
WONDROUS LOVE
English Mystics of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries



What is 
Christian 
Mysticism?

One definition:

That part of Christian belief and practice 
involving 
• Preparation for, 
• Consciousness of, and 
• Effects of 
The direct and transformative presence of 
God

Bernard McGinn, The Essential Writings of 
Christian Mysticism (2006)



Some Notable 
Christian Mystics 

• Saint Paul and Saint John (New Testament)

• Origen of Alexandria (3rd century)

• Pseudo-Dionysius (5th - 6th century) 

• Saint Francis of Assisi (12th century)

• Saint Teresa of Avila and Saint John of the Cross 
(16th century)

• Saint Therese of Lisieux (19th century)

• Evelyn Underhill and Thomas Merton (20th century)

And countless others – including the English Mystics!



Context—Twelfth and 
Thirteenth Centuries

Preceding two centuries a time of relative 
prosperity & high cultural achievement in Europe

• New orders (e.g. Franciscans, Dominicans, 
Carthusians) pioneering new forms of the 
religious life

• Gothic cathedrals

• Rise of great universities (Bologna, Paris, 
Oxford)

• Scholastic theology – great philosopher-
theologians (e.g. Albert the Great, Thomas 
Aquinas, Bonaventure, Duns Scotus)



The Troubled 
Fourteenth Century

• Fall of Acre 1291 –Crusaders expelled from Holy Land 
(followed by suppression of Knights Templar in 1311)

• Black Death (1347-1352) – Kills 20-30 million people; 
approximately one-third of Europe’s population

• Hundred Years war (1337-1457) – prolonged devastating 
warfare between England and France

• Peasants Revolt (England, 1381) – Social unrest, brutally 
suppressed

• Avignon Papacy (1309-1376) – Seven Popes reside in 
southern France

• Papal Schism (1378 to 1417) – Weakens respect for 
Church authority



Developments in 14th-15th

Century Religion

• Challenge of heretical movements that 
deny key Church teachings and practices 
(e. g. Hussites, Lollards) but also call for 
needed reforms

• English Mystics parallel similar 
movements and figures in Europe: 
Rhineland Mystics in Germany; the 
Devotio Moderna in the Low Countries; 
Saint Catherine of Siena in Italy; Joan of 
Arc in France



Features of 14th-15th

Century Spirituality

• New emphasis on spiritual life for lay 
people living in the world

• Devotion to Christ in his humanity, 
especially his sufferings

• Rise in popularity of anchoritic (or 
solitary) life

• Priority given to love over knowledge 
as means of growing closer to God –
reaction against intellectualism of 
scholastic theology



The English 
Mystics

Richard Rolle of Hampole (c. 1300-1349) – Lay Itinerant 
Anchorite

Walter Hilton of Thurgarton (c. 1340-1396) –
Augustinian Canon

Anonymous Author of The Cloud of Unknowing (late 
14th-century) – possibly Carthusian monk

Julian of Norwich (1343-c. 1413) – Enclosed Anchoress

Margery Kempe (c. 1373 – c. 1440) – Married 
Laywoman

“too varied to be called a school …” – Bernard McGinn



Why Read the 
English Mystics?

• Definition of a “classic” – speaks across the 
generations

• Part of our heritage – medieval English 
spirituality influences Anglican tradition

• They have much to teach us about prayer 
and the love of God

• We may be able to recognize in our own 
experience some things they write about

• Variety of their approaches means that we 
will be able to identify better with some of 
them than others



Caveats
• “The past is a foreign country. They do 

things differently there.” (L. P. Hartley)

• While we can recognize and identify with 
much in these spiritual classics, much will 
also be strange to us

• Need to take them on their own terms 
and not try to make them say what we 
want them to say

• We are free to disagree with them, but 
also to let them call into question our own 
worldview’s values and assumptions



Richard Rolle 
(c. 1300-1349)
• “Father of English Mysticism”

• Born in Yorkshire; educated at Oxford but did not 
complete degree

• Returned to family home at age of 19; created makeshift 
hermit’s habit from two of his sister’s tunics; lived and 
wandered about as itinerant solitary

• Eventually settled in village of Hampole near Doncaster; 
became spiritual director to anchoress Margaret Kirkby

