
FEMALE DOCTORS OF THE CHURCH I: 
ST. HILDEGARD OF BINGEN 

Germans are noted for precision and exactitude. Hailing from the Rhineland, St. Hildegard of Bingen (1098-
1179 A.D.) challenges many stereotypes, including the above! At the age of eighteen, she entered Benedictine 
religious life. Despite suffering from ill health much of her life, she became an abbess in 1136. Hildegard is a 
good representative of what is called a mystic, an individual with spiritual gifts out of the ordinary, the fruit of 
a deep interior life. Admittedly, the vast majority of us “non-mystics” struggle with the depth of such a spiritual 
life. It carries both tremendous graces and significant crosses. In the parable of the Good Steward (Luke 12:48), 
Jesus says: “Much will be required of the person entrusted with much, and still more will be demanded of the 
person entrusted with more.” Hildegard was a brilliant woman and she delivered.  

Hildegard’s life pre-dated the establishment of universities. Girls were educated by tutors at home. She was not 
a professional theologian. Esteemed spiritual theologian Fr. Jordan Aumann (†2007) called Hildegard’s writings 
“a strange mixture of spiritual revelations, the scientific knowledge of her day, and prophetic intuitions.” An 
unusual mixture would be a more fitting descriptor, though her writings are obscure. Her work was never 
properly appreciated until more recently, in no small measure due to Pope Benedict XVI. On May 10, 2012, 
he enrolled her among the saints with an “equivalent canonization,” a process used for causes so historically 
removed as to render current investigative methods (e.g. personal testimony about her life) impossible. Though 
chronologically the earliest of the four female doctors, she received the title only in October 2012. Benedict 
XVI’s endorsement opens new paths for the appreciation of her works, including 300 extant letters.  

The counsel of so holy a woman as Hildegard was in high demand. In “The Spirituality of the Middle Ages,” 
Jean Leclerq noted the esteem in which Hildegard was held: “She travelled all over Germany, giving counsel 
and settling conflicts; prelates and princes, priests and religious, communities of nuns, all begged her prayers 
and asked her advice.” No shrinking violet, Hildegard’s words carried a powerful punch, especially when she 
called out iniquity when she saw it. Filled with metaphor and imagery, her spiritual writings were wholly 
original. Her discussion of Viriditas, a Latin word meaning “green vegetation” or “lushness,” is seen as a 
precursor to ecology. They were also practical in that while calling all to penance, she always maintains that 
Christ is the victor in our life’s battle between virtue and vice. Too often when mystics write, it takes one to 
understand. Some in that era were extremely severe in their austerities, but hers were moderate, no doubt 
leading to a flourishing of her monastery.  

Hildegard was an accomplished musician. Over 70 Latin compositions have survived: hymns, antiphons and 
responsories. Liturgical in form, though set to her own text. They have typically one melodic line. Musicians 
use the term melismatic, musical terminology for a single syllable of text that is carried through several (even 
many) notes. Think of the extended “o” in the Gloria of “Angels we Have Heard on High” or Mozart’s Requiem 
Kyrie for example. That is melismatic music. I might employ the terms “haunting” or “ethereal” to describe 
her music. Most Chant was composed anonymously; Hildegard’s bear her distinctive mark. Check out this link 
to Chanticleer’s mesmerizing recording of Hildegard’s O Frondens Virga, (O blooming branch,) an antiphon 
about the Blessed Mother: “O blooming branch, you stand upright in your nobility…stretch forth your hand 
to lift us up aright.” Hildegard’s O Magne Pater is being sung during Mass today.  

Her principal work is entitled Scivias Domini, “Know the Way of the Lord.” Having been taken to Dresden for 
safekeeping, sadly the best illuminated manuscript was lost in the aftermath of World War II. After German 
reunification in 1990, hopes were raised it may turn up, but nothing yet. Hildegard even wrote botanical and 
medicinal texts– she possessed a breadth and depth of knowledge so uncommon, whether in her day or in 
ours! In the sidebar image, Hildegard is sketching on a wax tablet, while in the midst of a vision. The fiery 
tongues of the Holy Spirit inspire her. She is dictating to Volmar (love that name!), her scribe and confessor. 
The illumination was likely painted by a nun in her convent. Unquestionably, some of her themes contained in 
her writing reflect her times, and as one might expect are less relevant today. Others, though politically incorrect 
by today’s standards, are spot on! But that could be said for nearly every spiritual writer. She challenges us 
priests (we need it!) and had harsh words for those who abused the virtue of chastity. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QGXXrUvNzec


Pope Benedict XVI’s Apostolic Letter on the occasion of bestowing the title of Doctor of the Church, notes: 
“The profound spirituality of her writings had a significant influence both on the faithful and on important 
figures of her time and brought about an incisive renewal of theology, liturgy, natural sciences and music.” Read 
his Apostolic Letter online here. The abbey she founded in Eibengen, Germany (sixty miles from Ulm) 
remains active to this day, with newly restored buildings from the dawn of the 20th century, 100 years after it 
had been dissolved. The nuns were also expelled from their convent by the Nazis between 1941-45. Like so 
many medieval monasteries, its history narrates a story of Church and society, both “in season and out.” Still, 
the Gospel perdures.  

(Next week: St. Catherine of Siena) 

• Feeling my age. Archbishop Hebda has prudently assembled a team of priests to assist with sacramental 
anointings wherever allowed during the Covid-19 crisis. Some hospitals forbid any priests, while others 
allow it under certain conditions. Senior care centers also need visits. The catch? To minimize the risk, 
only priests under the age of 50 could sign up! Ouch! 

• I offer to all mothers my promise of prayers today– Happy Mother’s Day! Many are unable to visit 
their mothers who are living in Senior housing or care facilities, making today doubly difficult. I may not 
like the rules, but neither can I say that I disagree with them. Celebrate by joining us for a special Organ 
Concert at 2:00 p.m. today. Our own Christopher Ganza is back by popular demand to share some 
special music in honor of the Blessed Mother. 

• It was 200 years ago Monday (11 May 1820) that the 90ft. long HMS Beagle was launched. Eleven years 
later, a twenty-two-year-old by the name of Charles Darwin boarded that same ship to begin a scientific 
voyage that would change the way the world thought about genetics and the development of species. 

• God willing, we are making preparations to resume public Masses on Monday May 18, with the first 
Sunday Mass celebrated on May 24, the Ascension of the Lord. We will observe social distancing by 
employing 3/8 in. twisted cord making the open pews easily identifiable, every third pew. Thankfully, we 
can really spread out here at the Cathedral! Please consult our website for protocol updates. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 

 

Frontispiece of the Rupertsberg manuscript of 
Scivias, showing Hildegard receiving inspiration 
form the Holy Spirit through a vision, dictating to 
Volmar, and sketching on a wax tablet.  

http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/apost_letters/documents/hf_ben-xvi_apl_20121007_ildegarda-bingen.html

