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MEN IN THE MED

In a fascinating and forgotten age, women
shook their church and their world.




Did You Know?

JEANNETTE L. ANGELL

Little-known facts about women in the medieval church

The first autobiography in the Eng-
lish language was written by a Chris-
tian woman, Margery Kempe, who
lived in the early 1400s.

In the early Middle Ages, it was not
uncommon for an abbess (the female
head of a religious community) to rule
“double” communities of both men
and women. One who did so was Hil-
da of Whitby (614-80), whose abbey
became famous for its learning and li-
braries. Five future bishops were
trained in her community, and kings
and rulers sought her advice.

Many women joined the Crusades.
They began to be required to gain their
husbands’ consent before leaving,

Christian women often corresponded
with—and gave advice to—the most
prominent leaders of their day. Heloise
ibetter known for her relationship with
famous philosopher Peter Abelard)
maintained a significant exchange with
Peter the Venerable, the influential ab-
bot of Cluny. The two discussed theol-

The Benedictine monastery in the German village
of Eibingen, overlooking the Rhine River, The com-
munity was founded by Hildegard of Bingen
(1098=1179), an influential wriler and visionary
who corresponded with King Henry Il of England,
Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, and the pope.

ogy and spiriludlilju' at length. Anselm,
later archbishop of Canterbury
(1093-1109),  corresponded  with
Queen Matilda on matters of religion.

Of all the recognized saints between
500 and 1200, about 15 percent were
WOMen.

Some Anglo-Saxon queens appointed
bishops. Queen Emma of Normandy,
one of the most powerful people in
England in the early eleventh century,
clearly did so. So did Edith, wife of Ed-
ward the Confessor, the English king
whao built Westminster Abbey.

Brigid of Ireland was said to have been
consecrated a bishop. Brigid, who was
born in the late 400s, founded the first
nunnery in Ireland and served as an
abbess. According to one account,
Bishop Mel conferred the episcopal or-
der upon the abbess, even though she
had requested only the order of repen-
tance; “and hence Brigid's successor is
always entitled to have episcopal or-
ders and the honour due a bishop.”

WikimediaMoguntieer IOC BY-5A 300

Boniface, the great missionary known
as “the apostle to the Germans,” spe-
cifically requested that women be sent
to aid him in converting the pagan Sax-
ons. One of the approximately thirty
women who went was Lioba, who
became so widely respected that she
was invited by Charlemagne’s queen
to visit the roval court.

Hrotsvit, a German Christian woman
who lived in the tenth century, wrote
verse, history, and, in fact, the only
dramas composed in all of Europe from
the fourth to the eleventh centuries.
{Hrotsvit is a pen name she assumed—
it means “loud voice!™)

The first English book known to be
written by a woman was written by a
Christian, the influential writer and vi-
sionary Julian of Norwich.

Joan of Arc’s father ordered her broth-
ers to drown her as a young girl. Only
their failure to do so allowed her to
grow up, and at age 17 save France
from  military  destruction.  Mark
Twain, after twelve vears of research
on Joan's life, concluded that her hife
was “the most noble lite that was ever
born into this world save only One.”

Almost all European Christians, from
the mid-thirteenth century on, be-
lieved there had been a woman pope.
Pope “Joan,” disguised as a man and
known as Pope John, was said to have
begun her reign in 835 (other versions
said 1100). Her alleged reign—for al-
most three vears—ended when she
gave birth while riding in procession.
The story was so widely held that a
bust of Pope Joan was placed in Siena
cathedral in about 1400, and John Hus
spoke of her while on trial shortly be-
fore his death. Not until the mid-1500s

was the story rk'::.n.ldi.llu.'d:.

The Waldensians, a group beginning
in the twelfth century that has been
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Women use bows and crosshows to defend their
castle. In the early Middle Ages, invading Avars,
Danes, Normans, and other hordes “cut the throats
of both young and old who came in their way and
shamefully entreated holy matrons and virgins.” In
such an age, religious women often performed he-
roic deeds, as one abbess put it, 1o “escape the
rage of the barbarians and preserve our chastity.”

described as “Protestants before the
Reformation,” were charged with
allowing women to preach.

In the later Middle Ages, some Chris-
tian women chose lives of prayer and
solitary confinement in their pursuit of
holiness. These anchoresses, as they
were known, often lived in a small
room attached to a church. Windows
allowed them to look into the sanctu-
ary, to view the services there, and to
look out into the village, to be able to
buy food and necessary supplies.

The first known morality play, an im-
portant form of drama in the late medi-
eval period, was written by a
woman—Hildegard of Bingen, the
twelfth-century German abbess,

Holy women so valued their
virginity that in some ex-
treme cases they cut or dis-
figured themselves so they
would not be molested by
marauding invaders of their
monasteries. One who did
s0 was Ebba the Younger,
abbess of a remote monas-
tery in Scotland during the
wave of Danish invasions in
the late ninth century.

Fara, a saint in the late 600s,
founded a joint community
of men and women in the
north of France, where she
ruled as abbess and as-
. T{" sumedxpriestl;l.' and Epit;::f_}pa]
. powers, hearing confessions
: and excommunicating mem-
bers. Abbesses continued to
hold considerable authority:
as late as the thirteenth cen-
tury, certain abbesses had to
be halted from hearing con-
fessions of their nuns.

Anna Comnena, daughter of Byzan-
tine emperor Alexius I, wrote the most
detailed history of the church of her
time.

Women made extensive pilgrimages—
often with small retinues—to the Holy
Land. One such pilgrim was Margery
Kempe, who traveled (without her
husband) first in England and then to
Eome and Jerusalem.

Women played a role in helping to end
the “Babylonian Captivity” of the
church, the nearly-70-year period in
which the papacy was exiled at Avi-
gnon, France, in the shadow of French
royal power. Birgitta (or Bridget) of
Sweden strongly urged Pope Clement
V1 to return the papal see to Rome. Lat-
er, Catherine of 5Siena spent three
months in Avignon and successfully
persuaded Pope Gregory Xl to return
to Rome.

Eleanor of Aquitaine (the twelfth-cen-
tury queen of England and France, and
generous supporter of Fontrevault Ab-
bey) wore the color of mourning—
white—to her wedding. She thus set a
precedent for brides in all centuries
since. 0

Jearreette L. Angell is a docteral candidate in
history and liturgecs ai the School of Theology,
Boston Universily.
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A chair of nuns from the Poor Clares order, 25 shown in a Book of Psalms from the 14005, The Poor Clares

were founded between 1212 and 1214 by Clare of Assisi and her famous colleague Saint Francis, For more
on Clare's austere and haly Christian ife, see page 2.
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From the Editor

In the Middle
(Ages) of a Debate

Three vears ago, Christiin History
published an issue devoted to wom-
en in the early church. That issue re-
ceived more responses than almost
any other issue in our history.

Some readers praised us for our
open-mindedness. Others chastised
us for our narrow-mindedness. No |
one seemed neutral. Gulp.

A female teacher instructs i
Such has been the case for two mmua-e;mm. N

thousand years of church history,
Early-church father Tertullian called
women “the Devil's gateway . . . the first forsaker of the divine law. . . "
On the other hand, Jerome, another pillar of the early centuries, wrote: “Is it
not to women that our Lord appeared after His Resurrection? Yes, and the
men could then blush for not having sought what the women had found.”

In our own day, despite countless books, conferences, and theological
debates, the role of women in the church is far from settled. Even in
denominations that have taken a firm position, individual churches and
women (and men) continue to wrestle with female ministry.

We hope to offer in this issue a neglected aspect of the debate: the role
of women in the church during the medieval period (especially in Europe
in the high Middle Ages). Please let us know what you think of these
issues. Your opinions will help us to decide how, or whether, to continue
the series.

The medieval era is surely one of the most difficult for us to under-
stand. People danced around the Maypole, and built soaring cathedrals.
They walked thousands of miles to view holy relics, and lit bonfires to
ward off dragons. They illuminated some of the most beautiful books ever
made, and fought plagues by carrying bougquets of flowers. They bathed
in barrels, and saw visions of angels. And—impossible for us to under-
stand—a massive Christendom ruled over all: kings and queens, abbots
and abbesses, and countless peasant women and men.

Because the cultural differences are so great, it's easy for us to question
the faith of these believers 700 years (or more) ago. We like things rational
and orderly, so their emphasis on mystical visions perplexes us. We em-
phasize the individual, so their stress on communal life makes us blink.
We live in an age of The Playboy Channel, so their radical commitment to
virginity strikes us as quaint.

Certainly not everything in the medieval church could or should be imitat-
ed. But before we dismiss the practices of these saints as misguided, we
need to consider: Will Christians in the year 2690 see us as true believers?

Coming in the Next Issue: Christian History will publish its first issue on
the powerful and important role of music in the history of the church. The
“Golden Age of Hymns” focuses on the great hymnwriters [saac Watts
(“Joy to the World"”), Charles Wesley (“O for a Thousand Tongues to
Sing”), John Newton (“Amazing Grace"), and many others. You'll enjoy
learning how and why they wrote the hymns we still sing today.

Kevin A. MILLER

P.S. Many of vou have asked when we plan to publish an issue devot-
ed to Martin Luther. We surely have not forgotten this giant of the Refor-
mation, of church history, and of all history, secular or sacred. We are
hard at work on a special, expanded issue and will release it next year.
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Catherine
of Siena

She lived only 33 years, but her vibrant faith and
writings were so influential she has been declared a
Doctor of the Church.

CAROLINET. MARSHALL

55

atherine of Siena lived
her remarkable Chris-
tian life during the
chaos and violence of
the fourteenth cen-
tury. While the medi-
eval order was dying,
she labored for peace, reform, and the
renewal of the human spirit.

Following Christ’s instruction, Cath-
erine believed it was her duty to reform
the church, to evangelize, and to com-
fort the sick, poor, and condemned.
She was an activist in an age when a
woman's religious vocation was sup-
posed to be confined and apart from
the world. Warmed by divine love
from her intimate experience of God,
Catherine proclaimed a personal faith

A in Jesus Christ that touches contempo-
§ rary Christians with its conviction and

immediacy.

Youthful devotion

She was born Caterina di Icopo di
Benincasa in the spring of 1347. Her
home in Tuscany was torn by civil and
ecclesiastical conflict. The great ltalian

&l city-states, including Catherine’s own

Siena, were making an uneasy transi-
tion from feudal society and economy
to early modern republicanism and
commercial capitalism. Catherine and
her generation of Italians endured fre-
quent wars and threats of invasion.
Catherine’s birth into a middle-class
wool dyer's family caused scarcely a
ripple; she was the twenty-fourth of
twenty-five children. While still a small
girl, about 7, Catherine was touched by
the extraordinary movement of the
Holy Spirit in her community and saw
a vision of Jesus with Peter, Paul, and
John the evangelist. She announced
her determination to live some sort of
special religious life. Alarmed, her fa-
ther Jacobo and mother Lupa tried to
divert her into the customary prepara-
tion for marriage and children. In spite
of coercion and punishment, during
which she was forced to act as a maid
in her parents’ house, she remained

Catherine of Siena (1347-1380), one of the mosl
famous women in the medieval church. She evan-
gelized many prisoners. One was violent, but Cath-
erine regularly visited him, and he began to
change. She stayed with him to the end: “1 was
there at the place of execution, wailing and
praying. . . . | bent over him and held him as he
lowered his head [awaiting death], reminding him of
the blood of the Lamb."

CHrIsTIAN HISTORY

Giowanni di Faolo, Mystic Mavriage of Catherine of Siena. Wikimedia,




steadfast. Atage 15she even cut off her
hair to thwart pressures to marry.

Choosing the “third way"

The early death of Catherine’s sister
Bonaventura, a model young wife, ap-
peared to seal Catherine’s determina-
tion to enter a religious vocation where
lite might seem more than a brief, tran-
sitory experience. The great question
was, What kind of religious life?

Catherine did not want to be an ordi-
nary nun, either active or contempla-
tive. And the exotic life of the
perpetually  enclosed anchorite  (see
“Terms of the Religious Life” on page 13)
did not appeal. Her childhood experi-
ences of religion predicted a mystical
approach to the faith. At the same mo-
ment, Catherine was an active person,
in body as well as mind. Christian
service, traditionally offered by relig-
ious women to the poor and sick, at-
tracted her.

Her cousin and first confessor, Tom-
maso della Fonte, was a Dominican
priest, and he encouraged her to think
in terms of the great mendicant reform
orders of 5t. Francis and 5t. Dominic.
Committed to preaching and service,
these begging orders represented the
last popular internal reform in the
church prior to the Protestant Refor-
mation. In 1363, Catherine joined the
Third Order of the Dominicans. Thus,
she chose a “third way,"” the life of the
religious lay woman.

The Third Order provided a satisfy-
ing way for lay people to participate in
the formal religious life. Catherine
could live at home and direct her own
activities. She was younger (age 16)
than her fellows and rather bossy, but
from the first she became an influence
and formed her own famiglia, those
men and women who found her espe-
cially appealing and devout.

Her spiritual family included many
old friends, and new people, of whom
Bartolomeo Dominici was most impor-
tant. He joined Catherine in 1368 as
her second confessor. Young and bril-
liant, Bartolomeo encouraged his
charge to expand her horizons. During
this period, Catherine learned to read.
Precisely what she read can only be de-
duced from her later writings. How-
ever, it is clear she read the Bible,
especially the Gospels. Her favorite ap-
ostolic sources were John and Paul. Of
the church fathers, she became familiar
with Cregory the Great and Augus-
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tine. Her language also reveals that she
became deeply familiar with the popu-
lar preachers of the day.

Calling for conversion

From 1370 to 1374, Catherine contin-
ued serving the poor of Siena, How-
ever, she became increasingly inter-
ested in evangelism; the conversion of
all sorts of sinners preoccupied her.
Catherine did not have a sense of the
profound conditions of class and status
that defined the people of her time. In
a kind, pedantic, scolding way she
entreated all people to repent and be
saved.

At this moment, Ner di Landoccio
Pagliaresi, a Tuscan poet of some fame,
joined her spiritual family. He became
her secretary and greatly expedited her
correspondence. She had not as yet
learned to write. To Neri she dictated
the letters that carried her ministry
throughout Italy.

From these early letters we can dis-
cern the great themes of Catherine's

The conversion of
all sorts of sinners
preoccupied her.

ministry. She wrote to everyone,
pleading for personal conversion and
public reform. Sermons and advice
were directed evenly at family and
friends, princes, nuns, warlords, the
pope, and quite ordinary sinners
whom she did not know but about
whom she had heard. The core of her
thought was not original, but she pro-
vocatively  synthesized theological
ideas in a fresh and lively rhetoric,

Catherine’s theology

At the heart of Catherine’s teaching
was the image of Christ the redeem-
er—ablaze with fiery charity, eager
sacrifice, and unqualified forgiveness.
In Christ's sacrifice, life was engrafted
into death so that we who were dead
acquired life. And it was not the cross
or nails that held Christ to the tree:
those were not strong enough to hold
the God-Man. No, it was love that held
him there.

Catherine’s theology included these
motifs: truth, virtue, and love are pri-
mary manifestations of God; love for
God and love for neighbor are indivis-
ible; the church is the one indispen-
sable vehicle for continuing Christ's
life in the world.

Catherine became so popular that
she was encouraged to attend the gen-
eral chapter of the Dominicans that
mel in Florence in 1374. While there,
she met a young priest, Raymond of
Capua, who was appointed by the
head of the Dominican Order as her
third confessor. In Raymond, Cather-
ine found her most sympathetic friend
and her chief biographer.

Should women take on missions?

Her return to Siena was darkened by
a visitation of the Black Death, which
had first struck the city in the year of
her birth. Catherine and her followers
stayed in town to care for the sick and
the dead. (See box on page 11.)

When the crisis abated, she began to
consider the larger topics of public re-
form. Doubtlessly, she had heard
these discussed in Florence. She con-
templated the whole of Italy as an
arena for her ministry.

At first, Catherine was hurt by criti-
cism that while she, a woman, might
do good, even evangelize, at home un-
der the protection of her relatives and
followers, it was shameful for her to
contemplate distant missions. Typi-
cally, she turmed inward to prayer and
contemplation. Finally, she was able to
report that God had answered her en-
treaties as follows: “Does it not depend
on My will where | shall pour out my
grace? With me there is no longer male
or female, lower and upper classes, but
all are equal in My sight.”

With Raymond and two other com-
rades, Tommaso and Bartolomeo, she
set out for Pisa to preach a crusade. It
was natural for Catherine to cherish
the crusading principle, the most ro-
mantic cause of her age. As the times
grew more violent, the crusades also
offered hope for an instant solution to
the problem of an oversupply of fight-
ing men in Europe. In a letter to the
most infamous mercenary of the day,
John Hawkwood, she argued that he
might be transposed into a hero, a sol-
dier of the faith, if he would quit Italy
and turn his weapons on the infidel.
Like the greatest of medieval reform-
ers, Francis of Assisi, Catherine
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dreamed of the liberation of the Holy
Land and its restoration to Christian
hands.

