























comes from the hand of the Lord some flagellation, though light and

tolerable to the infirm.
It is uncertain here whether the flagellation to which John referred was
actual whipping or simply his ailments. There is no doubt, however, about
the active mortifications of the regular canon Dodo of Hascha, in Frisia,
who died in 1231. He spent his life, in the words of his biographer, ‘in
unremitting weeping and grieving, groaning and praying for himself and for
the entire holy church of God.’ He ate ‘one meal a day, eating fish and beer
one day and bread and water the next; on Friday he ate nothing.’ As to
clothing, still according to his biographer, ‘First, seven iron plates girded
his flesh around his sides, two around his arms; over these was a hair-shirt;
after this an iron lorica was put on; finally he had two woolen tunics,
and a scapular above, and so he remained day and night without changes.’
He slept on a hard bed, with a mat for a blanket and a concave stone, with
a piece of cloth in the cavity, for a pillow, ‘following the example of our
Lord Jesus Christ, Who was placed in a manger wrapped in rags.” He rose
in the middle of the night for matins, and he then spent the rest of the
night in prayer, discipline, and various sorts of genuflexions, performing
‘five hundred genuflexions each day and night, and frequently more.” ‘His
knees were calloused like those of a camel, and since he was a true wor-
shiper of God, the Lord therefore performed many miracles through him.’

These examples cover the period from the early eleventh to the early
thirteenth century and illustrate the continuity as well as the changes in
the attitudes towards self-inflicted suffering in the central Middle Ages.
Behind them all lay a pervasive sense of sin, resembling what Dodds called
the ‘intense and wide-spread guilt-feelings’ in Late Antiquity. This was
nourished not only by theological teachings about the depravity of man
but also by personal feelings of inadequacy and remorse among laymen as
well as monks and clerics. The tender social consciences of men like Robert
of Arbrissel and Stephen of Obazine were specially aroused by the sufferings
of the poor, sick, and unfortunate in an age of generally growing material
prosperity and social mobility, when the traditional ways of dealing with
misfortune in society were proving increasingly inadequate. It is significant
that many of the reformers, including Bernard of Clairvaux and Francis of
Assisi, came from the ranks of the ruling and privileged classes. The sola
cruciendi voluntas of Stephen of Obazine when he wore frozen clothing
was inspired by guilt and a desire to share the sufferings of the poor. Great
nobles like Boniface of Tuscany in the eleventh century and William of
Aquitaine in the twelfth agreed to be whipped in order to cxpiate their
sins. Yet more remarkable was the barefoot flight of Provost Bertulf of
St. Donatien at Bruges, one of the chief conspirators in the murder of
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Charles the Good, count of Flanders. In the words of the historian Galbert,
Bertulf fled with bare feet, ‘voluntarily (sponte) performing penance for
his sins, in order that God might be merciful to such a sinner.” When he
was captured, he was found to have left a trail of blood on the ground.

Actions such as these were not motivated by dualistic repression of
the body or by love of suffering for its own sake. Real dualism was rare
among orthodox Christians at this time especially owing to the condem-
nation by many contemporary heretics of all material things, including
the eucharistic elements and the wood of the cross. The Cathars and
Albigensians in particular were dualists in their avoidance of all material
aspects of life. Catholics were therefore careful to limit their objections
to the misuse of matter (that is, a question of the will) rather than to mat-
ter itself. There remained a strong element of practical dualism, however.
John of Salisbury rejoiced that disease had crushed the lascivity of his
flesh, and St. Francis considered mortification a means of controlling ‘the
lower nature which leads him [man] into sin.’ Such an unimpeachably
orthodox theologian as Hugh of St. Victor praised the new orders of monks
precisely for their physical austerities. ‘For while they lacerate their flesh,’
he said, ‘they enrich the spirit; while they weaken the flesh, they strengthen
the spirit; while they take something away from the outer flesh, they add
greatly to the inner spirit.’

