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3. Hildegard of Bingen receiving her revelations. Manuscript illumination by
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Chapter Chree

Male Scholastics and Women Mystics
in Medieval Cheology

HE NEw TESTAMENT AND PATRISTIC MESSAGE of the inclusion of
ﬂéoaw: in the image of God redeemed in Christ, however androcentri-
cally conceived and in dichotomous tension with women’s w:E.Dmmnmo: in cre-
ation and fallenness, activated women as agents in seeking and acting on this
offer of redemption. One discerns this presence of the female subject behind
many New Testament and patristic male authors, either when men seek to
contain and limit this female agency or when they appeal to women's particu-
lar interests; that is, promotion of asceticism to women as Mnn&:m them from
the trials of male dominarion and mrmmvmm:.:m._ But one seldom hLears the
voices of these women directly.

A few scraps remain of women’s own words: some oracular cries from the
Montanist prophets; moEmnE:m from the prison diary of the martyr Perpetua;
the Christian story cast into the schoolbook form of lines from Virgil by the
moEnr\nnnEQ Roman matron Proba; a holy land travelog by the late-fourth-
century nun Egeria; some letters, poems and a martyr’s life by the fifth-century
empress Eudocia; and a few other letrers, poems, epitaphs, and inscriptions.?
Bur mostly we must try to discern the contours of female lives and thought
through the eyes of their male friends. We can assume thar Macrina thought
abour the Christian life much as her brother Gregory describes; bur we can
never know how key points might be nuanced by her woman'’s perspective,

Of the grear asceric foundresses of the fourth and fifth centuries, Macrina,

Marcella, the Paulas and Melanias Elder and Younger, we have scarcely a line,
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even though we know from their male friends that they pursued studies of
Scripture and of the church fathers and wrote extensively in the form of letrers
of inquiry on exegetical points, as well as interventions in doctrinal and church
disputes.’ The reasons for this lack of preservation of writings of the church
mothers are not hard to find. The lack reflects the limits imposed upon their
authority by their brothers, the church fathers.

Women may be equal in holiness and ultimately in heaven. A woman may
even be learned, so much so thar priests seek out her counseling on points of
Scriprure, theology, and the spiritual life, as Gregory of Nyssa bowed to his sis-
ter as his mentor. But women may not teach publicly. Women's words of coun-
sel and inspiration are to remain private. They are excluded from the public
teaching of the church. Ergo, however much their memory and even their relics
are venerated as saints, their writings are not preserved as official tradition.*

This situation of women'’s lack of public teaching authority in the church
continued in the Middle Ages and was renewed in the Reformation. Indeed it
has only begun to be overcome in the lare twentieth century. But for various
reasons its implicarions for the lack of preservation of women’s writings began
to change. Srarting in the tenth century with the plays of Hrotsvit of Gan-
dersheim, growing in the eleventh century and becoming a mighty stream in
the twelfth to fifteenth centuries, we find more and more women’s writings.
These women write in a variety of genres, not just lecrers and saint’s lives, but
plays, theological treatises, guides to the spiritual life and, above all, accounts
of their mystical experiences, the latter becoming women'’s particular genre of
theological writing,

More and more women began to commir their thoughts to paper, often with
the aid of a male scribe, and these writings were preserved. The reasons reflect
the institutions of female religious life. There women learned elements of liter-
acy in Latin and the vernacular. There they had libraries and scriptoria (which
included painting and illuminarion) where their thoughts could be not only
written down but preserved, copied, and sent to other readers. There through
continual liturgical prayer, women might gain an extensive knowledge of Scrip-
ture and some theology, and could also express themselves in poems and plays

to be put to music and performed liturgically in their communiries—again to
be written down, copied, circulared to other communities.

There remained from the New Testament legacy an important exception to

Hildegard of Bingen 81

women's lack of public teaching authority in Christianity, an exception that
women used to gain a public voice in the medieval church. Although women
could not be priests, they could be prophets.’ God might speak directly to a
woman, conveying an urgent message to the church and society of her time.
Women might experience God in revelarory disclosures that could direct oth-
ers on the path of holiness. In these roles as direct vehicles of God’s presence
and voice, women both denounced evils and pointed to the way of restored life
with God. .
Women's revelatory experiences were not self-validating. They had to be
validated by male ecclesiastical authority—a personal counselor, an m,_uvo,ﬁ a
bishop, even the Pope, the higher the rank the betrer. Visionary women who
failed to gain such male support (or male support of m:mmnwm:n_v\_rwwr rank and
influence) could hardly gain a voice. When male authorities were divided on
women’s prophetic authenticity, which authorities won determined whether a
woman and her writings were circulated and preserved or suppressed or even
burned at. the stake along with her body. When a woman claimed revelations,
the critical question was from whence came these communications, God or the
devil? Was she therefore a prophet or a witch? And, as in the case of Joan of

Arc, which men had the power to make the crucial decision?®

Hildegard of Bingen

In the twelfth century, Hildegard of Bingen was the most notable example of a
woman who received such validation from the highest authorities of church
and state. Thus she was able to exercise her extraordinary creative powers to
the fullest extent, within the limits of the roles available to her of abbess and
prophet. Hildegard's long life of Q.mra?onﬂﬁ»& covered most of the twelfth
century, 1098-1179. Born as the tenth child to a noble family, well connected
to political and church leaders, in Bermersheim bei Alzey in Rhine-Hessen,
she was given to the church as a cithe at the age of eight, being entrusted to the
care of Jutra of Sponheim, a noblewoman, whose hermitage was attached to the
male Benedictine monastery of Saint Disibod. There Hildegard gained a thor-
ough grounding in the Larin Bible, particularly through the monastic office.
Although she claims that both her mentor, Jurta; and she herself re-

mained “unlearned,” it is evident from her subtle and masterful bur idio-
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syncrartic Larin that she was able to explore a range of authorities on theol-
ogy and natural history of her time. But she -.mBmEmm largely self-taught
both in mns&om_:m her &252:& exposition of ﬁTn o:,.romox Christian
e<.OmE.<6€ and in her use om imagery, music, m:& _msmcmmn. H,.Emmmm:.& regard-
ed her _mzmzmMn as nmn:. 8<m~uﬁoQ and Hmm:wm stern Emﬁs_:mm mmm_smn any
&_Bm “wha Bﬁrn revise it, beyond grammarical corrections. She also devel-
,om& a secret Fsmzmmﬂ based on Latin, which was used as a mystical form of
communication in rwn community.’ ,

A H:.rnn ?\9 written at her dictation when she was in rmn mid-seventies,
I_Enmmnm recounts thar from mpnrmmn childhood she had luminous visionary
experiences, a second ,ﬁmfﬁ into hidden R&Enm thar rook place while she
.RBE& o_&:mnv\ consciousness. These visions were SS&% ?nno:m_ m_nrocmr
.m_wo 58%38& to her i in Larin, in such a form thar both the Sm_o: and its
BmmmEm were n_wmlx S%E:Rm on her BmBOJ\w Hrmmm visions were accompa-
Em& by mmgrnm::m illnesses * mrmm threatened to v::m me to death’s door
<<Tm: she realized as a small child thar others did not see as she saw, mrm
_m»mrw& o Wnnw silent mvocn such experiences, nOSE;EnmEBW nTnB w2<mnn_v\
“to her mentor, Jutra. In her fortieth year the pain of mcmmnnmm_sm these visions
became so grear that she divulged them to Volmar, the monastery provost, who
encouraged her to write them down.!?

The hermirage with Jurra and Hildegard atrracted many other women
,Eﬁﬁvﬂw and grew inro a well-endowed cloister, mmnmnrm& to the male commu-
, nicy , of Saine U_Zvom When Jurra died in 1136 Iﬂ_mmmm& was &mnnmm its rmum

Hﬁ Emm in“1141, when I_Enmmnm was forty-two years old, thar she received
.,Sﬁodm om fery rmrn that gave rmn an infused w:oé_mmﬁw om the anmncnm? Old

wsm Zr<< ,Hmwmmam:n? wnno:dum:_n& vv\ a Tnm<m=€ voice no_d_dmbnrnm her to

mww and write Erma you see and hear”"" With the mnrnozm_ assistance of Volmar

m:m rwn mm<oﬁmm nun of her communiry, | Richardis von Stade, Hildegard vwmmn

L

to &Qmﬂn these visions, together with the exegesis of their 53:5@ mrmﬁ came
o h

O<w~ mrn .:QR ten years, :ﬁ 51, her first 5&9. book, Scivias, took mrm?w

arnoc.mr the heavenly voice.

=

m<m:ncm:< mma? vision 5 irs Sv:m_ form would be painted; probably at Hilde-
v mmnmm dictarion, by women who did mrn illuminations in the monastery scrip-
toria.’2 Thus we have each of the twenty-six visions in the Scivias in three forms:

described in words, in a painting in vivid colors, and msnwnwgnnm v% the heaven-

m:m_ mwn»n ioln TS:R: in rnn FR mw<gnm& Hrn Book U%:R, Works fiar.