Spiritual “betrothal” to Christ

In all her public works, Catherine
was sustained by intense mystical ex-
periences. During praver, she often
collapsed in rapture. Indeed, in her let-
ters, and probably in her sermons,
Cathering was transported into ec-
stasy. During one such instance, she
envisioned her own spiritual espousal
or betrothal to Christ. This was a famil-
iar image for medieval people. It repre-
sented to Catherine the union with the
Godhead that all mystics sought to
achieve through intense and loving
contemplation. To modern Christians
such imagery may seem inappropriate,
but late medieval faith often expressed
union with God in terms from the most
intimate human union.

Mystical experience alwavs led
Catherine back into the world to serve.
As she wrote of herself: * . . . she ad-
dressed petitions to the most high and
eternal Father, holding up her desire
for herself first of all—for she knew she
could be of no service to her neighbors
in teaching or example or praver, with-

out first doing herself the service of at-
taining virtue.” With virtue, actions
were done tor God's sake alone. “The
important thing is not to love Me for
vour own sake. or your neighbor for
vour own sake, but to love Me for My-
self, yourself for Myself, vour neighbor
for Myself.”

Freeing a captive church

In common with most reformers of
her day, Catherine believed that the
so-called Babvlonian Captivity of the
papacy was the great ecclesiastical
tragedy of the hmes and the direct
source of much clerical corruption. In
the early fourteenth century, the papa-
cv had removed to Avignon, divorcing
itself from the special sanctity of its Ro-
man roots. Popes became captive to
the French monarchy.

In 1376 Catherine attempted to me-
diate a quarrel between Pope Gregory
Xl and the city of Florence, which he
had placed under interdict. In a series
of letters, Catherine boldly instructed
the pope on the underlving problems
of the church and charged him to re-
turn to Kome and deal with them: “Re-
spond to the Holy Spirit who is calling
vou! | tell vou: Come! Come! Come!

Don't wait for ime, because time isn't
waiting for yvou.”

One yvear later, after Catherine had
visited with him in Avignon, Gregory
Xl finally entered Rome. It was the
great moment of her public life. She
continued to act for the pope among
the people of Tuscany and almaost lost
her life when, in Florence, she was at-
tacked by an anti-papal mob

Her last effort

During this difficult and dangerous
time, Cathenine learned to write. She
began to describe her mystical experi-
ences 1n T.P'J-:' D-!IJIII.I.\!!H.‘ 'l"-'l'l[l.'l:'l. she re-
ferred to simply as “my book.” Even as
her public work failed and her health
began to collapse, Catherine’s spiritual
life intensified. She dictated to secre-
taries most of this great summary of
her Christian life. Its essence lay in the
simplicity of Catherine’s theology

“A soul rises up, restless with tre-
mendous desire for God's honor and
the salvation of souls. She has for some
time exercised herself in virtue and has
become accustomed to dwelling in the
cell of :ﬁ.-ll’-knnwludgv inorder to know
better God's guu-.lnu:-:s toward her,
since upon knowledge follows love

T 5 gl '
Catherine's elaborate

tomb, a sign of her con-
tempararies” respect,
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And loving, she seeks to pursue truth
and clothe herself in it.”

In 1378 Gregory XI died and was re-
placed by Urban VI, a difficult and
rather cruel man. A rival pope soon ap-
peared. It was the beginning of the
Great Schism, and Catherine moved to
Rome to assist Pope Urban. In spite of
acute disappointment, she was able to
complete The Dialogue.

Her public reforms had failed. The

apacy was in worse condition than it
L
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had ever been. Nevertheless, Cather-
ine's last effort, The Diglogue, remained
as a tribute to the grace and power of
her experience of God.

Catherine died in Rome on April 29,
1380, leaving the world in greater dis-
order and pain than she had found it.
She left also a record of her splendid
personal achievement, a life in Christ,
detailed in letters and The Dialogue.

In years to come she would be can-
onized by the Roman Catholic Church,

and in 1970 she was made one of two
women which that church recognizes
as Doctors of Theology. For Christians
everywhere, Catherine of Siena pro-
vides a special and moving insight into
the life of faith. o

Dr. Caroline T. Marshall is professor of history
at James Madizon University in Harrisonburg,

Virginia, and a contributor te The History of

Christianity (Lion, 1977).
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Five Religious
for Medieval

In the High Middle Ages, Christian women found
many ways to live a holy life.

ANN K. WARREN

hristina of Markyate
made a formal vow of
virginity at age 14, in
about the year 1110.
Two years later her
family, an upper-
class,  Anglo-Saxon
family in England, forced Christina
into a betrothal. She was keptin physi-
cal custody for a year, during which an
ecclesiastical judge was bribed to set
aside her vow of virginity. The mar-
riage took place at last.

The resisting bride, however, would
not consent to its physical consumma-
tion. She spent the night prepared for
her deflowering recounting to her hus-
band the story of 5t. Cecilia—the saint
who had convinced her husband, Va-
lerian, to live with her chastely until
each could enter a monastery. Chris-
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In this medieval illustration, a young woman
(center) becomes a nun. The bishop (left of center)
prays for her while sisters (behind her} invest her
with the robes of her new order.

tina’s husband had other dreams. The
situation was at an impasse.

Christina then fled, with the aid of a
local hermit. An anchoress (see “Terms
of the Revigious Life” box on page 14)
named Alfwen hid her for two years.
Christina was then moved o a hermit-
age at Markyate, where some male her-
mits lived, and they secreted her for
four more years. Ultimately her family
accepted that her resolve would not
weaken. The marriage was dissolved,
and Christina became technically free
to live a more “normal” religious life.

By this time, however, the solitary

tions
omen

lifestyle had become established. She
became a hermitess, inheriting the site
where she had hid for four years. In
time a group of disciples formed
around her, the hermitage becoming
first a group household and ultimately
a convent with Christina as abbess.

Christina’s story takes us into all the
types of religious life of her period. She
was in turn a consecrated virgin, a re-
cluse, a hermitess, and a nun. A tradi-
tional anchoress figures in her story as
well. As her life illustrates, to be a bride
of Christ was not necessarily to be a
nun. Especially in the later Middle
Ages, women pursued the religious
life in a variety of forms,

Nuns

Most medieval women married the
men their familizs chose for them or
peaceably accepted consignment to the
convent, the tate of many upper-class
women of the High and Late Middle
Ages. Such marnages, whether to men
or to Christ, were reasonably success-
ful. To be a bride of Christ was for
many women nota denial of the “natu-
ral’” desire to marry and bear children,
but rather the route to a life more inde-
pendent  and intellectually creative
than in the marriage of the day.

Nuns were regulars, that is, they
lived communally under rule (Latin
regula) and took the three monastic
vows of chastity, poverty, and obedi-
ence. They came to the convent, often
as children, from the households of the
rich and powerful; the shelter of a me-
dieval nunnery was available to the
daughters only of those who had the
resources to build and endow them.

One example was the great Hilde-
gard of Bingen (1098-1179), famed
mystic, author, and adviser to popes,
kings, and emperors. As a frail child,
she was dedicated to the church by her
family, minor nobles in Rhineland Ger-
many. At age 8, Hildegard was deliv-
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ered into the care of a woman named
Jutta, the daughter of the regional lord
and a hermitess or anchoress.

In her youth, Jutta had refused both
marriage and the convent. She chose
the solitary life and the anchorhold.
Her father provided the setting and fi-
nancial support. But Jutta's renowned
holiness soon brought her not only the
young Hildegard as disciple but also
others desiring to be associated with
her. What had been a cell for a solitary
gradually became an irregular {without
rule) household for a group. By the
time Hildegard was old encugh to take
vows, the household had been for-
mally constituted as a convent with
Jutta as abbess, 50 it was that Hilde-
gard rode out her career as a nun and
later as an abbess.

While Hildegard's religious decision
was made for her by her family, and
Jutta chose her religious vocation with
the support of her family, other wom-
en made religious choices in opposi-
Hon to the voices of their families. They
demanded the right to be religious and
if necessary connived to achieve it.

Women may have been consigned to
a nunnery, but never to any of the fol-
lowing professions. These were all
lives of choice, lives embraced and de-
sired, often against familial wishes.

Hermitesses

Occasionally women chose to be
hermitesses. In the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, some women of re-
ligious bent rejected the communal
and regulated life of the convent for
the desolation and difficulty of a soli-
tary life in the wilderness. Like many
men in this period of religious revival,
they took to the forests, the deserts,
and the bogs. Alone or with a small
group of like-minded individuals, they
lived in makeshift dwellings and
sought a mystical relationship with
God. These hermitesses stood largely
outside the formal organization of the
church, unless they chose to accept the
counsel of a caring clergyman.

The nunneries of the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, and the hermitages
that grew in this same period, were
aspects of a society almost completely
rural. There remained abundant land,
vet uncleared, on which a pious noble
might found a convent for his daugh-
ter; there were forests within which an
enterprising hermitess might establish
herself. Towns were few, the distances
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between them long,

These rl?'ligit.‘]uﬁ movements  of
withdrawal, paradoxically, gradually
tamed and eliminated the environ-
ment to which they had fled. They
cleared the land and provided outposts
of civilization, encouraging and aiding
the growth of towns and cities. By the
thirteenth century western Europe
was considerably deforested. The ere-
mitic age was over, and new religious
vocations for women emerged. The
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a
more urban age, was the age of beg-
uines and tertiaries.

Beguines

The beguine was merely a religious
woman, mulier religiosa. She took tem-
porary vows, usually of chastity and
simplicity of life, donned some kind of
identifying habit, and dedicated her-
self to good works., The beguine, a
product of the growing cities of thir-
teenth- and fourteenth-century Eu-
rope, worked in  those cities,
answering the needs of the displaced
poor and sick. She was bound to no
order. She might live at home or with a
group who shared her values. She
could later renounce her vows and
marry without difficulty.

The beguine movement was the only
religious current of the Middle Ages
that was female in conception. It did
not owe its impetus, its main support,

In the Middle Ages, every consecraled religious life
involved much prayer. In this illustration, a woman
prays while holding a “book of hours.” A book of
hours contained prayers, Scripture readings, and
services for the seven periods (“hours”) each day
appointed for prayer.

Walters Art Gallery ms. 40175

or its direction to men.

Pressure for the beguine movements
(and the tertiary movements) was gen-
erated in part by an imbalance in the
numbers of men and women of mar-
riageable age. From this pool of unat-
tached women arose more women
who wanted to assume religious lives
and more women available (because
unmarried) to lead them. They awaited
only the right stimulus to aid them in
focusing their lives religiously.

That stimulus emerged in late
twelfth-century Belgium, from two
women: Ivetta of Huy and Mary of
Qignies.

Ivetta of Huy (1157-1228) was born
to an affluent family near Liege. She
was married at 13 and widowed at 18,
already the mother of three sons. She
resisted the demands of her family to
remarry and with the support and en-
couragement of the bishop of Liege,
she was allowed to take widow's vows,
She gave the care of her children to her
father and spent the next ten years us-
ing her home as a hostel for pilgrims
and travelers and working in a nearby
leper colony. Stll feeling too much
contact with worldly affairs, Ivetta
then moved to the leper colony, en-
closed herself in a cell, and lived there
as an anchoress until her death forty-
eight years later, by then famed as a
mystic.

Mary of Oignies (1177-1213) also
was born to wealth in the Brabant re-
gion. She was married at 14, against
her will. More successful than Chris-
tina of Markyate, she was able to con-
vince her husband that they live in
continence and share a religious voca-
tion. They worked together caring for
lepers. Mary’s reputation spread, and
she became the center of a group of
women who lived chastely and
worked among the sick. In 1207, after
about fifteen yvears of work with the
lepers and of exercising a kind of moral
leadership over the amorphous com-
munity that had grown up around her,
she retired to an anchorhold near
Qignes. She lived in the cell only six
years before dying at the age of 36.

Mary and Ivetta both began their re-
ligious lives in the world. Though both
gradually withdrew from the world,
the concept that a religious life could
be lived in the world was central to
their perception. Poverty was also a
tenet of their ideulug:.-'; the families of
these women had to constantly stand
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guard that they not decimate the fam-
ily fortune with excessive almsgiving,
Combining apostolic poverty and serv-
ice in the world, they thus shared char-
acteristics of the movements spurred
later by St. Francis.

From these women the beguines de-
veloped. The movement swept
through the Low Countries and Ger-
many in the thirteenth century, cen-
tered in the cities, The beguine
movement accommodated women of
more middling status than those who
filled the nunneries. The beguines
lived in the world, supporting them-
selves with any manner of honest work
and spending the remainder of their
time in charitable works. They served
the poor and the sick in the urban envi-
ronment. They banded together, unat-
tached women of the cities, living
separately or communally in houses
(later called beguinages) built or bought
with their own resources.

To get a sense of how many there

may have been, by the end of the four-
teenth century there were about 1,500
beguines living in Cologne, a city
whose general population was only
about 20,000. Over a two-hundred-
year period, on average, perhaps one
in ten residents was a beguine.

While acknowledging the social and
demographic components of the
movement, it is important to stress that
this was essentially a religious happen-
ing, a great outpouring of religious fer-
vor. These women, who stood apart
from hierarchy and structure, were de-
graded by many. The word beguine it-
self was a smear meaning “heretic.”
Yet the movement could not be
stopped. It offered women a wide
range of charitable employment with
a minimum of complication, a self-
regulated balance between outreach
and contemplative withdrawal, and
the freedom to change one’s mind and
later marry or assume another relig-
ious role.

Tertiaries

Following upon the success of Fran-
cis of Assisi in the early thirteenth cen-
tury, a number of mendicant
communities (those who begged alms
for a living) arose. These quickly organ-
ized into three orders. First Orders
were the friars themselves—groups of
wandering male preachers vowed to
absolute poverty and complete de-
pendence upon alms, Second Orders
were for women in enclosed nunneries
who sought to participate in the volun-
tary poverty of the friars, but in tradi-
tional form as nuns vowed to
obedience. Third Orders took in lay-
persons, male and female, married and
single, who in some measure identi-
fied with the reformist ideals and apos-
tolic fervor of the early followers of
Francis. Among these were many
women, virgins as well as widows,
who took vows (revocable), donned
habits, and led religious lives of vary-
ing intensity. A tertiary was a member
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of such a Third Order,

One of the most famous tertiaries
was Catherine of Siena (1347-1380).
The twenty-fourth of twenty-five chil-
dren, her family was of a middling
class. At 6 she had a mystical experi-
ence; at 7 she consecrated her virginity
to Christ; at 16 she received the habit of
a Dominican tertiary and then with-
drew to a cell-like room in her family
home for a prolonged period of intense
miystical activity., She emerged after
three years, committed to a religious
life in the world. It was a brief life, but
it took her into conversation and con-
cert with princes and the popes of
Avignon and [taly.

Like the beguine movement, the ter-
tiaries were a natural development,
hard to date and hard to fully account
for in their sudden explosion. Cer-
tainly the Franciscan movement had
awakened a hunger in many for a re-
turn to the apostolic ideal of Scripture.
More secure than the beguines, be-
cause they had the religious protection
of the orders to which they were at-
tached, tertiaries organized in several
ways. While some tertiaries merely
supported local friaries, others viewed
their status as tertiary as a vocation in
itself. In the late thirteenth century the
ranks of the fully committed tertiaries
split. Some remained seculars, like
Catherine of Siena, living in the world,
while others moved toward communi-
ty and rule.

Anchoresses

One more major vocation existed:
that of the anchoress. The anchoress
was a solitary who, having made the
decision to live alone, took vows and
was forever bound to her cell. Free of
rule, she was literally enclosed, moslt
often in a room or little house attached
to a church. Comman throughout the
peried from 1100 to 150, anchoresses
were found next to village churches,
town chapels, cathedrals in episcopal
sees, or guild churches in commercial
cities,

If the nun and the hermitess in their
peak periods represent vocations of
withdrawal in a rural society, and the
beguine and the terliary represent re-
ligious service in a more urban world,
the anchoress represents a thread that
ties them together. The anchoress
practiced total withdrawal and great
asceticism, yvet she was as at home in
the cities of Europe as her forebears
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Julian of Morwich, whao lived as an anchoress in the
turbulent fourfeenth century. An anchoress was a
woman dedicaled to the religious life wha lived
permanently abone in a small room, usually one at-
tached to a church. Julian, for example, lived in a
cell attached to S1. Julian’s Church in Norwich,
England. From her anchorhold she wrote The Reve-
Lations of Divine Love, the first English book known
1o be written by a woman.

had been in the deserts of antiquity,
Wherever enclosed, in whatever cen-
tury, anchoresses held the vocation of
deepest religious commitment. Many
women became anchoresses who had
been nuns, beguines, or tertiaries,
Others became anchoresses  direct
from lay life, accepting and persever-
ing in this remarkable clmllwnﬁe for
thirty, forty, even fifty years.

The house in which Christina of
Markyate lived with Alfwen was prob-
ably a single room, abutting the north
side of the church, with access to the
outside world through three windows:

one for light, one into the church for
receiving Communion, and one to the
outside to conduct such affairs with the
world as were necessary. Hundreds of
these cells dotted medieval England.
Inhabited equally by men and women
in the twelfth century, they came in-
creasingly to be occupied by women in
the thirteenth, At the same time many
new cells were built to provide spaces
tor the growing number of women de-
siring an anchoritic life. By the thir-
teenth century English anchoritism
had become a largely female vocation.

