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Hildegard of Bingen: no ordinary saint

Robert McClory   |  May. 24, 2012  NCR Today 

It took more than 800 years for the church to formally canonize Hildegard of Bingen. Her elevation by Pope 
Benedict XVI was announced May 1 at the Vatican. The 12th-century German Benedictine abbess and mystic 
has been venerated for centuries by Christians, but the delay in her official recognition could have had 
something to do with her very unorthodox kind of sanctity.

At a time when two ecumenical councils were dissolving the marriages of all priests and cutting adrift their 
wives and children, Hildegard was proclaiming the special dignity of women in her speeches, books and music. 
She was, in fact, so far ahead of her time that she was neither understood nor taken seriously by the hierarchy, 
thereby avoiding for most of her life sanction or investigation. Here are a few of her positions on scripture and 
theology.

There exists in the inner being of God an almost erotic balance of feminine and masculine, which is mirrored in 
the complementary relationship of men and women.

Since Jesus took his body from a woman, it is woman rather than man who best represents the humanity of the 
Son of God.

Contrary to St. Augustine's position, sexual pleasure is not the result of sin, should not be equated with guilt and 
would have been present in Paradise before the Fall. 

In opposition to church belief at the time, menstruation does not render a woman unclean, but the shedding of 
blood in war certainly renders a soldier unclean.

During her life, Hildegard founded two monasteries, authored books on theology, ecology, natural science, 
medicine and gardening. She wrote hundreds of hymns and songs, which are still in the top 100 at Amazon.com. 
She corresponded with the political leaders of the day, traveling up and down the Rhine, and even threatened 
German Emperor Frederick Barbarossa for daring to impinge on the freedom of the church.

In a sense, St. Hildegard of Bingen could be considered a 12th-centry combination of Joan Chittister [1], Hilary 
Clinton and Joan Baez.

Late in life, she did run afoul of church authority. A man who had been excommunicated for involvement in 
revolutionary activity died, and she gave permission for his burial in the abbey cemetery. With the local bishop 
absent, the canons of the church demanded Hildegard exhume the body from consecrated ground. She refused, 
claiming she knew the man's sins had been forgiven. So the canons authorized civil authorities to dig up the 
body. On the evening before their arrival, Hildegard, vested in her attire as abbess, went to the grave, blessed it, 
and then, with the help of her nuns, removed all the cemetery markers and stones, so the plot of the 
excommunicated man could not be identified. The irate canons placed the abbey under interdict; Mass, 
sacraments and the singing of the divine office were forbidden on its premises. Still, she would not yield. 

https://www.ncronline.org
http://ncronline.org/user/5


Church authorities finally lifted the interdict after Hildegard reminded them that those who prevent God's 
praises in this life will, in their own afterlife, go to "the place of no music."

In a speech he gave in 2010, Pope Benedict praised Hildegard, calling her a worthy role model for Catholics 
today. I hope many will follow his recommendation. For a full treatment of her teachings and life, read 
Sister of Wisdom: St. Hildegard's Theology of the Feminine [2] by Barbara Newman.
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