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PREFACE 
to the 1972 edition 

 
This book is prompted by a personal conviction and written for a 
practical purpose. The conviction, which seems to be widely 
shared, is that spiritual direction is our greatest pastoral need 
today. I am convinced that the potential power, faith, and 
redeeming love of the English Church are tremendous: the 
tragedy is the extent to which this power remains potential. I also 
believe that such spiritual guidance, recognizing the unique gifts 
and needs of each individual person, should nevertheless be 
consonant with our own English tradition. Central to this 
tradition is an interpretation of the phrase "spiritual direction" in 
a much wider sense than is sometimes implied. "Spirituality" is 
not isolated pietism; it is concerned with prayer, worship, and 
Christian discipline, which colour and inspire the whole of life. 
Furthermore, personal devotion and private life are indissociable 
from liturgy and theology. Ascetical theology, the body of 
knowledge used in spiritual direction, comprises both individual 
and corporate aspects. So, although personal direction is the 
practical theme of this book, it cannot be confined to "private" 
prayer, but must ultimately overflow into the whole of pastoral 
theology. 
 The practical purpose of the book is to offer an introduction to 
ascetical theology according to the English pastoral tradition, in 
the hope that it may be of some use to students and parish priests 
in their essential work. The contains nothing very new, but I 
think it contains a good deal that is old enough to have been 
forgotten, and which is still necessary if our native religious 
genius is to be properly understood. I also hope fresh insights 
may arise from looking at the English School as an historical 
entity. 
 Anglican students can read St Augustine, but as dogmatic 
theology; they read about St Benedict, but as monastic history; 
they can use St Bernard for "devotion," but without seeing his 
particular impact on our own tradition and often in a context 
alien to it. For an understanding of the great English writers of 
the fourteenth century, we need another set of books, by another 
group of authors, all probably writing from different points of 
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view. And the process is repeated for the Caroline Age, often 
giving the impression that English spirituality is confined to it. It 
is hardly surprising that Anglican students cannot always see the 
wood for the trees. 
 At the heart of Anglicanism is the insistence on historical 
continuity; if our claims are true then our spirituality, that is our 
total expression of Christian life, as well as our theology, liturgy, 
and polity, must be retraceable through the medieval and 
patristic ages to the Bible. I have tried, therefore, to portray the 
English School as a living tradition, drawing its inspiration and 
character from all ages, while set within the glorious diversity of 
Catholic Christendom. Rather than preoccupation with the past, 
I believe that it is this comprehensive view which can inspire 
creative insights into the spiritual needs of the twentieth century: 
a good tree, especially an ancient one, bears new fruit only when 
attention is paid to its roots. 
 This is a Herculean task for a single writer. When the need for 
such a book was discussed I suggested to the Advisory Group of 
S.P.C.K. that it should be the work of a team, and hinted that I 
should enjoy the job of editor: the idea of reclining in a 
comfortable editorial chair while more competent people did the 
hard work appealed to me enormously. But such dreams were 
not to be. The suggestion was rejected for reasons at which I 
have already hinted: symposia tend to become series of excellent 
but disconnected essays, while the point of the present book is 
that it should be comprehensive and integrated. 
 I have allowed myself moderate freedom of interpretation and 
approach, not because I think my approach is right and all others 
are wrong, but because it seemed the best way to give shape and 
pattern to the facts. It was argued that themes and conclusions 
with which readers might disagree would be more pastorally 
constructive than a more factual book with no themes and 
conclusions at all. 
 Although I must take all responsibility for the book, it would 
have been foolhardy to attempt it without much consultation and 
advice. I am greatly indebted to the Reverend Professor Thomas 
Wood, the Reverend Professor E.L. Mascall, the Reverend 
Professor E.J. Tinsley, and the Very Reverend Vorley Spencer-
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Ellis, for their most liberal help. My thanks are due to a 
publisher's reader whose criticism I requested, and also to the 
Reverends J.S. Cowan and J.A. Woolley. Not least valuable in 
the conception of the book were discussions with my students of 
the 1960 classes at General Theological Seminary, New York. In 
all cases the assistance I have received is much more than the 
"helpful suggestions" conventionally acknowledged in a Preface! 
 From this varied and learned group of collaborators, 
suggestions and criticism were remarkably constant, and I have 
embodied most of them in the final draft. There are, however, 
two exceptions which need a word of explanation. The first 
relates to the intrinstic hazard of all ascetical theology: over-
simplification. While admitting this charge against parts of the 
book, I eventually decided that over-complexity would be an 
even greater fault: it is after all an "outline," and it is the nature 
of an outline to be fairly clear-cut. Glibly to call St Bernard an 
"affective" writer and St Thomas a "speculative" writer is, 
indeed, on the kindergarten level of saying Henry II was a good 
king and John a bad king. Things are not quite so simple as that, 
and yet both statements, naive as they are, provide true starting 
points for further study. I can only hope that the reader will be 
led on to more advanced ascetical books which will eliminate too 
simple an outline by completing the picture. 
 The second general criticism is that I make no mention of 
some great Anglicans of the last two centuries. No doubt there 
are serious omissions, but I felt that I must adhere firmly to the 
practical subject of the book, which is not English church history 
but English ascetical theology. The people with whom we are 
concerned are only those who have made original contributions 
to this one subject, and who have left them in writing. Many 
great Anglicans of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
remained loyal to our established tradition without greatly 
developing it. Many more may have made important new 
developments of which we have no record, or, which is very 
probable, they may have left writings of which I am ignorant. 
 One of the most important examples of this kind of omission—
curiously not mentioned by any of my critics and advisers—is the 
late Dr Reginald Somerset Ward, probably the most influential 
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spiritual director of modern Anglicanism. But his most devoted 
disciple could hardly regard his meagre writings as in any way 
comparable to his practical skill. 
 The position is this: if a student absorbed every word of this 
book, and followed up the more important references, he would 
not necessarily be very learned in any branch of theology. But 
given his share of personal gifts, and continuing his personal 
struggle in prayer, I hope that it would help him to be a 
reasonably competent spiritual guide. That is the purpose of the 
book: it has no other.  



 