Varied lives

Despite the array of nuns, hermi-
tesses, beguines, tertiaries, and an-
choresses, there were still those who
eschewed all formal vocations, remain-
ing independent religious persons.

The female saints of late-medieval
Europe, then, were a varied lot. Of the
sixty-nine ltalian women who lived
from the thirteenth to the fifteenth cen-
turies and were canonized, thirt}' were
nuns, hwenty-two were tertiaries, six
were anchoresses, and eleven were
unaffiliated with any religious order.
(The diversity is even greater than
these figures express; for the purpose
of analysis | tabulated only the voca-
tion in which the saint reposed at her
death. The careers of many women
moved through several stages.)

Religious life for women in the Mid-
dle Ages was more complex than is
usually imagined. The nuns and her-
mitesses of the eleventh and twelfth
centuries; the anchoresses of the
twelfth and thirteenth; the beguines
and tertiaries of the thirteenth and
fourteenth; the Observant nuns of the
fifteenth—all were in the forefront of
the religious moods of their days. Not
all were Hildegards or Christinas or
Catherines commanding popes and re-
monstrating kings and emperors. But
they had a strong sense of identity and
purpose and an absolute certainty of
the rightness of their relationship with
their Savior. To them the nunnery was
indeed an earthly paradise. o

D, Ann K, Warren is adjunct assoviate profes-
sor of history at Case Western Reserve Univer-
sity ard autior of Anchorites and their
Patrons in Medieval England (Califernia,
1985).
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Lifeina
Medieval Village

From birth to death, a peasant woman’s difficult life
intersected the church.

FRANCES and JOSEPH GIES

middle-level peasant
probably lived in a
three-bay house, the
commonest type
[with fthree areas
separate but open to
each other].
Dwellings commonly still lodged ani-
mals as well as human beings, but the
[barn] was more often partitioned off
and sometimes positioned at right an-
gles to the living quarters. . . .

Interiors were lighted by a few win-
dows, shuttered but unglazed, and by
doors, often open during the daytime,
through which children and animals
wandered freely. Floors were of beaten
earth covered with straw or rushes. In
the center, a fire of wood or of peat . . .
burned on a raised stone hearth,
vented through a hole in the roof.
Some hearths were crowned by hoods
or funnels to channel the smoke to the
makeshift chimney, which might be
capped by a barrel with its ends
knocked out. The atmosphere of the
house was perpetually smoky from the
fire burning all day as water, milk, or
porridge simmered in pots on a trivet
or in footed brass or iron kettles. At
night a fire-cover, a large round ce-
ramic lid with holes, could be put over
the blaze.

A medieval woman and man exchange wedding
viws, Wedding ceremonies usually took place at
| the doors of the church, as shown here,

Trials of domestic life

A thirteenth-century writer, con-
trasting the joys of a nun's life with the
trials of marriage, pictured the domes-
tic crisis of a wife who hears her child
| scream and hastens into the house to
= find “the cat at the bacon and the dog

Marriage of Philipe d'Artols to Marie, daughter of the Duc do Bory. Cheonicios of fean Frofssart, Vol, IV, British Library, Harlelan MS 4380 f, & Wikjpoola
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at the hide. Her cake is burning on the
[hearth] stone, and her calf is licking
up the milk. The pot is boiling over into
the fire, and the churl her husband is
scolding.”

Medieval sermons, too, vield a
glimpse of peasant interiors: the hall
“black with smoke,” the cat sitting by
the fire and often singeing her fur, the
floor strewn with green rushes and
sweet flowers at Easter, or straw in
winter. They picture the housewife at
her cleaning: “She takes a broom and
drives all the dirt of the house together;
and, lest the dust rise . . she casts it
with great violence out of the door.”
But the work is never done: “For, on
Saturday afternoon, the servants shall
sweep the house and cast all the dung
and the filth behind the doorin a heap.
But what then? Come the capons and
the hens and scrape it around and
make it as ill as it was before.” We see
the woman doing laundry, soaking the
clothes in lye (homemade with ashes
and water), beating and scrubbing
them, and hanging them up to dry.
The dog, driven out of the kitchen with
a basinful of hot water, fights over a
bone, lies stretched in the sun with
flies settling on him, or eagerly
watches people eating until they throw
him a morsel, “whereupon he turns
his back.”

Around the dinner table

The family ate seated on benches or
stools at a trestle table, disassembled at
night. Chairs were rarities. A cupboard
or hutch held wooden and earthen-
ware bowls, jugs, and wooden spoons.
Hams, bags, and baskets hung from
the rafters, away from rats and mice.
Clothing, bedding, towels, and table
linen were stored in chests. A well-to-
do peasant might own silver spoons,
brass pots, and pewter dishes.

When they bathed, which was not
often, medieval villagers used a barrel
with the top removed. To lighten the
task of carrying and heating water, a
family probably bathed serially in the
same water.

At night, the family slept on straw
pallets, either on the floor of the hall or
in a loft at one end, gained b:..r a ladder.
Husband and wile shared a bed, some-
times with the baby, who alternatively
might sleep in a cradle by the fire.

What they ate—and didn't

The thirteenth-century villager's aim
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was not exactly self-sufficiency, but
self-supply of the main necessities of
life. These were bread, pottage or por-
ridge, and ale. . . . In spring and sum-
mer a variety of vegetables was
available: cabbage, lettuce, leeks, spin-
ach, and parsley. . .. Nuts, berries,
and roots were gathered in the woods.
. . . Except for poisonous or very bitter
plants, “anything that grew went into
the pot, even primrose and strawberry
leaves.” The pinch came in the winter
and early spring. when the grain sup-
ply ran low and wild supplements
were not available.

Stronger or weaker, more flavorful
or blander, the potlage kettle supplied
many village families with their chief
sustenance. If possible, every meal in-
cluding breakfast was washed down
with weak ale, home-brewed or pur-
chased from a neighbor, but water
often had to serve.

The most serious shortage was pro-
tein, . . . Besides the shortage of pro-
tein, medieval diets were often lacking
in lipids, calcium, and vitamins A, C,
and D. ... It was a hungry world,
made hungrier by intermittent crop
failures. . . .

What peasants wore

[Peasant men wore] a short tunic,
belted at the waist, and either short
stockings that ended just below the
knee or long hose fastened at the waist
to a cloth belt. A hood or cloth cap,
thick gloves or mittens, and leather
shoes with heavy wooden soles com-
pleted the costume.

The women wore long loose gowns
belted at the waist, sometimes sleeve-
less tunics with a sleeved undergar-
ment. . . . Underclothing, when it was
worn, was usually of linen, outer gar-
ments were woolen.

A poor peasant’s garb . . . might re-
semble that of the poor man in Lang-
land's  fourteenth-century allegory,
Piers Plowman, whose . . . hair stuck
through the holes in his hood and
whose toes stuck through those in his
heavy shoes, whose hose hung loose,
whose rough mittens had worn-out
fingers covered with mud, and who
was himself “‘all smeared with mud as
he followed the plow,” while beside
him walked his wife carrving the goad,
in a tunic tucked up to her knees,
wrapped in a winnowing sheet to keep
out the cold, her bare feet bleeding
from the icy furrows.

The wedding day

Peasant couples usually spoke their
vows at the church door, the most pub-
lic place in the village. Here the priest
inquired whether there were any im-
pediments, meaning kinship in a de-
gree forbidden by the church. The
bridegroom named the dower [dowry]
which he would provide for his wife,
giving her as a token a ring and a small
sum of money to be distributed to the
poor. The ring, according to a four-
teenth-century preacher, must be “put
and set by the husband upon the
fourth finger of the woman, to show
that a true love and cordial affection be
between them, because, as doctors
say, there is a vein coming from the
heart of a woman to the fourth finger,
and therefore the ring is put on the
same finger, so that she should keep
unity and love with him, and he with
her.”

Vows were then exchanged, and the
bridal party might proceed into the
church, where a nuptial Mass was cele-
brated. . . . The ceremony was usually
followed by a feast, a “bride ale,” in a
private house or a tavern. . . .

Birth and baptism

In the village as in castle and city,
babies were borm at home, their birth
attended by midwives. Men were ex-
cluded from the lying-in chamber. Lit-
erary evidence suggests that the

While feeding the chickens, a woman carries under
her arms a distafi (used in spinning thread).

Preachers sometimes contrasted the never-ending
duties of domestic life with the relative serenity of
life in the convent,




woman in labor assumed a sitting or
crouching position. Childbirth was
dangerous for both mother and child.
The newborn infant was immediately
prepared for baptism, lest it die in a
state of original sin. If a priest could not
be located in time, someone else must
perform the ceremony, a contingency
for which water must be kept ready. If
the baptizer did not know the formula
in Latin, he must say it in English or
French: “l christen thee in the name of
the Father and the Son and the Holy
Ghost. Amen.” . . .

Under normal circumstances the
child was washed and sometimes
(though not universally) swaddled,
the godparents were summoned, and
godmother or midwife carried the baby
to the church, where the font was kept
ever ready. The mother was not pres-
ent, and in fact was not permitted to
enter the church until several weeks
later, when she had undergone the rit-
ual of “churching,” purification after
childbirth.

Preliminary '.:l-:'ll.'.lli.‘-l'r‘lﬂl rites were
performed, as in marriage, at the
church door. The priest blessed the
child, put salt in its mouth to symbol-
ize wisdom and exorcise demons, read
a Bible text, and ascertained the child's
name and the godparents’ qualifica-
tions. The party then moved into the
church to the baptismal font. The child
was immersed, the godmother dried it
and dressed it in a christening gar-
ment, and the priest anointed it with
holy oil. The ceremony was completed
at the altar with the godparents mak-
ing the profession of faith for the child.

A woman holds her infant son
while stirring the ever-
simmering pol of porridge.

When they bathed,
which was not often,
medieval villagers used a
barrel with the top
removed.

The christening party then repaired to
the parents’ house for feasting. . . .

Rearing children

Unlike the lady of the castle or many
city women, the peasant mother nor-
mally nursed her own children. Only if
the mother had no milk, or if she died,
was a wet nurse employed. The evi-
dence of the coroners” rolls indicates
that during the first vear of life, infants
were frequently left alone in the house
while their parents worked in the
fields, looked after the animals, or did
other chores. Older children were
more likely to be left with a sitter,
usually a neighbor or a young girl. . . .

A fourteenth-century sermon pic-
tures a mother and her child: “In win-
ter, when the child’s hands are cold,
the mother takes him a straw or a rush
and bids him warm it, not for love of
the straw, to warm it, but to warm the
child’s hands [by pressing them to-
gether].” When the child falls ill, ““the
mother for her sick child takes a can-
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dle, and makes a vow in prayers.” . . .

Small children played; older ones
did chores. In their teens, both boys
and girls moved into the adult work
world, the girls in and around the
house, the boys in the fields,

Sickness and death

The Middle Ages produced the
world’s first hospitals and medical
schools, but these important advances
hardly affected life in the village. Doc-
tors practiced in city and in court. Vil-
lagers were left to their own medical
devices. Even the barbers who com-
bined shaving with bloodletting (a
principal form of therapy) and tooth-
pulling (the sole form of dentistry)
were rarely seen in villages. . . .

Life was short. Even if a peasant sur-
vived infancy and childhood to reach
the age of 20, he could not expect to
live much bevond 45, when old age
(senectus) began. . . .

When death was imminent, the
priest was sent for, and arrived wear-
ing surplice and stole, carrying the
blessed sacrament, preceded by a serv-
er carrying a lantern and ringing a
hand bell. . . .

Village funerals were usually starkly
simple. The body, sewed in a shroud,
was carried into the church on a bier,
draped with a black pall. Mass was
said, and occasionally a funeral ser-
mon was delivered. One in John
Myrc's collection, Festiall, ends: “"Good
men, as ye all see, here is a mirror to us
all: a corpse brought to the church.
God have mercy on him, and bring
him into his bliss that shall last for
ever. . .. Wherefore cach man and
woman that is wise, make him ready
thereto; for we all shall die, and we
know not how soon.”

A villager was buried in a plain
wooden casket or none at all, in the
churchyard, called the “cemetery,”
from coemeferium  (dormitory), the
sleeping p].at.‘l,- of the Christian dead.
Here men and women could slumber
peacefully, their toil finished, until the
day of resurrection, o

Frances amd Joseph Gies are the anbhors of pummy

B o< on e Middie Ages, incliding Life ina

Medieval Village (Harper & Row, 19901, from
untich tiis article is excerpled by permission.
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Inside the Conven
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arise? Why did so
many medieval

women enter

Abbey church of Werden near Essen in Germany—Wikimediafdarkus Schweiss [GHU 1.2]

n the letters of Paul, we
find that some women
among the first genera-
tions of Christians re-
nounced sexuality, mar-
riage, and motherhood to
consecrate themselves to
the service of God and the Christian
community.

Their commitment represented a so-
cial revolution.

In the ancient world, women were
not recognized as having any identity
outside the family context. Even the
handful of virgins who served the god-
dess Vesta at Rome were entered by
their fathers and generally married
when they retired from service. Yet the
Christian virgin (or widow, as the case
might be), made for herself a recog-
nized and respected place within the
fledgling church.

Issue 30

Front-lines soldiers

During the centuries when the
church suffered intermittent persecu-
tion by secular authority, these con-
secrated women plaved a vital role
in Christianity’s preservalion and
spread. They turned their homes into
shelters for wandering preachers, pre-
sided over religious meetings of an in-
determinate nature, and performed
charitable wurk.»—di:alrjbuting alms,
nursing the sick, and visiting prison-
ers. When martyrdom became ines-
capable, women were in the front lines
of the soldiers of Christ. The second-
and third-century apocryphal gospels
indicate that a common cause of Chris-
tian women's execution was their re-
fusal to obey the Roman law of
obligatory marriage,

This “virginity” movement was not
an ascetic movement. Some Christian

Fathers of the third century criticized
consecrated women for their worldly
dress and social activities. Tertullian,
in particular, rebuked their claim that
renunciating sex entitled them to
preach and act publicly as freely as
men. He maintained that consecrated
women had not escaped the bounda-
ries limiting the public activity of
women. Rather, by making them-
selves brides of Christ, they had sub-
jected  themselves o the most
demanding and powerful of all hus-
bands. Later, medieval clergy claimed
the right to supervise nuns, the spiritu-
al brides of the Lord, since they acted
as his vicars.

Virgins, not ascetics

In the third century, men took the
initiative in asceticism, the practice of
physical self-mortification that includ-
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ed sexual renunciation, severe fasting,
sleeplessness, and other practices.
Consecrated women, however, soon
emulated this new fashion. The first
monastic community was organized in
the Egyptian desert (c. 320) by Pacho-
mius and his sister, who took charge of
a segregated female group on the op-
posite side of the river from the monks.
Thereafter, women are consistently re-
ferred to as partners in monastic ven-
tures. Antony, Ambrose, Augustine,
Basil, John Cassian, and Benedict of
Nursia (bo note only a few of the giants
associated with the growth of monasti-
cism) all had sisters who practiced the

consecrated life. Many more women of
the late Roman nobility experimented
with the new lifestyle. When Jerome
came to Rome in the middle of the
fourth century, he found a wide circle
of wealthy women, led by Paula and
Marcella, who had consecrated their
widowhood or virginity to religion.

From consecration to monasticism

Dwring the dangerous centuries that
followed, the consecrated life became
identified more exclusively with mo-
nasticism. Muns and monks clustered
in large houses organized according to
a variety of rules that emphasized dis-

cipline and routine. The day was di-
vided into segments for sleeping,
eating together, performing manual la-
bor, and always, chanting the office in
a perennial outpouring of praise to
God. Women responded in great
numbers to the attraction of this life.
They planted new communities on the
frontiers of the Christian world, con-
tributing to the process of converting
barbarian tribes,

Queens and noble women who in-
herited great wealth, and could, ac-
cording to the laws of the Germanic
peoples, deploy that wealth as they
saw fit, established houses for as many
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as two hundred women. Managing
land and legally presiding over the in-
habitants, these great abbesses were
intrinsic components of the new feudal
ruling class. They sent troops to war,
held court, and enjoyed all the rights of
noble men. Each monastery stood au-
tonomous (though increasingly these
became standardized under the Bene-
dictine Rule). From the sixth through
the tenth centuries, abbesses generally
came from local ruling families, and
they educated voung women and
helped to preserve the intellectual heri-
tage of the ancient world. The original
literary work of some of these nuns
survives, most notably the histories,
poetry, and drama of Hroswitha, a
tenth-century Saxon nun whose learn-
ing may even have extended to some
knowledge of Greek.

Why nuns lost their equality

During this early medieval period,
monasticism was primarily a lay relig-
tous movemnent, With the late eleventh
century, however, reformers moved
aggressively to subject the clergy to cel-
ibacy and to reduce or exclude the in-
fluence of the laity in church
government.

In the course of this revolution, nuns
were split away from monks. Monastic
men increasingly accepted ordination,
and they enlarged their influence by
strengthening their international ties.
Led by the Cistercians, they joined pre-
viously autonomous houses and com-
munities into orders, bound together
with a common constitution and an-
nual meetings called chapters. The of-
ficials of the orders were empowered
to maintain uniformity, Monks could
move through the system at the discre-
tion of the officers, pursuing a broader
career in many directions.