• Died in 1349, probably of the Black Death

• Highly polished writings in both Latin and English became 
highly influential in late medieval England



Rolle’s Spiritual Journey – Part One
Rolle describes an initial period of 
spiritual growth involving complete 
separation from attachments to the 
world, contrition for past sin, bodily 
penance, persecution and contempt 
from others, rooting out self-love and 
inculcating total dependence on God

In classical Christian spiritual literature 
this stage is known as the “purgative 
way” or “way of purgation”

In Rolle’s case, this stage lasted two 
years and eight months from his taking 
up the solitary life



Rolle’s Spiritual 
Journey – Part Two

• Rolle’s period of purgation came to an end with 
an abrupt experience of peace, joy, and love

• Christian spiritual tradition calls this state the 
“Illuminative way” or “way of Illumination”

• In his most famous book Incendium Amoris—
The Fire of Love—Rolle identifies three 
elements of this state, which he calls calor, 
dulcor, and canor—”heat” (or “warmth”), 
“sweetness,” and “song”

• “I have found that to love Christ will involve 
three things: warmth, song, and sweetness.”



Heat or Warmth 
(Calor)

• Rolle describes a “fire of love” burning within 
his breast

• Insists that it is real, not imaginary; spiritual in 
origin with physical effects

• “I kept feeling my chest over and over again to 
see if this burning sensation had a physical 
cause. But when I realized that it came entirely 
from within myself and that this fire of love 
had no sensual or sinful origin but was a gift 
from my Creator, I melted with joy and wanted 
my love to increase still more, especially 
because of the pleasurable sensations of 
spiritual sweetness that poured into my soul 
with this spiritual flame.”



Sweetness 
(Dulcor)

• Accompanying this warmth or heat is a 
sensation of sweetness

• “And finally the love of God will 
become sweet indeed and he will be 
be intoxicated with its subtle 
sweetness; he will taste this 
miraculous honey until he is aware of 
nothing within himself but the 
consoling infusion of this flavor, which 
is a sign of the highest sanctity.”



Song (Canor)
Rolle describes sitting in a chapel chanting the night 
psalms and hearing above him “a resonant psalmody or 
singing”

• “Then suddenly my thoughts were transformed into 
song, my meditation became an ode and my prayers 
and psalmody reverberated with the same heavenly 
sound.”

• “This sweet spiritual song … has nothing in common 
with that ordinary physical singing that is used in 
churches and other places … It is only among the 
choirs of angels that it finds something that it is in 
harmony with, and people who have experienced this 
song describe it with astonishment and approval.”



A Foretaste of Heaven

• Rolle considers these graces a foretaste of the Vision of God, 
which can be enjoyed in its fullness only in Heaven

• “In the meantime one has this sweetness, warmth, and song … 
and by means of these gifts one serves God and, loving God, 
clings to him and refuses to be separated from him. But because 
this corruptible body burdens the soul and our earthly dwelling 
place inhibits our experience with its busy thoughts, one is not 
always able to rejoice as easily as this nor sing with the same 
clarity and constancy.”  

• “After death [this blessed state] will still be more perfect because 
though this joyous love and fervent charity begin here below, they 
are gloriously consummated in the Kingdom of Heaven.”



Critiques of Rolle
Some commentators—including subsequent English mystics as well as modern writers —
have identified several shortcomings in Rolle’s writings:
• Overly individualistic and idiosyncratic approach lacking obedience and accountability 

(e.g. to Church authority, spiritual directors, confessors)
• Overemphasis on spiritual consolations with sensory manifestations (described by many 

writers as experienced by some but not all Christians, and typically in the spiritual life’s 
beginning stages)

• No apparent awareness of periods of spiritual desolation (“dark nights”) accompanying 
transitions into advanced stages of Christian mysticism

• Inadequate account of the relation between contemplation and action—How does 
Christian spirituality translate into virtuous life and service of others?



A Final 
Word

“One does not go to Richard Rolle for careful 
discriminations about difficult issues, but for the 
forcefulness and tenderness of his language of love.”
—Bernard McGinn, “The English Mystics” in Christian 
Spirituality: High Middle Ages and Reformation
(1996)


