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      I

      Hildegard:

      Her Times and Her Illuminations

      Eight hundred years ago, in the lush Rhineland valley, there lived a woman of extraordinary spirit and courage. In a century that gave birth to what has rightly been called the greatest Christian Renaissance, Hildegard of Bingen, whose lifetime spanned eighty percent of that century (1098-1179), stands out. In her lifetime, Chartres Cathedral rose from the grain fields of France with its delicious stained glass and its inimitable sculpture; Eleanor of Aquitaine and Thomas à Becket strode the political stage; Frederick Barbarossa frightened peasant and pope alike—and Hildegard dressed him down; Bernard of Clairvaux both reformed monastic life and launched the Second Crusade; the Cathedral School of Paris was evolving into the University of Paris—and its faculty approved of Hildegard’s writings after she travelled there in her mid-seventies with her books under her arm; Heloise and Abelard fell in love and left their tragic story for generations to ponder.

      Through all the turmoil and creativity of the period, Hildegard carried on her work of preaching and teaching, of organizing and reforming, of establishing monasteries and journeying, of composing, writing, healing, studying, cajoling, and prophecying. Hildegard has left us over one hundred of her letters to emperors and popes, bishops, archbishops, nuns, and nobility. In addition, we have seventy-two songs, including a morality play set to music that can rightly be called an opera and for which Hildegard has recently been acclaimed for “extending the vocabulary of medieval music radically beyond the norms” and for creating a “highly individual and unorthodox musical style.”1 She left us over seventy poems and nine books. Three of the latter are major theological works, Scivias, which we will discuss below; Liber Vitae Meritorum on ethics; and De Operatione Dei, also to be discussed below. Among her other books is one on physiology, Liber Simplicis Medicinae. This book, also called Physica, combines botanical and biological observations along with pharmaceutical advice. In it she treats at length of stones, trees, plants, and herbs. She also wrote a book on health called Liber Compositae Medicinae or Causae et Curae in which she discusses the symptoms, causes, and cures of physical ailments. She was the author of an interpretation of the Rule of St. Benedict, a commentary on the gospels, one on St. Athanasius’ Creed, and two biographies of saints.2

      A brief summary of her life would read as follows. She was born in the summer of 1098 at Bickelheim, on the left bank of the Nahe River, a tributary of the Rhine. The Nahe River flows into the Rhine at the town of Bingen. Her father was a German knight attached to the Castle of Bickelheim. Hildegard was the youngest of ten children and she admits to having had visionary experiences even as a little girl. Hildegard was educated under a tutor named Jutta, a holy anchoress with a cell consisting of several rooms attached to the Benedictine monastery of Mount St. Disibode. The Celtic connection is strong in Hildegard and her subsequent descendants of Rhineland mystics—Disibode was a Scotch-Irish monk who preached the Gospel in Hildegard’s region in the seventh century and who presumably settled on what is still known to be Mount St. Disibode. Hildegard wrote songs to St. Disibode and she wrote his biography. She did the same for another Celtic monk, St. Rupert, after whom she named her own monastery. Rupert had journeyed all the way to Salzburg, Austria where he founded the monastery which was later to house the cathedral choir for whom Mozart composed much of his music. At the age of eight, Hildegard joined Jutta and another woman in her quarters in the monastery (Celtic monasteries had no qualms about housing men and women in one community, though under separate roofs) and there she was educated in the Benedictine traditions of music, spinning, Biblical history, prayer, and work. At about eighteen years of age, Hildegard took the Benedictine habit.

      In 1136 Jutta died and Hildegard was appointed to take over leadership of the female community, now numbering about one dozen persons. Within four years Hildegard had her celebrated spiritual awakening (see chapter 2 and Plate 2) in which she took command of her vocation and creative life. From this time on she took responsibility to share the visions and thoughts that had been incubating in her for years. She started to write. A secretary was appointed her, a young monk named Volmar, who took down what she dictated and put it into correct Latin grammatical form. Her first book was born over a ten-year period. She worked industriously on it from her forty-second to her fifty-second year. She called it Scivias (Know the Ways), and in it are contained most of the illuminations reproduced in this book. In the midst of this creative period, Pope Eugenius III came to Trier on the way to launching the Council of Rheims. Hearing of the celebrated woman at Disibode, he sent a commission to investigate. This commission, on interviewing Hildegard, found her competent and authentic and so reported to the pope. Her works were brought to the pope and his retinue, including Bernard, Abbot of Clairvaux, and the pope’s former teacher, and they were given papal approval. In his letter of approval, the pope encouraged Hildegard to keep writing. This she did. But she also wrote the pope admonishing him to work harder for reform in the church and its monasteries.