I.Emaoa oq w_:mm: 83

. . v

anmﬁoa Oomw creation om mro EE.E Hcﬁ.mnnm mm= >mm5 m:m. Eve mw: mnoa
paradise; the i incarnation of nrm <<.o&. Ero nnnmnnm. ﬁvm éolm nm_C:m w q\:ﬁ
flesh in nrn Soav om ﬁrm <:m5 HSNJ\ to rmm_ n_..n _unnmnr o] wbwm up _u.nnénm:
God and’ r:Bm:m. the course om mm_<mno: ?mSQ fro >mM5,m mm; Zomr
>Vnurw3. »:m Moses, nrm w,p,nn:»nnrm w:m Hunowrnﬁ? mrm: nr mmOwn_nm ml mar-
tyrs. om mmn:\ Orzmn;ﬁ:m? to the TEEEN f the nr;nnr in vmn own:day; é_nr mrm

m::mm_ow between mmﬁ?m& and ﬁ:mm:r E Orzmcm:ms to mwa anticipation o the

53

final nozmpnmm with ﬁrw ,>»:ﬂnrzmﬁ mrm \_smman:n w:& nnm:mmonammoc of creati

T

into its nmnrmno_omﬁm_ monB. m:_n::mc:m in rmm<m: msn_ rn: g\o:m mrm resent

29}

nnawon: order.

>_nrocmr Ezammma anzmm mdm. mxwmﬁnmkmr_m

b i mk

bioaox

this mnmmmsn 5 rﬁ. 55& Mm m Eﬁmwm rown a m:z:_nus?

ocm:\ rmnn m:m. :o§ mnoa the wwnwmanm:\n om. Dom éro St mm minw_mm EB m

“

EBEGSQJ\ that Ipﬁmmmn& _umﬂﬂmzvx m?mnnm as one nmcmrﬁ c.w in. vision to: rn

&_S:w Snsquo::“ >mu5 m:m mmE: in rnn _n.nﬁnn.m mrn. s:_ mennr

its rcamn émmw:nmm and wn:mw.

Zommn: _:nmnwnnﬁnnm of Ip_mmmﬁ& rme meb Humncnﬂ_mlv\ mnnznw Eﬁrmn

mmm m&m\mmmnn:mno: as nEQm_ to

a Bo&nnz m:m mmBEEH wnnmmwnn:\n mrm

women's well- vﬁzm‘ “this constant &nrosav\ rwnémm: I_ mwmﬁmm %B::mr\ .

ment as a woman and God’s m:nroznw seems Qnrmm Enﬁ.sm_ﬁ smn_m r»ﬂ& or

a nrnmozn& trick or wnﬁrmwm some of both. Bur n?m MENNF nmmnnmw modern
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anthropological views that disappear once the assumptions of Hildegard and
her context are taken seriously.

We should recognize at least four levels of meaning that dictate this
dichotomy berween Hildegard as“poor little female figure” and the divine thar
speaks through her as prophet. First, as indicated above, this was the only way
a woman could gain a public voice in medieval Christianity. As one under sub-
jugation in creation and domination in the fall, 2 woman could not publicly
teach theologically or exercise authority in her own name, but only as one
whose subjugarion had been overridden by a God who used her as a vehicle of
revelarion to raise her beyond both her female condition and the human con-
dition in general. As prophet a woman has authority not in her own name, but
as one used by God despite her “weakness.” Thus in utilizing this contrast
between her feminine weakness and the revelarory voice of God that speaks
through her, Hildegard simply accepts and conforms to the view of her church,
which negates her as a woman only to allow her to speak with the highest and
most thunderous authority possible as voice of God.

Once validated as a true propher, however, Hildegard could and did speak
with precisely such a thunderous voice to the grearest men of her day. And
this voice of divine authority was generally accepred by these men, despite the
conflicts some had with her. Many sought her our humbly, asking for her
prayers, her insights about the future, whether God had told her anything
about them, about the fate of souls in the next life, and abour cures for the
infertile and the demon-possessed. Once the authenticity of her divine voice
was accepred, her female “weakness” was not so much an impediment as a
marvel, a continual affirmartion of the scriprural principles that “the Spirit
blows where it will” (John 3:8) and “God chose whar is weak in the world to
shame the strong” (1 Cor. 1:27).%¢

Second, for Hildegard this self-negation corresponds to the human condi-
tion generally. All humans are"ashes of ashes, filth of filth,”” both in the created
body apart from God's vivifying power and as fallen into captivity to this iden-
tity as“ashes and slime” in sin. Humans, male or female, cannot expect to speak
truch or live in a holy manner unless they empry themselves and allow God to
use them as a vehicle of grace. In her letter to the younger woman mystic Elis-
abeth of Schénau, Hildegard makes clear that not only women, but all true

Christian visionaries who hope to impart God’s word to their fellow humans,

Hildegard of Bingen 85

can do so only if they empty themselves of any self-will. Not only she but the
greatest prophets and apostles of Scripture, such as Paul, could be true vessels
of God’s word only to the extent thar they acknowledged and made themselves
“nothing,”so God could be all in all in and through them.

Hildegard shows thar this is the original and essential way all creation
remains united with God, while the crux of fallenness is the assertion of self

against God’s life-giving presence:

I'am but a poor creature and a fragile vessel; yet whar I speak to
you comes not from me but from the clear light. Human beings are
vessels God has made and filled with the Spirit so that the divine
work might come to perfection in them. . . . It was through the
divine word alone thar everything came into existence perfect. The
grasses, the woods, the trees came forth. The sun too and the
moon and the stars went to their appoinred places to perform their
service. ... It was only humans themselves who did not know their
creator. For although God bestowed great knowledge on humans,
they raised themselves up in their hearts and turned away from
God . . . But God endowed some persons with insight so that
humankind should not completely fall into derisiofr.”®

Hildegard alludes to Abel, to the Hebrew seers, and finally to the coming of
Christ as the mending of this relation to God. But in her own day there had
been a steady decline of the human grasp of this life-giving presence. It was, as
Hildegard calls it, a “womanish time” (a time of lack of virtue), and so God was
lifting up new prophets, even women, to be divine instruments. To be true
instruments, persons such as herself and Elizabeth had to avoid the devilish

temprations to claim such mcnrolnv\ as their own, rather than making them-

selves humble vehicles of God:

Those who long to bring God's words to complerion must always
remember that, because they are human, they are vessels of clay
and so should continually focus on what they are and whart they
will be. . .. They themselves only announce the mysteries like a
-trumpet that which indeed allows the sound but is not itself the

source thar produces the note.”
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O: a third level, Hildegard accepts this nrnronosd\ vnnémmb her weakness
m:m the divine authority that speaks in her because it noqnmwonmm to her per-
sonal experience of herself. Hildegard knows herself ro be physically assailed
by continual illness, of inadequate Fpgm:@ marginal as a woman in her church
and voema\. and yert nﬂ%oémnam by nxnnmg&sms\ energy that .even in old age
‘can make her feel like a young girl* She has visionary wsoé_nmmhw that can see
the whole cosmos and world history from end to end in a glance; she is
endowed with gifts in music, language, sciences, and with enormous willpower
to contend with the greatest powers of church and state in-her day. While we
might say' both voices and energies are Hildegard's, she herself ¢ould explain
the duality in her experience, and assure that the second voice was accepted by
her society, on_w by assuming that the first was herself, while the second was
God acting in her.

On a fourth level, subordinare to the first three, Hildegard wields the con-
trast vmn.swmn: her littleness and the divine voice rhetorically, as a power tool by
which she not o::\_,mmnw forth her visions wcn also conrends with adversaries in
her church and society and responds to humble requests from petitioners who
seek her prayers and advice. Nor is she above using this duality ironically, as a
put-down to the great men of her day who assume that their maleness, com-

bined with high class and ecclesiastical starus, auromatically makes them the

.u.t_.

voice of God.