There was a growing tendency in the twelfth century, which may be
associated with crusading spirituality, to see the Christian as a soldier en-
gaged in warfare against the powers of evil. Military metaphors had long
been used in Christian spiritual writings, but in the early Middle Ages the
miles Christi was an obedient follower or occasionally an individual warrior.
Now he was increasingly seen as a knight in the service of Christ. A secular
knight gave his lorca to the hermit Wulfric of Hazelbury ‘as to a stronger
soldier,” and Wulfric wore it until it slipped off his shoulders in old age.
This military metaphor doubtless also encouraged the ascetic competi-
tiveness that we have already observed among the early hermits. Domi-
nic Loricatus constantly strove to beat his own records after he had out-
stripped all others.

This stress on the inner and emotional nature of asceticism, and itseffect
on the spirit, was characteristic of twelfth-century spirituality, which em-
phasized the motive of love both as a quasi-martyrdom and sacrifice for
Christ and as a passionate desire to imitate and suffer with Him. Self-
sacrifice is likewise a dominant theme in the secular love literature of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with which the spiritual writings have
many affinities. Devotion to the human Christ was especially marked in
the religious personalities of some of the fiercest ascetics, whose tears and
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groans increasingly expressed, as Berliére pointed out, their sympathy for
the sufferings of Christ as well as their remorse for their own sins and who
sought in their actions to imitate every aspect of Christ’s life on earth.
Peter Damiani specifically cited the example of Christ in his defense of
flagellation and expressed his own fervent desire to copy Christ. ‘I would
like to undergo martyrdom for Christ,” he wrote in one of his letters, ‘but
I have no possibility for it now that the [persecuting] zeal has ceased. |
show at least the desire of a fervent soul by destroying myself with beating.
For if the persecutor should strike me, I would beat myself, since I would
voluntarily expose myself to be beaten. ...The king of martyrs Himself,
Christ, likewise was delivered not only by Judas but also by the Father
and by Himself.” Dominic Loricatus and Stephen of Obazine were both said
to have carried on their bodies the signsor stigmata of the wounds of Christ,
and while these may have been symbolic, there is no question that Dodo
of Hascha not only imitated the infant Christ, as has been mentioned, but
also bore visible marks on his body in the places of Christ’s wounds ‘in
order to suffer with the crucified One.” For although Francis of Assisi, so
far as is known, was the first visible stigmatic whose wounds were probably
not self-imposed, many people in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, both
male and female, felt the pain of Christ’s sufferings, and some inflicted His
wounds on themselves as evidence of their desire to suffer with Him. Ac-
cording to the great fifteenth-century Franciscan preacher Bernardino of
Siena, St. Paul did not say that we should understand Christ Crucified ‘but
that we should feel within ourselves, as Ile felt on the cross. Hoc enim
sentite in vobis. And this is the difference,’ Bernardino continued, ‘between
feeling a thing from outside it, from inside it, and from partaking in it.’

The participation in and interiorization of the sufferings of Christ was
a central aspect of late medieval mysticism, and a source of ineffible exal-
tation for those who experienced it. ‘Suffering alone is sufficient prepara-
tion for God’s dwelling in man's heart,” said Eckhart in one of his sermons.
‘It makes man Godlike.” Likewise for Catherine of Siena, suffering was a
means of progressing toward the vision of God. ‘It is for me the greatest
consolation, when I suffer some evil,” she said, according to the Legenda
maior, ‘because 1 know that through that passion [ shall have a more per-
fect vision of God. For this reason the tribulations are not only not bur-
densome to me but also delectable to my mind, just as you and the others
who converse with me can perceive every day.’

Catherine was a shrewd psychologist, and her reference to her sufferings
as delectabiles menti meae brings out the element of sublimation which
must not be forgotten when we consider voluntary or self-inflicted suffering
either in the Middle Ages or today. Not only may the fact of abstinence

20

have modified the needs of the body and the physical exertions of asceti-
cism have reduced the capacity for pain, but the mind transformed what
for some would literally have been a source of agony into a source of hap-
piness and peace and a sense of being in harmony with others and with the
immaterial forces that govern the universe.

[ would not want to leave you with the impression that indiscriminate
or purposeless suffering, either voluntary or involuntary, was admired by
serious men and women in the Middle Ages, though there were doubt-
less people then, as now, who were impressed by, and even enjoyed, the
mere act of suffering and physical violence. It may have served as a sort of
vicarious release for feelings that could not be expressed directly. Likewise
today, many people enjoy tales of horror and scenes of violence. The
sufferings of the saints, and the stories of their lives, may have played some-
thing of the same role in medieval society.® Thoughtful people looked
below the surface of the exterior actions, however, and tried to discern
the motives, warning against flamboyant or excessive ascetic practices.