PREFACE 
to the 1986 edition 

 
When this book first appeared in 1963 a majority of reviewers, 
whether critical or otherwise, expressed dissatisfaction with its 
title, or rather with the single adjective which made up half of it. 
I was not surprised, since this one word had caused me more 
heartsearching than any of the other hundred and thirty 
thousand. 
 Is not "English" too narrow? Is it not suggestive of the 
insularity, even a sort of spiritual jingoism? Should it not be 
"Anglican," pointing to a world-wide movement of which the 
Church of England is but a very small part? Indeed, is not the 
Church of England so enfeebled by its outmoded "establishment" 
as to be almost an insignificant joke as compared with 
Anglicanism in so many other parts of the globe? She may be 
sentimentally venerated as the Anglican matriarch by some of 
her daughters oversees, but great-grandmothers invariably suffer 
the risk of senility. 
 Since this reissue of English Spirituality has been largely initiated 
in America, the question is of new importance: would not 
Anglican Spirituality be more appropriate as a title? On further 
consideration, I still think not. "English" remains the more 
accurate term, for however much explanation is given—and the 
days of two page subtitles are happily past—however historically 
and theologically competent one's readers, Anglicanism still 
suggests a spiritual movement that began in the early seventeenth 
century. Theologically competent readers will know that we are 
concerned with a spiritual ethos traceable through the Fathers to 
the New Testament. Yet the erroneous first impression remains, 
and titles are concerned with first impressions. 
 As I hope the text makes clear, a specifically English spirituality 
is traceable to the influence and ascetical teaching of St Benedict 
and St Anselm. Twelfth-century England became known as the 
"Land of the Benedictines," differing from the Italian tradition in 
significant points, but one can barely speak of Anglicanism at this 
juncture. The tradition evolved out of such factors as the very 
English Ancrene movement and the experiments of Saint Gilbert 
of Sempringham, but it is still too early to discard the word 
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“English.” Or is it admissible to describe our renowned 
fourteenth-century school—Hilton, Julian and Rolle—as 
Anglican? In a somewhat speculate vein I have argued that one 
possibly might, yet all Christian ascetical studies, from whatever 
denominational source, refer to this school as English, as they 
might speak of the Spanish Carmelites or the German 
Dominicans. Ironically it is the term Anglican, despite its growth 
over five continents, that really risks the charge of narrow 
insularity. Perhaps we may conclude this somewhat verbose 
pedantry by saying that as ascetical theology, the Anglican grew 
out of the English. 
 In the present spiritual and theological climate, two decades is 
a long time; new questions, or old questions in a new form, have 
arisen since the first appearance of English Spirituality. During this 
period ecumenicism has expanded to the extent of burst 
Christian boundaries with a growing interest in the teaching and 
technique of eastern religion. So should we continue to talk of 
specific schools of prayer at all? Is not this itself narrow and 
parochial? Or should we rather develop the idea of the schools 
being related to each other instead of seeing each one as isolated 
and autonomous? It is this approach that I seem to have pursued, 
almost subconsciously, in Spiritual Direction, published by Cowley-
SPCK in 1984. I suspect that the comparative success of this 
book has prompted the publishers to reissue English Spirituality, 
since in a curiously roundabout way the latter forms a sequel to 
Spiritual Direction more than twenty years later. There I suggest a 
four-fold source for spiritual guidance to consist of studies of 
biblical and patristic theology, moral theology, ascetical theology, 
and finally an examination of the primary schools of prayer—
precisely what English Spirituality purports to do. Whatever the 
shortcomings of either volume, they seem to go well enough 
together and form a whole, but with the 1963 book completing 
that of 1984. 
 A further characteristic of this period is a continuing emphasis 
on synthesis at the expense of analysis, not only in theology but 
in its allied disciplines. Modern theological studies become more 
thematic and less departmental. For instance, whereas biblical 
commentary was once a matter of verse-by-verse, chapter-by-
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chapter exposition, it now tends to deal with the prominent 
themes throughout the particular books of the Bible. The 
concern is for a single gospel rather than a series of isolated 
clauses; it is not a question of what Roman, chapter 1, verse 1, 
then 2, then 3, actually “means,” but rather what is Saint Paul’s 
composite message? What is he getting at all the time? So too 
with doctrine. The creeds present the great themes of the faith—
in living and pastoral terms, rather than as a series of 
metaphysical statements to be “believed,” or accepted or 
assented to. It is significant that we now talk of “systematic” 
rather than “dogmatic” theology. 
 So with psychology, and therefore its relevance to Christology. 
In the 1920s, F.R. Tennant wrote of the “psychologist’s fallacy,” 
a veiled anti-Freudian insistence on the unity of the human being 
which cannot be split up into isolated “faculties.” So modern 
Christology stresses the whole living Christ, to be encountered 
and known as sacred humanity, not as Chalcedonian categories; 
as an integrated being, risen and glorified, rather than as a 
psychological jig-saw puzzle. 
 Behind this wide movement lies a change from substantive to 
existential thought, from metaphysical understanding or 
explanation to experience, from intellection to feeling, from 
objectivity to empiricism. All of this has its influence of 
contemporary spirituality. For we aim to live the whole faith as 
whole people, to love rather than to understand, to know God in 
simple, non-discursive contemplation rather than to meditate 
systematically on his attributes. We are not so much engaged in a 
search for meaning as an exploration into the divine activity and 
how we know, experience and love it. So contemplative silence 
tends to replace the older Anglican verbosity of the seventeenth 
century and the Book of Common prayer, where petition is apt 
to turn into a theological lecture: “O God who. . . . . etc. etc. 
etc.” There is a new (or rather, rediscovered) emphasis on the 
theology of Baptism, whereby prayer is not to stop short with 
encounter with the living Lord, but to proceed to incorporation, 
a sharing, in the Sacred Humanity. We live not only with Jesus, 
but in him. 
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 However theological fashion changes, there is always reaction. 
My Spiritual Direction is something of a swing of the pendulum, 
insisting that all analysis cannot be entirely abandoned, history 
still has its lessons for this and every age. The historic schools of 
prayer are still important for the glorious reason that God’s 
creativity insists that everyone is different, and that rigorous 
analysis is necessary in order to discover how unique 
individuality is best to be nurtured and guided aright. The 
alternative is a series of pious little conversations that 
comfortably get nobody anywhere. While we can rejoice in 
contemporary theological expression as a creative basis for 
simple contemplative prayer, the old patristic and scholastic 
categories, now so unpopular, still have their essential place in 
spiritual direction. Modern spirituality demands this past 
wisdom—not to employ it directly, but to use it as applicable 
foundation. 
 Perhaps the most significant of the new factors that have arisen 
since 1963 is an increased focus upon psychological factors as 
these can be brought to bear on the study of ascetical theology. 
The interrelation between theology and psychology as it affects 
spirituality is in itself nothing new. All the great teachers of 
prayer—Saints Paul, Augustine, Benedict, Anselm, Aquinas—
were profound psychologists, but today’s new insights, coupled 
with recent studies of eastern religion, have placed greater 
emphasis upon this side of things, especially in America. In fact 
there has arisen a clear difference of approach, even a conflict, 
on either side of the Atlantic. 
 American asceticists have become more and more concerned 
with psychology—one thinks of such writers as Merton, Kelsey, 
Holmes, Greeley and Watts—almost to the detriment of 
traditional theological insight. European writers, on the other 
hand, are more inclined to stick with the spiritual wisdom of the 