Hildegard's last great struggle at the end of her life was against the prelates
of Mainz, who imposed an inderdict on her community because she refused ro
exhume the body of a man buried in her monastic cemetery who they claimed
(and she mm:mn&;rmm died excommunicate. Hildegard threatened the prelates
with divine \Emmam:n no:nnmmm:m their own mmemrmnmmo: of “womanish

times” with her divinely given authoriry as Gods bellatrix (female émEonv

And I heard a voice saying thus: Who created Heaven? God. Who
opens heaven to the faithful? God. Who is like Him? No one. And
s0, O men of faith, let none of you resist Him or oppose I:F lest
He fall on you in His might and you have no helper to prorect you
from His judgment. This time is a2 womanish time, because the
dispensation of God's justice is weak. But the mn:w:mmr of God’s
justice is exerting itself, a female warrior vmﬁn:zm against injustice,

so that it might fall defeared.”
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All Ip_mnmwn&m writings mnoa her monﬂom to, ron ,Seventies, m,o:oﬁm.wm,rrnn

vision of the voice ﬂrmn commanded her.to “say and <<Eﬁo..<<rmn ,v\om_ ee and

hear,” mroi m_umo_cﬁw no:mmnnnn in this voice as Qo& mme_n_nm nTnocmr rm_.\. Her

success in rmS:m this voice mnnrn:Qnmn&. wi nrn rwmvnmn nnn_wm_mmﬂnm_ mc.ﬁvoﬂ\

anx

ties maoﬁmn& an nmmnnn_& nosnrﬂoz mOH rnn mgran to SEE it in r moQoQ

After no:mnrzm rnn visions wn:ﬁnn:\ to ._snnm and <or8vv mrm wrote to the
grearest monk of her mm% mngm& of OF:&E% in E\_m mQRn& years :.u.ﬂo the
writing of her Scivias, to seek his mw?ovmﬁos of rnn Sm_ost m:nvoag
Bernard’s Rm€ to this mwmn& from one who was at nrmn time an ::W:oé: nun,
was mnn?anQ but mmmngmnzo urging rnn o’ RnomENn _..rpm giftasa grace’ mbm.
to nnmmo:& to it mmmwlw v:n also humbly.?

In 1146~ Aw\ by a lucky stroke of mo:c:n. m.o?w m:mn:Eu EH a O_wnnnn_ms
and disciple of Bernard, was meeting in synod in Trier. <oHan rm& noE ra
abbort, Kuno, of I_Ewm»n%m EEOE,,: Kuno Emonm:n& Im:ﬁnr .ﬁ..nr_unmrom of

Mainz. Heinrich Bwbﬂo:w& this to nrn pope, Sro &mwwnnrmm two meﬁmm mOn a

~ copy of mrn 585108 Scivias. mn_.:m& intervened to mmmna I_Emmmnmm

mcnrwncn:% to Huomn mcmmEc.m‘ iro was _Bm.nmmmmm m:m nnmm. _.umﬂnm of nTn text

before the assembled mnm_wnmm Zn Hrn: wrote a anwn to IHEnm»& m_Esm rm_‘

his mwoﬁo__n mwmnovmmo:.

So, by a momnEnocm chain om Em_n mn&ow_»mmnm_ mmm_..o,\m_ I_Enmmnm was wEww
to mm:s the ?mrnmm <mr&mﬂo= in \ the church. She also m»::w& mnomnnco: over her
monastery by. then- annﬂOn Frederick wmnvwno&m. Unmm:n 72. _mﬁnm &Q:SDMT
tions Om him, this protection rm_n_ firm nTnoc.mrocn her: rmw.w, I_Enm»&m anDm
voice was thus nnm&msﬂw—n& E\ ﬁrw r_mramﬁ mcnroﬂﬂnm om Tmn time, mrn.émcﬁ
mainrain this authority, mwm?nm 1:58 moc.vnm E\ m05n mrnocmr mm<n$_ nEQm_

battles csnr church mcnwozzmm. in which she did not mwmﬂm rmn mozcsﬁmnosm of

on m»:: U_ﬁvom she Rmoﬁnm nrmn some m:wwﬁo:n& vnn mcnroEJ\ m:& even rnn

mwnﬁnv\

Many people m&& “Whart's m: .this—so, many hidden nncﬁrm:
revealed to this foolish, unlearned woman, when there are many
brave and wise men E.oc:% m:R€ this s:: come o :o&::m.: For;

many people wondered érmn_.:wn my mn<m_m205 wnmn:sm& from
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God, or from the parchedness of aerial spirits that often seduced

human beings.”

Hildegard’s theological anthropology of gender in creation, fall, and
redemprion is not easy to sort out with precision, for she was an imagistic
thinker, not a philosophical systematician. But the general pattern of her
thought can be summarized. First, she herself and all women, in relation to
God as God's creation, are simply and completely homo, fully and completely
equivalent to men as expressions of the image and likeness of God. Character-
istically, when God speaks to her, as when she speaks to others (mostly men) in
the voice of God, she is referred to simply a“O man” (O homo). God does not
address her as woman, even in affectionate terms, such as daughter, hand-
maiden, or the like, but simply as a human person. A

For Hildegard the original Adamic narure was dual, being made from “wet
mud” (limosa terra) and filled with God's vivifying spirit, which Hildegard calls
veriditas or “greening power,” a term she uses for the whole cosmos as filled
with God's life-giving power.” As originally filled by the Spirit, Adam was
glorious, endowed with divine knowledge and harmony that expressed itself
in a beauriful singing voice (a &mm:nm?n_% Hildegardian touch).® Eve shared
in this same narure, while as woman she was also created to be mother to their
joint offspring.

In the original paradisial state Adam and Eve would have made love vir-

ginally. Lust would have been absent, bur there would have been the sweetest

pleasure, communicared in a nongenital embrace and “sweat” passed between.

their sleeping bodies. Eve would have given birth, not through her vagina but
through her side, as she herself had been born from Adam’s side, and thus
would have remained virgin in impregnation and parturition. This original vir-
ginal impregnation and birth were restored in Christ’s birth from Mary and are
represented in the church born from the side of Christ.?. .

Adam lost cthe fullness of this vivifying power, however, by seeking to grasp
his own self-will rather than B&wmzm himself simply an inscrument of God’s
indwelling Spirit, although this life-giving Spirit remains the true life principle
of humans. For Immomwnm\ the mleJ\ cause is not human, male or female, but
the jealousy of the devil. Prior to the creation of humans, God creared the

angels. Bur part of the angelic hosts, led by Lucifer, tried to seize God’s glory
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and fell from heaven, becoming the source of all diabolic plotting mm&:m,m. divine
life. Unlike humans, Lucifer fell utterly, losing all capacity for goodness and
becoming wholly evil.”

God then creared humans from clay and filled them with life. God planned
that this new creature would replace the fallen angels. Hrn devil, utterly antag-
onistic to Adam and his offspring (which Eve carried in her body like stars),
plotted to deceive the couple. He hared Adam'’s sweet singing voice and the har-
monious life of paradise, and so the devil sought to destroy it, to get humans
into his power by deceiving them. The devil came to Eve because, in her inno-
cence, she was more susceptible to being misled and also because Adam would
mnn.mwn her suggestion out of his love for her. But Hildegard sees these aspects
in the primal misstep as modifying its gravity. Adam and Eve are more childish
and victimized than evil. They do not fall wholly, as does Lucifer, and thus can
be reclaimed by God. In a striking image, Hildegard pictures Adam as turning
from God by failing to pluck the flower of obedience to God and so losing the
indwelling spiric.”!

Once fallen and ejected from paradise, Adam and Eve have lost mr&mo&mr
nal harmoniousness, and their knowledge of God is dimmed. Their sexuality is
corrupted into lust, although Hildegard sees this as more a male than a female
characteristic. Women, she believes, are naturally averse to the sexual act and
only experience some sexual lust after they have been introduced to it by men. >
Most of all, the fallen world is one buffeted by the constant atracks of the devil,
who seeks to ger God’s human crearure wholly in his power. But God from the
beginning sends vehicles of divine grace, starting with Abel and Noah..

Hildegard's view of human narure is more thar of the“two tendericies” than
an Augustinian loss of free will. The vices, agents of the devil, seek to pull
humans one way, while the sweet voices of the virtues (typically presented as
feminine)® recall humans to their true glory. God’s project of restoration of
humans culminates in the birth of Christ, who takes human flesh from the Vir-
gin Mary and thus restores that original form of humaniry in %Enr human
flesh is a perfectly receptive inscrument of the divine Spirit. All Christians
share this restored human narure through rebirth in the womb of mother
church and through feeding on the sacrament of Christ’s eucharistic body.

Hildegard's view of woman as woman, in relation to man as male, is double-

sided. Physically and socially she accepts gender hierarchy as the created order,
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-although she also hints that men use the claim that women are punished for
Eve’s sin to unjustly oppress them.* But women as women are assumed to be
mrvawnm:v\ weaker than men and in need of their protection. Also, for Hilde-
gard, | the v_o_omﬁm_ complementarity om the B&m as sower of the seed and
SoEm.D as nurturer of ir dicrates a ?wnwnn?nm_ woDm_ order thar demands that
women as wives obey their husbands.””

