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['ve been on my travels again since I last
wrote and | want to share the fruits of the
journey with you. Three years ago | went
to Bamberg for a European meeting of
the Carmelite Justice & Peace
commission. This time Justice & Peace
took me to the Carmelite House in
Mainz on the Rhine. The meeting was
more of a business meeting that last
time, so | won't bore you with our
business. What | want to share is one of
the spin offs. (One of the perks of going
to international meetings is the others
things you can do and see on the way (or
on the way back)).

St. HILDEGARD OF BINGEN

Until recently, the name of Hildegard of
Bingen was hardly known outside
Germany but the interest in women of
the past, especially outstanding but
neglected women, that the feminist
movement has generated has tured the
spotlight on Hildegard. [ had read a little
bit about her before. but being in Mainz
gave me the chance to visit some of the
places where the story of this twelfth-
century abbess, prophetess. healer,
preacher and mystic was played out.

HER LIFE

Hildegard was the tenth and last child
born into a noble family in A.D. 1098.
She entered a world still emerging from
medieval chaos. With the emergence of
new nation states the twelfth century

saw the birth of modern Europe. Towns
and cities sprang up with grand gothic
cathedrals, schools and universities.
Scholarship began to flourish. The
Crusades, which failed in their ostensible
purpose and saw the Church split into
East and West and legions of men die on
foreign battlefields also brought back
much new knowledge, many inventions
and exotic goods from the Middle and
Far East. Confusion ravaged the Church:
during Hildegard s lifetime thirteen Popes
and twelve antipopes claimed the Chair
of Peter, while the Church negotiated
power-deals with the new Kings.

Hildegard began her religious life at the
age of eight when her parents
“apprenticed” her to Jutta, an anchoress
who lived in a hermitage next to a
thriving monastery of men at
Disibodenberg. Here Jutta tutored her in
practical skills, and taught her to read
and write and chant the Divine Office.
Jutta remained Hildegard's closest friend
until she died thirty years later. Jutta’s
reputation for wisdom and virtue drew
women to join her until the hermitage
grew into a monastery observing the
Benedictine Rule. Hildegard entered this
monastery as a nun at the age of fifteen
and when Jutta died in 1136 Hildegard
succeeded her as Prioress. Hildegard
accepted into the monastery onlywomen
of wealth and rank, believing like most
people of her time that the class structure
of society was divinely ordained and that
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maintaining that structure ensured good
order in society and within the monastery.
Forceful noblewoman that she was,
Hildegard wanted her monastery to be
an island of order and harmony in the
midst of a corrupt and chaotic world.
Hildegard's reputation for holiness spread
and attracted so many women to the
monastery that

corresponded, amongst others, with
Henry Il of England, Eleanor of Aquitaine
and the Byzantine Empress Irene. She
showed a keen awareness of political
and scholarly developments in her era.
Between 1155and 1171 she undertook
four extended preaching tours, preaching
to clergy, laity, nuns, monks and

ecclesiastical

the community
grew too large for
the premises and
in 1148
Hildegard and
eighteen nunsleft |
Disibodenberg
(in the face of |
great opposition | -
from the abbot [
who saw in the
presence of these
clever women
a source of
income, and whom Hildegard compared
in a letter to “a grumbling bear, a glum
and bungling ass”) to found an abbey of
women at Rupertsberg, and through her
connections and contacts set it on a firm
legal footing.