      With Hildegard’s fame spreading, her community of sisters rapidly increased in number and she did not want to stay in the women’s cramped quarters of Mount St. Disibode where the male quarters had expanded to cover almost all the available land space. She had her eye on Mount St. Rupert near Bingen and the Nahe River where she was raised. The monks of Disibode and their Abbot Kuno fought her tooth and nail on her decision to leave their monastery. She flatly refused their pleadings and demands to stay, and she and her sisters left Disibode for Rupertsburg around 1151, taking their dowries with them. In her new establishment Hildegard was consecrated abbess and her activities took on the air of a very determined leader. She recognized only the Archbishop of Mainz as her superior and freed her community totally from the control of her former abbot. She also secured the protection of the Emperor for her community. The monastery itself, whose construction she oversaw, contained such new features as plumbing that piped in water. That she saw her defiance of the abbot as a struggle in justice is clear from a letter she wrote him. The opening paragraph uses the word “justice” five times. “I heard a voice speaking against the crimes which members of religious communities as well as lay people commit against justice: O justice, you are without a homeland; you are a foreigner in the city . . .‘Whence do I come? I come from the heart of the Father. And all lands are gathered around me ...I sigh at the ignorance of the people.’” She ends her letter to the abbot and her former community with an admonition to “be converted to your God and be a light of the King”—earlier in her letter she declares that “justice is the purple-clad beloved of the King.”3 She criticized the monks for their return to practices that the Cluny reform had put an end to; the use, for example, of stewards and bailiffs to administer monastic lands.4 The strife between these two communities was not settled until shortly before Hildegard’s death, thirty-three years later.

      In their new monastery, Hildegard’s community flourished and her creativity took on new life and richer breadth. She now had a second secretary, a sister named Richarda. She founded still another monastery just across the river from Bingen at Eibingen in 1165 and endowed it sufficiently to maintain thirty sisters. She would cross the Rhine twice weekly to visit there. Her own monastery held about fifty sisters, women with considerable musical, singing, and painting gifts.

      Bingen was an important river town because the Rhine River in Hildegard’s day was impassible just below Bingen. Thus travelers portaged through Bingen on the way down the Rhine.

      From her headquarters in Rupertsburg, Hildegard set out to preach to clergy, laity, monks, nuns and ecclesial officials all over the land. Usually she did her preaching in the cathedrals such as in Bamber; at Trier before the archbishop and a larger congregation at Wurzberg; at Ingleheim; and throughout Lorraine. In her talks she emphasized the corruption of the church, which she pictured as a weeping mother in pain, and the faithlessness of priests. She preached as far south as Constanz in Switzerland. She preached in Cologne where St. Ursula’s basilica was held in great esteem; in Siegberg, Bonn, Anderbach, Metz, Bavaria, and in the Black Forest. Her preaching deeply affected the people who heard her and church leaders asked her for texts of her sermons. Benedictines and the new orders of Premonstratentions throughout these areas also invited her to preach in their monasteries. In her mid-seventies she journeyed to Tours and then to Paris. She had by now outlived her secretary, Volmar, and a Benedictine monk named Wibert had replaced him (sister Richarda, against Hildegard’s wishes, had been named abbess of her own monastery some years before). There is evidence of friction between Hildegard and the highly educated Wibert who, unlike Volmar, took it upon himself to do more editing of Hildegard’s works than she countenanced.

      The year before she died, when she was in her eighties, Hildegard and her sisters of Rupertsburg were interdicted by the choirbishop of Mainz and then by Archbishop Christian who, even though he was her archbishop, was living in Italy. The controversy centered around Hildegard and her community’s decision to bury in their cemetery a revolutionary youth who had been excommunicated by the archbishop. Hildegard refused to dig up the body and eject it from her convent grounds, insisting that he had confessed, been anointed, and communicated before dying. To prevent the choir chapter of Mainz from digging up the body themselves, she personally went to the cemetery and removed all traces of the burial. In her letter to the archbishop, Hildegard laments how, by the interdiction, he had silenced the most wonderful music on the Rhine; how all prophets wrote music and need music, but that music was now silenced on the Rhine. She concludes the letter with an admonition: Those who choose to silence music in this lifetime will go to a place where they will be “without the company of the angelic songs of praises in heaven.” The interdict was removed and Hildegard died on September 17, 1179. Hildegard has never been formally canonized, although three attempts were made to bring this about, one under Pope Gregory IX, another under Pope Innocent IV, and a third under Pope John XXII in 1317. Still, her cult was allowed and from the fifteenth century her name was included in the Martyrologies and in the Acta Sanctorum under the title of “Saint.” In 1979 Pope John Paul II, in celebration of the 800th anniversary of Hildegard’s death, referred to her as “an outstanding saint,” a “light to her people and her time [who] shines out more brightly today.”5