.H.ra difference in male and female roles is continued in nrn nrsnnr in the

. mxn_:m_o: of women as priests. These“narural” male and female social mo_nm: par-

. b:& o Bm_wm as begetrers and women as conceivers, mrosE not be confused by

cross- &nmm_sm or by women taking on male no_mw,g ? a similar <<m€ Ipmmmm&
accepts nme rRBRE\ in her society and sees this as a refléction om natural

?annrx the rﬁBRE\ of the m:m&m as well as the &mmmnn:nm anémmu species

H:om mEBm_m. mrn bristles in &mmmnmn of her own ?.unﬂnm om m&BﬁDﬂm os:\

éoamm of noble _u:nw to rmn monastery, when this is nTm:mEMn& g\ another
mvvmmmf
While male m:m femnale noaw_mgmsnp&nv\ dicrates female subordinarion

moDmE\ on the cosmic level Inmmmmnm. sees a noawwmambnmﬂn% of masculine

and feminine that manifests Qo&u mmw_m: for cosmic harmony. This cosmic

) noaw?_ﬁn:ﬁm:&\ is represented won Hildegard on many levels, Maleness anm\

y ,m.,.mdnw Do& and God's word, while mme_mDmmm represents nm:“r and mNmr the
, Emmmnn through which God shapes all things. Here flesh, matter or earth sz‘&

is not evil, but rather, in its “virginal” form, is the bodily m:vmmm:nm nrmn God’s

.wmwnmﬁm_wimnr life, moisture, and greenness.” The beauty and &nrmrn of God’s
creation lie in the harmonious union of these two principles, God's life- m_Sbm
woéﬁ. and matter or terrg.”®

Wisdom (Sapientia) or Love (Caritas) is the ferninine expression both of
Dom and of creation, Bm%mn_:m the union between the two. Hildegard's final
m:wmﬁ Eonw. h: her seventies, ﬁum Book of Divine Works, is a reworking of the

éro_n drama of creation, incarnation, and redemprion to focus on the role of

”.,/y,\_mmoa\ Love, who mediates berween God and Qmmco:. It is through Wis-

B

dom/Love that God created the cosmos in the beginning, and it is in Wis-

moa\ Love.that .Oo,m will bring it to completion 5 the end.® The axis of this

~ union of God and flesh mediated by Wisdom is the incarnation of the Word

 through the Virgin Mary, who gives the divine Word his humanness through

her virginal flesh as one who is totally an instrument of the divine Spirit.*

I:anaoaoﬁwm:@n: E
Finally Ecclesia, bride of Christ and mother of Christians, who.receives the
vivifying power of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice on the cross as her bridal

ioinx manifests this reunion om &S:n mm:_n msm Fm & Bmﬂnnn

rn rnmm

R

Or:mm»nm in her arms m:m. SoBv ér__o
unfaithful church _mmmwa.s Inione vivid ?nﬁb.n;om Hv mu& nonm_nn vonénn:
God and the Antichrist, Ecclesia is even. _Bmmmn_. as rmS:m the Jower mm:.. Om rnn
body taken over v< an ass’s rn»& wnoaﬁ&nm m.no_‘: her mmwbm.a But Orﬁmn <§=

_:nm?mzm to throw nr_m mu& nn:mﬂob om m»nms into rnz

hile namnEnm mcn Hum?
adise mrm mtnrmi nr__n_mm: Rvon: in nvm womb of Bomrwn nrcnnr

mo_, I_Enmwnm Or:mn_m: Snm_:w ate wmnﬂnc_wn expressions of the. true an‘

dren of mother church. .HrQ are the Rroa <:m:m Eve manifes _.u Hr Virgin

, ZmQ. In mrw: ro€ E.n in noBB:EQ. m&nb is Hupnn:\ Ran& Iﬁ_&mm,mmmw%ﬁ:

..wmm_unnm om ZBSN HBHLOE:m nrwa to E.n n_._m Snmn&nn

cal music in Tmn 855:::& m?w w:mmnmnm nrmﬁ ﬁrmmn wn&w m 55»8 nrm e L

L F PR ids

with melodic strains. ., . H:.
VJ\o:m the music of this ekile and’ RS: 0™ 5& mrmﬁ divine
melody of praise which Adam, in 85?5% Epnr:nrm m:mn_

enjoyed in God before the falli* Eoer T
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Hildegard has no doubt thar virginity or chastity is an essential expression
of redeemed nature, the restored paradise and anticipated life in heaven when
all death and suffering will be overcome. She strongly supports the Gregorian
reforms that imposed celibacy on the priesthood. For her the various celibate
ecclesiastical orders—priests, monks, and nuns—stand on a higher level of
holiness than married laypeople, although ecclesiastics can also become instru-
ments of the devil.” .

Although she includes married laypeople in the redeemed, she sees them as
alower order who produce children for the church; she visualizes them as lying
in the clouds in the lower part of Ecclesia’s body, rather than in her bosom.® In
her description of the final defeat of the devil and the gathering of the
redeemed into the heavenly paradise, she speaks of prophets, apostles and mar-
tyrs, virgins and widows, anchorites and monks, and princes being gathered
into heaven. Married lay commoners are too unimportant to mention.*

For Hildegard, gender difference is not annulled by Christ, but rather vir-
ginity annuls the fallen nature and restores the paradisial union of body and
spirit of both men and women. Virginal women not only are included in
equal honor in this procession of the redeemed, but they have a special mys-
terious meaning as representatives of &Hmw:& Eve restored in sz\\ the
church as Virgin Mother of Christians, and finally thar divine Wisdom and
Love that ever unites God and matrer in symphonic harmony in its once and
future form, anticipated here and now in the virginal flesh and sweer song of

vowed women religious.

Chomas Aquinas

When we turn from the visionary cosmology of Hildegard of Bingen to
the scholastic theology of the grear Dominican master, Thomas Aquinas,
writing a hundred years later (1225-74), we find ourselves in a significant-
ly different world, intellectually and socially. Intellectually, Aquinas repre-
sents the grear medieval synthesis of the Augustinian tradition of theology
and the philosophical method of Aristotle. Where -Hildegard reports
visions, Aquinas reasons as a logician, weighing the arguments of authori-
ties pro and contra to disputed questions. Hildegard belongs to the earlier

medieval world of rural monastic esrares ruled by men and women of
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noble families; Aquinas to the university, mendicant orders, and emerging
cities of the thirteenth ‘century. .

In the 1230s the major collection of canon law was promulgated, closing
loopholes by which abbesses had exercised elements of pastoral A.u.mm,mw‘. in mrn
mmlv\ Middle >m.mm. Women were mnln&\ forbidden m\wa wpv:w nn.m..nrm:m or
preaching, touching sacred vessels, incensing the altar, or taking communion to
the sick. Spiritual guidance of nuns, including confession, and external control of
finances of nunneries were more firmly put in the hands of supervising priests.”

While such matters were disputed in Im_&wmwnnﬁm...wm& she was able to
employ the combination of her prophetic office and her extensive connections
with prelates and princes of noble families to wrest control of her own com-
munity from the monks of Saint Disibod, moving her monastery to another
site, where she both governed its external affairs and controlled its pastoral and
liturgical life. Although she still received a provost from Saint Disibod’s, she
prevailed in claiming that the nuns had the right to appoint this provost.”

Between 1158 and 1170 when she was in her sixties and seventies, she con-
ducted four preaching tours throughout Germany, speaking to both clergy and
laity in chaprer houses and in public, mainly denouncing clerical corruption
and calling for reform. We have the texts of several of such sermons, such as
one she preached at Cologne in 1163. Hildegard sent a copy of this sermon to
Dean Philip and the cathedral chapter of Cologne, who humbly asked for it so
they could reform their lives by careful study of her inspired words.”

By one hundred years later it was hard to imagine such acceptance of public
preaching by a woman, even a well-connected abbess and acknowledged
prophet. In the mid-fourteenth century Catherine of Siena would intervene
with popes, prelates, and princes to end the Avignon captivity of the papacy
and Great Schism, bur she did so in a more private manner, _u% audiences and
letrers.” Women's religious writing would increase after-the mén_mﬁ,W ‘m,n.:_accx.
but the genre would be primarily personal spiritual experiences, not the sketch-
ing of a vast cosmology. The shift of scholarship from monasteries to universi-
ties (where women were barred from study) would also bring a decline in the
educarional level of nuns. Although the nuns of Helfta in the thirteenth cen-
tury maintained university level education for their »cﬁoBm?i the Beguine

mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg, who ended her days at Helfta, dicrated her

revelations in her Low German dialect, not Latin.
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"This more exclusively male world of canon law and university life is evident
in Aquinas’ treatment of gender in his theological anthropology. Hsn_.nn,nr s0
removed was he from contact with women or sexuality, first as a young monk
m:& then as a Dominican in the university of Paris, we have a sense that such

issues are mOn r:: a mrnognn& abstraction, in contrast to >cmcmn5m. rm_.zum

iromm yiews one m_imv\m senses the existential »EEWQ of _Ew own experience.