From the earliest times there was an insistence, perhaps inspired by fear
of dualism, on discretion in self-imposed sufferings and an awareness of
the dangers of hypocrisy. St. Paul himself warned the Corinthians against
delivering the body to be burned but not having love. The story in the
Vitae patrum about Abbot John, who decided after fasting in the wilder-
ness for eight days to be a good man rather than an angel, was cited as an
example of the temptation of extravagant asceticism, and even a rigid
ascetic like Daniel the Stylite did not force his body beyond what it could
endure, saying that he ate what was necessary. The author of a homily
On Perfect Monks, written in Spain in the late sixth or early seventh cen-
tury, stressed that the Devil often sent the temptation to fast or lie on the
ground in order to keep monks from their proper occupations. The earliest
commentaries on the Rule of Benedict, which were written in the Carolingian
period, also do not stress bodily austeritiesand in their discussions of fasting
deal with such issues as the permissibility of eating fowls.

The fear of hypocrisy was reflected in the tendency to admire austeri-
ties and mortifications that were kept secret or were revealed only in
confidence. Cassian maintained that fasting should be secret as well as re-
strained and that it was good not in itself but only as a means toward vir-
tue. Austerities, such as wearing a hair-shirt under comfortable clothing,
were sometimes discovered only after death, as were the stigmata of Dodo
of Hascha. St. Arnulf, who died as bishop of Soissons in 1087, wore a spiny
branch under his clothes, according tohis biographer, ‘in order to extinguish
entirely within himself the smile and emotion of worldly joy...while
exhibiting to everyone, however, a happy and joyful countenance.” Espe-
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cially in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the sentiment against displays
of asceticism seems to have grown, as a resui. not only of the excesses of
the past but also of the new stress on interiority. Ascetic extravagance came
to be regarded with suspicion. Many of the religious leaders of the time,
and a number of the new monastic and canonical rules and customs, urged
discretion in this regard and even forbade unauthorized or supererogatory
mortifications of the flesh. According to the late eleventh-century consti-
tutions of Camaldoli, for instance, where Dominic Loricatus had been a
monk not long before, flagellation was to be practiced for the sake of hu-
mility, not of torment, and in imitation of the Passion. They established
that in this and other mortifications, ‘Each monk ought to do what he can
bear and utility advises or divine grace inspires. For in such matters force
does not impose but voluntary offering advises.” In some rules an increasing
concern was also shown for the physical health of monks and nuns in
matters such as adequate food and sleep. You will remember that John of
Salisbury specified that his flagellation, though welcome, should be light
and tolerable to the infirm.

Bernard of Clairvaux was an ascetic himself, who ruined his health by
excessive fasting, and a fervent admirer of the hermit Gezzelin. He praised
physical hardship and bodily afflictions, including regular discipline, ‘by
which,’ he said, ‘we live not by our own but by another’s will,” and stressed
that they must be willingly and voluntarily born. He was at the same
time an experienced and sensitive spiritual advisor and acutely aware of
the dangers of excessive zeal and self-will in ascetic practices. In his treatise
On the Steps of Humility, where he described the successive vices which
a monk must overcome in his ascent to God, Bernard gave under the fifth
step, singularity, a classic picture of the hypocritical and loveless ascetic
who, caring more for appearances than substance, fasted when the other
monks ate and prayed alone in the corner filling the ears of those outside
with groans and sighs. ‘But although these things which he does with singu-
larity but without sincerity raise his reputation among the more innocent,
who praise the works they see without discerning whence they proceed,’
Bernard concluded, ‘the poor wretch is grievously deceived when they call
him blessed.’