past, although without entirely neglecting the insights of such 
thinkers as Freud and Jung. No doubt there is imbalance on both 
sides and it is to be admitted, whether with pride or apology, that 
by this criterion the present book is very European indeed. This 
is hardly surprising if we are dealing with spirituality which is 
both English and Anglican, a strong characteristic of which is 
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insistence upon biblical and patristic roots as foundation to a 
living tradition. In fine, the American is tempted to look on 
Europe as archaic, antiquated and reactionary, while Europe 
might accuse America of having slipped its theological moorings 
in favour of psychology. The future health of spirituality could 
depend on a greater trans-Atlantic cooperation and dialogue. I 
gladly acknowledge my debt to the work of Morton Kelsey, while 
at the same time worrying a little about his fleeting or 
nonexistent references to Anselm, Benedict, Bernard and 
Aquinas; it might not be too much to hope that English Spirituality 
and Companions on the Inner Way could enlighten and complement 
each other. 
 I do not think that anyone has managed to produce or edit a 
reasonably comprehensive study of Christian spirituality in less 
than three fat volumes, say a minimum of a half-million words. It 
is inevitable that the following account, restricted to a single 
tradition, still contains glaring omissions, of which the most 
obvious, and also the most topical, is its neglect of Eastern 
Orthodoxy. This spirituality points up a most remarkable 
development, especially in Western Europe and perhaps most 
especially in the United Kingdom, since the 1960s. 
 For a long time Orthodoxy has had its significant place in 
American Christianity, but if I am not wholly misinformed this 
has been largely confined to America’s large population of 
Eastern European immigrants. In England such immigration is a 
comparatively recent phenomenon, much accelerated since the 
end of the second world war. For some time there has been a 
significant Greek Orthodox presence in the larger English cities, 
which is now supported by Russian, Serbian and Polish 
communities up and down the country, while more serious 
Anglicans have long been inspired and fascinated by the writings 
of Bishop Anthony Bloom and Archimandrite Kallistos Ware, by 
the Holy Liturgy, and by the Jesus Prayer. But until recently I 
have regarded Orthodoxy’s ascetical system as somewhat alien to 
the English tradition and temperament. Recent developments 
have proved me totally and excitingly wrong; Anglican are 
entering Orthodox congregations in considerable numbers and 
English-Orthodox congregations are being established. 
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 It would be interesting, if a little outside our present scope, to 
speculate as to why. Suffice it to note that in the past, 
disenchanted Anglicans have tended to look to Rome as the only 
alternative, yet since Vatican II a general pastoral and spiritual 
convergence has made great strides. Both have an almost 
identical vernacular liturgy, a common Eucharistic lectionary, 
and indeed common problems with theological rebels. 
 More important is to look for some common spiritual strands 
within Anglican-Orthodoxy, despite initial appearances to the 
contrary, and to discover whether an Anglican-Orthodox 
marriage could breed its own characteristic school. What facets 
of Orthodoxy are Anglicans now finding attractive? Dogmatic 
certainty, sane discipline, deep anti-Pelagian spirituality and a 
sense of mystery obviously counteract the traditional weaknesses 
of English religion. On the positive side, a weekly liturgy followed 
by a gentle but firm domesticity, a family emphasis, and a great 
stress on the doctrine of creation are all attributes of the best of 
Anglicanism. A school of prayer is not an insular autonomous 
organism, as I hope this book makes clear, but a gradual 
emergence of a pure tradition made up of a composite ancestry. 
And it must frequently be revitalized by an ordered transfusion 
of new blood, all of which makes an Anglican-Orthodox 
synthesis an exciting possibility. Such a synthesis would not be 
entirely novel and would certainly not be without precedent, 
since the seventeenth century Anglican divines who consolidated 
(but did not invent) our tradition were all thoroughly immersed 
in the spiritual theology of the Eastern patristic tradition. Having 
offered friendly criticism to some American writers for making so 
little of Anselm, Benedict, Bernard and Aquinas, I must confess 
my own criminally scant treatment here of Orthodoxy from the 
Cappadocians and Chrysostom to Saint Seraphim of Serov. I 
can only suggest and hope, at this late stage, that readers of the 
present volume will fill in the gap by reference to those better 
qualified to help; more particularly, to Orthodox asceticists 
themselves. 
 Speculation on the future is a dangerous game, and with a vast 
quantity of new and exciting ascetical thought pouring from the 
presses, might it not be a little foolhardy to bother with a book 
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over twenty years old? Or, as some might naturally assume, over 
twenty years out-of-date? What is the point of such a risk? 
Implications behind two more recent quotations hint at an 
answer. In The Man from the Plains, David Kucharsky’s study of 
President Carter, comes the succinct statement: “A plant severed 
from its roots is more likely to attract parasites than to bear fruit. 
There is no substitute for direct connects with the past” (p. 116). 
The ecumenical scene is subtly changing, the familiar parrot cry 
“Unity without uniformity” is deepening into positive objection 
to syncretism. The idea and ideal of the schools of prayer is 
returning to favour, which means that their health is expressed 
by evolution, not stagnation, by development through cross-
fertilisation, not by conservative insularity. This principle was 
vividly brought home to me by my liturgical experience in 
Transkei. My first such experience was in the cathedral at 
Umtata: Book of Common Prayer in English, Victorian hymns, 
Merbecke, and so on. It was supremely dreadful. Then came the 
liturgy at Saint Cuthbert’s mission: every word in Xhosa, tribal 
folk music, all of it as exhilarating as the Orthodox liturgy, to 
which it bore obvious resemblance—including its length. 
Following this there were seminars centred upon patristic 
theology: their (my host’s) choice, not mine. So the question 
arises: which was Anglican? Assuredly the latter, for “there is no 
substitute for direct connections with the past.” 
 Barry and Connolly’s The Practice of Spiritual Direction prophesies 
that “a new age of mutual collaboration which will heal the rift 
between dogmatic or school theology and spirituality may well be 
upon us” (p. 21). Incidentally this new book also goes a long way 
to heal the Europe-American, theology-psychology rift, a healing 
which I previously mentioned as a vital future need. Serious and 
enthusiastic concern for living prayer, vital experience of God 
manifested in the risen and glorified Christ, continues to grow. 
There is a new sense of freedom and a new quest for spiritual 
adventure; there is a new simplicity in the deep sense of 
contemplative harmony. But it still needs a theological 
foundation: “A plant severed from its roots. . . .” You cannot 
worship chunks of school theology and you cannot adore the 
Chalcedonian Definition, but neither can you worship and adore 
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Jesus Christ without something like it. The more honest, 
“simple,” and adventurous we become, the more that the 
inherited wisdom of the past, the historical roots, grow in 
importance as ultimate foundation. 
 That is perhaps the operative point in the republication of 
English Spirituality. The exciting new flowers are lovely, but they 
will die without roots. Transkei has got it right: Anglican-based 
spirituality, flowing from the early Church but with little 
resemblance to Victorian England. Let us not be ashamed or 
embarrassed of the English-Anglican roots. If our tradition is to 
continue to grow, to become more exciting, proficient, and 
liberated from some of the old traditional restrictions, then 
something like English Spirituality, a book covering the same 
ground, is absolutely essential background. If there is one 
incontrovertible fact, it is that the book could be much better 
than it is and produced by a far more competent writer. The 
thinking behind the decision of the present publishers is that, in 
the present climate, such a better book by a more competent 
writer is pretty unlikely to appear. I can only hope that this 
reissue of English Spirituality fulfils its supportive role in 
supplementing newer insights. 
 