Further, Aquinas’ incorporation of Aristotle’s moﬁogo_omv\ SOnmm:nn_ the defin-
ition of women's “natural” inferiority. His use of Aristotle’s definition of the soul
as the“form” of the body suggests a more Ennmm& vo&TmoE union than that of
>cwrmnmsmm: Platonism, bur this also implies a more negative view of women's
nmm_mﬂﬂww of soul, as mmmmnnnm by the definition of her vom&\ inferiority.*®
For >mz5mm the moE is naturally immortal and can exist apart from the

vo&\ Hnm essential qualiry is intellect, through which it also exercises sover-
eignty over vo&_v\ nr_cmm w:n the soul is also the “form” of the vo&\ and can
o:_V\ use ﬁrn senses and exercise sovereignty through Tﬁbm unired with the
Tom% and so is Eno::u_mmw by itself.* This definition of the soul allows Aquinas
to mainiain the >:mcwn5_ms distinction berween woman as homo and woman
as mulier. As asexual soul in relation to Oom woman possesses the i image of
God and is made to enjoy eternal life in communion <Enr God in rnm<m:

"'Considered as female, however, woman was creared not as an end in rmnmm_m
bur as helpmeer to the male in the work of procreation (not as a friend or com-
panion to the male for which Aquinas mozoém‘ Augustine in opining that
another male would have been more appropriare).” Aquinas nom.:v.m:nw this
>:mzwmz_u: view with >:m8m_nw definition of the female as defecrive in her
vom&o volitional, and intellectual capacities. The male seed mnoﬁanu the form
. .,msm active power in procreation, while the female o_% _umos&wm the “matter”
thar is formed. Normarively every male seed would mnoa:nn another male. So

nrm <mQ procreation of the female comes about through a defect in nr_m process

om. m,OmBmzoz of the female martter by the male seed, _,nmED:m in an Snoaﬁmnw
or deféctive rm_:m. a female. , .

Hrm female v< nature is inferior or defective in wrv\mmnm_ strength, volitional
‘m&m\no:q&‘ and 5mn=mnn and cannot exercise sovereignty over herself or oth-
ers. ,Hrmnmmoiw the social hierarchy in which the male rules msm the female
.o.mmva is goyom_nmzw necessary, parallel to the relation of active mind and pas-

sive matter. This definition makes woman's inferiority inner and not just a mat-
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ter of her _unanm:osm_ role. >@E:mm pnonwmm nrn Smé that EoBa: Tmﬁ inferi-
or capacities for intellect mum mn_.m\nomn.mo_ »sm cannot HBmWn mnm Hnwmnmnnn
human narure :o~5wﬂ<n€ 58 OODHE I_Enmma >m Smm Sném Ean: as Bozw
swayed by mmmzoam and wno:n to lust than men.® _
Hrnm <—ﬂ<< m.mnﬂﬁnm >@C.=.~m.m Orﬂwmnoﬂom% N:&. <~ﬂ(< Om. wﬂwﬂmnroom}.mm_ﬂﬂ_ﬁﬁ rm,m.
to be male to nmmnnmn:n ‘the’ rnmmmr:u of ‘the New >mm5 o<wn nmmnsn_.mﬂ&
humanity, because only the male wo&nmmnm wnnmmn Anom:&nnnv _.Eam::nmm of
soul and body. So also only malés ¢ 95 ‘be mznmmm. <<.o:5= are :on o=€ _umnnnm
from priestly ordination _c.:m Dm:w~ but by 1 nature 93\ nmmson <mrn=< receive

nT_.m sacrament Twﬁm.ﬁmn HTW: Hznzﬁm—n &wﬁwnnn<w50mm Bom.ﬂm H—va\ hDD.DOn nxw.g\

wr@ excellence or exercise sovere msc\g ,Hra EmnDoEQ and chcwmﬁo: of
woman would have existed in paradise Because it Rmnna go_ow_naw :wﬁ“mﬁn‘
which for >mEDMm has not orw:mo& with the mm: In mmnmnrmn the’ _uo&\ EOZE.

have been mortal, &nro:mv ::&::m _unnwcmn of its wnnmnnn. m:_uB_mm_o: o’ Oo&

Procreation would have taken m_mnn as no&mx En_cnr:m &omo-\wﬂos om the

woman. The chief difference in w»amﬁrmn was that there EocE r»ﬁ vmn: a per-
fect submission of the body ¢ to the intellect, and of humans to God. H.r_m wnn\
fect ordering of _Emrwn over.lower >@E:mw calls oﬂm_:& _cmn_n,m.:e i ,.‘<0EE
have meant a 85@?8 staté om virtue, &nro:mr nota mw::c& _uomv\ otk munn\no\

face communion with God, ei:nr comes mvo_.:n oswv\ nrﬂo:mr mnmnm nrm:“ D.mz\
scends riature. i ‘ T
The fall destroyed this oEm:E_ ;smann and ‘thus énmwgn& but. m& :oﬁ

destroy the inclination of the soul ro virtue. The vomx no _o:mﬁ submissive to

the intellect and to God, asserted its natural mortality. Eve is more guilty than
Adam for the fall because she sinned not only mmmmsmn God in disobedience, but

also against her nﬁmrvos ‘Adam, in seducing r:sxlw_nro:mr the fall could

‘have happened only mrnocmr ‘.Pmmaw no:mw:v mEnm he’ not mr@wmo&wmwm the

higher reason that can exercise rnm&mr_w over humani ya ,
not o::\ shares in the mmbnn& hiiman loss of oﬂmpcm_ _:mﬂnﬁ and’ mw:m ihto Bo?
tality and lust, but is szmrnm for her additidnal’ mE_n by ‘the mm_:m of child-

birth'and male domination over her (worsening her OEWEN_ m&uo m.SmDOb Hrmﬁ
would have been by mutual assent).® ,

A

>@E5mm_. follows >c.mcmn5w in mnwnr_:m nvm: oEmE& sin’is wmwmmm &oés in

the sexual act, but he nrm:mnw the focus. ,Hrn male seed :m&m cannot Qm:mzdn

OEW:U.N_ ._Cwm_hm since it no wODNWﬂ @Omm&wmnm Hn SO HTW BN—N munOﬁ_..ﬂw.nixn Nnﬂ
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generares a fallen human without this original virtue. Sexuality, which would
have been pleasurable in paradise, has been worsened into disordered lust, but
lust per se does not transmit sin, it simply gives evidence of the disordered, sin-
ful stare.

Since the male seed alone transmits original sin as an expression of its gen-
erative power, Christ born without the male seed rtakes mortal flesh, but not
original sin, from his mother, Mary.”” (Why women, who do not transmit orig-
inal sin since they are only the passive and not the active power in generation,
are more prone to lust than men is not explained. Here as elsewhere we see the
fissures between Aquinas’ Augustinian and Aristotelian legacies.)

Although women by nature are barred from priesthood, God can bestow
prophetic gifts on them, according to Aquinas. This is possible because the
prophetic gift pertains to reality, while women’s lack of eminence that bars
them from priesthood is a matter of symbolism; that is, wrmv\ cannot represent
excellence. But this does not mean that some women might not possess it;
indeed Aquinas opines thar some women are better in soul than many
men.*®® Here we sense a bit of historical experience that counters Aquinas’
Aristotelian anthropology, which, if strictly followed, would suggest that all
women by nature would be inferior to all males, not just in body and social
role, but in soul (inrellect, moral self-control).

Yet, since women are barred from public teaching, women with propheric
gifts cannot impart them in public. They can only communicate them to men
in authority, not only to authorize their validity, but to disclose their contents
publicly.” Aquinas also bars women from the exercise of any temporal jurisdic-
tion since they lack the capacity for sovereignry, although he does allow that an
abbess can exercise limited spiritual authority over her community as delegated
to her by male authoriries. This view puts Aquinas at variance with other the-
ories in his time (and later) where women are barred from spiritual authority
but, as ruling queens, exercised temporal authority.® So woman would have
been in a state of subjugation in the original creation, which expressed her infe-
rior biological nature and procreative role, worsened into domination and
painful childbearing in the fall. Butr when Aquinas trears salvation and its ulti-
mate expression in heaven, gender hierarchy seems to vanish. Here woman
exists simply as homo, made in the image of God, as end in herself, rather than

procreative aid to the male.
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Although for Aquinas the soul is naturally immorrtal and cannot die, the
future state of its immortal life, whether in bliss or perdition, is a matter of
supernatural mBmm dispensed by God to the elect, not a possession of the soul
by narure.

As elect, gifted by and cooperating with grace, to be taken into finally eter-
nal communion with God (the beatific vision), women stand on an equal foot-
ing with men. For Aquinas, there is no gender discrimination in election. In
heaven, therefore, women are as likely to be in the highest ranks of the blessed
as the most eminent male, since the hierarchy of the blessed is a matter of the
fulfilled image of God (which woman possesses equally) and cooperation with
God’s gifts of grace (merit), not human hierarchies, including that of gender.”

Here again we find in Aquinas a teaching of spiritual equality that contra-
dicts his Aristotelian anthropology, which would suggest that women's defects,
which are not only of body but include inferior capacities for m:n\mcwnn and
virtue, should confine her to the lower ranks of the ‘blessed, ,,Ecmm, as- (as
Aquinas suggests elsewhere) there is a hierarchy of rank among angels. Thus
we find in Aquinas’ theological anthropology a maintenance of Augustine’s dis-
tinction berween women'’s equality as image of God in her inner nature as homo
and her subjugared status as woman in her procreative role. But this distinction
has become more contradictory, due to the incorporation of an Aristotelian
anthropology in which women’s inferiority is a defect, not only of body burt of

soul, mind, and will.