      It is appropriate to remember Hildegard with light imagery since that is how she describes her spiritual awakening (see chapter 2 and Plate 2).“When I was forty-two years and seven months old, a burning light of tremendous brightness coming from heaven poured into my entire mind. Like a flame that does not burn but enkindles, it inflamed my entire heart and my entire breast, just like the sun that warms an object with its rays. ”What did this illumination do for Hildegard? “All of a sudden, I was able to taste of the understanding of the narration of books. I saw the psalter clearly and the evangelists and other catholic books of the Old and New Testaments.” Hildegard was overcome by this experience of intuition, connection-making, and insight and went to bed sick. It was when she “placed my hand to writing” that she received new strength,6 got out of bed, and spent the following ten years writing her first book called 
Scivias.

      Why do we refer to her visions as “illuminations”? For Hildegard, it is the Holy Spirit who illumines.7 Like the original Pentecost event, which Hildegard draws in her self-portrait (see Plate 2), she was awakened by the parted tongues of fire that make sense of Babel and allow deep communication to happen among the peoples. Frequently Hildegard pictures the Holy Spirit as fire: “O Holy Spirit, Fiery Comforter Spirit, Life of the life of all creatures,” she writes. “Who is the Holy Spirit? The Holy Spirit is a Burning Spirit. It kindles the hearts of humankind. Like tympanum and lyre it plays them, gathering volumes in the temple of the soul. . . .The Holy Spirit resurrects and awakens everything that is.”8 Surely all these statements about the fiery Holy Spirit apply to Hildegard’s own experience with her visions and her call to speak and to inflame humankind with compassion. Hildegard celebrates God as “the living light and the obscured illumination” who has appointed her to speak to the peoples.9 Her illuminations, then, are meant to rescue divinity from obscurity, to allow the divine to flow from human hearts—beginning with her own—once again. Like the light of the sun, she tells us, her heart was entirely inflamed and she felt the need to enkindle other hearts so that the imagination and creativity, forgiveness and contrition might flow again in the world. In her first vision she describes the spiritual awakening as an invitation to “come to light in the knowledge of mysteries . . . where with a bright light this serenity will shine forth strongly among those who shine forth.”10 Hildegard calls herself a female prophet (“prophetam istam”) and her contemporaries agreed, comparing her to the prophet Deborah and to Jeremiah. She compares herself to Judith who slew Holophernes, the general of the Assyrian army, thus saving Israel. And she compares herself to David who slew Goliath.11 She is deeply indebted to the apocalyptic prophets such as Daniel and Ezekiel for their vivid imagery as well. (See Ez. 1.24–2.3, Dan. 8.15–27) Hildegard herself discouraged those who wanted to define her gifts as a foretelling of the future; instead, she understood her prophetic role as one of criticizing the present in such depth that the future might affect a deeper commitment to bringing about the Kingdom of God in the here and now.

      Hildegard’s teaching forced people to “wake up,” take responsibility, make choices. Prophets “illuminate the darkness,” she tells us. They are the people who can say, “God has illuminated me in both my eyes. By them I behold the splendor of light in the darkness. Through them I can choose the path I am to travel, whether I wish to be sighted or blind by recognizing what guide to call upon by day or by night.” Here we learn the title of her book Scivias, which means “Know the Ways.” Hildegard means “know the wise ways as distinct from the foolish ways.” People who follow the ways of wisdom “will themselves become a fountain gushing from the waters of life ...For these waters—that is, the believers—are a spring that can never be exhausted or run dry. No one will ever have too much of them . . . the waters through which we have been reborn to life have been sprinkled by the Holy Spirit.”12