Autumn 1985 



 

Chapter 17 
 

JULIAN OF NORWICH 
 
 
Introducing St Anselm, I tried to explain that the affective-
speculative synthesis implies neither exact proportions nor a 
simple admixture. Hilton and Julian achieve the ideal but 
in their own particular ways, and they should be 
approached differently. Hilton can inspire us with affective 
piety, but he is primarily an ascetical theologian, a director 
of souls, to be carefully studied. Julian’s theology, like that 
of St Catherine of Siena, is certainly not to be despised, but 
it is best understood by meditation. The Revelations of Divine 
Love supplies the English Christian with all that is best in 
“spiritual reading.” 
 
I. INTRODUCTION TO THE REVELATIONS 
The Revelations of Divine Love grew out of a supernatural 
experience granted to Julian on 8 May 1373, when she was 
thirty years old.1 The inevitable arguments about the exact 
nature of this experience, its genuineness as “mysticism” 
and so on, need not detain us. No authority denies her a 
place among the true mystics of the Church, however much 
they argue the fine points of the case.2 And no devout 
Christian can read her book without finding sublimely 
simple “meditation” on the Passion. Whatever the 
experience with which Julian began, and to whatever the 
heights she finally rose, the Revelations remain the fruits of 
lifelong reflection upon the Passion as a central point of 
Christian theology. 

 
1. Revelations, ch. 2; all references in this chapter, unless otherwise indicated, are 
to the 13th ed. of Grace Warrack’s translation (1949) 
2. Knowles seems to have modified his view between English Mystics (1928), and 
The English Mystical Tradition (1961). 



 JULIAN OF NORWICH   

 

15 

 The authorities agree in dividing the experiences 
underlying the Revelations into three main types. These are: 
 
1. “In bodily sight,” which is ordinary, imaginative 
meditation. The sublimity of this meditation is no doubt 
heightened by the original experience, but it remains 
perfectly “ordinary” prayer. 
 
2. “In bodily likeness: ghostly,” is an intermediate stage 
wherein imagination and intellectual understanding 
become fused. This, too, is the same in kind if superior in 
degree to a “three point” meditation leading into 
contemplation. 
 
3. “In ghostly sight,” is an intuitive or mystical perception 
of divine truth.1 
 
 In practice, it is impossible clearly to distinguish between 
imaginative meditation leading to doctrinal considerations, 
and “intellectual” meditation helped by imagery and 
symbol. Julian supplies both: vividly affective meditation on 
the Passion itself, always coupled with intuitive-theological 
pictures of what it means in terms of atonement doctrine. 
We may believe that her intuitive and mystical insights are 
also reducible to the same pattern. Like her spiritual father, 
Anselm, Julian ultimately refuses to the “classified.” “She 
differs from many modern and medieval ecstatics, such as 
Catherine Emmerich. Their visions derive what value they 
may have from their claim to be glimpses of the 
Crucifixion; with Dame Julian the material showing (in this 
second stage) is no more than a taking off point for the 
words and meditations."2 In other words, Julian will not 
 
1. For a full treatment of the question, see Paul Molinari, S.J., Julian of Norwich 
(1958), pp. 60-70. 
2. The English Mystics, pp. 140f. 
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have affective experience, however sublime, without 
theological support. 
 We should heed the warning given by Julian herself: 
“with many fair shewings of endless wisdom and teachings 
of love: in which all the shewings that follow are grounded 
and oned.”1 With even more vigour, the scribe of the 
Sloane manuscript adds: “And beware thou take not one 
thing after thy affection and liking, and leave another: for 
that is the condition of an heretique. But take everything 
with other.”2 The medievals foresaw the dangers of too 
elaborate classifications and analyses. Julian sums up her 
own viewpoint: “Truth seeth God, and Wisdom beholdeth 
God, and of these two cometh the third: that is, a holy 
marvellous delight in God; which is Love.”3 
 The Revelations have come down to us in two versions, a 
fact which raises other technical questions which need not 
bother us. It is generally accepted, and fairly obvious, that 
the Shorter Version was compiled soon after the original 
experience of 1373, while the Longer Version resulted from 
twenty years’ reflection and meditation upon it.4 While the 
former may well be used for devotional purposes, the latter 
is to be preferred for general use. This contains important 
additional matter, notably chs. 44-63 and 71-86,5  
consisting of Julian’s ascetical-theological reflections on the 
revelation itself, which is essential to a full understanding of 
her doctrinal position. 
 This doctrine is introduced in Revelations 1-3, and 
elaborated in the two additional sections of the Longer 

 
1. Revelations, ch. 1. 
2. Ibid., Postscript by Sloane MS. scribe. 
3. Ch. 44. 
4. “twenty years after the time of the shewing, save three months…” (ch. 51). 
We may therefore date the Longer Version as starting in February 1393. See Dom 
Roger Hudleston, introd. to Burns, Oates edition, pp. xiiiff. 
5. In Warrack’s (Methuen) edition, subtitles “Annent certain points” and 
“Sundry teachings.” 
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Version. Revelations 4-12 occupy the central meditation on 
the Passion, of which the long 8th Revelation is the peak. 
The 13th Revelation is a thorough devotional treatise on 
sin and grace, the 14th is devoted to a discussion on prayer, 
while the 15th and 16th present the only fitting conclusion: 
spontaneous outbursts of adoration. While heeding the 
warning against too much analysis, there are certain 
fundamental points which could be helpful in making the 
Revelations more usable. 
 
II. THEOLOGY 
Like Hilton, Julian perfectly expresses the English spiritual 
tradition because she is not in the least bit insular; rather 
she combines all the strands of our patristic lineage into a 
synthesis altogether new. Hilton and Julian teach the same 
thing, but whereas the former is guiding an anchoress, the 
latter is living the anchorite life; the one guides according to 
English spirituality, the other prays in the tradition itself. 
But Julian also teaches if we pray seriously with her, for all 
the doctrine is embedded in her prayer. Here is the same 
Augustinian-Victorine basis, the affective Christology of St 
Bernard, and the supreme English source of Benedictine 
optimism flowing from a rather more pronounced Thomist 
element. Her similarity to Anselm has already been noted. 
the beginning of Christian life is still prevenient grace, the 
basis of all prayer, however affective in nature, is still the 
Creeds. 
 The scribe of the Sloane manuscript aptly lengthens the 
title to “The Revelations of Love of the Blissid Trinitie 
shewed by Our Savior Christe Jesu.”1 In spite of the most 
moving depiction of the Passion, in the best loved of the 
Revelations, it is a mistake to regard Julian as 
Christocentric. Not merely references but deep insights into 

 
1. Postscript. 
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the mystery of the Holy Trinity abound through the whole 
book. The peak is reached in the lovely parable of the Lord 
and servant in ch. 51, although later, especially in ch. 58, 
Julian gets carried away by the idea of three-in-one in a 
way reminiscent of St Bonaventure. Nevertheless, ideas like 
Nature-Mercy-Grace, Father-Mother-Lord, Almighty-
Allwise-All-love, The Father is pleased—the Son is 
worshipped—The Holy Ghost is satisfied; and similar 
examples repay much meditation. Man, too, is trinitarian, 
created in the image of God: “our soul is made-trinity, like 
to the unmade blissful Trinity.”1 “For as the body is clad in 
cloth, and the flesh in the skin, and the bones in the flesh, 
and the heart in the whole, so are we, body and soul, clad 
in the goodness of God and enclosed.”2 
 But man is fallen and concupiscent; the soul has to 
become “oned” in itself and “oned” to God: “the soul is 
oned to God when it is truly peaced in itself.”3 Sin remains 
deprivatio boni: “sin is no deed”;4 “sin hath no manner of 
substance nor no part of being.”5 And our end is God 
himself: “our soul shall never have rest till it cometh to 
him”;6 it is “the love-longing that lasteth.”7 It is not very 
difficult to disentangle both the Augustinian and Thomist 
elements in such ideas, yet how English are the actual 
expressions! And how English is the whole! 
 When it comes to creation and human nature, Julian 
rejects St Augustine for St Thomas, and thereby sets her 
most characteristic seal on the doctrine of optimism; on the 
virtue of hope. Creation, redemption, and the sustaining 