Parallel passages can be found in many twelfth- and thirteenth-century
works. Robert of Arbrissel, the founder of Fontevrault, who was criticized
for his own asceticism even by his admirers, urged the countess of Brittany,
in a letter written probably in 1109, to use ‘discretion in all matters, in
abstinence, fasts, vigils, prayers’ and not to kill herself, ‘since whoever kills
the flesh, kills its inhabitant,’ that is, the spirit. The kingdom of God, he
said, lies not in food and drink, but in grace and peace. Abbot Peter the
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Venerable of Cluny, citing I Corinthians 13.3, said that it was useless to
practice austerities without love. And the great preacher, and later cardinal,
James of Vitry remarked in his biography of Mary of Oignies, after de-
scribing with admiration her ascetic devotions, including the stigmata, that,
‘I say this not to commend excess but to show fervor. In these, and in many
others, however, ...” he continued, ‘the discreet reader will observe that the
privileges of the few do not make a general rule. ...We should therefore
admire rather than imitate what we read certain saints to have done at the
private instigation of the Holy Spirit.’

There was agreement among serious churchmen at that time, and later,
that meaningful sufferings must be an expression of devotion and that outer
actions must be correlated to the inner life. The moral stress on intention
in the twelfth century touched the practice of asceticism no less than the
fields of theology and law. Interior devotion was as necessary in fasting
as in prayer, according to the author of the Bridlington Dialogue. ‘Fasts
that are performed for human praise,” he said, ‘do not please God.’ The
body should not be made to suffer more than it could reasonably bear,
and moderation must be the rule. ‘Let sleep be brief, food light, drink
easy, clothing humble.” These words are from Petrarch’s treatise On the
Solitary Life, and they reflect the tradition of medieval monastic spirituality
as well as the classical ideal of temperance. They are a reminder that many
of our own ideals, though differently formulated today, were shaped in the
Middle Ages. The standards and systems of values at that time were, need-
less to say, different from those that prevail today, but the spiritual ideals
and psychological needs—to justify ourselves and, if necessary, to suffer
for what we believe in—are still with us and show that the study of his-
tory can deepen our understanding not only of the past but also of the
present.
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Notes

1. Pierre Teilhardde Chardin, Letters to Two Friends, 1926- 1952 (New
York, 1968) p. 187, writing in 1947 about Gide’s La porte étroite, said
that the ‘idea of a value of sacrifice and pain for the sake of sacrifice and
pain itself” was an expression of Gide’s ‘native Protestant education’ and
‘a dangerous (and very ‘“‘Protestant’’) perversion of the “meaning of the
Cross”.’ Dame Laurentia McLachlan, the abbess of Stanbrook, said almost
the opposite: “We all know what happiness of heart can be found in the
pain of mind and body that God sends us, or in the case of bodily suffering
that is self-inflicted. ... We all have to suffer if God is to make anything of
us.” In a Great Tradition: The Life of Dame Laurentia McLachlan (New
York, 1956) pp. 101-2.

2. According to Jack Douglas, The Social Meanings of Suicide (Princeton,
1967) p. 372, citing T. Reik and S. Rado: ‘Masochism led Freud and
others to believe that men can and frequently do will suffering for the self,
but they have seen this willing of self-suffering as being the result of ex-
pectations of “secondary gain,” either through “victory through defeat”

”

or “less defeat through preemptive punishment”.

3. Some of the material in this paragraph is derived from the Oxford
Dictionary of the Christian Church, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1974), which should
be consulted for further details.

4. E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian inan Age of Anxiety: Some Aspects
of Religious Experience from Marcus Aurelius to Constantine (Cambridge,
1965) pp. 18 and 36. This can be compared with the well-known view of
J. B. Bury attributing the decline of the ancient world to ‘a failure of nerve’
and J. N. Cochrane’s exposition of the ‘moral and intellectual failure of
the Greco-Roman mind’ in the fourth century.

5. Edward Cuthbert Butler, Benedictine Monachism, 2nd ed. (London,
1924) pp. 13-14. See also Derwas J. Chitty, The Desert a City: An Intro-
duction to the Study of Egyptian and Palestinian Monasticism under the
Christian Empire (Oxford, 1966) pp. 32-3.

6. S. Dominic Ruegg, Sancti Aurelii Augustini De utilitate ieiunii: A
Text with a Translation, Introduction and Commentary (Washington, D.C.,
1951). The quotations are on pp. 69 and 77.