The community blossomed and by 1165
was too big for its premises again. So
Hildegard moved again to found a new
Abbey at Eibingen. The actual buildings
were destroyed. A parish church (with a
shrine to St. Hildegard) stands on the
spot. A new Abbey of Benedictine nuns
stands a few hundred yards further up the
hill amid thriving vineyards, where about
80 nuns continue the daily round that
would be familiar to Hildegard and who
sing today some of the musical setting of
the liturgy written by their talented abbess
some nine hundred vears before.
Hildegard's reputation as a prophetess,
adviser and healer spread far beyond the
Rhineland. People came from far-off
regions to consult her a Rupertsberg.
She became a counsellor to people in all
walks of life: she advised popes
(Anastasius IV, Adrian IV - the only
English pope - Eugenius IllI), she

1939 Not quite the beginning!

officials in
monasteries and
churches
throughout the
Rhineland. Her
fame  caused
Emperor
Frederick
d Barbarossa to
invite Hildegard to
meet him in his
palace at
Ingelheim and she
went: alas there is
no record of their conversation, but it
clearly impressed Frederick because he
granted imperial protection to
Rupertsberg Abbey which saved it when
his own troops were attacking
monasteries who supported the Roman
pope instead of Frederick's anti-pope.
She died on 17th September 1179,
leaving a remarkable legacy: nearly three
hundred letters, dozens of poems, and
nine books (including three major
theological works, one of which - Scivias,
is her best-known work describing her
visions), much liturgical music with 77
songs and a liturgical drama set to music.
In recent years some of this material has
been translated into English and some of
the music recorded (tapes and CDs are
available in the shops), and Hildegard is
suddenly famous again after centuries of
neglect. So just what is it that appeals to
the 20th century in her spirituality?

HER SPIRITUALITY

Hildegard provides wonderful and
inspiring insights into friendship, living
with conflict, relying on God, seeking
the Light, and the beauty of a virtuous
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(with its witches and skeletons) is the vigil
of All Saints while it seems to have more
in common with All Souls, and since this
Newsletter is the one for the Dead List
for November | decided to do some
digging, and I'm afraid I'm going to tell
you what I found out.

“What was, will be again;

what has been done, will be done again;

and there is nothing new under the sun!”
(Ecclesiastes 1: 9)

Most things in our world have developed
from something that was there before.
But that does not
detract from the
value of the later

forms. Most
people would
agree thatabicycle

isanimprovement
on feet in getting
from one place to

another, and
motor cars are B

even better. Just
because the early
experiments with electricity had to do
with frog’s legs twitching does not stop
me turning on the light when [ want to
read at night however sorry | may feel for
the frogs.

It was Pope St. Gregory the Great who
advised St. Augustine to adopt and adapt
pagan customs to Christian use. So it
does not worry me that the blessing of
the New Fire which begins our celebration
of the Easter Vigil was originally the
bonfire for the festival of Beltaine (in
Ireland, Beltiunn in Scotland, Shenn da
Boaldyn in the Isle of Man, Galan-Mai in
Wales) which marked the half-way point
of the Celtic year (which ran from
November to November). In fact the turn
of the seasons was marked by the Celts
with four bonfires of which two survive
today as Christian symbols (and one with
secular/political significance, and
possible the Yule Log is a remnant of the
fourth at mid winter!) The Celtic new-
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year was at the beginning of November,
and was marked by a bonfire festival
called Samhain in Ireland and Scotland,
Sauin in Man and Nos Galan-gaeof in
Wales.

The ancient Celtic religion was
characterised by a belief in the closeness
of the spirit world and the human world
- indeed it was possible to stray from one
to the other by accident, and this belief
survives in folk-tales all over the Celtic
world. The boundary between the two
worlds was considered to be particularly
“thin” in certain places (especially hill-
tops and woods) and at certain times (like
the turn of the
year). On the
night of the last
day of the old
year, before the
new year began,
the spirits could
slip through into
this world and
wander about,
perhaps taking
playful revenge
on anyone who
had hurt them during their life. In
Christian times, these spirits sank down
the social scale and were called ghosts,
goblins, and witches, and it was best not
to go out that night unless you really had
to

Now, in the south of the Roman Empire,
another feast was slowly developing as
the Church’s understanding of what
counted as a saint developed. Since
many people might have been holy and
yet unnoticed it was felt that a feast of All
Saints should be celebrated to give them
their due. At first, the date favoured was
13th May (for no reason very clear to us
today). However, in the ninth century
someone had the bright idea that if it was
celebrated on 1st November it could
take over and Christianise the very
persistent firefestival of Samhain in the
more northern parts of the Empire where
the folk-life had a Celtic base.