Muns lost their rough equality with
monks in function and organization.
Their exclusion from ordination for-
bade them to follow their male coun-
terparts into new areas of service,
Their need for priests to perform the
sacraments, in this more clerically cen-
tered age, turned nuns from an asset
into a burden in the eyes of many cler-
gymen. In every order, the nuns were
segregated, enclosed, and ultimately
separated as far as possible from the
monks. (One intriguing exception to
the trend were the Fontevrists, who
maintained a mixed-sex community
under the direction of the abbess of the
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mother house. )

The care of nuns became a distaste-
ful responsibility that monks resisted
in favor of more rewarding commit-
ments. Only strong papal insistence
throughout the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries held various orders to
include a minimum number of nuns.
Despite this, women continued to
flock to the monastic life in ever-
increasing numbers.

Ordered to the cloister

In the thirteenth century, urban
populations needed charitable opera-
tions. The church needed preachers to
keep the population from heresy.
These twin impulses gave rise to the
mendicant orders: friars not attached
to a monastery, who supported them-
selves by begging. Their preaching and
acts of charity quickly spread the or-

Women planted
communities on the
frontiers of the Christian
world, contributing to
the conversion of
barbarian tribes.

ders. Women enthusiastically  re-
sponded; nuns set up convents to
support the wandering preachers of
the Dominican order.

But after the first generation, women
began to experience the distancing that
had already isolated their twelfth-cen-
tury sisters. Clare of Assisi accepted
the cloistering of her convent, but she
fought throughout her leng life to
maintain her privilege of Franciscan
poverty. Hers was the only rule by a
woman and for women that was ap-
proved by the medieval papacy. By the
end of the thirteenth century, Boniface
VIl decreed that all religious women,
of whatever order or connection,
should be cloistered.

The norms of religious life for high
medieval women, therefore, were the
silence and meditative practices of the
cloister. Women interested in more
public service had to avoid taking the

formal vows of a nun, Despite the for-
mal strictures of their rules, however,
most medieval convents were open to
frequent visitors seeking counsel or
charity. Nuns continued lo be involved
with their families and communities,
and they undertook social services of
various sorts within the convent walls,

Convents varied in austerity. Some
acquired a reputation for the sanctity of
the nuns and the miracles that attend-
ed their daily lives. A few gained repu-
tations for worldliness and even moral
laxity,

Most convents undertook some eco-
nomic enterprises, running estates do-
nated to them and/or producing fine
embroidery, candies, or ocintments. In
all, the life of a nun was useful and
generally pleasant, though frequently
punctuated by internal quarrels or in-
terrupted by natural disasters or politi-
cal upheavals,

Why did women enter convents?

Economic realities were such that no
convent could support itself without
the financial support of relatives. Con-
sequently, only women of some eco-
nomic resources could choose the
religious life. Women of lower-class
backgrounds could enter convents,
however, as conversse, consecrated
women who served the nuns without
sharing their full religious duties.

Principally, then, the religious life
provided upper-class medieval women
with an alternative to marriage and a
rEﬁpei.‘le{.f pla:‘e in widowhood. And it
provided lower-class women with dig-
nified employment and charitable
assistance.

The lives of saints insist that many of
them defied their parents and great so-
cial pressures toward marrage and
motherhood in order to live conse-
crated lives. Other evidence indicates,
however, that some women were
forced into convents because their par-
ents preferred to pay the cheaper
dowry demanded by the religious life.

Most nuns. whether they had en-
tered of their own volition or in obedi-
ence to their parents’ choice, settled
into their lives as other women settled
into marriage. r

Dr. Jo Ann McNamwara is professor of history af
Hunler College. Cily University of New York.
arnd atertiner of Women and the Structures of
Society (Duke, 1984).
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Five hundred years ago, an obscure

German monk published 95 theses
for debate and unwittingly set off a
revolution that continues to shape

the church and the world to this day.

This series features over 25 experts, including
by

Dr. Sandra Fr. Thomas Mark Dr. Horace Dr. Karin Dr. Scott Shane Bishop Robert
Yocum Baima Galli Six-Means Maag Kisker Claiborne Barron
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THIS GHANGED EVERYTHING |
500 Years of the Reformation 1

In anticipation of the fast-approaching 500th anniversary of one
of the most important events in world history, Christian History
Institute presents an award-winning three-part documentary on
the Reformation. This Changed Everything, hosted by actor David
Suchet (star of PBS’s Poirot series), explores the roots and the
fruits of the Reformation while grappling with difficult questions
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Leading scholars from a broad range of perspectives tell the
dramatic story of the Reformation, analyze its effects, and
address vital questions about unity, truth, and the future of the
church. The three-hour documentary also includes five hours
of bonus materials, a 14-lesson curriculum in PDF, and
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optional English subtitles.

2-Disc DVD #501646D 500 Years of " T
§2/9199/ $24.99 the Reformation

Scan code
to download

oo www.ThisChangedEverything.com

“This Changed Everything explores some of the more profound “Here is a unique resource that tells such an important
changes with fine insight and shows how we're still living with story in our day. Maybe by watching someone will be
stirred to pick up his own hammer and nail—and his

those changes today.”
~ Mark Galli, Editor-in-Chief, Christianity Today Bible and basin—for the renewing of the Church again.”
~ Dr. David R. Thomas, Asbury Theological Semina

“This Changed Everything manages to present the
Reformation, ‘warts and all,” in an appreciative fashion, while “This Changed Everything is comprehensive, accurate,
pointing a way toward increased endeavors for a responsible detailed, fair, and persuasive. The experts who help to tell
pursuit of unity in a realistic but hopeful way.” the story and comment on the salient issues are not 5
~ Dr. James Payton, Author of boring ‘talking heads,’ but engaging personalities in their __-
Getting the Reformation Wrong: Correcting Some Misunderstandings own right.”
~ Jon Nilson, Professor Emeritus of Theology,
Loyola University Chicago

Christian To order, contact:
. Christian History Institute
HIS Ory PO Box 540
te Worcester, PA 19490

Institu
www.ChristianHistorylnstitute.org - 1-800-468-0458

Please use source code CH030
when ordering and add $3.99 shipping.



https://www.visionvideo.com/mp4/501646V/this-changed-everything-mp4-digital-download
https://www.visionvideo.com/mp4/501646V/this-changed-everything-mp4-digital-download
https://www.christianhistoryinstitute.org

The CHRrisTIAN HisTORY Timeline

WOMEN IN THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH

500

450-523: Brigid of Ire-
land founds Ireland’s
first nunnery and spreads
Christianity there
474-545: Clotilde, queen
of the Franks, converts
her husband, King Clo-
vis, who lays the founda-
tion of the French nation

500-547: Theodora I, co-
empress of Byzantine
Empire, helps bring mor-
al reform

518-587: Radegunde,
queen of the Franks,
maintains her faith de-
spite King Clothaire's
adulteries and his murder
of her brother; later she
founds a key monastery o

CHURCH AND
WORLD EVENTS
455: Vandals sack Rome

476: Last Roman emperor
in the West

529: Justinian codifies Ro-
man law

540: Benedict writes mo-
nastic Rule

B

5%: Augustine sent to
convert English

600

614-630: Hilda of Whitby
founds an English mon-
astery that trains 5 bish-
ops; she hosts significant
Synod of Whitby, in 663

700

700-780: Lioba helps
Boniface to convert the
Saxons; founds abbey in
Cermany; invited to court
of Charlemagne

/‘, RIS

622: Mohammad's hijra
marks birth of Islam

T11: Moslems cross into
Spain

T18: Boniface's mission to
the Saxons of Germany
731: Bede writes Ecciesins-
tical History of the English
732: Charles Martel limits
Muoslem expansion at
Tours =

800 900

932-1002: Hrotsvit com-
poses the first known
dramas in church history

fl. 840: Dhouda of Septi-
mania writes a manual on
feudal and religious con-

-:1|:||.'I..ur!‘1|n;.: .|'|1_'|' s0n to :___,.__.::__—__,__..-:-—____————— =]
practice charity and serve e -
the king and the church S=S—m—===

800: Charlemagne Holy 910: Menastery at Cluny
Foman Emperor founded

843: Treaty of Verdun di- — 911: Vikings given land
vides Charlemagne's for settlement; leads to
kingdom foundation of Normandy
863: Cyril and Methodius  962: Otto | crowned Holy
lead mission to Slavs Roman Emperor

988: Viadimir, Grand
Prince of Kiev, baptized

B5-1030: Olav brings
Christianity to Norway

CREDITS Bouchot, Boaok, its printers,
ithusteatars and bindes from Cutenbong
mﬁnmrﬁnﬂmﬁm
WikipediaBenutrenPhrood: Rosswitha

of Gandersheim = Giovanni di Paolo:
Clare of Asslsl = Luntrell Psalier at British
Libsraury: joust = Mevevnbeng Chronicks
win Wikimedia: Muremberg = Wikirme-
divKnud Winckelmann: Gertrude (OO
BY-5A 3.0] = WikimediaRenarcheau:
Joan of Are [0 BY-54 2.0] = Wright,

885: Vikings besicge Maris



1000

1046-93: Queen Margaret
of Scotland vigorously
reforms the church

c. 1083—<. 1150: Anna
Comnena wriles an im-
portant history of the
Byzantine church and
empire of her day

€. 1097—¢. 1161: Christina
of Markyate overcomes
obstacles to live life of
ayer and poverty; in-
Htl.l-t’l‘ll.'l.‘ﬁ abbot of '::'ort Al-
bans toward holiness

1100

1122-1204: Eleanor of
Aquitaine rules one-third
of France; later co-rules,
with Henry II, half of
France anrj.all England;
joins crusade to Holy
Land; financially sup-
ports Fontrevault Abbey

1188-1252: Blanche of
Castile, queen of Louis
VIl of France, wins dis-
pute with French bish-
ops; performs acts of
charity

1194-1253: Clare of Assi-
si renounces wealth;
founds Order of Poor
Clares; wins from

right to maintain absolute
poverty; helps save Assisi
from being sacked

1200

1207-1231: Elizabeth of
Hungary, a noblewoman,
ministers to the poor and
establishes hospital

€, 1210—c. 1280: Mech-
thild of Magdeburg criti-
cizes church corruption
and writes Flowing Light
of the Godhead

€. 1248-130%: Angela of
Foligno devotes hersell
to prayer and austenty in
Franciscan Third Order;
writes Experrence of the
Truly Faithful

1256-1302: Gertrud the

Great, after conversion at

age 25, leads life of con-

templation; writes Mes-

sengrer of Divine Kimadress
-

1300

1303-1373: Bridget (Bir-
gitta) of Sweden, wid-
owed after 30 years of
marriage and 8 children,
founds order, gives to

poor, writes, and urges
papal reform

1343-¢. 1423: Julian of
Morwich lives enclosed
life of prayer; writes Reve-
lations of Divine Love

1347-1380: Catherine of
Siena devotes herself to
prayer; helps lepers and
prisoners; Urges pope to
return to Rome; writes
Lefters and Dhalogue

1366=1394; s of Bo-
hemia, betrothed to Em-
peror Frederick 11, founds

monasbery

1373-1439: Margery
Kempe undertakes pil-
images and writes 1st
nown autobiography in
English

THOMAS O. KAY

Dr. Thewaz O. Kay is chair

of the departneent of listory
af Wheaton (IIl. ) College.

1400

1412-1431: Joan of Arc,
Iullnwinﬁ supernatural
“voices,” leads besieged
French forces to victory;
burned at stake on
charges of heresy; later
declared innocent o
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Christian Women Writers
of the Medieval World

HroTtsviT vON GANDERSHEIM
Christianity’s first known playiright

Hrotsvit lived in the tenth century
(932-1002) as a canoness of the Imperi-
al Saxon Abbey of Gandersheim (Ger-
many). She can best be described by a
catalogue of pioneering achievements:
she is the first known dramatist of
Christianity; the first Saxon poet; the
first female Transalpine [north of the
Alps] historian; and the author of the
only extant Latin epics written by a
TACLKITIATT,

According to her own testimony,
she objected to the great popularity of
[Roman author] Terence's plays,
which depicted lascivious pagan wom-
en frolicking in the pleasures of the
flesh. She wanted to compose dramas
substituting the heroines of Christian-
ity: beautiful, chaste virgins, firmly re-
sisting the insidious advances of pagan
men. To show “frail Christian virgins”
triumph with Christ’s aid was her stat-
ed dramatic intent.

Hrotsvit is a polished stylist who
doesn’t lack a sense of humaor, either.

Hrothsvitha fountain. When Hrotsvil wrole
her path-breaking works, she knew of no woman
writer before her,
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KATHARINA M. WILSON

I one of her |.‘r|¢‘| Vs, Dulecilins, the pro-
tagonist is a pagan would-be execu-
tioner of three Christian virgins. He
imprisons them close to the pantry so
as to visit and seduce them secretly at
night. As he enters the pantry, how-
ever, he is miraculously deluded and
mislakes the dirty pots and pans for
the girls. The scene is related by the
girls, who peeping through the key-
hole observe the foolish Dulcitius ro-
mancing kitchen utensils.

Hrotsvit's works were rediscovered
centuries later by a German scholar,
who in 1501 made her texts available
for posterity.

JuLiAN OF NORWICH
Writer of solitary devotion fo God

Julian of Morwich is perhaps the
most famous female exegete of the na-
ture of the Trinity—particularly of
Christ’s mediating role between God
and mankind.

Julian was born ¢. 1343 and probably
grew up in Norwich, England. At
some point she chose to live the life of
an anchoress, a woman who lives by
herself in an enclosed room in order to
devote herself to prayer. Her cell was
attached to the Church of St. Julian in
Norwich.

In May 1373, when she was 30, Ju-
lian became sick and lay near death,
Christ granted her a series of visions,
and she recovered miraculously. She
set out to record and to interpret her
visions and to inspire her readers to a
belief in divine love and compassion.

Julian’s tone in her Revelafioos of L
vine Love is consistently optimistic: God
is good; God is merciful; all will turn
ot well in the end. Her work also af-
firms the value of man, created as he is
in the image of a benevolent God. Ju-
han celebrates Christ's  mother-like
qualities: the nurturing, loving, and
protective aspects of his divinity. In-

Julian of Norwich, who recovered from a near-
fatal illness to write the first English book known to
he written by a woman.

deed, this has become the hallmark of
Julian's mysticism

Julian was a mystic, not a theolo-
gian, so she emphasizes the impor-
tance of devotion and faith, rather than
reason, as a way to achieve unity with

God.

HiLpeGARD OF BINGEN
Prophet to kings and emperors
Hildegard (10961179} has been con-
sidered by some the most prominent
Chrnstian woman of her era. She was
founder and first abbess of the Bene-
dictine community of Bingen, Ger-
many, but her achievements move
well bevond that. In the words of Bar-
bara Newman: “Although she did not
l'n.'Hin to wrbe until age 43, Hildegard
wrote a massive trilogy that combines
Christian doctrine and ethics with cos-
mology: a compendious L'll{:r'n;.'lup-,'diu
of medicine and natural science; a cor-
respondence comprising several hun-
dred letters to people in every stratum

Curistian HisTory
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Hildegard—Wikipedia + Clare—Wikimedia/Codex fennenbach = Sveva da Monsefeltro—Wikimedia

Hildegard of Bingen receives a vision. Hildegard
knew and wrale 1o Bernard of Clairvaus, who en-
dorsed her visions,

of society; two saints” lives; several oc-
casional writings; and, not least, a
body of exquisite music that includes
seventy liturgical songs and the first
known morality play.” This is espe-
cially astounding considering that as
far as Hildegard knew, no woman had
ever written before,

Like many leaders of her day, Hilde-
gard received various visions; these re-
ceived the approval of the pope.
Twenty-six of her visions—and her in-
terpretation of these—form her most
significant religious work, Scivias,
which took ten years to complete.

Hildegard wrote to emperor Freder-
ick Barbarossa as well as kings and
clerics. She also, at age 60, began
preaching tours on which she called tor
reform of the church.

The daughter house of Hildegard's
community continues today in Eibin-
gen, Germany.

BripGET (BIRGITTA) OF SWEDEN
Voice for church reform

One of the most erudite female
saints of the medieval church, Bridget
is considered perhaps the finest Scan-
dinavian writer of her time.

She was married at age 13, The cou-
ple had eight children and experienced
a religious conversion while on a pil-
grimage to 5t. James of Compostela to
celebrate their anniversary. Bridget's
husband entered a monastery, and she
moved to a residence attached to it.

Here she experienced the first of her
several visions of Christ and conceived
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of founding a new religious order dedi-
cated to contemplating the passion of
Christ and compassion of Mary. Christ
himself dictated the rule of the order to
her in a vision.

Bridget's Revelations were quite pop-
ular in the Middle Ages. They consist
of direct speeches by Christ, Mary, and
John the Ba plist, and striking visions of
the torments of Christ and of sinful
souls in hell.