 
1. Ch. 55. 
2. Ch. 6; see also chs. 10, 58, and the important note (2) in Warrack appended 
to ch. 57. 
3. Ch. 49. 
4. Ch. 11. 
5. Ch. 37. 
6. Ch. 5, cf. ch. 26. 
7 Ch. 31. 
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love of God are ever joined together—“oned”: “The first is 
our excellent and noble making, the second our previous 
and dearworthy again-buying; the third, all-thing that He 
hath bade beneath us, He hath made to serve us, and for 
our love keepeth it.”1 “Again-buying” hints at Anselmic 
atonement doctrine, while Julian, like Catherine of Siena, is 
well acquainted with scholastic terminology: she speaks of 
the Holy Trinity as “everlasting Being,”2 and phrases like 
“nature-substance,” “sense-soul,” and “sense-nature” are 
used naturally and accurately. “For all our life is three: in 
the first we have our Being, in the second we have our 
Increasing, and in the third we have our Fulfilling: the first 
is Nature, the second is Mercy and the third is Grace.”3 
That might be called a Middle English translation of the 
doctrines of potentiality and actuality, being and becoming, 
nature and grace. 
 But if Julian rejects the Creation-Fall doctrine of St 
Augustine, neither will she slavishly follow St Thomas. 
When it comes to the meaning of actual sin, she sides, as 
might be expected, with William of St Thierry. Here, 
indeed, Julian’s irrepressible optimism becomes a little 
dangerous: this will be discussed later. 
 The whole is pervaded with a plain Benedictine spirit, 
which, as Molinari points out,4 may be due in part to her 
association with the Benedictines at Carrow, but this 
cannot be the only influence. Not only her optimism, but 
her prudence and “domestic” doctrine of the Church, all 
imply that Benedictinism inherent in all English spirituality. 
She is ever loyal to “the common teaching of Holy Church, 
in which I was informed and grounded.”5 Miss Evelyn 

 
1. Ch. 42. 
2. Ch. 58. 
3. Ch. 58, cf. ch. 11. 
4. Julian of Norwich, pp. 8ff. 
5. Ch. 46. 
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Underhill is no less in error with Julian as with Hilton when 
she speaks of the English fourteenth-century writers’ 
“almost exclusive interest in personal religion.”1 
 
III. APPROACH TO THE REVELATIONS: 
EUCHARISTIC DOCTRINE 
The student of English spirituality is advised to “live with” 
the Revelations continually, perhaps setting aside an initial 
period, say one Lent, to pray carefully through them.2 The 
first three contain the doctrinal basis, but also the ascetical 
approach which is to pervade them all. The first, for 
example, moves straight from a vivid glimpse of the thorn-
crowned head of Christ—“who was both God and Man”—
to the fact of the Holy Trinity. Humility, ever the basis of 
good prayer, is introduced as a theological fact: God is 
Creator, sustainer, lover of all things, as exemplified in the 
famous illustration of the hazel-nut.3 This is “strength and 
ground of all.” Then follows naturally an expression of the 
central Christian paradox of immanence and 
transcendence, inspired by a sight of the Passion: “This 
shewing was quick and life-like, and horrifying and 
dreadful, sweet and lovely.” The paradox is resolved by our 
approach to the God-man who “is so revered and dreadful, 
so homely and courteous.” That sets the tone of the whole 
book. In ch. 8, Julian gives six points of summary of all 
necessary theology: prevenient grace offering the 
theological virtues is “the ground of our life,” humility 
before God the Creator is the logical, not merely pious 
need. Ch. 9, concluding the first Revelation, leads to the 
Church, and our unity in love with all our “even-
Christians.” 

 
1. Introd. to the Scale, p. xvi. 
2. See Appendix. 
3. Ch. 5. 
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 The second Revelation stresses the facts of the Fall and, 
with the third, the recurrent need of grace flowing from the 
Passion. Little need be said about the main section on the 
Passion itself, chs. 4-12, except that much will be missed, 
and probably misunderstood, if this essential synthesis of 
devotion and doctrine is not always borne in mind. Thus 
the fourth Revelation, while stirring and disturbing in its 
imaginative detail, could so easily be dismissed as but a 
typically medieval exaggeration of the scourging. But if we 
look, we find ourselves deeply involved in atonement 
doctrine of eucharistic significance. It is worth seeing how 
curiously untypical of medieval affective devotion this 
doctrine really is. 
 While most of medieval Christendom was worshipping 
what were believed to be relics of Christ’s actual blood, or 
fragments of the true Cross, Julian was writing “the 
dearworthy blood of Our Lord Jesus Christ as verily as it is 
most precious, so verily it is most plenteous.” By worldly 
standards, value depends upon rarity, so the honouring of 
relics, devout and legitimate as it may be, follows worldly 
standards. But the Cross contradicts worldly conceptions, 
and it is this supernatural scale of values that Julian 
honours. Through the Eucharist, the redemptive blood of 
Christ becomes an everflowing river in which, 
overthrowing economic logic, its inexhaustible 
plenteousness increases rather than diminishes its 
preciousness. 
 Julian offers no support to the Protestant idea, which 
seeped into Caroline thought, that the Blessed Sacrament 
would be more honoured by infrequent celebrations. That, 
curiously, is the same devout error which typifies the cult of 
relics; it is an attempt to raise the value of supernatural 
things by reducing them to natural terms. The redemptive 
river of blood must constantly flow in the daily Mass, 
because its preciousness increases with plenty; all the 
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psychological difficulties which arise from daily celebration 
and communion have to be met, but they are subservient to 
the ontological facts. 
 The seventh Revelation deals with some of these 
difficulties; periodicity, aridity, desolation, and consolation, 
in a kind of instructive interlude in the Passion meditation. 
This teaching follows Hilton: “these I had in faith, but little 
in feeling.” Then, in the wonderful eighth Revelation, 
Julian accepts complete imaginative freedom; she has no 
fear of being “unbiblical” yet every detail means something 
in full accord with Christian doctrine. While tradition 
suggests, for example, that the pain of the Passion was 
enhanced by heat, Julian sees “blowing of wind and cold”; 
this is no mere fancy, but a significant symbol of spiritual 
dryness and desolation. Our Lord’s final experience of 
being forsaken by the Father was not “warm” but “cold.”  
 The ninth Revelation is pervaded by that devout 
optimism, so typical of Julian and so incomprehensible to 
the sentimental, whereby the Passion is seen as joyful in its 
redemptive fulfilment: “it is a joy, a bliss, an endless 
satisfying to me that ever suffered I Passion for thee…” We 
are inevitably led back to the Trinity: “All the Trinity 
wrought in the Passion of Christ.” In the tenth Revelation, 
which has associations with the sixth, popular devotion to 
the five Sacred Wounds are also lifted out of a one-sided 
affectiveness toward a calm doctrinal meaning: “Our Lord 
looked into His wounded Side, and beheld, rejoicing … Lo! 
how I loved thee … This shewed our good Lord for to 
make us glad and merry.” The next three Revelations (11-
13) deal with the Blessed Virgin, the sovereignty of God, 
and reach the peak of prudent optimism. The last three are 
adoring, deep, and sublime: but they may also be prayed as 
affective-intellectual meditation. 
 
