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It is the prophetic Herbert O’Driscoll who said, “Julian is not only a great lady of the past; she is also a great woman in our future.” And Thomas Merton himself wrote: “Julian is without doubt one of the most wonderful of all Christian voices. She gets greater and greater in my eyes as I grow older and whereas in the old days I used to be crazy about St. John of the Cross, I would not exchange him now for Julian if you gave me the world and the Indies and all the Spanish mystics rolled up in one bundle.”1

What is it about this retiring, obscure, fourteenth-century English anchoress that stirs the hearts and minds of some of the greatest spiritual leaders of our time? What is it that has motivated dozens of books to be published about Julian in the last fifteen years (after almost six hundred years of silence)? What spark has she struck in the imaginations and in the souls of moderns that has brought her finally into the very forefront of contemporary spirituality?

There can be no doubt but that the answer is contained in the pages of this book—in her own account of the miraculous revelations granted her during her seemingly mortal illness, and her long-awaited and carefully considered understandings of the meaning and implication of those visions. And the answer cannot finally be given perfectly by anyone except Julian herself.

However, since our primary goal in this new translation of her work is to increase her accessibility to contemporary readers, it might be helpful for us to suggest some of the themes and patterns of thought and theology that spring from her insights and her understandings of this “lesson of love” she received from her Lord. We do not pretend to speak for Julian—she speaks too well for herself—but we want here merely to point out some of Julian’s primary lines of thought so that readers may be sensitive to the uniqueness of her understandings and to their amazing relevance to our lives today.

OPTIMISM

First, and most obvious, Julian is a theological optimist. Standing over against the pessimism and sin-absorption of the popular theology of much of the Middle Ages—and in spite of living in the midst of devastating cultural revolution and the collapse of centuries-old institutions and patterns of life on which whole cultures had been based—Julian stands forward astoundingly as a primary voice of hope.

When we think of the events during her life in England, the parallels with our own time present themselves with awesome clarity. She saw the assassination of a king and an archbishop, and the nationwide rioting of the poor in the Peasants’ Rebellion. She lived through three sieges of the Black Death, which struck Norwich with exceptional devastation and killed over half of the population there, saw the beginning of the Hundred Years’ War between England and France, and saw the firm rock of the papacy come crashing down—first in the Babylonian Captivity at Avignon, and later in the Great Schism when for a time there were three men each claiming to be the true pope; she watched the continuing degeneration of the monasteries from being centers of the highest sacrifice and devotion to becoming England’s greatest (and most self-aggrandizing) landlords; she saw the results of the moral collapse of the Franciscan Friars (in whom so many had placed such high hopes); and she lived during the rise of England’s first heretics in the persons of Oxford’s John Wycliff and his later Lollard followers (some of whom were executed in the Lollard’s Pit in Mousehold Heath at the edge of Norwich).

This was the mad, crumbling world in which this exceptional woman lived, and it was in this world that, astoundingly, she was able to accept and articulate those most famous words: “All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.”

TRANSCENDENCE OF HISTORY

Can you imagine a twenty-first-century spiritual writer who made no comment on current social events? And yet there is not a single specific mention of any of her world’s turmoil in Julian’s writings! The reason is what we would describe as Julian’s “transcendence of events.” Any specific historical occurrence is of relative unimportance to one who does not worry and has no anxiety about those events!

Julian’s transcendence is not a repudiation of pain, suffering, and turmoil (for we see even in the examples she uses that she knows those things well), but it is a “passing beyond” those earthly things, a refusal to be trapped by them, in the unswerving quiet confidence that “truly He does and causes every thing that is done.” There is, for Julian, no need to maunder and moan about circumstances and historical events, because whatever those circumstances or whatever those events, they are there at the will of God and in the hand of God, and “our heavenly Mother Jesus cannot allow us that are His children to perish.”

Indeed, she shows her assurance that her Lord will “give us more light and solace in heavenly joy by drawing our hearts from the sorrow and darkness which we are in.” In her long parable of the lord and the servant, Julian recognizes that one of the pains suffered by the fallen servant is that he is blinded by his own trouble and pain to such a degree that he cannot see the loving face of his lord as it looks upon him. And Julian would struggle to avoid the same myopia of allowing herself to become blinded by the events of her day. In the context of the permanent and unflagging love of God, and absolute confidence in His will, Julian need not lose sight of the eternal forest for the circumstantial trees.

NO WRATH IN GOD

Julian’s uncompromising proposition that “our Lord was never angry, nor ever shall be” speaks wonderfully to the guilt-ridden, parent-transferring Christian of today. Julian is blatant (almost a little “short” with potential opponents): “He cannot be angry. It would be impossible.” For Julian, God is never a judgmental Daddy-writ-large! And with a psychological acumen far in advance of her time, she declares that the reason we tend to see wrath in God is that the wrath is in us, and that in our own blindness, we project and attribute our wrath to God.

Here Julian teaches a pure classical Christian theology—nearly forgotten today. God is impassible, totally unassailable by any passion (such as anger) and ever unchangeable (not subject, for instance, to a beginning or ending of “wrath”). Julian’s assurance that wrath is contrary to the entire character of God is a fine balance and reminder of Him who said, “I did not come to judge the world but to save the world.” Julian’s revelations are, in fact, all concerned with that divine love.