She traveled to Rome and later to the
Holy Land. In Rome she became an im-
portant supporter of the church and
called for the pope's return to Rome
[from Avignon, site of the church's
“exile.”] Bridget called for church re-
form and chastised the pope for church
corruption. “In thy curia arrogant
pride rules.” she wrote Gregory XI,
“insatiable cupidity and execrable lux-
ury.” Yet Bridget designated the pope
as supreme, and she was canonized
shortly after her death in 1373.

CLARE OF Assis]

Famous colleague of St. Francis

Clare of Assisi was born as a member
of the nobility in the ltalian town of As-
sisi in 1194, At age 18, Clare became
attracted to the ideals preached by her
contemporary and compatriot Francis.
Following his example, she renounced
all worldly possessions.

Several vears later she founded an
order for women known as the Poor
Ladies of Assisi (later called Clarisses
or Poor Clares). Unlike the Francis-
cans, who were allowed to travel and
to preach, Clare's followers were re-
quired to practice their reformist evan-
gelical ideals within the traditional
monastic setting. Yet they lived lives of
extreme poverty, more austere than

any undertaken by women before. In
1228, Clare won from the pope the
right to maintain this original vision of
extreme poverty. Her order quickly
spread throughout Europe; in Spain
alone forty-seven convents were
founded in the thirteenth century,
Clare composed the rule for her new
order. She also wrote several exhorta-
tory letters and her Testament, or collec-
tion of autobiographical reflections.

MARGERY KEMPE
Colorful, controversial pilgrim

Accused by her contemporaries of
fraud or heresy, and often ridiculed by
later scholars as hysterical or even cra-
zy, Margery Kl:mpl: was born in Lyon,
England, c. 1373, and died after 1438,
She was an illiterate laywoman turned
religious enthusiast who dictated her
spiritual autobiography, The Book of
Margery Kempe. 1t is the earliest known
autobiography in English.

In her Book, Margery emerges as an
intense, honest, devoted human be-
ing. Her conversion from religious ap-
athy came when she was at the brink of
death. Her subsequent religious odys-
sey took her to Rome, Jerusalem, Com-
postela [in Spain], just to mention a
few places of pilgrimage.

Margery’s frequent fits of crying and
shrieking while contemplating Christ's
sufferings, and her practice of admon-
ishing people to return to the path of

Kneeling woman recalls the devotion of Margery
Kempe. Margery was accused of Lollardy, the be-
liefs associated with reformer John Wychiffe.
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virtue, created difficulties for her. Her
co-travelers almost threw her over-
board, and they quickly abandoned
her upon landing in the Holy Land.

Margery's message is the exhorta-
tion to a simple, direct relationshp with
Christ based on unconditional faith
and fervent love. She repeatedly
downplays the importance of externals
{such as fasting and the wearing of hair
shirts), which, as Christ teaches her,
are nothing compared to fervent love
and devotion.

Other Leading
Christian Women

Lioba (c. 700-782). At the request of
Boniface, the “apostle to the Ger-
mans,” she traveled to Germany to
head the convent of Tauberkirschof-
sheim. Her letters to Boniface survive,
as does some of her devotional poetry.
Her vita records that she was so devot-
ed to the Scriptures she had younger
nuns read them to her while she slept;
if they skipped a word, she would
awaken and reprimand them.

Elizabeth of Hungary

Anna Comnena (c. 1083-c. 1150),
daughter of Emperor Alexius I of By-
zantium, composed a history of her
father's reign. Called the Alexiad, the
epic remains the chief primary source
for our knowledge of the period.

Frau Ava (1100s), having lost her
husband and eldest son in a crusade,
retired to a life of prayer, probably near
a monastery in Melk, Austria. She
composed a poetic version of the New
Testament.
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Elizabeth of Thuringia (or Hungary)
(1207-1231) was the daughter of King
Andrew II of Hungary. She was be-
trothed at age 4, and married at 14, to
Ludwig, Count of Thuringen, who
died six years later. Elizabeth devoted
herself to the poor and the sick. Ac-
cording to one legend, Elizabeth was
distributing bread to the poor, contrary
to the direct orders of her husband's
brother, Heinrich Raspe, who feared
her charitable acts would deplete the
state treasury. When he confronted
her, however, the loaves were miracu-
lously turned into roses. In Marburg
she established a hospital for the poor.

Mechthild of Magdeburg (c. 1207—
c.1280) is one of Germany's most out-
spoken and famous visionaries. Her
criticism of corrupt clergy earned her
much hostility. While ailing and al-
most blind, she composed her main
mystical work, The Flowing Light of the
Godhend, a collection of visions, para-
bles, reflections, and advice clothed in
courtly images: Christ is emperor,
king, knight, or lord; he bestows rich
gifts and lovely garments on the de-
serving souls gathered at his court. She
is an original thinker and ardent advo-
cate of a personal, uncompromising,
intense devotion to the service of God.

Hadewijch (writings c. 1221-1240) is
probably the best known of the Dutch
mystics. She was a beguine, part of a
revival movement in which women
chose lives of charity and prayer with-
out belonging to an established relig-
ious order. Beguines often had
reformist ideas; as a beguine,
Hadewijch was subject to some criti-
cism. In her letters, she encourages
people to help the needy and to devote
themselves lo an ardent love of God.
Her mystical writings center around
the idea of minne, or love, which is the
human soul's longing for the Divine.

Gertrud “the Great” (1256-1302)
spent her life in the Cistercian monas-
tery of Helfta, Germany, a famous cen-
ter of mysticism in the thirteenth
century. Venerated by the people, Ger-
trud was viewed with some suspicion
by the church hierarchy. Her visionary
text, the Messenger of Divine Kindness,
celebrates an intensely personal union
with God. o

Dr. Katharirma M. Wilson is professor of com-
parative literature at the University of Georgia
and editor of Medieval Women Writers
(Georgia, 1984).
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Joan of Arc

The courageous and controversial
teenager saved her country.

against her and declared her innocence.

: - - -
Sl H-‘;\_,w =Y

Nineteen-year-old Joan is burned at the stake, Twenty-five years later, a ¢
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ticipated the girl’s arrival by staging a
trick. When Joan entered the seventy-
feot-long hall, filled with three hun-
dred courtiers, the dauphin was not on
his throne. Instead, dressed like the
others, he was mingled with the
crowd. Somehow, Joan walked direct-
Iy toward him and addressed him.

“But | am not the dauphin,” he
protested.

“In God's mame, gentle sire, vou
are,” Joan responded. Then she re-

vealed to him his private thoughts,
proving she was no ordinary maid.

Charles turned her over to church-
men from the University of Poitiers,
who examined her but found “only hu-
mility, purity, honesty, and simplic-
ity.” Soon she was leading four
thousand troops to relieve the be-
seiged city of Orléans,

Astounding victory
After capturing nearby forts, Joan

and her forces surrounded the city.
She gave the English three days to sur-
render. When they refused, she led the
charge, dressed in white armor and
riding a white horse, “We must act
when God wills it,” she explained.

During the battle, an arrow pierced
Joan's chest and emerged well beyond
her shoulder. In great pain, she was
removed from battle, but at the end of
the day she returned. The sight of her
led the French forces to victory. Joan
halted the soldiers from pursuing the
fleeing enemy, however. This was
Sunday, reserved for prayer. The
troops, awed by their victory, gave up
swearing and prostitutes,

Was Joan a "mere mascot or general
of genius,” as writer Mary Lewis Coak-
ley asks? Probably somewhere in be-
tween, but there is no doubt her
presence boosted French morale, Mark
Twain concluded that Joan's actions
“crippled the gigantic war that was
ninety-one years old.”

Capture and inquisition

After helping take eight towns in
eight days, Joan was captured, in May
1430, and sold to the English. (Her
voices had warned this would hap-
pen.) The English moved to prove that
her military success over them had
come through sorcery.

The clearly-biased inquisitors broke
virtually every rule of ecclesiastical
hearings. Joan was imprisoned for
nearly five months—not with a female
companion, but with five English sol-
diers. She steadfastly maintained her
virginity and courage through long
days of questioning on more than sixty
charges. She was convicted of being a
schismatic (not a witch) and sentenced
to be burned at the stake.

When Joan was led to the town
square of Rouen for her execution, she
became afraid and recanted. Her sen-
tence was changed to life imprison-
ment. Three days later, however, she
regained her courage and spoke the
words that meant her death: “1f | were
to say that God sent me, | shall be con-
demned, but God really did send me.”

At 9 A, on May 30, 1431, Joan
walked toward the market square. She
knelt and prayed for her enemies, and
then mounted the prepared pyre. As
the flames leapt upward, Joan asked
for a cross to be held before her. Gaz-
ing upon it, her final word was "Je-
sus."” THe Epitors




Heloise and Abelard'’s
Tumultuous Affair

She became an acclaimed abbess; he was one of the
greatest philosophers of the medieval world. Yet their
fabled love deeply damaged them both.

RUTH A. TUCKER

he story of Heloise
and Abelard sheds
light on medieval soci-
ety and the churchin a
way that few other
stories do. Their dra-
ma captures not only
deep human emotion, but also the
spirit of the times.

The first scene opens with Abelard,
one of the most celebrated teachers
and philosophers of the medieval
world, pursuing his innocent teenage
pupil. From there it chronicles a rela-
tionship pierced intermittently  with
lust, intrigue, and violence—all fil-
tered through the curtain of the medi-
eval church. In the words of Henry
Adams, “The twelfth century, with all
its spa rkle, would be dull without Abe-
lard and Heloise.”

The cast

Peter Abelard (1079-1142) was a bril-
liant young man who, by age 21 (be-
fore Heloise was even born), had
gained such a reptuation for scholar-
ship and debate that he was able to set
up his own school. In the yvears that
followed, his teaching career expand-
ed, as did his writing—but always in
the midst of controversy.

His book Sicet Non (Yes and No) creat-
ed an uproar, Here Abelard demon-
strated his basic philosophical method:
“The first key to wisdom is the con-
stant and frr.'quul'll questioning. . . .
For by doubting we are led to question,
by questioning we arrive at the truth.”
Churchmen of the traditionalist mode
were not ready for such skepticism.

But for all the criticism—and ac-
claim—that accompanied his brilliant
career, Abelard is probably most re-
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membered for his relationship with
Heloise, Heloise was the niece of
Canon Fulbert of Notre Dame. She was
probably only 14 or 15 (some scholars
have suggested Heloise was 17 or old-
er}, more than twenty years younger
than Abelard, when she first met him
at her uncle’s home in Paris.

Actl, Scene 1—Seduction

Abelard was not a gentleman. In-
deed, he admits in his autobiography
that when he heard about the bright
young Heloise, he began setting the
snare to seduce her: 1. | . decided she
was the one to bring to my bed, confi-
dent that | should have an easy suc-
cess; for at that time I had youth and
exceptional good looks as well as my
great reputation to recommend me.

. Knowing the girl's knowledge
and love of letters, [ thought she would
be all the more ready to consent.”

Abelard made arrangements with
Fulbert, uncle and guardian of Heloise,
to move into the home and serve as her
tutor. As he had anticipated, she es-
teemed him as a scholar and teacher,
and he quickly took advantage of her
age and position. By his own testimo-
ny, there was “more kissing than
teaching.”

Abelard was careful to maintain his
stature as a teacher: “To avert suspi-
cion [ sometimes struck her, but these
blows were prompted by love and
tender feeling rather than anger and ir-
ritation.” The cover worked well, and
Abelard realized what he set out to
achieve: “Our desires left no stage of
love making untried.”

How did Heloise feel about this rela-
tionship? Mo doubt she was confused
and overwhelmed by the attention
paid her by such a prestigious scholar.
Did she welcome his advances? She
must have had mixed emotions, as do
most youngsters in such instances.
Some historians have argued that she

was willingly seduced, but in a letter
written years later, Abelard reminded
her of his abusive behavior: “Even
when you were unwilling, resisted to
the utmost of your power and tried to
dissuade, as yours was the weaker na-
ture, [ often forced you to consent with
threats and blows."”

Act I, Scene 2—Revenge

Scene 2 opens with Fulbert furious
when he discovers Abelard’s duplicity.
Soon after, Heloise realizes she is
pregnant.

Abelard apologizes to Fulbert, but
the ring of sincerity is absent: “l pro-
tested that | had done nothing unusual
in the eyes of anyone who had known
the power of love, and recalled how
since the beginning of the human race
women had brought the noblest men
to ruin.” But he quickly sensed that his
"apology” was not enough to appease
his accuser: “To conciliate him further,
| offered him satisfaction in the form he
could never have hoped for: 1 would
marry the girl | had wronged. Alll stip-
ulated was that the marriage should be
kept secret so as not to damage my
reputation.”

Fulbert agreed outwardly to a secret
marriage, but uncontrolled anger
seethed within, Heloise was sent to
live with in-laws until her son was
born.Then Abelard placed his young
wife in the convent near Paris where
she had been educated as a small girl.
His sister would raise their son, a
drudgery he insisted was not suited to
him: “Who intent upon sacred and
philosophical reflection could endure
the squalling . . . and constant dirt of
little children?”

But if he thought he had resolved his
problem, he was wrong. What hap-
pened next is best described in his own
words: At this news her uncle and his
friends and relatives imagined that |
had tricked them, and had found an

easy way of ridding myself of Heloise
by making her a nun. Wild with indig-
nation they plotted against me, and
one night as | slept peacefully in an in-
ner room in my lodging, they bribed
one of my servants to admit them and
there took cruel vengeance on me of
such appalling barbarity as to shock
the whole world; they cut off the parts
of my body whereby | had committed
the wrong of which they complained.”

Act II, Scene 1I—Tormented love

Act | ends with the reader almost
convinced that the despicable Abelard
got what he deserved. Act Il opens
with Abelard in agreement.

His physical pain is over, and he is
convinced that as deplorable as his cas-
tration was, it was, in disguise, a bless-
ing to set him free to serve God fully.
MNewver again would he lust for a wom-
an. He entered the monastery of St.
Denis to devote himself to the monas-
tic life.

For Heloise, however, her night-
mare had only begun. To Abelard she
wrote: “'Of all wretched women | am
the most wretched, and amongst the
unhappy | am unhappiest.” At this
point the reader senses the emotional
damage she had suffered. Indeed, for
all the light this story sheds on medi-
eval society, it has a modern ring. He-
loise loved too much,

She blamed herself for what had
happened and confessed to Abelard,
“It is the general lot of women to bring
total ruin on great men.” She had ob-
jected to marrying Abelard, fearing the
marriage would be discovered and that
Abelard's reputation as a cleric would
be scarred. In fact, she went so faras to
offer herself to be his lifelong mistress.
“God is my witness,” she wrote to

Priest and a woman in the stocks. Clerical adultery,
although not unknown in the Middle Ages, was not
condoned.
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In this medieval ilhstration, abbess Helodse confers
with Peler Abelard, the famous philosopher, on
rubes for convent life.

Abelard, “that if Augustus, emperor of
the whole world, thought fit to honour
me with marriage and conferred all the
earth on me to possess for ever, it
would be dearer and more honorable
to me to be called not his empress but
your whore.”

Heloise loathed the prospect of be-
coming a nun, but to please Abelard,
she did just that. I can expect no re-
ward for this from God,” she lament-
ed, “for it is certain that | have done
nothing as yet for love of him. . . .
would have had no hesitation, God
knows, in following you or going
ahead at your bidding to the flames of
hell.”

She pleaded for his attention and
painfully acknowledged that “[ have
been so neglected and forgotten by
you.” Her insecurity spilled over when
she finally admitted he never really
loved her: "It was desire, not affection
which bound vou to me, the flame of
lust rather than love. So when the end
came to what you desired, any show of
feeling you used to make went with it.
This is not merely my own opinion, be-
loved, it is everyone’s. . . . [ wish I
could think of some explanation which
would excuse you and somehow cover
up the way you hold me cheap.”

Act II, Scene 2—Repentance
Abelard readily acknowledged to
Heloise, his “dearly beloved sister in
Christ,” that he never really loved her,
“My love, which involved us both in
sin, let us not call it love but concupis-
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cence, In you | cloyed a wretched ap-
petite, which was all | really loved.”

But that was past. Abelard came to
terms with his station in life. Indeed,
he embraced it and desperately sought
to bring Heloise to that same frame of
mind, “It may relieve the bitterness of
your grief if [ prove that this came
upon us justly. . . . My beloved, see
how with the dragnets of his mercy the
Lord has fished us up from the depth
of his dangerous sea. . . . Consider the
magnanimous design of God’'s mercy
forus. . . whereby he made use of evil
itself and mercifully set aside our im-
piety, so that by a wholly justified
wound in a single part of my body he
might heal two souls.”

Abelard  sympathized with her
struggles, but he implored her not to
be angry with God: "I beg you then,
sister, do not be aggrieved, do not vex
the Father who corrects us in fatherly
wise.” He likewise pleaded with her

Heloise's convent
became one of
the most famous
in France.

not to focus on himself but rather to
“have compassion on Him who suf-
fered willingly for your redemption,
and look with remorse on Him who
was crucified for you.”

Act [II—Twist of fate

In the final act, Abelard is confront-
ed with the ultimate punishment for a
medieval theologian—the charge of
heresy. A man who has accepted
God's judgment and turmed his life
around is accused by fellow clerics.

In 1121, Abelard was charged by the
Council of Soissons with promoting
Sabellianism (a heretical concept of the
Trinity), and his book on the subject
was ordered burned without opportu-
nity to defend it.