      Hildegard’s spiritual awakening is not without parallels in other cultures. Mircea Eliade, in examining the phenomena of cosmic illuminations among diverse groups, including an Eskimo shaman, St. Paul, an American businessman, a Canadian psychiatrist, and Arjuna from the Bhagavad-Gita, draws some general conclusions. “It is important to stress that whatever the nature and intensity of an experience of the Light, it always evolves into a religious experience. All types of experience of the Light that we have quoted have this factor in common: they bring a man (sic) out of his worldly Universe or historical situation, and project him into a Universe different in quality, an entirely different world, transcendent and holy. ”The essence of the universe is now spiritual. The following result is fundamental to all these awakenings: “Whatever his previous ideological conditioning, a meeting with the Light produces a break in the subject’s existence, revealing to him (sic)—or making clearer than before—the world of the Spirit, of holiness and of freedom; in brief, existence as a divine creation, or the world sanctified by the presence of God.”13

      Twenty-one of the illuminations or visions presented in this book and much of the text come from Hildegard’s first book, Scivias, written while she was still living at Mount St. Disibode. The remaining visions—Five, Six, Seven, and the text accompanying them—are from her work De Operatione Dei, completed in 1170. Other commentaries from Hildegard that I have included in the text come from her letters, songs, and poems. Regarding the illuminations from Scivias, it has been established that all the visions were produced at the same time since the scribe doing the textual work left room on the page in each instance for the appropriate miniature. We do not know exactly who did the actual painting. It was most likely either the monks of the abbey of St. Eucharius in Trier, whose abbots were friends of Hildegard, or her own sisters at Rupertsburg. What is most important, however, is that Hildegard describes in great detail each of the images, and that she supervised the entire operation of the paintings.

      “It is certain that their painting was directed by Hildegard herself,” contemporary scholarship has established.14 These illuminations have been called a “new Creation” because objects that characterized medieval iconography were re-formed by Hildegard and given a new presentation in her images. She gave birth to new symbolic forms and pictures which were unknown in the Middle Ages.15

      The Scivias text we possess can be traced to the first half of the twelfth century. It is called the “R”or Rupertsburg codex. The text was preserved for centuries but in the Second World War it was taken to Dresden for safekeeping and has not been seen since. Fortunately, however, a photocopy had been made in 1927 in its original size and from 1927-1933 the Benedictine sisters of Eibingen produced a complete parchment reproduction of both the text and the illuminations. It is now established once and for all that for the text we possess, a copy was completed in 1165 under Hildegard’s direct supervision by the monk Wibert von Gembloux. The place for the writing of the text was the scriptorium of the monastery at Rupertsburg.16 The original size of the manuscript was very close to the size of the present book—12.8 inches by 9.25 inches. It was 235 parchment pages in length with double columns.

      The text we possess for De Operatione Dei has been established scientifically as dating from 1170-1173. It was completed at Rupertsburg under the supervision of Hildegard herself. The illuminations from this book, three of which I reproduce here, do not date from Hildegard’s time but were done in the year 1200 and are found in the Lucca Manuscript of De Operatione Dei, which is held at the Biblioteca Governativa in Lucca, Italy.17 These pictures, which were drawn after Hildegard’s death, contain her “signature” in the left-hand corner of each page because the artist wanted to emphasize how fully indebted he or she was to the detailed explanations Hildegard gave to the images. In other words, these pictures represent Hildegard’s explicit naming of her visions.

      The brief titles given each illumination are my own since Hildegard does not name them so succinctly. This titling of the images has a precedent, as the editor of the German edition of Scivias, Wisse die Wege, also named each vision. My titles are drawn from the theological contest of Hildegard’s commentary and are often taken directly from her text.

    

  
    
      II

      Hildegard’s Gifts for Our Times

      Hildegard, mystic and prophet, wishes to be a practical, helping mystic and prophet. She constantly extols the virtue of “usefulness” and in the final sentence of her major work, De Operatione Dei, she tells us that the reason for her work has been “for the usefulness of believers” who are asked to receive her words with a “modest heart.”18 She writes that God “destroys uselessness.”19

      Hildegard gives us a working guide to her work when she insists on usefulness. It is one thing to translate Hildegard or to be with her pictures and music—it is quite another to deeply understand her words and have them affect your psyche, religion, and culture to the extent that they are “useful,” as she herself put it. Not everything a twelfth century nun speculated about is of equal value to our journeys and struggles today. But just how should we understand a mystic of eight centuries ago? How should we interpret her?

