relation to the beatific vision 
also seems to me less than felicitous. To be sure, Kuyper often speaks 
of Christ in connection with the intermediate state and with the 
parousia, and he rightly strives to instill a longing for Christ in his 
readers. Nonetheless, Kuyper insists that in the state of glory following 
the resurrection, Christ will deliver the kingdom to the Father (1 Cor. 
15:24) as he brings his mediatorial role to an end. For Kuyper, the 
believers will at that point reach beyond Christ for the Eternal Being 
of God. Christology thus fails to shape Kuyper’s doctrine of the beatific 
vision itself, which seems to me a serious deficiency, especially in 
comparison to a number of Puritan divines and to Jonathan Edwards.

Although Kuyper’s approach may not provide us with the best model 
for a doctrine of the beatific vision, his teaching yields important 
insights. First, Kuyper’s theology of the beatific vision is accompanied 
by a deep, personal mysticism (mystiek) of the heart, which comes 
to the fore in all of his writings—both his theological treatments 
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and his meditations. Put differently, Kuyper’s mystical spirituality is 
closely linked to his doctrinal understanding of the beatific vision. 
The final end of the beatific vision of God animates many of Kuyper’s 
theological and spiritual endeavors, and in this regard he offers us 
an important reminder of the significance that the final end of the 
beatific vision must play in Christian spirituality.

Second, Kuyper appropriately grounds his mysticism (which 
includes the longing to see God face to face) in the Scriptures. It 
is through the Scriptures that we come to know God, and Kuyper 
rightly reminds us that we dare not bypass them. To be sure, Kuyper 
had little use for the mysticism of Eastern Orthodoxy and for con-
templative medieval spirituality, and his dismissive treatment of both 
traditions is simply inadequate. Nonetheless, he correctly maintains 
that Christians arrive at mysticism’s contemplative goal only through 
God’s self-revelation in Christ, attested by the divine Scriptures—and 
Kuyper’s warnings against spiritualism and false mysticism are a whole-
some reminder of the centrality of the Word for Christian spirituality.

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, in a secular, hedonistic 
culture, Kuyper’s wide-ranging reflections on the beatific vision are 
a reminder that otherworldliness and mysticism are key ingredients 
of the Christian life. Kuyper was much too deeply grounded in the 
theological tradition and was far too careful a thinker simply to 
dismiss the earlier tradition’s focus on the beatific vision as an other-
worldly, Platonic holdover from another era. In many ways, recent neo- 
Calvinists have simply remade Kuyper in their own image by suggesting 
that he was mostly interested in this-worldly transformation and that he 
primarily had in mind cultural transformation also when he thought 
of the eschatological future. I do not at all mean to suggest that they 
have deliberately skewed Kuyperian thought. As I have mentioned, 
both Kuyper’s own life and work, and the subsequent theological 
developments of the twentieth century quite understandably con-
tributed to this one-sided reception of Kuyper’s thought. Regardless, 
Kuyper’s understanding of eschatology was much more in line with 
the great tradition of the church than is commonly recognized. As 
for the great tradition, so for Kuyper, God himself constitutes our 
final end. And if the end determines the means, then the beatific 
vision must give shape to our theology and spirituality. Theologians 
may not always have taken proper note of Kuyper’s otherworldliness 
and mysticism, but perhaps that simply means that we still have not 
brought to fruition the full extent of Kuyper’s legacy.