So All Saints was moved to 1st November



and all the folk stuff about ghosts on the
night before was referred to simply as
Hallowe'en {All Saints was called then
All Hallows - as in “hallowed be thy
name”). The idea of praying for All Souls
did not get into the act until much later,
and the choice of 2nd November as its
date was nothing to do with the goings
on for All Saints (incorporating the
remains of Samhain) but was the date for
remembering all benefactors at an
important Abbey from which the practice
spread to All Souls and all the Church.
So the ghosts of Hallowe'en (which are
the spirits from Samhain) have no
connection with the souls of All Souls.
Don’t forget the Carmelite Holy Souls
Society and its dead list, which is enclosed
with this Newsletter.

And the survival of the Samhain bonfire?
Well, Guy Falkes was hung for his part in
the Gunpowder Plot (which may well
have been a political fix) so how come
the events are celebrated with a bonfire?
Because the celebration takes place at
Samhain and provides a “reason” for
keeping the fire festival alive. In some
places, like Lewes, other stories are
invoked, but all are later justifications for

keeping Samhain going. Long live
tradition!

CELTIC PRAYERS

This closeness of the spiritual and the
physical worlds in the Celtic imagination,
which survives so vividly in the folk-tales
of the region, also survives into the
Christian tradition. There has been a lot
of interest recently in what is called
“Celtic Christianity” as if it was something
completely different from the rest of
Christianity. In fact it is normal
Christianity with a local flavour. The idea
that there was a Celtic Church different
from and at odds with the Roman Church
is mistaken - the differences were really
only in matters of detail.

The local flavour, reflecting the survival
of pagan ideas adopted and adapted,
was particularly strong in Ireland and
Scotland because they were outside the
Roman Empire, but is detectable in
Wales and in the folk-tales of England
(particularly those concerning King
Arthur and his company). So for the
Celtic christian, there is no real divide
between this world and the world of
divine and spiritual beings. God is close
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athand, and so
are the saints
and angels. So
it was natural
for the Celtic
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blessing for a

fire lighting runs: “I will kindle my fire
this morning in the presence of the holy
angels of heaven.” A simple phrase for
use at any time, like the Scottish “Bless
the handling of my hands™ expresses a
deep desire to consecrate to God all
that is done in the day. So let me finish
by making some more
recommendations for further reading -
and praying! A little sampler is
Threshold of Light edited by Allchin
and De Waal. (This is good because it
includes material from the Welsh
tradition, which is harder to find). Two
books of modern prayers “in the Celtic
tradition” by David Adam, an Anglican
Vicar working the north of England are
well worth looking into: The Edge of
Glory and Tides and Seasons. But the
crowning work is a collection made in
the Highlands and Islands of Scotland
in the last century. Originally in six
volumes with the original Gaelic texts
and English translations, there is now a
large paperback of the complete English
translations published in 1994 as
Carmina Gadelica: Hymns and
Incantations by Floris Books of
Edinburgh. And if that sounds a bit

a blessing
prayer from Carmina Gadelica:
I pray for thee a joyous life,
honour, estate and good repute;
no sigh from thy breast,
no tear from thine eye,
no hindrance on thy path,
no shadow on thy face,
until thou lie down in that mansion,
in the arms of Christ benign.

Until we meet again, may God be with
you, may blessed Mary enfold you in the
mantle of her loving, and may St. Jude
intercede with the Lord for the concerns
of your heart.

Did P

David J. Fox, O. Carm

P.S. You may be wondering what
happened to The Little Flower 1 promised
you last time. Well, someone brought it to
my attention thatan important anniversary
falls in a couple of years and I decided to
let my successor write at greater length
without me spilling the beans now.
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