Mechthild of Magdeburg
With Mechthild of zwmmmv:nm (1210-83), we enter a world of female vision-

ary imagination and religious life different from Hildegard’s, but also far
removed from the intellectual world and university life of her contemporary
Thomas Aquinas. Born in Saxony to a family of knightly class, Mechthild was
well acquainred with the culture of princely courts, bur also with the growing
urban life and the new urban preaching and mendicant orders, the Dominicans
and Franciscans, whom she saw as God's gift to reform a sinful age.”
Mechthild recounts her first “greeting” by the Holy Spirit when she was
m.<<&<n.. it was such an overwhelming experience that she could never thereafter

tolerate giving in to any sin. These experiences continued daily.” When she was
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Christian interpretation of the Song of Songs blended with elements drawn
from the German minnesinger poetry of the love relation between a lady and her
noble lord. The blending of these two traditions, the mystical reading of the
Song of Songs and the poetry of nocn,n:\ love, in Mechthild as well as other
Beguine mystics, created a new genre of religious language, which Barbara
Newman has called mystique courtoise.**

For Mechthild God’s decision to create humanity is driven by desire to be
fruitful and to love. In one vision Mechthild envisions the Trinity in conversa-
tion, deciding to create humanity as a Bride for God to love and be loved in

recurn:

Then the Eternal Son said with great politeness:“Dear Father, my
nature, too, should bear fruit. ... Let Us pattern mankind after Me,
although T foresee great sorrow since I must love man eternally”
The Father replied:“Son, [, too, am moved by a powerful desire in
my breast, and I hear the sound of love. We shall become fruitful
in order to be loved in return. ... I will create a Bride for Myself
‘who shall greert Me with her mouth and wound Me with her look;
only then will love begin.” And the Holy Spirir said to the Father:
“Yes, dear Father, I will bring the Bride to Your bed”. .. Then the
Holy Trinity leaned over the creation of all things and crearted us,
von@ and soul, with untold love.??

Adam and Eve rogether were given the noble nature of the Son. To Adam
was given a share in the Son’s wisdom and earthly power over all earthly crea-
tures. To Eve was given the Son's“loving honorable modesty which He Himself
bore in honor of his Father.”" Their bodies were creared pure, for God did not
create anything to make them suffer shame, and they were dressed in angel’s
garments.” Mechthild seems to share the Origenist view of the early Augustine
thar originally Adam and Eve would have conceived children in some ethereal
and sinless manner that would not have changed the virginal nature of their
bodies: “They were to conceive their children in holy love, as the sparkling sun
shines on the water without troubling it

With sin, however, Adam and Eve lost this original sinless and incorruptible
body. Their bodies became corruprible and sin-prone. In a dramatic image

Mechthild mmmmrm of the fallen vo&x as having “sinful sap,’ “which Adam ex-
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tracted from the apple, which flows naturally through all our limbs” Eve
received in addition an accursed (menstrual) blood, “which began with Eve and
all other women from the apple.

Mechthild attribures to the fallen body both the tendency to sin—to turn
from God and to indulge bodily desires—as well as finitude, pain, and illness.
The soul in herself retains her natural likeness to God and thus her desire to
ascend and reunite with God as her beloved. But her ties to the fallen body
drag her down to the earthly realm and tempt her with desires for false loves of
bodily indulgence. Yer in ecstatic experience the soul temporarily frees irself
from its ties to the body and tastes its original and renewed love relation with
God, which has been lost with the fall but restored through the incarnation of
Christ in Mary's sinless flesh.

Mary, whose body was uncorrupted, preserved this original love relation of
the soul with God during the period between the fall of Adam and the incar-
nation. Mary as God's bride exemplifies what God intended and continues to

intend the soul to be. Thus Mary speaks:

So the almighry Father chose me for a Bride, in order to have
something to love, for His beloved Bride, the noble soul, was -
dead. ... Then I alone became Bride of the Holy Trinity and the
Mother of orphans, and brought them before the eyes of God, so
they might not sink.

Mary is a _.Dw&mmnc.n who mothers and suckles all the .mtnrmz_ with the"pure,
unspoiled milk of true, tender mercy,” not only Christ and Christians, but also
the prophets and sages before Christ was born, and Mary continues to do so
until the Day of ‘—cmmgn:m. 8

The soul can taste, at least in momentary glimpses, its true noble nature, and
dance and play in heaven with its beloved. Again and again Mechthild
describes this love play with its beloved in language drawn from courtly love as
well as the Song of Songs. In one vision, the soul complains to Minne, or Lady
Love, imagined as the go-between thar caprures and wounds her with desire.
The dialogue ends with the soul acknowledging her defeat by Love, telling her
to take a letcer to her beloved: “Please tell my love that His bed is ready and I
lovingly long for him."

In another vision, the soul appears in court as a timid servant girl looking
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Jlongingly. at a prince. In imagery drawn from.Sacred Heart and eucharistic

iy

devotions, God eagerly bares his red-hot heart to her and takes her into it. The
‘two embrace and mingle together“like warer and wine."*” Although God is infi-
nitely. grearer than the “poor soul,”in the love relation they become equal. God
even subjects himself to the soul and-does her will, as the lord kneels to the lady
in courtly love.*® God’s great love for the soul is a no:n_ssm_ Kenosis in érwnr

~God wocnm,r::mm_m out for the soul, so much so that Oom is as"lovesick” mon her

e

as shei is for God:"She is consumed _uw Him and takes leave of herself; when she

hash & nDocmr He is more lovesick for her nrm: He ever was vmmoR Srnc He

SEHE

- desired more."®

y,.>7ro:mr this love quest and play, culminating i m.v mutual Emmo_cnoa into
-one. msomfnn is the heart of Mechthild’s visions, :mswa,_m_mmr it can only be
EoEmEmQ as long as the soul is tied to the body. The soul must not only fall

vnw.

mm.:m ?mrnmm mlm‘mr:nmmﬂo: of its own &mw:nm for the sake of love for God.”

to its. &mnmbnw from God, buti it must even embrace alienation from God

In thi§paradoxical move, Mechthild also sees the moE mn:rnmﬁsm innocent
bodily siiffering (although not sin) as the way to purify its attachment to the
body“and to participate in the crucifixion of Christ, who not only entéred the
flesh bur suffered all the torments of the flesh to express his loving: quest to
redeem humanity’s soul and body. o

Thus Mechthild describes her early ascetic efforts to subdue the body
mrno_pmr mﬁﬁ:@ mpmnzpuo:\ and Sm:? as well as m:mmnnsmm that came to her

.mrnozmr Esmww and, most om all, nrno:mr betrayal and wmnmnncmos _uV\ rmn foes,

as S_nm:o: of Or:mnm nmmmgwg\n w:mmmzsm Thus Christ mwnmrw to Mechthild
" not o:_w as v:&@ bur as one who musr share in his m:mmnzsmm and s0. vmnoam

his female counterparr as &:mm and rising Christ:

c shall be Emna\nmm with Me, betrayed by:envy, sought out by
m&mmwoo& ,Q%Ennm by hatred, bound by slander, blindfolded so
i 1 .othe-truth may- beirwithheld from you, slapped by the wrath of the

o world; brought before the court in confession, boxed on the ears

iwith punishment,.sent before Herod in court, undressed. in-
i« »jwretchedness,: flogged ‘with poverty, crowned by temptation,
looked down upon in degradation; you shall bear your cross
despising sin, shall be crucified renouncing all your desire, be
nailed to the cross with holy virtues; wounded by love, you shall die
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you shall rise mnoﬂ nrn mwmmr Vm:m mmnm:m into rnm.<w,:. &nmsﬁ _u<

' w3

God's breath.”

In the salvation drama, om _.Eam:_nv\m creation, . fall, w:& mnmnn‘%n_o?
Znnr&:_m .does not believe; ﬁrmn women, are in.any: 23\ inferior, to men in
their mw_zn:m_ nature. She suggests in her account of the creation of Adam
and Eve that the Son apportions his mwmm to the nocm_n with 5&05 and

moiwm mon >mw.5 m:& _o<m moH. Eve. m<m nmnmimm 2 mocv_m :Emersn in nrm fall

ity in monQ w:m &mo vnnmzwn it was to m<m nTmm Orzmn mmsw nrm m%nm;om his

nﬁumDQ to love and honor God. Thus the mpmmm to >n_m5 of wos\nn and cSmmoB

830? Bm_mm: at court meonw rmm _o_&

Y

with Oom 9% G,\Tm: Zmnrnrpﬁ.%m.&nm .&. mma or H.bm

in RSN

the Bm_n pronoun;| _u:m eSnw mrm Mmm:s:umo: that women mrmn e

405 <

mcmzw in nra

rEﬁp: narure, in its: :ogr&\ m:m dts mm:

course om rmn. Rmmo:&:m to Tnn critics eSnr mmnnn &n:ﬁ:ﬁmnosm om rm: mmz?m.
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Masculinity and Hmw:d::d.&\ are, thus, fluid caregories for Mechthild.
Women possess God's image equally with men. They have in no way a lesser
nobility or capacity for spiritual interchange with God. Indeed, in some way,
they are in a superior position, because they are less tempted by worldly power
and have a natural affinity for the love relation with God for which the soul was
created and in which it finds its consummation. This consummation, although
tasted fleetingly while the soul remains tied to the fallen body, will be com-
pleted after death, when the body no longer ties down the soul.