Abelard did not forget Heloise, After
she and her nuns were forced to leave
their convent due to religious rivalry,

Abelard donated land for a new con-
vent, the Paraclete. He established
Heloise as the abbess and helped for-
mulate the rule I:l}' which thu:.' lived in
community.

But Abelard’'s problems with the
church continued, not so much be-
cause he was a heretic, but because he
challenged his students to think, and
he was convinced that faith and reason
are compatible. In 1141, at the urging
of Bernard of Clairvaux, his writings
were condemned at the Council of
Sens. This was the ultimate rejection.
He was determined to appeal to the
pope. but he died before he reached
Rome. Heloise arranged for his burial
in a plot at her convent, where she
could watch over his grave.

Heloise outlived Abelard by more
than twenty years and gained a reputa-
tion as one of the greatest abbesses of
medieval monasticism. During her life-
time, the Paraclete became one of the
most lamous convents in France, with
six well-established daughter houses.
In a letter to her, Peter the Venerable,
who himself ruled over more than two
thousand Cluniac houses in Europe,
enthusiastically praised her ministry:
“You have surpassed all women in car-
rying out your purpose, and have gone
further than almost every man.”

Whether Heloise ever came to terms
with her tormented love and fully sub-
mitted to God will never be known.
Her surviving letters give no indication
of that. So it was that Abelard, whose
heart was right with God, died a con-
demned man, while the dejected He-
loise was celebrated for her faithful
ministry.

Legend tells us that when Heloise
died, Abelard’s grave was opened so
she could be buried with him, and as
they lowered her body, he opened his
arms to draw her into his bosom. Itis a
touching climax, but not one that fits.
For Heloise and Abelard, life was real.
There was no place for sentimental
legends. o

Dr. Ruth A. Tucker is visiting professor at
Trimity Evanigelical Divinity Scinood, Dieerfield,
Wlervors, She is anthor of eight books, including
Daughters of the Church (uith Walter Lie-
feld; Londervan, 1987) and Stories of Faith
(Zonderpan, 19900,
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Mystics

Why did mysticism flower
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Giotto di Bondone, Annunciation o S Aane. Wikimedia
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Il this Messed teaching
of our Lord s shown
lo me in three parfs,
that is, by bodily vision
and by words formed in
mry understamding and
by spiritual viston. But
I may not and cannol show the spiritual
wisions to you as plainly and fully as |
showld wish; but | trust in our Lovd God
Almighty Hat Ie will, out of his govdness
and for love of you, make you accept it more
spiritually and more sweelly than [ can or
may tell it to you. fulian of Norwich

Mysticism has been called “the sci-
ence of the love of God,” and “the life
which aims at union with God.” Mys-
tics may be found in every religious
tradition, sometimes as central partici-
pants but often on the periphery of ac-
cepted practice, for they map out new
experiences of the divine.
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A praying woman is visited by an angel in this
fourteenth-century painting by Giotto. In the high
Middle Ages, mysticism flourished, and there were
mere female mystics than male ones. These mystics
recorded colorful visions of God, Christ, angels,
and elernal worlds. Their insights and revelations,
though sometimes controversial, also gave them a
unique authority.

There is no identifiable mystical type
(although scholars at times have tried
to identify one). Mystics may be
women or men, educated or unedu-
cated, from wealthy or deprived back-
grounds. Mystical experiences may be
primarily visual or auditory, or so ab-
stract as to elude any verbal formula-
tion. The mystical path may be based
either upon developing love or on the
growth of the intellect. Mystical experi-
ences can occur spontanecusly, unex-
pectedly, at any time and place; vet
many religions endorse ascetic prac-

in the medieval world—
and why did women
often lead in it?

ELIZABETH ALVILDA PETROFF

tices and modes of prayer that encour-
age the development of mystical ex-
perience in some people. All traditions
seem to agree that mysticism is a spe-
cial gift, not fully under the control of
the recipient.

Why mysticism flourished

During some historical  periods,
mysticism seems more prevalent and
more authoritative, and mystics are
more needed by their communities.
Valerie Marie Lagoric, in her essay
“The Medieval Continental Women
Mystics,” quotes Evelyn Underhill in
support of the idea that mysticism not
only seems to intensify in certain per-
iods, but is itself richly creative: “The
great periods of mystical activity tend
to correspond with the great periods of
artistic, material, and intellectual civili-
zation. . . . It is always as if [the mys-
tics] were humanity’s finest flower; the
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product at which each great creative
period of the race had aimed.*

One such period was the high Mid-
dle Ages in Europe (1100-1450), a time
of great social change as the feudal sys-
tem gave way to capitalism, cities, and
a new middle class. We think of the
Middle Ages as the age of faith, and so
it was, but it was also an age of crisis.
In such a context, mysticism was not a
retreat from the negative aspects of
reality, but a creative marshaling of en-
ergy in order to transform reality and
one's perception of it.

Mystics were the teachers of the age,
inspired leaders who synthesized
Christian tradition and proposed new
models for the Christian community.
We know some of the men—Bernard
of Clairvaux, Francis of Assisi, Thomas
Aquinas—but we are not as familiar
with the women, although they were
actually more numerous. Hildegard of
Bingen, Clare of Assisi, Beatrijs of
Mazareth, Angela of Foligno, Julian of
Morwich, and other women mystics
drew on their experience of the divine
to provide spiritual guidance for oth-
ers. Such women became highly re-
spected leaders of the faithful. Their
role as prophets and healers was the
one exception to women’s presumed
inferiority in medieval society.

Maodemized from Grace Wanack, ed., Revelations of Divine Love (Londan: Methuen, 1901} Alice Kemp-Walch, OF Six

What female mystics experienced

Medieval mysticism was primarily
visual and affective; the mystic saw and
felt truth, saw God or Christ or the
saints, and was flooded with love for
what she saw. So powerful was this
love that she felt compelled to share it
with others.

Indeed, perhaps the only wvoice
women heard that told them to do
something was God's voice in visions.
But God's voice was the only one that
was really necessary, for with divine
permission and guidance, anything
was possible. As Dame Julian of Nor-
wich said in her Showings: * . . . God
forbid that you should say or assume
that [ am a teacher ... for | am a
woman, ignorant, weak and frail. But [
know very well that what | am saying |
have received by the revelation of him
who is the sovereign teacher . . . be-
cause [ am a woman, ought [ therefore
to believe that [ should not tell you of
the goodness of God, when 1 saw at
that same time that it is his will that it
be known?”

We should not think of medieval
women mystics primarily as hermits
withdrawn into a private world of
prayer and meditation. These active
women had completed a lengthy ap-
prenticeship in the religious life, and

Mediaeal Women (London: Macmillan, 1913%; and Revelntions of St Bridiget (Mew York: D & | Sadlier, 1862).

they were capable of being spiritually
responsible for large numbers of
people.

Although medieval women mystics
came from different classes, in differ-
ent parts of Europe, and experienced
spiritual awakenings at different ages,
many of them did not become great
teachers until they reached middle
age. As children they were marked by
precocious piety, and their rebellion
often took the form of asceticism, From
adolescence through their thirties they
often lived withdrawn or secluded
lives; if they were married, they were
absorbed in family responsibilities and
childbearing. All this changed, how-
ever, around their fortieth year, when
they had the freedom to be visible as
active leaders and effectively offer spir-
itual advice to others.

Why women were leaders

Unlike other periods of mystical re-
vival, medieval mysticism was largely
female. No one knows exactly why,
but we can speculate on some of the
factors involved.

Medieval men with religious voca-
tions and leadership ability had a num-
ber of choices—they could be active or
contemplative, priests, friars, monks,
or hermits. Women who felt called to a
religious life had one main option—to
join a convent or a community of pious
lay women. Thus, the primary ap-
proved form of religious life available
to women was contemplative and en-
closed. Medieval society believed
women must be protected from vio-
lence and from their own sexuality,
and women were thought to be “natu-
rally"  passive, meditative, and
receptive,

Some aspects of convent life prob-
ably encouraged the development of
mystical and leadership abilities. Until
the fourteenth century, a religious
community was the only place in
which a woman would find a library,
other scholars, and the opportunity to
read and write. It was also the only
place a woman had any privacy. The
vow of celibacy exempted women from
pregnancy and childbirth, and thus
granted them much longer lives than
those of married women. Convents
also provided opportunities for leader-
ship and teaching, whether in keeping
accounts, tending the sick, or instruct-
ing children.

In late medieval Europe, women
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Pietro Liberi The bcstasy of 5. Certrude — Wikipedia

outnumbered men for the first ime.
Women found creative responses to
this situation, and new religious move-

ments of women began. The beguines =
in northern Europe, and Franciscan or |

Dominican tertiaries in southern Eu-
rope, lived in groups, supported them-
selves by manual labor, and devoted
their lives to serving others and grow-
ing spiritually. Many famous medieval
mystical writers belonged to these in-
formal communities—Hadewijch of
Antwerp, Mechthild of Magdeburg,
Angela of Foligno, Catherine of Siena.

Finally, the spiritual practices rec-
ommended to medieval women (and
possibly invented by them) encour-

aged the kind of growth and mental

concentration that often led to visions
and mystical experiences. We know
that women's practice of asceticism
was more austere than men’s. Further,
men in religious communities had a
maore intellectual education; the kind of
meditation taught to women was vis-
ual and creative, not intellectual or
abstract.

Four great mystics

The lives of the great women mystics
are highly individualized, although
there are some common themes in
their writings.

The Benedictine abbess Hildegard of
Bingen (1098-1179) began her religious
life at age 7 or 8, when she joined her
aunt Jutta, who was a recluse. Later
their retreat was opened and turned
into a convent, where Hildegard made
her profession as a nun at age 14. Al-
though she was unable to write Ger-
man, and diffident about the
correctness of her Latin, her dictated
writings exhibit wide Iuarl'ling. While
she claimed that all her knowledge
came from a mystical source, she was
familiar with the Scriptures, natural
science, classical Latin literature, and
neo-Platonic  philosophy.  She  was
taken seriously as a prophet by every-
one, from Bernard of Clairvaux and the
pope down to the humblest laborers.
She began the Scivias, her major vision-
ary and autobiographical work, when
she was 42, but she had been having
visions since she was 5. She insisted
she saw her vision in spiritual and psy-
chological wholeness, when she was
fully conscious and aware of her sur-
roundings. She distinguished between
two grades of spiritual vision, her ec-
slatic awareness of “the Living Light”
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Ecstasy of Gertrude “the Great” (1256, 1302,
a famous mystic. Al age 25 Gerfrude experienced a
profound religious conversion. She spent the rest
of her life devoled to prayer and worship.

in which she could see nothing and, as
Underhill writes, a ““more diffused ra-
diance which she calls the Shade of the
Living Light, and within which her
great allegorical visions were seen.”
Hadewijch of Antwerp was a Flem-
ish beguine of the first part of the thir-
teenth century. We Eknow almost
nothing of her external life, but we
have three books by her: “Poems in
Stanzas” and “Poems in Couplets”;
letters on the spiritual life known as
“Letters to a Young Beguine”; and a
book of visions. A brilliant poet who
wrote in Dutch, she knew the latest po-
etry in Latin, Old French, and Proven-
cal as well. As a mystic she believed
that the soul, created by God in his
own image, longs to be one with divine
love again, “to become God with
God,” as she put it.
Mechthild of Magdeburg (c. 1212-
1282), the most famous of the German
uines and author of The Flowing
Light of the Godhead, decided at 22 to de-

vote her life to God. She went to Mag-
deburg, where she knew no one, to
become a beguine. In 1270 she came to
the convent of Helfta, perhaps advised
to make such a retreat because of her
outspoken criticism of corruption in
the church. There are seven books of
her autobiographical Flowing Light,

y written at different stages of her life,
. and utilizing all the poetic and narra-

tive resources of her time—lyric poet-

ry, dialogue, courtly allegory, even

I';umt:].],.' folk wisdom. The first page of
The Flowing Light announces the dan-
ger to which Mechthild is exposed be-
cause she is a mystic: “l have been put
on my guard about this book, and cer-
tain people have warned me that, un-
less | have it buried, it will be burnt.
Yeb,” she continues, “l in my weak-
ness have written it, because | dared
not hide the gift that is init.”

The Franciscan mystic Angela of Fo-
ligno (1248-1309) joined the Third Or-
der for worldly prestige, but when her
mother, her husband, and her children
died suddenly, her attachment to St.
Francis and his order became more
profound. She underwent a powerful
conversion experience in 1285, and in
1291, when she was 43, she had a wi-
sion of God's love for her as she was
walking on a pilgrimage to the shrine
of St. Francis of Assisi. Since she was
illiterate, she dictated her experiences.
The Book of the Experience of the Truly
Fauthful was read immediately and
widely copied and circulated.

Message from the mystics

We too are living in a time of rapid
and unpredictable social and economic
change. We can certainly take as a
model the balance of isolation and
community, of reflection and action,
that we find in these medieval women.
We can use their emphasis on the spiri-
tual life as a progressive climb—some-
times a steep and arduous one. In the
writings of these women, God always
teaches through love and always
stresses the self-worth of the human.
We need that love badly, and we need
to extend it to others. u

[ Elizabwth Alvilda Petroff is professor of
coniripitrative literatire al e Uiviversity of Mas-
sachusetts, Amberst, amd autivor of Medieval
Women's Visionary Literature (Ouxford,
1986).
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Writings FromWomen
in the Medieval Churc

Brief selections from four key books

o .#.F:-‘--h‘;*htﬂ-'w

Walbers Art Gallery s, 10222, 1,30

In this 1465 French miniature, a female saint sits in her study, quill in hand, Beneath her, the Latin text begins
with Psalm 51:15—"0 Lord, open thou my lips, and my mouth will show farth thy praise.”

-
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Margery Kempe modemicoed from The Cell of SelfKnonwdedge: Seven Early Englisl Mystical Treatises, edited by Bdrmund G. Gardrer (19100

Iulian modemized irom Revelnions of Divine Love, edited by Grace Warswack (London: Methuen, 1501)

Maodernized from The Dialogee of the Seraphic Virgin Catherine of Siena, trans, Algar Thorold (Mew York: Benziger Brotherss, 1907},

Catherine of Siena’s
Dialogue with God
“Catherine of Steva moved in remarkably
wide circles for a woman of fourteenth-
century Italy,” writes Dr. Suzanne Noffle,
(See article on page 8.)"She was a myskic
whose plunge into God plunged her deep
irtto the affairs of society, Church, and the
souls of all who came urder her influence.”
Catherine finished her most important
work, The Dialogue, in 1377-1378, about
two years before her death at age 33. In it,
Catherine directs questions and prayers to
God, and then reflacts on God's response.
The book was one of the first books printed
in Italy, Germarny, Spain, and England,

A soul was lifted by a very
reat and &w desire for the
nor of the salvation
of souls... that soul, wishing to
know and follow the truth more
valiantly ... lifted her desires
first F‘Jc;r herself  (for she
considered that a soul could not
be of use, whether in doctrine,
example, or prayer, to her
neighbor, if she did not first ...
uire wvirtue 1 herself)
addressed four requests to the
Supreme and Eternal Father.

The first was for herself; the
second for the reformation of the
Holy Church; the third a eral
prayer for the whole world, and
in particular for the peace of
Christians who rebel against the
Holy Church with much
crudeness and persecution; in
the fourth and last, she besought
the DiVF;L;lrE Providence to

wide things in eral,
Fu?d in particulm'?b for aggcnrmm
case with which she was
concerned. [It is not known what
sitnation Catherine refers to
here.] ...

[In this section Catherine
writes what she perceives to be
God's message o her] In
self-knowledge, then, yvou will
humble thyself, secing that, in

ourself, you do not even exist ;
wr very bein o will
lcan{tis dcrivgd fn:m% I\i:: since I
have loved both vou and others
before you were in existence;
and that, through the ineffable
love which I had for wyou,
wishing to re-create you o
Grace, 1 have washed vou, and
re-created you in the blood of
My only-begotten Son, spilt with
a great fire of love.

You are obliged to love your
neighbors  as  yourself, and
loving them, you ought to help
them slpiri.i‘l.lall}r, with prayer,
counselling them with words,
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and assisting them both
spiritually and temporally,
according to the n whic

they may hawve, at least with
goodwill if vou have nothing
else. Thus, every act of help that
yvou performs should proceed
from the affecion which you
have because of love for Me.

I say, also, that, not only is
virtue proved in those who
render good for evil, but, that
many times a good person gives
back fiery coals of love, which
dispel the hatred and rancour of
the heart of the furious, and so
from hatred often comes
benevolence as a result of the
love and perfect patience which
is shown by those who endure
the anger of the wicked, bearing
and supporting their defects.