7. See Bernd Jaspert, Die Regula Benedicti— Regula Magistri— Kontro-
verse (Hildesheim, 1975), where the index of persons (pp. 508-19) is a
guide to the huge bibliography on this topic.

8. See the remarks of Hippolyte Delehaye, Les passions des martyrs et
les genres littéraires (Brussels, 1921) pp. 273-87.
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~ Bibliographical Note

Since this paper was prepared for a general audience, [ have kept the
notes to a minimum and used them to elucidate points that might other-
wise be unclear and to indicate my indebtedness to authors and works not
specifically mentioned in the text. The following indications may be help-
ful, however, to those who are interested in pursuing the subject further.

The original sources for the paper are mostly the Vitae or biographies
of saints, of which there is a useful list in the Bibliotheca hagiographica
latina (Brussels, 1898-1901), of which a new edition isin preparation. They
can also be located in any of several dictionaries of saints, such as (for
Benedictine saints) Alfons M. Zimmermann, Kalendarium benedictinum
(Metten, 1933-8). A number of the Lives cited in this paper have been
translated into English: see Clarissa P. Farrar and Austin P. Evans, Biblio-

. graphy of English Translations from Medieval Sources (New York, 1946)
and the supplement by Mary A. H. Ferguson, Bibliography of English
Translations from Medieval Sources, 1943-1967 (New York and London,
1974). Two useful collections of translations, both including Lives cited
here, are Elizabeth Dawes and Norman H. Baynes, Three Byzantine Saints
(Oxford, 1948) and Clinton Albertson, Anglo-Saxon Saints and Heroes
(New York, 1967). The essential collections for Ireland are Charles Plum-
mer’s Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae (Oxford, 1910) and Lives of the Irish
Saints (Oxford, 1922). The three saints whose lives are particularly discussed
here are Dominic Loricatus, whose Life by Peter Damiani can be found in
the Patrologia latina, CXLIV, 1012-24, Stephen of Obazine, of whose
Life there is a new edition by M. Aubrun, Vie de Saint Etienne d’Obazine
(Clermont, 1970), and Dodo of Hascha, whose Life is found in the great
Acta sanctorum, edited by the Bollandists, in the volume for March, III,

»848-9.

Of the non-hagiographical sources cited here, at least three are available
in good recent translation: The Lives of the Desert Fathers, tr. Norman
Russell (London and Oxford, 1980); Gregory of Tours, The History of
the Franks, tr. Lewis Thorpe (Harmondsworth, 1974); and Bede’s Ecclesi-
astical History of the English People, ed. Bertram Colgrave and R. A. B.
Mynors (Oxford, 1969). Not available in English, but of great interest for
the subject of this paper, are two collections of exempla (stories used in
sermons) by James of Vitry: The Exempla or Illustrative Stories from the
Sermones Vulgares of Jacques de Vitry, ed. Thomas F. Crane (London,
1890) and Die Exempla aus den Sermones feriales et communes des Jakob
von Vitry, ed. Joseph Greven (Heidelberg, 1914). Most of the other
non-hagiographical works from before the thirteenth century are printed
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in serviceable, though often antiquated, editionsin the Patrologia latina. The
translation from Bernard’s The Steps of Humility is by George B. Burch
(Cambridge, Mass., 1940). The passages from Eckhart and Bernardino of
Siena are from the books of Franz Pfeiffer and Iris Origo, respectively. Full
references to the sources recommending moderation, and restraint, some of
which are more obscure, will be given in the article I plan to write on this
subject.

Among secondary works, in addition to the three general books by
Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, William
James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, and Kenneth Kirk, The
Vision of God, which are cited early in the paper, [ have used Uta Ranke-
Heinemann, Das friihe Monchtum. Seine Motive nach den Selbstzeugnissen
(Essen, 1964) and Peter Nagel, Die Motivierung der Askese in der alten
Kirche und der Ursprung des Mdnchtums (Berlin, 1966). On Basil and
Cassian, see, respectively, David Amand (Emmanuel Amand de Mendieta),
L 'ascése monastique de Saint Basile (Maredsous, 1949) and Owen Chadwick,
John Cassian, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 1968). There are several interesting
articles in Théologie de la vie monastique. Etudes sur la tradition patristique
(Paris, 1961). See also Violet MacDermot, The Cult of the Seer in the
Ancient Middle East (London, 1971) and the article by Peter Brown, ‘The
Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,’ Journal of Roman
Studies, LXI (1971) 80-101.