CHRIST OUR MOTHER

Julian’s unapologetic treatment of Christ as Mother is, without doubt, the finest and most sophisticated treatment of that subject in all of Christian literature.2 It is only our contemporary ignorance of the classical Christian mystics and theologians, however, that leads us to think of this as a “new idea” for Julian—it is a venerable tradition supported by Adam of Perseigne, Aelred, Albert the Great, Anselm, Aquinas, Augustine, Bernard of Cluny, Bonaventure, Bridget of Sweden, Catherine of Siena, Clement of Alexandria, Dante, William Flete, Gilbert of Hoyland, Guerric of Igny, Guigo II the Carthusian, Helinand of Froidmont, Isaac of Stella, Margery Kempe, Peter Lombard, Ludolph of Saxony, Marguerite of Oingt, Mechtild of Magdeburg, Richard Rolle, William of St. Thierry, the Ancren Riwle, the Stimulus Amoris, and Holy Scripture itself.3 It is not, therefore, surprising, that Julian should present this idea as unexceptional—not as some devastatingly radical concept.

And we do a great injustice to Mother Julian if we assign to her even the faintest “feminist” motivations or intentions in the declaration of Christ’s Motherhood. Julian’s tradition, rather, comes from her identification of the Second Person of the Trinity with the traditional character of Wisdom—interpreted in all the Judeo-Christian tradition as the Divine Feminine and her understanding of the identity between “Mother Church” and the Mystical Body of Christ. For Julian, Christ is the Church, and the Church is the Mother. Christ is Wisdom, and Wisdom is the feminine.

And Julian does most modernists one better by a simple grammatical operation: she never uses anything but masculine pronouns in referring to Christ, so we have such wonderfully mystical and grammatically paradoxical statements of androgyny as “Our Mother Jesus, He …” This approach maintains the mystical and theological balance far better than declaring for a “female Jesus.” However, Julian does not hesitate to be graphic about her mystical symbolism, and at one point declares: “He carries us within Himself in love, and labors full term….”

And Julian goes even a step further in that she never characterizes Christ as “like our mother,” but the direct opposite—she describes motherhood (as she describes humanity itself) as preexisting in Christ. Our mothers and what we call “mother-love” are only emanations and imitations of Christ’s own eternal and timeless Motherhood. Christ is the proto-Mother, and earthly motherhood (like all other earthly virtue) is merely an imitation and reflection of Him. Indeed, Julian goes so far as to say that it is even Christ who actually does our birthing when our natural mothers give us birth! Motherhood, Julian would say, is not a characteristic of womankind that Christ shares, but a characteristic of Christ that women share! And she declares that our natural responsibility to fatherhood and motherhood has its origin in the Fatherhood and Motherhood of God, and that responsibility is met by loving the Father/Mother God.

SIN HAS NO SUBSTANCE

In her own discomfort with an apparently oversimplified view of the place of sin, Julian faced the terrible paradox of God’s goodness, the horrific evidence of the world’s evil, and the knowledge of damnation. Uniquely, she was led to a way of living in that paradox.

How, in the face of God’s apparent total goodness and God’s apparent total power, could there continue to be sin and damnation? This was a contradiction that Julian longed to resolve —and that she finally brought to resolution in her own mystical and absolutely unique way. Once again, in Merton’s words: “This is, for her, the heart of theology: not solving the contradiction, but remaining in the midst of it, in peace, knowing that it is fully solved, but that the solution is secret [in God], and will never be guessed until it is revealed” (emphasis mine).4

 One catches a clear flavor of this in her simple statement: “God cannot forgive”—because He already has! She is not trapped by appearances or circumstances, but bases her convictions on a solid faith.

In consciousness of the other world of Higher Reality, Julian can declare that “I believe [sin] has no manner of essence nor any portion of being”—that it is nothing—that it is “no deed” —that all of us carry within our souls a “divine will,” which imago dei “never consented to sin nor ever shall” and “is so good that it can never will evil, but always good”—that we are enclosed, enfolded, enwrapped, enclothed constantly in God—that at all times God is “nearer to us than our own soul”—that He is with us in the highest of our spiritual flights and the lowest of our physical needs. Sin is only known by the pain it produces, and we are protected in our Friend’s hand.

GOD WILL WORK HIS WILL

Finally, her understanding of the solution to the unassailable and ubiquitous evil of the world against which one seems impotent is the clear awareness and utter belief that all that is done on earth is done or allowed by God, that God shall not fail to work His will, and that “God’s word shall be preserved in all things.”

It seems that Julian’s awareness goes somewhat beyond the classical concept of the “permissive will of God” (which simply allows evil to happen) to an even more positive sense that whatever we perceive as evil in the world has already, by the time we perceive it, been converted by God in His foreseeing wisdom and power into an outright good! In that commitment of faith, one can say that at a mystical level, the only evil in the world is our own choice to be separated from God.

In answer to our technological and rationalistic cry, “How can that be?” comes her word of certain faith—that God shall do a Secret Deed, which we cannot know until it is done (“an eschatological secret,” Merton calls it)—and all shall ultimately be well.

We are cautioned by Julian several times not to “busy ourselves” to try to find out what that Great Deed will be. I suspect that Julian’s answer to those queries would simply be that what the Great Deed will be is God’s business and not ours, and that is more than enough for a person of faith to know. For Julian, the knowledge that what God wills will finally come about is comfort and enough.

One needs now to get out of the way and to leave the reader with this astounding woman herself—whose work has been called by one bishop “the quintessence of English spirituality.” She has lain quiet and still for six hundred years, contemplatively awaiting the moment when the world’s needs would call her again from the Avalon of her anchorhold cell—that tiny cell that contains the cosmos.

1.Thomas Merton, Seeds of Destruction (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 1964), 274–75.

2.Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 140.

3.From listings in Bynum, Jesus as Mother, and Edmund Colledge and James Walsh, Showings, (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1978). Also see Isaiah 66:13 and Matthew 23:37, etc.

4.Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1966), 192.


REVELATIONS

shown to one who could not read a letter.
Anno Domini, 1373

________
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