God loves us
and delights in us,
and so he wishes us
to love him and
delight in him and
trust greatly in him.
—]Julian of Norwich

The Curious Life
of Margery Kempe

The Book of Margery Kempe is the
earliest known autobiography in English,
wel it was lost for cenburies until rediscov-
ered in 1934, Margery was born in Eng-
land in about 1373, and she lived a full and
turbulent life for sixty-odd years. She was
married and bore fourteen children, but her
heart was in the pursuil of holiness, which
in her day involved religious pilgrimages.
She traveled by herself to the Holy Land,
Assisi, Rome and many other places. She
was criticized for her active life (“Woman,
give up this life that you lead, and go and
spin, and card wool, as other women do™’)
as well as for her frequent sobbing or shriek-
ing during praver. Her life reveals the
simple and devout faith of a medieval
Christian,

She desired many times that
her head might be struck off

with an axe upon a block for the
love of our Lord Jesus. Then our
Lord Jesus said in her mind: “1
thanl i, daughter, that you
are willing to die for my love; for
as often as you contemplate this,
yvou shall have the same reward
in heaven as if you suffered this
death....You can please God no
better than to contemplate on
his love continually.”

Then she asked our Lord Jesus
Christ how she could best love
him. And our Lord said: “Take
heed of yvour wickedness and
think on my goodness....

"Daughter, if vou were to wear
a hairshirt, fasting on bread and
water, and if yvou repeated the
Lord’s Prayer a thousand times
every day vou would not please
me as well as yvou do when you
are silent and let me speak in

ur soul....

“Daughter, if you knew how
sweet yvour love is to me, you
would never do anything but
love me with all your heart....”

Any day that she experienced
no trouble for our Lord’'s sake,
she was never as ... happy as ...
when she suffered [for him].

Our Lord Jesus said to her:
“Patience is more valuable than
miracles. Daughter, it gives me
more pleasure when you suffer
malicious acts, scorm, shame,
rebukes, injustices, and diseases,
than if your head were struck off
three mes a day every day for
seven years.”

Julian of Norwich:
Christ who Lives in Me

Ohnre person that Margery Kempe visited
was Julian, a Christian woman in Norwich,
England, Julian {c. 1342-after 1413) was
ar anchoress, meaning she spent her life
in prayer, perpetually enclosed in a small
room. In her case, the room was attached to
the outside walls of St. Julian's Church in
Norwich. In May 1373 Julian fell sick and
was mear death; she recovered, however,
and received sixteen wvisions. These are de-
scribed in her book Showings, or The Six-
teen Revelations of Divine Love.

These REevelations were shown
to a simple unlearned creature,
in the year of our Lord 1373, the
thirteenth of May.

Our Lord opened my spiritual
fﬁ: and showed me my soul in

center of my heart. 1 saw the
soul as wide as if it was an
infinite world and a blissful
kingdom. And [ understood that
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it is a honorable city [for] in the
center sits our Lord Jesus, God
and man, pleasing in appearance
and tall, hi t bishop, most
majestic ki most honorable
Lord; and clothed majestically.
And he sits with honor in the
soul with peace and rest. And
the Godhead rules and sustains
heaven and earth and all that
exists with sovereign might,
sovereign wisdom, and

sovereign ?‘ood.ncss And the
place that Jesus takes in our /)
soul he will never leave, for

aglanis et i

is everlasting dwelling.

And he a::l..tlﬁred melﬂr!gt it reall
was himself who showed me all
the earlier visions. And while I
considered this attentively, the
Lord gave me words ... without
voice and without parting his
lips ... and said sweetly: “know
that it was no hallucination you
saw today, but accept it and
believe it, and keep yvourself in it,
and comfort yvourself with it, and
trust yourself to it, and you will
not be overcome....”

The words “yvou will not be
overcome,” were said with great
clarity and er as assurance
and comfort against all
difficulties that may come....
God insists that we listen to these
words, and always have solid
trust through good and bad. For
he loves and enjoys us, and
desires that we love and enj
him and mmpletelly trust in him;
and all shall be well.

And soon afterward, all was
hidden and I saw no more,

How Did Hildegard
Receive Her Visions?

Today, the name Hildegard of Bingen is
little known, bul in Hildegard's day, few
Christians were more influentinl, Filde-
gard (1098-1179) was founder and first ab-
bess of the Benedictine community of
Bingen, Germany. She was also a visionary
and prophet who called the church to re-
forne. She advised the emperor Frederick
Barbarossa, traveled, preached, and wrote
extensively. Hildegard's best-knoum work,
The Scivias, was published in 1151 after
ten years of work. The book comsists of
hwenty-six visions, somewhat similar to
those described in the biblical books of Dan-
iel, Ezekiel, or Revelation. Reprinted here is
Hildegard's description of how these vistons
came fo her, followed by her first vision.

It happened in the year one
thousand one hundred and
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Visions as perplexing as Ezekiel's: An illustration of
Hildegard's first vision, s shown in her book Sci-
vias (a Latin abbreviation for Know the Ways of the
Lord). The mountain symbalizes the kingdom of
God; upon it sits God in majesty, wilh wings that
stand for justice and mercy, The being covered
with eyes (at lower left) represents the fear of the
Lord,

forty-one of the incarnation of
Jesus Christ the Son of God,
when [ was fc two years old,
that a flashing fire of light from
the clear sky transfused my
brain, my heart, and my whole
breast as with flame; yet it did
not burm but only warmed me,
as the sun warms an object on
which it sheds its rays. And
suddenly 1 grasped the full
meaning of the Psalter. the
Gospel, and the other books of
the Old and New Testaments.
Although 1 did not have the

the exact interpretation of the
wiords of their text, or the division
of syllables, or knowledge of
[grammatical] cases and moods.

The vision that 1 saw, [ did not
perceive in dreams or sleeping,
nor in deliriuvm, nor with the
body's ears or the eves of the

outer person; but | received them

with an alert and focused mind

4t by the will of God.
\

\ When I was sixty years old, 1
saw a strong an wionderful
vision wherein I toiled for five
yvears. And I saw a Man of such
size that he reached from the
summit of the clouds of heaven
even to the abyss. From his
shoulders upward he was
above the clouds in the most
unruffled air. From his
shoulders down to his hips he
was in a white cloud; from his
hips to his knees he was in
earth's atmosphere; from the
knees to the calves he was in the
earth; and from his calves to the
soles of his feet he was in the
waters of the abyss, so that he
stood upon the abyss. And he
turned to the east. The
brightness of his countenance
dazzled me. At his mouth was a
white cloud like a trumpet....
When he blew in it, it sent forth
three winds, of which one
sustained above itself a fie
cloud, and one a stormcloud,
and one a cloud of light. But the
wind with the fiery cloud above
it hovered before the Man's face,
while the two others descended

¥ to his breast and blew there.

And in the fiery cloud there
was a living fiery multitude all
one in will and life. Before them
was spread a tablet cowvered
with quills that flew in the
precepts of God. And when the
precepts of God lifted up that
tablet where God's knowledge
had written certain of its
secrets, this multitude with one
impulse gazed on it. And as
they saw the writing, God's
virtue was so bestowed upon
them that as a mighty trumpet
they gave forth in a single note
a powerful music.

The wind  Thaving the
storm-cloud owver it, spread,
with that cloud, from the south
to the west. In it was a
multitude of the blessed, who
possessed the spirit of life; and
their voice was as the noise of
many waters as they cried: We
have our habitations from Him
who made this wind, and when
shall we receive them? o
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Hildegard adapted from Henry Osborn Taylor, The Adeciaeval Mina {MNew York: Macmillan, 1919

Screias wishon colorized by Dan Graves using public domain sources,
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Learn More About...

DISCUSSION GUIDE

1. Which aspect of medieval Chris-
tianity do you find most puzzling?
Which de you find most attractive?

2, If you could talk with any Chris-
tian woman from the Middle Ages,
who would it be? What would vou ask
her?

3. Asawhole, did women in the
medieval church have more or fewer
uptiuns to serve than women in bo-
day’s church?

4. What problems did Christian
women in the Middle Ages face, that
modern Christian women do not have
to face? What struggles do women
then and women now share?

5. In general, what can today’s
church learn from the Christian wom-
en who lived in the Middle Ages?

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

General studies

In the past tiwenty years, especially,
many books have been worithen on women
it the Middle Ages. The editors have se-
lected ken of these volumes that provide a
helpful infrodiction or general study:

Susan G. Bell, ed., Women: From fhe
Greeks to Hie French Revolution (Stan-
ford, 1973).

Peter Dronke, Women Wrilers of the
Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1984).

Margaret Wade Labarge, A Small
Sound of the Triumpet: Women in Medi-
eval Life (Beacon Press, 1986).

Frances and Joseph Gies, Women in
the Middle Ages (Harper & Row, 1980),

Julius Kirshner and Suzanne F.
Wemple, eds., Women of the Medieoal
Werld (Basil Blackwell, 1985).

Angela Lucas, Women in the Mididle
Ages: Religion, Marriage & Letters (St.
Martin, 1984).
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Eileen Power and M. M. Poston,
Medieval Women (Cambridge, 1976).

Shulamith Shahar, The Fourth Estate:
A History of Wonren in the Middle Ages
(Routledge, Chapman & Hall, 1984).

Susan M. Stuard, ed., Women in Me-
dieval Society (Pennsylvania, 1976).

Ruth A. Tucker & Walter Liefeld,
Daugliters of the Church: Women & Min-
istry from MNew Testament Times to the
Present (Zondervan, 1987).
MuLTMEDLA

Hildegard of Bingen (Morehouse,
1990). Color VHS videotape, 60 min.,
$39.95, includes discussion guide.
Four fifteen-minute segments intro-
duce her life and writings.

Waomen of Spirit (University of Wis-
consin; to order, 1-800-747-7444). Se-
ries of five audiotapes uses dramatic
readings and scholarly explanations to
introduce Catherine of Siena and
others.

Further study

It is impossible fo study the medieoal
church without being strick by the preva-
lence of mystical experiences and writings.
To guide readers who wank fo stiedy Hhis
aspect more deeply, the editors asked Dr.
Elizabeth A. Petroff, professor of com-
parative literature af the University of
Massachusets, Amherst, to provide
recommendations.

Rudalph Bell, Holy Anarexia (Chi-
cago, 1985). Looks at medieval
woimen's asceticism in the light of
modern research on anorexia.

Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast
and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance
of Food to Medicoal Women (California,
1987).

Lina Eckenstein, Women Under Mo-
nasticism (Cambridge, 1896). This re-
markably readable history of medieval
religious women was reprinted in the
1960s and is available in most libraries.

Richard Kieckhefer, Unquiet Souls:
Fourteenth-Century Saints and Their Re-
ligiows Miliew (Chicago, 1984). Intro-
duces the lives of mystics, visionaries,
and saints in this period, and shows
how their spirituality was a response
to the disturbances of their time.

Barbara Newman, Sister of Wisdom:
St. Hildegarde's Theology of the Feminine
(California, 1987). A remarkable study
that properly places Hildegarde as a
major theologian; the translations are
breathtaking,.

Rosemary Reuther and Eleanor
MeLaughlin, Wormen of Spirit: Female
Lendership in the Jewish and Christian
Traditions (Simon and Schuster, 1979).
Contains three important essays rele-
vant to medieval mysticism,

Paul Szarmach, ed., An Introduction
fo the Medieval Mystics of Eurape
(SUNY, 1984). Contains several excel-
lent essays on women mystics.

Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism: A
Study in e Nature and Development of
Man’s Spiritual Consciousness (Dutton,
1961). A reissue of the book originally
published in 1911, justifiably a classic
in the field.

Her smaller, more personal volume,
The Muystics of the Church (London:
James Clark, 1925), is concerned with
“the great creative soul whose special
experience of God does something for
his fellow Christians. . . .”

Donald Weinstein and Rudolph M.
Bell, Saints and Society: The Two Worlds
of Western Christendom, 10001700
(Chicago, 1982). A fascinating study
that looks at patterns in saints’ child-
hood, adolescence, adulthood, family
lite, and religious practice.

Inpivipual WRITERS

The Classics of Western Spirituality
Series by Paulist Press includes the
following volumes:

St. Catherine of Siena: Dialogue (1987).

Hadewijch: Complete Works (1980).

Hildegard of Bingen: Scrvias (1990).

fulian of Norwich: Showings (1978).
TRANSLATIONS/ ANTHOLOGIES

Fiona Bowie, Beguine Spiribuality.
Moystical Writings of Mechthild of Magde-
burg, Beatrijs of Nazareth, and Hadewijch
of Brabant (Crossroad, 1989). A good
introduction to beguine spirituality,
and fine translations.

Elizabeth A, Petroff, Medeval Wom-
en's Visionary Literature (Oxford, 1986).
A thousand years of texts by women
visionaries, many previously unrecog-
nized or never translated.

Emilie Zum Brunn and Georgette
l-;pinc}r-Burgard, Waomen Mystecs in Me-
dieval Enrope (Paragon, 1989). Selec-
tions by Hildegard of Bingen, Mech-
thild of Magdeburg, and others. B
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THE FAITH BEHIND THE FAMOUS

Isaac Newton

Nature, and Nature's Laws, lay hid in Night,
God said, Let Newton be! and Al was Light.
Alexander Pope

lexander Pope’s well-known  epitaph
epitomized Isaac Newton's fame. Even in
Mewton's litetime, his contemporaries’
adulation verged on worship. Following
his death in April 1727, Newton lay in
state in Westminster Abbey for a week. At
the funeral, his pall was borne by three
earls, two dukes, and the Lord Chancellor. Voltaire ob-
served, “He was buried like a king who had done well by
his subjects.” No scientist before or since has been so re-
vered and interred with such high honor.

Who was this man whose stature has dominated the
scientific landscape for three centuries? Why did his
achievements have such an impact on society? What role
did Newton's faith play in his life and work?

MNewton's faith

For Mewton the world of saence was by no means the
whale of life. He spent more time on theology than on
science; indeed, he wrote about 1.3 million words on bibli-
cal subjects. Yet this vast legacy lay hidden from public
view for two centuries until the auction of lis nonscientific
writings in 1936,

Mewton's understanding of God came primarily from
the Bible, which he studied for days and weeks at a time.
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He has been called “the greatest
scientific genius the world has
known.” Yet he spent less time
on science than on theology.

CHARLES E. HUMMEL

Sir Isaac Newton (1642=1727), the first scientist ever to be knighted,

He took special interest in miracles and prophecy, calculat-
ing dates of Old Testament books and analyzing their texts
to discover their authorship. In a manuscript on rules for
interpreting prophecy, Newton noted the similar goals of
the scientist and the prophecy expositor: simplicity and
unity. He condemned the “folly of interpreters who fore-
tell times and things by prophecy.” since the purpose of
prophecy was to demonstrate God's providence in history
when “after [prophecies] were fulfilled, they might be in-
terpreted by events.”

A member of the Anglican church, Newton attended
services and participated in special projects, such as pay-
ing for the distribution of Bibles among the poor, and serv-
ing on a commission to build fifty new churches in the
London area. Yet Newton seldom made public pro-
nouncements regarding his theclogy. He is remembered
instead for his pioneering scientific achievements.

Birth and childhood

In June 1642 England began to suffer its first civil war.
The year also witnessed both the death of Galileo in ltaly
and the birth of Isaac Newton in England.

MNewton's life took place against the backdrop of three
locations within one hundred miles of each other: Lincoln-
shire, Cambridge, and London. Newton's parents were
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country folk who lived on a small farm in Woolsthorpe
north of London. Hannah Newton's husband died soon
after their marriage, at age 36. On Christmas Day, 1642,
friends came to assist the young widow with the birth of
her son Isaac. The baby was very premature and given
little hope of survival; he was so small he could have been
fitted into a quart pot,

When lsaac was 3, his mother—a strong, self-reliant
woman—remarried and moved to a new home in the next
village. The child stayed on at the isolated house, cared for
by his grandmother, for the next eight yvears. Recent biog-
raphers have seen that separation from his mother, be-
tween the ages of 3 and 10, as influential in forming the
suspicious, neurotic personality of the adult Newton.

In 1654, at the age of 12, lsaac entered the Old King's
School in Grantham, which had a good reputation for pre-
paring students to enter Cambridge and Oxford. The boy
reached the top of his class, became interested in chemis-
try, and continued building intricate mechanisms, includ-
ing a windmill and a water clock. Instead of taking part in
the rougher games at school, young Isaac became an avid
reader. Early in life he developed a self-sufficiency and
resourcefulness that served him well in later vears of
research,

After four years lsaac returned home to help his mother
with the farm. Despite good intentions, he spent more
time keeping a notebook of observations on nature than
looking after the animals.

After two years of frustration his mother decided he
should complete his course at Old King's to prepare for the
university.

Studies at Cambridge

In june 1661 Newton entered Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, a community of four hundred scholars and stu-
dents that was his home for most of the next thirty-five
YEQrs,

The official curriculum was devoted mainly to Aristote-
lian philosophy—logic, rhetoric, and ethics. It developed
MNewton's formidable ability to demolish the arguments of
anyone who crossed him. The prescribed course also in-
cluded mathematics, Latin, and Greek.

Mewton studied physics and optics under Dr. lsaac Bar-
row, an excellent mathematician and Greek scholar. He
was the first lo recognize his student’s genius, and he
introduced him to telescopes and current theories of light.
The slumbering giant of Newton's intellect suddenly
awoke.