IV. DOCTRINE OF PRAYER 



 JULIAN OF NORWICH   

 

23 

Julian’s doctrine of prayer is scattered throughout the book, 
and, because she is both English and medieval, closeknit 
schemes and methods are not to be expected. She does, 
however, devote a considerable part of the fourteenth 
Revelation to a short treatise on the subject. Prayer is, like 
Christian morals and Christian life, essentially teleological: 
“Prayer is a right understanding of that fulness of joy that is 
to come, with accordant longing and sure trust.”1 St 
Augustine and St Thomas embrace one another in that 
brilliantly curt definition. But it begins with grace: “I am 
the ground of thy beseeching”;2 grace “quickeneth the 
heart and entereth it, and maketh it pray right blissfully.”3 
If that sounds idealistic, we must realize that aridity is due 
to our frailty, especially to lack of hope, but it is to be 
dismissed as unimportant: 
 

Pray inwardly, though thou thinkest it savour thee 
not: for it is profitable, though thou feel not, though 
thou see nought; yea though thou think thou canst 
not. For in dryness and in barrenness, in sickness 
and in feebleness, then is thy prayer well-pleasant to 
me, though thou thinkest it savour thee nought but 
little.4 

 
That is necessary obedience, leading to the purpose of all 
prayer; to be “oned” to God. From this orthodox setting 
arise six characteristic points relevant to modern guidance. 
 
1. Prayer depends on facts not moods, so we must avoid 
tension. Ascetical theology itself does not preach a doctrine 
of justification by works. Yet misguided personal effort can 

 
1. Ch. 42. 
2. Ch. 41. 
3. Ibid. 
4. Ibid. 
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degenerate into a kind of spiritual Pelagianism; the idea 
that all depends on us and that, if we fail in a tense 
concentration for a moment, then our prayer must be 
ineffective. The impression is sometimes given by devout 
priests that, unless they are very careful, unless they expend 
all possible mental energy, their Mass will be invalid. 
Devotion and recollection are, of course, necessary, but 
they are very different from tension. The real key to to 
prayer is doctrinal fact, not subjective feeling: “the greatest 
deeds are already done.”1 Prayer does not so much achieve 
something as fulfil our baptismal status, it is our proper 
activity, manifesting and consummating what, in fact, God 
has made us to be. 
 
2. There is the expected stress on recollection rather than 
formal techniques: “it pleases Him that we work both in 
our prayers and in good living, by His help and His grace, 
reasonably with discretion keeping out mights2 turned to 
Him.”3 We are to come to God in this life “in our own 
meek continuant prayer … by many privy touchings.”4 
“Homely” means “habitual,” and it is significant that, at 
the close of this section where the final bliss of heaven is 
described, all five bodily senses are used as symbols: “Him 
verily seeing and fully feeling, Him spiritually hearing, and 
Him delectably smelling,5 and Him sweetly drinking.6 And 
then we see God face to face, homely and fully.”7 But it is 
Margery Kempe who carries this art of symbolic 
recollection to its conclusion. 
 
 
1. Ch. 42. 
2. I.e., powers or faculties. 
3. Ch. 41. 
4. Ch. 43. 
5. See Warrack’s note to ch. 43, p. 92. 
6. “swelowying”: tasting; see also n. 1. 
7. Ch. 43. 
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3. Prayer is not a plea from servant to master—usually 
rejected—but a habitual intercourse between child and 
Father, between redeemed and Redeemer. Christ wants 
and loves our prayer: “Full glad and merry is Our Lord of 
our prayer.”1 That is St Bernard’s philia rather than St 
Augustine’s agape, and it makes prayer a joyfully optimistic 
thing: “For this is Our Lord’s will, that our prayer and our 
trust be both alike large.”2 That, too, is what I have called 
English generosity; total oblation, not formal duty. 
 
4. Our prayers are eternal, they are the link between earth 
and heaven, partaking of the qualities of the latter. “Our 
Lord Himself, He is the first receiver of our prayer, as to 
my sight, and taketh it full thankfully and highly rejoicing; 
and He sendeth it up above and setteth it in the Treasure, 
where it shall never perish.”3 Perhaps it is only our prayers 
which make up that incorruptible treasure, laid up where 
rust and moth cannot corrupt and where thieves cannot 
reach? 
 
5. None of this is “personal religion” in an individualistic 
sense. All Julian’s teaching is set against the unchanging 
background of the corporate Church. Ch. 61 contains a 
passage to which we must refer in a later section. 
 

And He willeth that we take us mightily to the Faith 
of Holy Church and find there our dearworthy 
Mother, in solace of true Understanding, with all 
the blessed Common. For one single person may 
oftentimes be broken, as it seemeth to himself, but 
the whole Body of Holy Church was never broken, 
not never shall be, without end. And therefore a 

 
1. Ch. 41. 
2. Ch. 42. 
3. Ch. 41. 
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sure thing it is, a good and a gracious, to will meekly 
and mightily to be fastened and oned to our 
Mother, Holy Church, that is, Christ Jesus. 

 
6. There follows from this doctrine—though not in the 
order of the book—some significant teaching about 
intercession. It is legitimate to intercede “either in special or 
in general,”1 but the latter is to be preferred: 
 

I desired to learn assuredly as to a certain creature 
that I loved, if it should continue in good living, 
which I hoped by the grace of God was begun. And 
in this desire for a singular Shewing, it seemed that I 
hindered myself: for I was not taught in this time. 
And then was I answered in my reason…. Take it 
generally, and behold the graciousness of the Lord 
God as He sheweth to thee: for it is more worship to 
God to behold him in all than in any special thing.2 

 
 Devout Anglicans are reluctant to learn that loyal life 
within the Church is the supreme intercession for “all-
thing, special as well as general.” The most impassioned 
prayer for a loved one is then permissible and good, but it is 
still subsidiary to, and less efficacious than, the Office and 
the Eucharist. Intercession without Rule would be 
meaningless to Julian, to whom the test of all prayer, 
petition and intercession included, is “that it is more 
worship to God.”3 
 