      Even in her own time there were plenty of complaints from those who heard or read Hildegard but did not understand her message in the usefulness with which it was intended. Abbot Berthold of Zwiefalten wrote her that, “although I am often put in a joyful mood by the consolation of your words, I am sometimes depressed again because their obscurity closes them to my understanding.”20

      The recovery of the creation-centered spiritual tradition in our time is the greatest help in our understanding Hildegard of Bingen. She, being a Benedictine and a woman true to her experience, is a rich spokesperson of that tradition. Even though she lived in an era when Augustine dominated theology, Hildegard de-emphasizes fall/redemption religion in favor of creation-centered theology. Augustine, the great introspective genius, is silent on the cosmic Christ—but for Hildegard, the cosmic Christ forms the center of her thought. It is remarkable, for example, to compare her sense of cosmic justice and love of nature to her contemporary, Peter Lombard, whose works became for centuries the basic textbook of Christian clerics. As long as theology had only a fall/redemption approach to spirituality, it was not possible to understand Hildegard’s immense contribution to spirituality. Now that we do, however, the serious student of Hildegard will find all four paths and every one of the twenty-six themes of the creation-centered spiritual tradition in her work. Like a magnet held up to her pages, these themes draw out the most “useful” insights of her theology. These paths and themes, which I have delineated elsewhere in my book, Original Blessing, A Primer in Creation Spirituality,21 include the following: Dabhar, the creative energy or word of God; blessing; earthiness as the meaning of humility; cosmos; trust; panentheism; royal personhood; realized eschatology; cosmic hospitality; emptying; being emptied; nothingness; divinization; art as meditation; trust of images; dialectic; God as Mother; New Creation; trusting the prophet call; anawim; compassion as celebration; compassion as erotic (Hildegard says “zealous”) justice. Applying these themes to Hildegard’s work makes her theology become alive, incarnated, fleshy, and “useful.”

      The creation-centered tradition offers a different agenda by which to understand some of the greatest minds in our Western heritage. It offers a hermeneutic or interpretation for seizing the essence of our creation-centered ancestors—an interpretation which is missing wherever creation spirituality is untaught. Without this “grid;” interpreters of Hildegard miss her poignancy simply because they only know stale categories of fall/redemption theology. In researching and writing this book, I have personally been overwhelmed by the richness of Hildegard’s deep theological development of every single one of the themes of the creation tradition. I have been profoundly moved by the amount of Eckhart in Hildegard, that is to say the themes that she pays attention to that later appear in Meister Eckhart’s work. Indeed, Hildegard and Eckhart are sister and brother mystic/prophets. I heartily recommend reading this book a second time with my volume of Meister Eckhart’s sermons, Breakthrough: Meister Eckhart’s Creation Spirituality in New Translation. I have learned from preparing this work on Hildegard that she is considered the preeminent woman theologian of the West up to the twentieth century. Her scope of intellectual, artistic, scientific, and political interest and involvement is astounding. I believe that someday soon she will follow in the footsteps of Catherine of Siena and Teresa of Avila in being named a Doctor of the Church.

      Hildegard called herself a prophet, as did her contemporaries. It should be pointed out that in many respects prophets do not know what they are saying or what they are doing. By that I mean the prophet is touching something so deep in the human and cultural psyche that the full implications of what she unleashes do not become evident in one’s lifetime. Hildegard herself makes this very point, describing how the prophetic work is done “in the shadows” and how only later the human family makes clear the prophet’s message and the divine wisdom elicited thereby.22 Just as the truths in John of the Cross’ poetry far exceed his rational commentaries on it, so, too, the depths of Hildegard’s images and symbolism often outrace her commentaries on the illuminations. An example would be the “Original Blessing: The Golden Tent” (see page 77 and Plate 9)—how could Hildegard know the full impact of her term “fireball” for what comes into the human soul at birth? How could anyone know until twentieth-century science established in the past decade how present the original fireball is to all life on our planet? The limits of Hildegard’s conscious knowledge of what she was doing and of her culture’s science puts great responsibility on those who choose to pray over her illuminations and meditate on them today. She advises her readers to “lay hold of my warnings, embrace them, trace them in the enjoyment of your soul.”23 Reading this book needs to be an active process. That is why the reader needs to trust her or his experience with the illuminations, as well as to listen to the text. In my commentaries I invite the reader to enter the process of mysticism or unitive experience. I draw primarily on Hildegard’s words, but I also employ authors who shed light on her theology and I encourage the reader to make this book as “useful” as possible.