Afrer the Day of Judgment, the soul will receive back its original unfallen
body. Following the “noble youth, Jesus Christ, the pure maiden’s child,” as
comely and full of love as he was at eighteen, God's bridal souls, adorned with
the wreaths of their virtues, will be carried to the eternal wedding with the
Trinity. Then “the highest dance of m.n&v,m begins . . . from bliss to love, from
love to joy, from joy to clarity, from clarity to power, from power to the high-
est heights” There they are greeted by the Father: "Rejoice dear Brides, My
Son will embrace you. My divinity infuse you. My Holy Spirit will lead you
always further in blissful vision, according o your will. What more could you

wish for?”%

Julian of Norwich

With Julian of Norwich we move to the fourteenth century into the thriving
city of Norwich, England. We also encounter a third form of religious life for
women, the anchoress. Julian (her religious name, taken from the church of
Saint Julian to which her anchorhold was atrached)®” was born about Decem-
ber of 1342, probably to a prosperous family of Norwich.”® She must have
adopted a serious devotional life as a young person, for she tells us that she had
prayed for three gifts from God: to see Christ’s passion as if she were actually
present; a sickness to the point of death; and three wounds, contrition, com-
passion, and a full-hearted longing for God.” Such prayers express the desire
to be rorally focused on the relation to God in Christ, in the presence of
Christ’s passion and as if at the point of the consummation of her own life.!*
Beginning on May 8, 1373, when Julian tells us she was “thirty and a half
years old,” she experienced the answer to these prayers. For seven days she lay

ill to death.*” Beginning on the seventh day (May 13) she experienced sixteen
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“shewings” of Christ’s dying on the cross, as well as of God’s relation to and love
for us."” Having seen Christ’s suffering in vivid detail to the final point of expi-
ration, suddenly he was transformed into risen life; so she too was suddenly
restored to health.* Perhaps shortly after this experience, Julian wrote down
these visions, the interpretations given to her of them, and her first .mmm,nn.mosm
on them, in a text of twenty-five nrwwnnnm. She spent the next twenty years pon-
dering the meaning of these visions and writing a much expanded version of
her Shewings of God’s Love.!” The former is known as the“short text”; the latter
is known as the “long text” .

It is not known when she actually entered into the life of an anchoress, but
it is likely that she did so shortly after these visions, the solitude of the
anchorhold giving her the space for a dedicated life of prayer, study, and reflec-
tion on them.!” The life Julian chose as an anchoress artached to the Church of
Saint Julian ar Norwich meant that she was enclosed in a room for the rest of
her life, never to emerge until her death. Bur it was not an isolared or miserable
life. A window into the church allowed her to participate in the liturgy, and
another window into an attached parlor allowed her to counsel many who
came seeking her advice and prayers, such as Margery of Kempe, who records
her visit to Julian abour 1412-13.1%

Donarions and local religious authorities provided for her physical needs,
looked after by a servant and her assistant. It was expected thart she would dress
and be fed simply but adequately. So Julian’s main task was to construct her
own self-disciplined life of prayer and meditation.'” Norwich was well-
supplied with good religious libraries, including that of the Augustinian friars
across from her church, and so it is likely that Julian's daily rourtine included the
extended study of theological classics.'® The church sat at a busy crossroads
linking Conisford with the center of Norwich. Julian was there perhaps for
more than forty years during a tumultuous time of war and plague.'” Although
set apart in her cell, Julian would receive the outpourings of daily troiibles from
those who came seeking her counsel. Such a holy woman was highly regarded
by her contemporaries as one whose presence benefited the whole community.

Like Hildegard and Mechthild, Julian also felt the need to _.ﬁmm@ her extra-
ordinary visions and her writing as a woman normally excluded from higher
theological educarion and public teaching m:mroin.v\. She does so g describing

herself as a“woman, ignorant, feeble and frail,” yet nevertheless commanded to
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write what she has experienced because God has chosen her to be a conduit
of Gods reachings for the benefit of the whole Christian people, and in no
ﬂ,e«ww;m?.sw:\ to exalt herself. As mrm,m:nm it: ._ma.nmzmn‘H am a woman should I
nrnmmmoﬁ _uwmmsw thar I ought not to tell you mv.o:n the goodness of God since

I saw at the same time nrmn it a Ia <S= that it vn r:oézu..:o It is not she

, éro nmwnrmmk but Jesus Ero nmmnrwm ﬁrnocmr her.

. Her description of herself as “leued” (ignorant) and "vnlettyrde” have puz-

111

zled commentarors,'!! since Julian’s writing shows a woman of high literar
g . man ol huigh y

ﬁ&: in her Middle English dialect and considerable theological sophistica-

:o: Hn..w.ﬁo_cmv:\ mwo:E be read to mean. that she was m&m\nwcmvn beyond the

m._n:ﬁsnm_.v\ school FSW_ thus not schooled i in the ﬁmﬂ: mnronmDQmB of uni-

e

 versities (not available to her).!2 Hn also expresses a rypical self- &m aragement
_ver m YP Sparag

E\ i:nr Bn&nﬁn woman n_m:zm& their authority by n_m:::_m it not in their
own names but in an name of God, who rm& nro%w: to make them God’s

Hﬁmnnﬂawbm

m\nn Julian momv not v:ﬂu:\ supersede rQ. own voice with nrm anEw voice,

Vﬁn &mzmemwom berween what TMm vmmu revealed to her in Sw_oum and in

" words by formed divine i Emm:mﬂo: in her c:mnan»:&:m and rmm own mos&ﬂc

5m on questions for which she rmm an as yet Enoaw_mnm ::mmnmnmn&:m Thus

”

wTw omnn: qualifies her reflections by mrnmmom m:nr as“as [ see it” or“as H ::mm?

mmm:m it."?® Julian draws her theological nmmmnco: mnoa nrnnm sources: Dmnznp_

r

reason, the common teaching of ro_v\ church Awmﬂwnznm and S.mmrﬁowv and the

. ,55&.& io_;csmm of the Holy Spirir, which mrn sees as parts of one whole, “for

ﬁrmmm nrnnm are all from one God . H,rmnm is no indicarion nwmm she felt i inca-

mm_&n in any of nrwmn mrnnn areas as a woman., H:mnmm aside from the wznm - justi-

mnmco:m of her m:nro:nv\ just cited, she does not m_wnzmm herself as a woman,

but o_unﬁmﬁmm simply as a human person fully m:mmm& in living the Rmnawn:&
" life, mnn_c:m to :s&nnm?:& it and to share the _ugmmﬁm Om her H:Emrmm ,Snr the

Orzmmmb .wnom._n

.Hrw central message thar Julian understands to have been revealed by

. Ornmﬂm wn<&wﬂosm to her is nrmﬁ of absolute assurance that Do&m wﬁn,ﬁmﬂbm
.,~o<n for T:Bmsm will QEB@T over all evil; that “all shall be well"* Julian’s
) .o‘fn ,Qw:mn& question ro Christ is,"How can this be?” in the light of so much

- . . ’ 5 . .
_sin angd: suffering in the world and the church’s teachings that many sinners

will fail mm,ﬂmwnnn and will be ultimately damned. The questions of theod-

. noanlm:& a rmnﬁan 0m nrnoFm m_ o:m .:mm rom -

Julian of Norwich

Hlewoi an all- _oS:m p:& &_\moéﬁ?w Oom co uld r

fall in the mnmn Emnﬁ <<3~ nS._ continues mbm érnﬁw

b P e

..1..

human Humnwoum as nrw mwnx om nnwmﬁcs ina Em% nrmn mﬁ:w Smn_mnmnm nra &:::m

moomsmmw For .?rmu all that i _m. is Dom Dom‘ is nrw n_.Ew mcwmnmsno uam vﬁ:m of

Tt

all that is prn&. Zonr:wm rmm vam nxnnwn nrno:mr wB.EQ g

By TSN 5

om Qom. Wnnmcmm all ﬁrmn is Ems_mowmm the vﬂ:m of: Qom m: nrmn is is. moom in. 5

true smncnn. ms_ has :o mzvmnw:sm_ Rnra\:q .