V. THE ATONEMENT 

 
1. Ch. 61. 
2. Ch. 35. 
3. Cf. Simon Patrick: “whatsoever doeth Him most honour, will certainly do us 
most good.” See Chs. 19, VI, 20, III below. 
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Like most contemplatives, Julian is absorbed with the 
doctrine of creation, which gives her a strong pastoral 
sense. The Revelations are concerned at every point with the 
fact of the Atonement. These two together lead inevitably 
to the problem of evil, which Julian is unable to solve and 
which she wisely leaves in the hands of God: “it is a great 
mystery reserved to Our Lord’s privy counsel, and it 
belongeth to the royal Lordship of God to have His privy 
counsel in peace.”1 Nevertheless her grappling with the 
problem, as all serious Christians must, helps us to 
understand some of her most characteristic qualities. 
 Julian’s atonement doctrine is a racial solidarity theory 
similar to that of St Bernard: “For in the sight of God all 
man is one man, and one man is all man.”2 From this 
comes the curious idea that Adam’s sin virtually comprises 
all other; the “original” sin is the only sin, and men’s actual 
sins are but part of it. So such actual sin is “right nought,” 
which is true in the sense of deprivatio boni, but very 
dangerous in any other sense. The argument follows the 
line of the Epistle to the Romans; where sin abounds, grace 
abounds more, thus sin becomes almost “useful.” It makes 
us humble, while resistance to temptation expresses Christ’s 
love towards us. In ch. 38, Julian mentions some of the 
sinful saints—David, Magdalene, Peter, Paul, Thomas, 
and, topically, John of Beverley—as examples of the glory 
of sin forgiven. It follows that evil leads us to compassion for 
our fellow men, and that such is a real participation in the 
virtue of Christ: “each kind compassion that man hath to 
his even-Christian with charity, it is Christ in him.”3 
 That is good enough pastoral doctrine but Julian’s 
optimism makes it dangerous; to the query “Shall we then 
sin that grace may abound?” she more than once suggests 
 
1. Ch. 30. 
2. Ch. 51. 
3. Ch. 28. 
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an affirmative answer. Later, this error is recognized and 
put right: 
 

If any man or woman, because of all this spiritual 
comfort that is aforesaid, be stirred by folly to say or 
think: “If this is sooth, then were it good to sin (so 
as) to have the more meed,”—or else to charge the 
less guilt to sin,—beware of this stirring: for soothly 
if it come it is untrue.1 
 

That is something like Margery Kempe’s trick of starting 
off a colloquy with admitted error and arguing it round to 
orthodoxy, but Julian, here, is much less convincing. This 
intellectual struggle, with both right and wrong plainly set 
out for the purpose of pastoral teaching, is also found in 
Rolle. With the possible exception of the very careful 
Hilton, all the English writers lay themselves bare to that 
scourge of authors: being quoted out of context. If this 
point is not recognized, much fourteenth-century writing 
can be misunderstood. 
 
VI. JULIAN’S OPTIMISM 
The refrain pervading the thirteenth Revelation, and 
indeed the whole book, is: “All shall be well, and all shall be 
well, and all manner of thing shall be well.” It is the deepest 
expression of hope understood as a permanent virtue 
infused by God: 
 

But our good Lord the Holy Ghost, which is endless 
life dwelling in our soul, full securely keepeth us; 
and worketh therein a peace and bringeth it to ease 
by grace, and accordeth it to God and maketh it 
buxom…. Our failing is dreadful, our falling is 

 
1. Ch. 40. 
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shameful, and our dying is sorrowful: but in all this 
the sweet eye of pity and love is lifted never off us, 
nor the working of mercy ceaseth…. For grace 
worketh our dreadful failing into plenteous, endless 
solace; and grace worketh our shameful falling into 
high, worshipful rising; and grace worketh our 
sorrowful dying into holy, blissful life.1 

 
 This optimism springs from St Thomas, but enriched by 
the philia concept from St Bernard: “He shall never have 
His full bliss in us till we have our full bliss in Him, verily 
seeing His full Blissful Cheer. For we are ordained thereto 
in nature, and get thereto by grace.”2 But, still following St 
Thomas, there is the problem of sin to contend with: “a 
monstrous thing against nature … for as verily as sin is 
unclean, so verily it is unnatural … but He shall heal us full 
fair.”3 
 Julian is constantly troubled by the problem of 
predestination. In chs. 32 and 33 she makes a submission to 
the teaching of the Church that “many creatures” are 
doomed to damnation. This worries her, but she leaves the 
mystery in the hands of God and continues to preface her 
optimistic remarks with such a phrase as “those who shall 
by saved by grace.” But difficulties arise because her 
teaching now seems to apply to a minority of high sanctity, 
which is an attitude quite incompatible with her optimistic 
charity to “all her even-Christians.” This difficulty is 
insoluble, since the idea of the vicarious nature of the 
Church is not strongly in evidence. 
 As is to be expected, Julian follows William of St Thierry 
and the English tradition on the pastoral meaning of actual 
sin. She will have nothing to do with “mortal sin cutting off 
 
1. Ch. 48. 
2. Ch. 72. 
3. Ch. 63. 
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the soul from God”: “in the sight of God the soul that shall 
be saved was never dead, nor ever shall be.”1 The same 
arguments follow: it is the love of God which keeps all 
things in being, to be “cut off” from God means 
annihilation, and Julian reproduces the nuptial analogy in 
her own inimitable style: 
 

And thus in our making, God, Almighty, is our 
Nature’s Father; and God, All-Wisdom, is our 
Nature’s Mother; with the Love and Goodness of 
the Holy Ghost: which is all one God, one Lord. 
And in the knitting and the oneing He is our Very, 
True Spouse, and we His loved Wife, His Fair 
Maiden: with which Wife He is never displeased. 
For He saith: I love thee and thou lovest me, and 
our love shall never be disparted in two2…. For 
strong and marvellous is that love which may not, 
nor will not, be broken for trespass.3 

 
 Julian elaborates this relationship from both sides. From 
God’s side, although 
 

we are sinners: wherefore we deserve pain and 
wrath…. I saw soothfastly that our Lord was never 
wroth, nor ever shall be. For He is God: Good, Life, 
Truth, Love, Peace; His Charity and His Unity 
suffereth Him not to be wroth. For I truly saw that 
it is against the property of His Might to be wroth.4 

 
 That sounds a little sanguine, and not wholly compatible 
with the biblical revelation, but here again Julian puts the 

 
1. Ch. 50. 
2. Ch. 58. 
3. Ch. 61. 
4. Ch. 46, and cf. ch. 49. 
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other side later. We must continue to heed the Sloane 
scribe’s warning and “take not one thing after thy affection 
and liking, and leave another…. But take every thing with 
other.” 
 The human side is more dangerous still. In the thirteenth 
Revelation, ch. 37, Julian teaches that there is a depth in 
the soul, a “supreme point,” which is ever free from sin and 
in which God dwells. This appears to arise out of a piece of 
rather mixed-up Thomism, or from a clumsy attempt to 
reconcile St Thomas with William of St Thierry.1 The 
ambiguity continues in chs. 52 and 56, where our “higher 
and lower parts,” that is, grace and nature, are “oned in 
Christ.” That “our substance and our sense-part, both 
together may rightly be called our soul,”2 and that “they 
shall never dispart,” is good Victorine psychology, but it is 
doubtful whether, in this life, the distinction between nature 
and grace can be eliminated as “right nought.”3 In glory, 
nature will be wholly perfected by grace, but in ordinary 
experience that “in every soul that shall be saved in a Godly 
will that never assented to sin, nor ever shall.”4 
 It must be understood that this is mystical theology, and 
Julian herself was no doubt nearer to God than most of us, 
yet she knows the pastoral facts about sin as well as anyone. 
Here she is rejecting both the tight, juridical categories of 
scholastic moral theology, and the exaggerated penitential 
rigours of the Franciscans. Nevertheless, “sin is the sharpest 
scourge that any chosen soul may be smitten with: which 
scourge thoroughly beateth man and woman, and maketh 
him hateful in his own sight, so far forth that afterwhile he 
thinketh thimself he is not worthy but as to sink in hell.”5 