      In a letter written to her sisters, Hildegard talks about her death and she expresses her wish that “my voice may never fall into forgetfulness among you; may it rather be heard often in your midst in love.”24 Today our forgetfulness of Hildegard is coming to an end. Today there is a ferment of interest in Hildegard of Bingen. Records of her music are outselling pop stars; her opera is being performed on various continents; most of her books now exist in critical German and Latin editions and are being translated into English; her mystical writings are being studied, prayed, and danced to; plays are being written of her work and life; and, with this book, her illuminations are being made available to many. What accounts for this amazing renaissance of interest in Hildegard’s life and spirituality? What is the powerful message that Hildegard stands for today?

      Essentially, what Hildegard does is fill most of the gaps in Western religion. Gaps that have left the cosmos and cosmic Christ out of theology, ignored humanity’s divinity and creativity, repressed humanity’s relationship to all of creation, divorced salvation from active, useful, and effective healing of peoples and societies, ignored women’s experiences and images and ways of theologizing and gaps that have obliterated the creation-centered spiritual tradition.

      Let us take a closer look at some of the gifts Hildegard offers us in her work. I count at least eight gifts that Hildegard presents us with that we are desperate to receive.

      1. She is a woman in a patriarchal culture and a male-run church who strove to be heard, who struggled to offer her own wisdom and gifts borne of the experience and suffering of women of the past. In a letter to St. Bernard of Clairvaux she complains of the burden she carries as a woman in a patriarchal culture. “I am wretched and more than wretched in my existence as a woman;” she complains.25 Like any member of the “anawim” or oppressed peoples anywhere, she struggled for years with the “I can’t” or “I shouldn’t” or “Who am I to . . .” feelings that she had been taught. She relates how often she was confined to a sickbed because she succumbed to this covering up of her talents and her voice and how her conversion—which was in fact a decision to write her visions for the larger community—brought about a physical energizing and got her, literally, out of bed. Mechtild of Magdeburg, a Beguine and lay woman who would follow one hundred years after Hildegard, was also advised that she was uneducated and theologically illiterate and ought to keep quiet about her spiritual insight. She tells us in her journal that, after much prayer and soul-searching, and after getting different advice from a few counselors, she concluded the following: “I am forced to write these words regarding which I would have gladly kept silent because I fear greatly the power of vainglory. But I have learned to fear more the judgment of God should I, God’s small creature, keep silent.”26 I believe Hildegard would concur—that sins of silence and omission are the greatest sins of oppressed persons everywhere.

      Hildegard’s psycho-physical struggle is archetypal and holds deep implications for the psychology and liberation of the oppressed. Self-expression, art for the people’s sake: here lies the most radical kind of liberation. In music and poetry, writings and preaching, organizing prophetic resistance lies one’s co-creative powers. Hildegard’s extensive gifts of music and cosmic imagery are wonderful to behold precisely because the contribution of women in the arts and in religion has been so conveniently forgotten, repressed, or ridiculed in the centuries that have intervened since her time. She challenges women to be their full selves, to influence culture as well as home life, to express experience and not hold back. She is in this way a champion of a holistic culture, where women and men alike share their wisdom in mutuality.

      Hildegard has been called “the first medieval woman to reflect and write at length on women” and her correspondence reveals a lifestyle of political and social activism that was “unheard of in a woman of her time.”27 Hildegard teaches that men and women are biologically different but equal as partners in God’s creative work. She writes: “Man cannot be called man without woman. Neither can woman be called woman without man.”28 Far from being “defective males;” as Aristotle taught and Aquinas would repeat, women were intended by nature in the unfolding of creation. Marriage is like a garden of love which God has planted but which man and woman must cultivate to protect from drought. In sexual love man and woman unite as one being, just as wind and air do. Tradition had taught that women are more lustful than men but Hildegard teaches the opposite. She develops a theory of the four temperaments and how each alters a woman’s sexual typology as well. While Hildegard at times espouses the rhetoric of women’s subordination to men and rejects the idea that women should be ordained priests, her activities reveal another side to her convictions about male/female relationships. As one scholar has put it: “She castigated a pope for his timidity and an emperor for moral blindness. She taught scholars and preached to clergy and laity as no woman before her had ever done.... She claimed that now woman rather than man—obviously Hildegard herself—was to do God’s work. It is difficult not to see in her visionary experience and activism, as well as her claim for the mission of woman in a male-dominated age, a gesture of protest, the reaction of an intelligent and energetic woman who chafed under the restraints imposed on women by the culture in which she lived.29 She taught that now a woman would prophesy for the scandal of men and in her two most severe images of the demonic, as I point out in chapters 18 and 20, patriarchy is itself pictured in league with the devil.
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