Articles on Abnegation, Abstinence, Asceticism, and other specific
practices (including the ascetic kiss) can be found in the Dictionnaire de
spiritualité (Paris, 1932 ff.) Several of these are by Louis Gougaud, whose
two books on Dévotions et pratiques ascétiques du moyen dge (Paris and
Maredsous, 1925; Eng. t:. by G.C. Bateman, 1927) and Ermites et reclus.
Etudes sur d'anciennes formes de vie religieuse (Ligugé, 1928) should also
be consulted. Among general works on Christian asceticism those of Mar-
cel Viller and Karl Rahner, Aszese und Mystik in der Viterzeit (Freiburg
im Br., 1939) and Anselme Stolz, L ‘ascése chrétienne (Chevetogne, 1948)
are useful, as is the older work of Otto Zockler, Askese und Monchtum,
of asceticism in the central Middle Ages. There is relevant material in
Albert Dresdner, Kultur- und Sittengeschichte der italienischen Geist-
lichkeit im 10. und 11. Jahrhundert (Breslau, 1890) and in Jean Leclercq,
La vie parfaite. Points de vue sur l'essence de l'état religieux (Turnhout
and Paris, 1948; Eng. tr., 1961). The otherwise valuable work of Ursmer
Berlitre, L'ascese bénédictine des origines a la fin du XII€ siécle(Paris
and Maredsous, 1927) devotes comparatively little attention to self-in-
flicted mortifications on account of its stress on Benedictine monasticism
as a moderate life of silence, prayer, and work. On fasting, see Herbert

26

& v

Musurillo, ‘The Problem of Ascetical Fasting in the Greek Patristic Writers,’
Traditio, XII (1956) 1-64, and on celibacy, Bernhard K&tting, Der Zdlibat
in der alten Kirche (Minster in W., 1968). The theme of ascetic homeless-
ness is treated in the brief work of Hans von Campenhausen, Die asketische
Heimatslosigkeit im altkirchlichen und frithmittelalterlichen Mdnchtum
(Tdbingen, 1930), and also in my article on ‘Monachisme et pélerinage au
Moyen Age,” Revue historique, CCLVIII (1977) 3-27, where further refer-
entes will be found. On syneisactism (‘the chaste living together of a male
and female ascetic’), see Roger Reynolds, ‘ Virgines subintroductae in Celtic
Christianity,” Harvard Theological Review, LXI (1968) 547-66. The topic
of the stigmata in the eleventh and twelfth centuries will be covered in my
forthcoming article on ‘Miracles and History in the Twelfth Century.’ There
is a large literature on flagellation, beginning with the old but still useful
works of Jean Mabillon, Annales O. S. B., IV (Lucca, 1739), esp. 513-15,
and Edmond Marténe, De antiquis ecclesiae ritibus, IV (Antwerp, 1738)
229-33. There is an article on flagellation by Paul Bailly in the Dictionnaire
de spiritualité, V, 392-408, and a collection of articles entitled /I movi-
mento dei disciplinati nel settimo centenario dal suo inizio (Perugia, 1962).
The contributions by G. G. Meersseman and Jean Leclercq are especially
valuable for the purposes of this paper.

Relatively little work has been done on the subject of moderation and
restraint in ascetic practices, upon which I plan to write an article. The im-
portant article of Bernhard Schmeidler, ‘Anti-asketische Ausserungen aus
Deutschlands im 11. und beginnenden 12. Jahrhundert,” Kultur und Uni-
versalgeschichte (Festschrift Walter Goetz) (Berlin and Leipzig, 1927)
35-52, must be used with some caution owing to its stress on the Germanic
character of the reaction. Some interesting indications of the growing
concern for the physical health of monks and nuns can be found in Gerd
Zimmermann, Ordensleben und Lebensstandard. Die cura corporis in den
Ordensvorschriften des abendlindischen Hochmittelalters (Miinster in W.,
1973) esp. 147, 215-6, 234-5, and 459,
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