 
1. See Warrack’s important note, pp. 121f. 
2. Ch. 61. 
3. Ch. 52. 
4. Ch. 37. 
5. Ch. 39. 
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The trouble, of course, is that it does nothing of the kind, 
our sins are all too easily borne. But to Julian, no pain is of 
any account compared with the love of God. Significantly, 
she says practically nothing about attrition; the smallest sins 
of frailty carry her straight to the most exquisite contrition. 
It presents a glorious ideal, but pastorally, it needs 
supplementing from other sources. 
 It is important to understand these difficulties in the 
Revelations, because the optimism of Julian is of supreme 
worth, and is central to the English tradition. It means, 
predominantly, that the Christian life is a long, hard 
struggle, but a joyful struggle, even a gay one. It means joy 
in creation and joy in redemption, earned through the 
fullest development of the undervalued virtue of hope. It 
underlies the Christian fact that the real difference between 
a saint and a sinner is that the one falls and stays down. 
Penitence is an active quest for truth, hope, and love; 
almost the exact opposite of self-centered shame. In an age 
when the Christian life is seen either as sentimental 
convention, or as something frigid and grim, it is most 
necessary for Anglicans to pray the Passion with Julian and 
to imbibe her spirit of deep optimism and joy. Her 
ambiguous and possible dangers must therefore be properly 
discerned. It would be tragic if her optimistic gaiety were 
misconstrued as lax and superficial. 
 The fifteenth and sixteenth Revelations move along to 
pure adoration. If God is “never wroth,” he nevertheless 
“willeth that we reverently dread Him.”1 Love and 
compassion are completed by awe: 
 

And thus we shall in love be homely and near to 
God, and we shall in dread be gentle and courteous 
to God: and both alike equal. Desire we of our Lord 

 
1. Ch. 65. 
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God to dread Him reverendly, to love Him meeky, 
to trust in Him mightily; for when we dread Him 
reverently and love Him meekly our trust is never in 
vain.1 

  
VII. DOMESTICITY AND THE MOTHERHOOD OF 
GOD 
Julian’s optimism is a theological concept rather than a 
temperamental attitude; so her “domesticity” is much more 
than a spirituality warm and cosy. “Homely” means 
habitual, and therefore constant, calm, and, in the 
Benedictine sense, stable. If Hilton counters anxiety about 
aridity by teaching that the lack of sensible fervour is our 
normal state, Julian goes further still. Feeling is “right 
nought” because emotional experience, in any context, is 
spasmodic, therefore it cannot be “homely.” Christian joy is 
truly expressed not primarily in ecstasy but in tranquillitas, in 
domestic harmony, in sure hope and devotion expressed by 
Hilton’s “rest most busy.” To Julian, consolation becomes 
an habitual state rather than an occasional vivid experience 
of sensible devotion. Modern Anglicans are rapidly growing 
out of their uninformed anxiety about feeling, or its lack, 
which arose out of the former Anglican exaggeration of 
“personal devotion” and a somewhat puerile fear of 
“formalism.” Aridity is no longer fearsome but we are still 
included to over-theorize about it. Julian’s teaching guards 
against this self-consciousness: husbands and wives in a 
stable, habitual state of love do not argue and theorize 
about romantic feeling; they either accept it or do without 
it. 
 So “homeliness” means that the ontological facts of the 
faith are to be taken seriously as the constant background of 
Christian life. It underlies the fact that Christian living and 
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Christian prayer are concerned not so much with the 
fulfilment of aims as with the expression of what Christ has 
achieved in us: “the greatest deeds be already done.” 
 All this is worked out in the family-domestic analogy, and 
we must be careful not to let these rich illustrations detract 
from their deep theological meaning: 
 

And thus I saw God rejoicing that He is our Father, 
and God rejoiceth that He is our Mother, and God 
rejoiceth that He is our very Spouse and our soul is 
His loved Wife. And Christ rejoiceth that He is our 
Brother, and Jesus rejoiceth that He is our Savior. 
These are five high joys, as I understand, in which 
He willeth that we enjoy; Him praising, Him 
thanking, Him loving, Him endlessly blessing.1 

 
 The crux of the matter is in Julian’s working out of the 
conception of the Motherhood of God. The idea is not 
original; it is found in St Bernard and St Anselm, amongst 
others, but Julian’s elaboration is all her own. 
 

Our Father willeth, our Mother worketh, our good 
Lord the Holy Ghost confirmeth: and therefore it 
belongeth to us to love our God in whom we have 
our being: Him reverently thanking and praising for 
our making, mightily praying to our Mother for 
mercy and pity, and to our Lord the Holy Ghost for 
help and grace…. I understood three manners of 
beholding of Motherhood in God: the first is 
grounded in our Nature’s making; the second in 
taking of our nature,—and there beginneth the 
Motherhood of Grace; the third is Motherhood of 
working,—and therein is a forthspreading by the 
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same Grace, of length and breadly and height and 
of deepness without end. And all is one Love.1 

 
 It is through this concept that the Passion should be seen, 
for it explains the essential joy which Julian sees in it, and 
enlightens the otherwise disturbing ninth Revelation: 
 

Then said our good Lord Jesus Christ: Art thou well 
pleased that I suffered for thee? I said: Yea, good 
Lord, I thank Thee; Yea, good Lord, blessed mayst 
Thou be. Then said Jesus, our kind Lord: If thou art 
pleased, I am pleased: it is a joy, a bliss, an endless 
satisfying to me that ever suffered I Passion for thee; 
and if I might suffer more, I would suffer more.2 

 
 Without the Motherhood teaching, that is disturbing and 
almost blasphemous, but the Passion is turned to joy 
through Christ’s “Motherhood of working in ghostly 
forthbringing.” It is the birth of the new humanity, the 
child-bearing of the Second Adam which incorporates the 
suffering of our Lady the Second Eve. In the rebirth of 
mankind, “our Holy Mother Christ” … “forgets the 
anguish for joy that a man is born into the world.” 
 This family figure is no mere analogy, for the local 
Church is truly a family; love and service to our “even-
Christians” is not isolated duty or worldly morality. It is 
another constant, “homely” manifestation of the 
ontological facts. With Julian, common Christian ideas like 
“our Mother Church,” devotion to the Mother of our Lord, 
and the fatherhood-in-God of the priesthood, cease to be 
pleasant conventions and become theology. 

 
1. Ch. 59. 
2. Ch. 22. 
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 The English pastoral tradition of a united Church 
Militant, of empirical direction, of priest-lay unity; all that is 
far more than a matter of English temperament and 
custom. We reject the concept of priesthood as a sacerdotal 
caste because it represents the wrong type of father and 
rejects Christ’s Motherhood as its source. It is all a question 
of theology. 
 
 

END OF EXCERPT
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in print by Akenside Press. Although the text has been 
given an initial proofreading, there may yet be spellings 
errors and other typos, because the book has not been 
thoroughly proofread for final print production.  
 
If you find anything you suspect might be a typographic or 
spelling error, please email editor@akensidepress.com—
many thanks. 
  