Most important for Mewton, however, was the unofficial
curriculum, his own readings. He explored the new philo-
sophical world of the seventeenth century, and then
moved to prominent scientific works, mastering Kepler's
Optics and nearly everything written about light. Since that
subject called for experimentation, grinding lenses and
building ingenious apparatus, it was made to order for his
mathematical mind and deft fingers. He observed the stars
and made notes that later led to a new theory of light and
color, During his last undergraduate year, investigating
mathematics and dynamics, Newton made phenomenal
speed toward the frontiers of knowledge in both fields. In
short, he was essentially self-taught in a wide range of
subjects.
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Scientific developments

In 1665 flea-bearing rats carried the dread bubonic
plague into congested London, where a fifth of the popula-
tion died that summer. As the plague spread, students and
teachers at Cambridge were sent home. Mewton, with his
new bachelor's degree, packed his notebooks for a return
to Woolsthorpe.

During the next two years, his reading and thinking,
experimenting and writing, laid the foundations for his
epoch-making work in three major areas: mathematics,
optics, and celestial dynamics. Having invented the bino-
mial theorem, Newton devised a method of calculation
that later developed into calculus. He also discovered that
white light contains the whole spectrum of colors, and he
formulated the inverse square law for orbiting heavenly
bodies.

In short, during this period Newton became one of the
leading mathematicians and scientists in Europe. How did
he do it? Among other abilities was the unusual gift of
holding in his mind a mental problem for hours, days, and
weeks until he had solved it.

L

IOPTICKS:

OR, A

T RE AT S E

OF THE

R EFLEXIONS, REFRACTIONS,
INFLEXIONS and COLOURS

G HT,

Two TREATISES

OF THE

SPECIES and MAGNITUDE

2 R 2
Curvilinear Figuees

LONDON,

Printed for Sav. Swiin, and Bini. Warrowo.

Printers to the Royal Society, at the Priwee's Avwes in
St. Pawl's Church-yard. FDCCIV-

Title page of a work that went through three editions in Newlon's lifetime.
Newton made major advances in the field of optics. For example, he invent-
ed the reflecting lelescope, and he showed that white light is a misture of
light of all colors.
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Alchemy and achievement

Cambridge University reopened in the spring of 1667,
Two years later, at the age of 26, Mewton was appointed to
the prestigious Lucasian chair of mathematics, a professor-
ship he held for the next three decades. With minimal
teaching responsibilities, he turned his attention to optics
and constructed a reflecting telescope; it caused a sensa-
tion when it reached London in 1671. Soon he was elected
a Fellow of the Royal Society. He read before the society
his New Theory about Light and Colors.

During the next decade Newton's public scientific career
dwindled as he devoted most of his time to private studies
of chemistry, alchemy, and theology. Alchemists had long
pursued a method to transmute base metals into gold, and
during thirty years in Cambridge Newton labored for
thousands of hours with his furnace as he pored over al-
chemical books. He communicated virtually nothing about
his private passion to others. The extent of Newton's inter-
est in alchemy, long an embarrassment to his admirers,
became generally known only in 1936 when his alchemical
writings of about 650,000 words became public.

[n April 1686 Newton officially presented to the Royal
Society his magnificent three-part Mathematical Principles of
Natural Philosophy. Written in Latin and known as the Prin-
cipia, it was comprehensible mainly to mathematicians.
Here the scientist demonstrated his greatest discovery, the
law of universal gravitation (Every particle in the universe
is attracted to every other particle by a force proportional
to a product of their masses and inversely proportional to
the square of the distance between them; F=Gm;m;/'c).
Also presented were his three laws of motion. Among sci-
entific writings, Newton's Principia is unexcelled. It firmly
established the new scientific approach to explaining natu-
ral forces and was soon taught at Cambridge. Neverthe-
less, Newton's views were opposed on the Continent for
several decades.

In 1693 the scientist suffered a nervous depression that
lasted two years. Itis likely that decades of overwork were
taking their toll, possibly augmented by mercury poison-
ing from years of alchemy experiments.

Powerful public figure
During the last thirty years of Newton's life the brilliant,

retiring scholar became an influential public figure, attain-
ing and ruthlessly wielding power.

In 1696 the king appointed Newton Warden of the Mint,
and Newton took charge of the recoinage needed to stabi-
lize a monetary crisis. He became an efficient administra-
tor and shrewd political operator. He was responsible for
prosecuting “coiners” who debased the silver coins by
clipping their edges—an offense punishable by hanging.
Mewton took to the task with grim diligence. In 1699 he
was appointed Master of the Mint. Two years later he re-
signed his professorship at Cambridge and moved to Lon-
don where his niece Catherine Barton kept house for him.

In 1703 Newton was elected president of the Royal Soci-
ety, which for two decades he ruled with an iron hand,
taking offense at all who opposed his views. In 1705 he
was knighted by Queen Anne. Newtonian science gradu-
ally swept the field as Newton secured for his bright young

Newton wrote about
1.3 million words
on biblical subjects.

disciples positions where they could teach and write the
science textbooks. Over the years he engaged in two long,
bitter feuds with other scientists, one with the German
mathematician Leibniz over who invented the calculus,

His scientific legacy

Isaac Newton died on March 20, 1727, at the age of 85,
after several years of enforced rest. His death was regard-
ed as a national loss. A vast industry grew up dedicated to
his memory—medals, poems, statues. (Submerged in the
torrent of adulation were criticisms of internal contradic-
tions in his writings, his atomistic theory of matter, and his
mechanistic world-view.) Newton had became a national
hero as well as the model scientist. While Copernicus and
Kepler had died in obscurity, and Galileo under house ar-
rest, Newton enjoyed success—largely because his discov-

NEWTON'’S VIEWS ON SCIENCE AND FAITH

“This most beautiful system of the
sun, planets, and comets, could only
proceed from the counsel and do-
minion of an intelligent and poweriul
Being. . . . This Being governs all
things, not as the soul of the world,
but as Lord over all; and on account
of his dominion he is wont to be
called Lord Cod."”

“When | wrote my freatise about

our system, | had an eye upon such
principles as might wark with consid-
ering men for the belief of a Deity,

and nothing can rejoice me more
than to find it useful for that

purpose.”

On interpreting Scripture: "It is the
perfection of all God's works that
they are done with the greatest sim-
plicity . . . And therefore, as they that
would understand the frame of the
world must endeavor to reduce their
knowledge [science] to all possible
simplicity, so it must be in seeking to
understand these [prophetic|
visions.”

“The true God is a living, intelligent
and powerful Being . . . He governs
all things, and knows all things that
are or can be done.”

“| don’t know what | may seem to the
warld, but, as to myself, | seem ta
have been only like a boy playing on
the sea shore, and diverting myself in
now and then finding a smoother
pebble or a prettier shell than ordi-
nary, whilst the great ocean of truth
lay all undiscovered before me."
—Selected by Charles E. Hummel
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ery of one simple kind of attractive force (universal
gravitation) could explain the motions of the planets,
moon, and tides.

In the twentieth century, Einstein’s expanding universe
and Heisenberg's indeterminacy have undermined MNew-
ton's clocklike model of nature. Nevertheless, mathemati-
cal physicist Stephen Hawking, a current Lucasian
pmfuﬁmmr at Cambridge, writes that “Newton's theory will
never be outmoded. Designed to predict the motions of
the heavenly bodies, it does its job with unbelievable accu-
racy . . . it remains in daily use lo predict the orbits of
moons and planets, comets and spacecraft. . . . Newton is
a colossus without parallel in the history of science.”

Replica of Newton's
reflecting lebescope.

lssue 30

Theology and science

MNewton's historical leamning, including a knowledge of
Jewish customs, was extensive. He also mastered the writ-
ings of the church Fathers. (Newton's interest in the doc-
tring of the Trinity led him to study the fourth-century
conflict between Athanasius and Arius, who denied the
status of Christ in the Godhead. Convinced that a massive
fraud had perverted certain Scriptures, Newton adopted
the Arian position. )

Despite his intense biblical study and belief in a creating
God, Newton observed the distinction between religion
and science made by Galileo: “The Bible tells us how to go
to Heaven, not how the heavens go.” During his presi-
dency of the Royal Society, Newton banned any subject
touching religion, even apologetics. He wrote, “We are
not to introduce divine revelations into philosophy [sci-
ence|, nor philosophical [scientific] opinions into
religion.”

Yet for Newton this distinction was not a divorce, much
less a conflict. Although the books of God's Word and his
Works were not to provide the content of each other’s
teachings, they were bound together. Newton did not con-
sider one to be sacred and the other secular, nor did Coper-
nicus, Kepler, Galileo, or Pascal—all practicing Christians.
Only later Enlightenment philosophy produced a model of
“warfare’” between science and theology.

MNewton's theology profoundly influenced his scientific
method, which rejected pure speculation in favor of obser-
vations and experiments. His God was not merely a phi-
losopher’s impersonal First Cause; he was the God in the
Bible who freely creates and rules the world, who speaks
and acts in history. The biblical doctrine of creation under-
girded Newton's science. Newton believed in a God of
“actions [in nature and history], creating, preserving, and
governing . . . all things according to his good will and
pleasure.” o

Charles E. Hummel is author of The Galileo Connection and Genesis:
God's Creative Call (both InterVarsify).
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Readers Respond

to the"100 Events'Issue

Which events should have been listed? Here's what you said.

hen we published
Issue 28 on “The
100 Most Impor-
tant Ewvents in
Church History,”
we had no idea it
would draw more
response than any issue in our history.
The Religious News Service pub-
lished a feature story on the issue, as
did the Associated Press, and these
stories were carried in leading news-
papers such as the Chicago Tribuie,
Most gratifying to us, however, was
that so many of you, our family of
readers, wrote. You told us which
events we should have included—and
which we should have left out.

Only a Western view?

Several readers wrote about a West-
ern slant in the entries. One eloquent
statement came from Dr. Paul E. Pier-
son, dean and professor of history of
mission and Latin American studies at
Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasa-
dena, California:

The 25 most important events listed (af-
ter the destruction of Jerusalem by Tikus
and the Council of Nicea) has no event
which takes place owtside the Western
world, unless if was the adoption of Chris-
tignsty in Russie by Viadimir., The list is
incredibly parochial and deficient in ils fo-
cus when we consider fhat at least 60 per-
cenl of practicing Christians in the world
today are found in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America.

We agree. Our research was among
church historians from North America,
and we openly admitted that the re-
sults were thus biased from a Western
viewpoint. Rather than disregard that
research, however, we decided to use
it, admit its perspective, and try to cov-
er non-Western developments in sub-
sequent issues. We are planning issues
on the following: Columbus’s landing
and the coming of Christianity to Latin
America; some aspect of Christianity in
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Africa; and Pentecostalism, a movement
with explosive growth in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America. We stand commit-
ted to covering church history in other
regions and cultures,

More attention to Pentecostals

Other readers felt that the rise of
Pentecostalism deserved a higher pro-
file. One adviser wrote:

Pentecostal churches are perhaps the fast-
est growing churches in the LS. and
around the world, The Pentecostal and
charismatic movements . . . will likely de-
termine the nature of popuiar Christianity
for many years to come,

Our top 100 list and timeline did in-
clude the Azusa Street Revival in 1906,
which helped to spread early Pentecos-
talism. It also included a date for the
more recent chansmatic renewal.

According to David Barrett, compil-
er of World Christian Encyeylopedia, 21
percent of all Christians worldwide can
be identified as Pentecostals or charis-
matics. This movement, then, which
officially began less than a century ago,
now claims one-fifth of worldwide
Christianity. We will publish an issue
on the origins and development of
Pentecostalism within the next two
years.

Specific events worth adding

In addition, various readers recom-
mended the following specific events
be included:

529 —Second Council of Orange
upholds Augustine’s doctrines on
grace and free will against the Semi-
Pelagian views. 553—5econd Council
of Constantinople condemns the
Three Chapters, influential writings
tainted with heretical Nestorian ideas
about the nature of Christ. 680—Third
Council of Constantinople condemns
Monothelitism, the belief that Christ
had only one will, rather than both a
divine and human will. ¢.730?—]John
of Damascus writes Fount of Wisdom,

a work that greatly influences later
theology. 1158—Peter Lombard com-
pletes Four Books of Sentences, which
becomes a leading medieval textbook
of theology. c¢. 1190—Joachim of
Fiore writes three volumes of history
and eschatology; these inspire many
movements for reform in subsequent
centuries. 1324—Marsiglio of Padua
completes Defensor Pacis, a work
challenging medieval church-state re-
lations with ideas ahead of its time.
1438—Council of Florence begins,
which issues a Decree of Union be-
tween the Western (Roman) and East-
ern (Orthodox) churches. 1742—David
Brainerd appointed missionary to
Mative Americans, leading to revivals
among the Delaware tribe. 1785—First
general convention to form the Prot-
estant Episcopal Church in the U.5.A.
1845—Southern Baptist Convention is
organized. 1914—The Assemblies of
God is formed, 1931—First missionary
radio station, HCJB, begins opera-
tions, indicative of expanding evan-
gelical missions work in bwentieth
century. 1968—Fourth assembly of
the World Council of Churches in
Uppsala, Sweden, spurs movement
on liberation theclogy. 1987/8—
Televangelism scandals rock relig-
ious television and parathur:‘l‘l minis-
tries.

Martin Luther King, Jr.?

Other readers wrote to suggest
events they felt should not have been
included. At least nine readers (includ-
ing one who canceled his subscription
over the choice) wrote to question the
inclusion of the 19%3 March on Wash-
ington led by Martin Luther King, Jr.
Here are brief excerpts from those
letters:

While King was very significant and in-
fuential v the area of civil and social re-
fornt, was he significant and influential in
religions and spiritual reform? Yes, he was.
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COaly to e defrrment of e church, for e
confused socml reform with the adpance-
st of Godd's Kivgadom

MM, Willis, TX

A march in Washington, D.C., by a
curstig. screaming mob led by one of e
most depraped people e e anti-Clirist
movemient, Martin Luther King, you de
clare to be one of the 100 most important
events i church history!?! Why don't you
accept Christ and become a Christian!

Linstgned, NC

Realizing | awill probably be labeled a
Biged, hovier o the woorld can you place Dr,
Kimg's march on Washinglon among the
greatest cvents in chrch listory? Had if
been grent events in listory in general or i
American fustory, maybe [ conld buy mito
that, but 'm afraid Hiis was fust a blunder.

[ssuE 30

Is somneone there Frying to make up for past
mistakes of the white man?
E.H., Mt, Vernon, OH

King's theology was anything but Chris-
Han, he was sexually immoral, he plagia-
rized his doctoral disseralion, and was
deeply involved with Commuenists and their
Programs.

Wiy docs Mr. Roberts think that King's
lobbying for socialistic legislation has any-
hring to do woeth the Chvistian cfiurch?

L.B.., New York, NY

| wrote lengthy personal letters to
each of these readers (and evervone
who responded), and in those | men-
tioned the following ideas:

Our list was based on important
eients, not universally admired people.
King was controversial in his dav, and

he continues to be. Yet the historians
who helped select the events felt, and
we agreed, that the civil-rights move-
ment has had a lasting impact on both
church and society. No Christian in the
West has been unaffected by it, and the
movement has had worldwide reper-
cussions. The March on Washington
represents this movement perhaps as
well as any event.

Does the event belong to church his-
tory? The march arose from within the
black church and also involved repre-
sentatives of nearly every major white
denomination. The movement of
which it was probably the climax
changed the daily lives of millions of
African-American Christians, and it
continues to greatly affect white Chris-
tians in many ways. S0 ves, we believe
the event belongs not only to civil his-
tory, but also to church history,

There was no intentional skewing of
the data for theological reasons,

Corrections

Several sharp-eved readers pointed
out the following:

Mary Quicen of Scoks shiould have been
identified as Elizabeth’s cousin, not
her half-sister.

The Millenary Petilioin was so called
because it supposedly represented the
wishes of one thousand ministers, but
it did not actually contain one thou-
sand signatures.

Shakespeare’s Macbeth should have
been spelled with a lowercase b,

Adoniram and Ane Haselline [udson set
sail for Asia in 1812, not in 1816 as list-
ed on the foldout timeline.

Future overviews

Readers made many other waorthy
suggestions and comments. For ex-
ample, at least three suggested that
Luther's posting of the Ninety-Fioe The-
ses and the Diet of Worms were related
and could have been combined.

Most of the comments were positive
and made us feel the hard work was
worth it. As one person wrote, It was
great reading and put in a manageable
perspective an enormous amount . . .
for once one was able to look at the for-
est instead of zeroing in on the trees.”

We are now considering future
“"overview' issues such as “Kev Turn-
ing Points in Church History.™ As al-
ways, we welcome vour thoughts on
this idea.

kevis A, Miicer, Emitor
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young woman stumbles across a book about the sixteen-year-old
martyr, Lady Jane Grey. As she attentively ingests each word, her
mind is captivated by the realism of the events unfolding before
her. Pages continue to turn as moments turn to hours. Her
imagination soon gives way to reality as we are transported back
in time to find Jane (Jerica Henline) on the eve of her execution,
rejected by her people, dethroned, and locked in a tower because
of her refusal to acquiesce to the faith of her cousin, Mary Tudor,
and having for comfort her only faithful friend, Mrs. Ellen (Emily
Meinerding). Follow this valiant young woman through the final
hours of her life and be a part of the few to uncover the truth of

this magnificent, untold story! (15 minutes)
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