M\nn evil m:n&v\ Qcm? m:m. 5&»& mo&::m:. icis nrn noEHw_ nrnc_omﬁw_ mnov

tJ TH

human being is the image 0m God, the created an_mnmnmﬁos of mEEOvoEm
and so is completely good, by nature united to God’s being. But, as mnlucm:n&
human existence has a.certain autonomy that can be grasped in its created state

asan mbm in :mw_m apart m.oa Oom grns r:B»:m m.o nrz., nrm% £l into mrg\

L -a?

mowm :cn ms\w: on nrw mnoQ om >n_w3m mm: 19 mnm =n<mn mentions Eve, one can

eSnr Oomm z:nnnmﬂ& vﬁsm -

This mm: into sin Amrnsmn_o:v is Bms_mnmm in <<o::&n&bmmv I_.:zwbm experi-

nrnn m&m\annnE nor &m__mrn 5 n?n mﬁ:m:_ mn»mn. mewnn,nrn _u,ﬁBmQ .E&w in

which humans are nmcmvn in vo:awm.w to sin is in their m&m\mvmon_usos in'their
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own distress, physical and mental. This distress leads them to forget their true
:ovm:&\ as God’s image, and God's continuing love for them, and to slide into a
despairing sense of hopelessness and worthlessness.

Julian insists that God is not angry with us and does not blame us for our
fall into sin. These negative emotions are our own projections onto God from
the context of our encapsulation in the fallen state where we see only our own
dilemmas and fail to recognize that God continues to love us and to wish us
only good. The supreme expression of God's ‘courteous” love is that God, the
Son, from whom we have our substance, together with the whole trinitarian
God, also chooses to take on our sensuality, our bodily existence. Descending
not only into the body, but taking on all the woundedness to death of the
fallen T:.Em.b condition, Christ provides the condirions for our restoration to
union with God and with our own true selves, indeed in a higher form than if
we had remained in our original innocence.

God permitted and continues to permit humans to fall into sin because
God allows humans freedom; moreover, in order for humans to atrain cheir full
spiritual maturity in union with God, they also have to experience what it
means to fall out of that union inro the distressful condition of separation from
God."” But God has never ceased to love us and to sustain us in being, even as
we became blind to this sustaining love. God, from the beginning, intended to
provide the remedy. Divine Wisdom, from whom we have our spiritual sub-
stance, took on our bodily existence and bore all its woes in the crucifixion.
Thereby God provides the means by which we can heal our division, “oning”
our souls to God and drawing our sensuality back into union with our souls,
anticipating the day when this union will be complete and every form of mor-
tality and distress will cease.

Julian develops this theology of human fall and redemprtion through a para-
ble of the fallen servant.'” The servant, who is Adam and all humans, stands
before his loving Lord eager to do God’s will. This eagerness to obey is his true
nature and impulse. But, in his alacrity to please God, he rushes off at top
speed and falls into a ditch, where he becomes wounded, torn, and muddied.
He then becomes so absorbed in his shame and distress that he fails to look up
and see that his Lord has in no way stopped loving him. He moans in fear,
imagining that God is angry with him, and so the servanr is unable to recognize

God’s continuing love and gracious goodwill for him.
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How does the servant break out of this dilemma and recognize both God'’s
continuing love and his own continuing worth as God’s true child and created
image? This is possible only through God's greatest work of mercy. God as sec-
ond person of the Trinity becomes the servant, “falling” into the “womb of the
virgin,” taking on the torn and muddied body of the fallen servant and bearing
all its distresses. Christ now stands beside the loving Lord, carrying all rescued

servants as his crown of glory. Through Christ’s supreme act of love, the servant

is restored to his position of honor before his Lord. S

Christ, as creator of our soul and body, takes on the distresses of our fallen
bodily condition—but withour sin (separation from God). This, then, is
Julian's answer to the problem of evil. Bur it is not simply that Christ has reme-
died our fall through entering our fallen bodily condition, .vzn also thar the sin-
ful condition itself conrinually points us to the means of our healing. Because
sin is experienced as pain, we cannot rest in sin but are continually impelled by
our distress to seek to overcome it. The pains of sin purge and wcl@ us and stir
up repentance, compassion for others in pain, and a desire to find our true rest,
which we can find only by resting in God.

Thus, for Julian, the wounds of sin are at the same time the medicines of
sin, for our true nature remains that of God’s created image.'” We are never
really separated from God, nor do we ever lose our true nature as God’s cre-
ated image. We have become blind and have forgotten who we are, but we
have nort ceased to be, in our true essence, the noble manifestation of God’s
loving goodness. Thus our quest to overcome the distresses caused by sin can
only find its true solution as we awaken to a recognition of God’s continuing
love and are led back to God as the true ground of our nature and only real
happiness. ,

The pains caused by sin, rightly understood in the light of God's continuing
love, not only become means of purgation and healing, but also a means of par-
ticipating with Christ in the healing of the sins of humanity. By bearing our
pains in union with Christ, we become partners with Christ in redemption.'”
Thus Julian’s vision of redemption is never of the isolated self mm&.azm its own
flight to God, but of a human being whose healing union with Qo.&m.w at'the
same time expressed in outpouring compassion for others, becoming a servant
for others as Christ has become for us.'?

Yet the dilemma of the ultimate resolurion of evil remains for Julian. How

«
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can. vm it, mw.mn all EE be well, when evil mzm mcmmmlsm,nonacﬁw to abound—as

E,mmso famine, war and division, even in the church? ?rmn does not contest
the churchs teaching that damnation awaits the unrepentant sinner, yet she
holds out a belief that the mystery of God's _omm is still incomplere.’” At the
end, when our healed union with God and .o:mmw_.«.n.m is completed Ewm all sin
and suffering are overcome, there will be a transformation that we do not yet
fully wsos\. We can be assured that God's love indeed means that all will be

ém: vcn here and now this truth must be held in m:nw nmnrﬁ. than in. full

-

csmnnmnm:&:m

uzrmzw explorarion of the trinitarian nature of God as both BOHTQ. and
mmnrmn.rpm aroused renewed interest in modern times, nmmmn;&% among mnET
Em,n,m.ﬁrmoﬂomﬁnm Although both patristic and medieval nrno_om_m:m occasion-
uzv\_mvmmw of God as mother, particularly in connection with Christ, through
whom we are both reborn msm fed through the Eucharist, Julian develops this
marernal aspect of God the Son far more fully than any previous theolo-
gians.”” In eleven nrﬁunmnm in the long text mrn &mvonmnmm on this union of

mmnrnnroom motherhood, and lordship in God: 150
- Thus-in our making God almighty is our kindly Father and God

all-wisdom is our kindly Mother, with the love.and goodness of
the Holy Spirit, which is all one God, one Lord. ... Furthermore I

~ saw thar the second Person who is our Mother substantially, the
. same dear person is now become our Mother sensually. For of
God’s making we are morzﬁ that is to say, substantial and mgm:&.
-..Qur substance is that higher part which we have of our Father,
, God almighty. And the second Person of the Trinity is our
Mother in kind, in our substantial making—in whom we are
grounded and rooted; and hé is our Mother of mercy in taking our
mmmmﬁm:&\‘ And thus our Mother means for us' different manners

of his working, in whom our parrs are kept tinseparated. For in our
‘Mother Christ we have profit and increase; and in mercy he
reforms and restores us; and by the power of our passion, his death
and his uprising, oned us to-our substance, Thus our Mother in
mercy works to all his beloved children who are docile and obedi-
ent to him. ... Thus Jesus Christ who does good against evil is our -

very Mother. We have our being of him, where every ground of

Julian of Norwich .

lessly follows. As S.&% as God: :
Mother." S R PR SRR TR S s

Julian's exploration of God'$motherhosd is rosted in key aspects of hét the-
ology. The persons of the Trinity are for her a &vﬁm:.:n R_wﬂobmr% ‘not just
with each other, but with us. <<n are created; restored, ahd vhocwrn ro*fulfill-
ment in interrelationship with'God as-Father, Mothet; and“Lord. Her identifi-

cation of the Second Person with Wisdom reclaims the \mnamnm:w,umwg.n of this

gvrnm_ wv:S_uo_ 132 She'also usés the nnmnrﬂonﬁ_ nwnpmﬁohempnw_ m%Bv«o_m fe) Tmm\ﬂ.

m:n central to her view of God as Mother as well'ds Fatliér is Tmn c.:mnnm :m.

5m of &S:m love as Enmwmv_n of real mnmﬁ. ‘of nn._mnﬂon oFGs yd's: nr_EHmP no

that can never cease. ?—E: sees this kind of divis

divine Motherhood as its fullest: reality, whichiw

BOanHm. . . T IR T

Augustinian view-of sin as overweening pride ub%nonm_w_u,mwmwnm;nﬁ
our bondage to sin w:EmE_V\ as our entrapment in an o<w2<rn_5
fear and worthlessness and as manifest in: pain, not®pleasures

glimpse God's QuDBDEzm woﬁw and our own e<0nnr 5:Domm 36@ Wecan

“While this:sense of God’s Bonrﬁ.r.oommnammnnm.,.moBmﬁrm:muoﬁmznnw experi:”

he:is towards us,-and he wants us to: _un. for ourselves arid men our mn:.us\ ram\

tians, what he is for us.** - S




