
-----.... ' 

SUNDAY) DECEMBER 7J 1986 

"UNOFFICIAL SAINTS" 

LUKE 1:39-56 

WHO ARE THE "SAINTS" AMONG us? WE FREQUENTLY 
• 

+ 
• 

• 

THINK OF "SAINTS" AS BEING ESPECIALLY GOOD 
PEOPLE--PEOPLE WHO ARE READY TO BE OF HELP 
IN ANY SI.TUATION, OR SOME ·of US MIGHT THINK 

OF SAINTS AS BEING THOSE WHO ARE MORE RELIGIOUS 
THAN MOST PERSONS) OR MORE PIOUS) OR OTHER­
WORLDLY, BUT THERE' S MORE TO IT THAN THAT. 

WHAT IS A SAINT? IN THE VERY EARLY CHRISTIAN 
CHURCH) ALL CHRISTIANS WERE CALLED SAINTS. 
So WHEN THE APOSTLE PAUL WROTE A LETTER TO 
THE CHURCH AT ROME) HE ADDRESSED IT TO "ALL 
OF Goo's BELOVED IN ROME WHO ARE CALLED TO 
BE SAINTS) " AND IN SO DOING HE WAS WRITING 
TO ALL OF THE CHURCH MEMBERS THERE. 

LATER IN CHRISTIAN HISTORY) THE HEROES AND 
HEROINES OF THE FAITH ) THOSE WHO STOOD 
BECAUSE OF WHAT THEY WERE AND DID WERE 

. . . 

DESIGNATED "SAINTS" WITH A CAPITAL "S," 
. . . 

. . . . 

OUT 
OFFICIALLY 

IN 

THE MIDDLE AGES) THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH 
SET UP AN ELABORATE SYSTEM FOR DESIGNATING 

• • 
+ 

• 

A PERSON A SAINT, A DOSSIER IS BUILT AND A 

\ 
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"DEVIL' S ADVOCATE" APPOINTED TO SEARCH FOR 
FLAWS IN THE CASE AT ISSUE. SOME YEARS AGO, 
A BEST SELLING NOVEL BY MORRIS WEST WAS ENTITLED 
THE "DEVIL' S ADVOCATE," AND THE STORY WAS ABOUT 
A PERSON WHO HAD BEEN ASSIGNED THAT ROLE AND 
HIS JOB WAS TO DIG UP ALL THE BAD THINGS HE 
COULD FIND ABOUT THE PERSON WHO WAS BEING 
RECOMMENDED TO BE A SAINT. IT MADE A 
FASCINATING STORY. 

THERE HAVE ALSO BEEN PEOPLE IN THE HISTORY 
I 

OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH WHO HAVE BECOME 
"UNOFFICIAL SAINTS," THAT IS, THEY HAVE NEVER 
BEEN OFFICIALLY CANONIZED BY THE HIERARCHY 
OF THE CHURCH, BUT BECAUSE OF THE QUALITY OF 
THEIR LIVES AND THEIR CONTRIBU·TIONS TO THE 
WHOLE OF SOCIETY,. WE RECOGNIZE THEM AS SAINTS. 

PEOPLE WE THINK OF AS "SAINTS" ARE ESPECIALLY 
SENSITIVE AND AWARE OF THE SPIRIT OF GOD AT 
WORK IN THEM AND IN THE WORLD. BOTH ELIZABETH, 
THE MOTHER OF JOHN THE BAPTIST, AND MARY, THE 
MOTHER OF JESUS, WERE SAINTS IN THIS WAY. 

IT IS A PERSON LIKE THEM THAT I WANT TO TALK 
ABOUT TODAY AS WE PREPARE FOR THE COMING OF 
CHRISTMAS, HER NAME IS HILDEGARD OF BINGEN. 

SHE LIVED ABOUT 800 YEARS AGO IN THE LUSH 
. . 

-� RHINELAND VAL·LEY OF WHAT WE NOW KNOW AS WEST 

GERMANYJ AND SHE WAS A WOMAN OF EXTRAORDINARY 
SPIRIT AND COURAGE. 

/ 

SHE WAS BORN IN THE SUMMER OF 1098, AT BICKELHEIM, 
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ON THE LEFT BANK OF THE NAHE RIVERJ A TRIBUTARY 
OF THE RHINE. THE NAHE RIVER FLOWS INTO THE 

RHINE AT THE TOWN OF BINGEN. HER FATHER WAS 
A GERMAN KNIGHT ATTACHED TO THE CASTLE OF 
BICKELHEIM. HILDEGARD WAS THE YOUNGEST OF 
TEN CHILDREN AND SHE ADMITS TO HAVING HAD 
VISIONARY EXPERIENCES EVEN AS A LITTLE GIRL. 

HILDEGARD WAS EDUCATED UNDER A TUTOR NAMED 
JUTTAJ A NUN ATTACHED TO A BENEDICTINE MONASTERY. 
AT THE AGE OF EIGHTJ HILDEGARD JOINED JUTTA 
AND ANOTHER WOMAN IN THEIR QUARTERS IN THE 
MONASTERY AND THERE SHE WAS EDUCATED IN THE 
BENEDICTINE TRADITIONS OF MUSICJ SPINNING) 
BIBLICAL HISTORYJ P.RAYER AND WORK. AT ABOUT 
18 YEARS OF AGE, HILDEGARD BECAME A NUN IN 
THE. BENEDICTINE ORDER, 

IN 1136J AT THE. AGE OF 38) HILDEGARD WAS 
APPOINTED TO TAKE OVER THE LEADERSHIP OF THE 
GROUP OF NUNS OF WHICH SHE WAS A PART, WITHIN 
TH·E NEXT FOUR YEARS) SHE HAD HER CELEBRATED 
SPIRITUAL AWAKENING. FROM THIS TIME ONJ SHE 
BEGAN TO SHARE THE VISIONS AND THOUGHTS THAT 
HAD BEEN INCUBATING IN HER FOR YEARS. SHE 
STARTED TO WRITE. A SECRETARY WAS APPOINTED 
FOR HER J A YOUNG MONK NAMED VOLMARJ WHO TOOK 
DOWN WHAT SHE DICTATED. HER FIRST BOOK TOOK 

- . . 

SHAPE OVER A TEN-YEAR PERIOD. SHE CALLED IT 
.. . . . 

"ScIVIAs"' (KNOW THE WAYS). 

. . 

HER FAME BEGAN TO SPREAD. POPE EUGENIUS Ill 
HEARD OF HER AND SENT A COMMISSION TO INVESTIGATE. 
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THIS COMMISSION ON INTERVIEWING HILDEGARDJ 
FOUND HER COMPETENT AND AUTHENTIC AND SO 
REPORTED TO THE POPE, HER WORKS WERE BROUGHT 
TO THE POPE AND UPON EXAMINATION WERE GIVEN 
PAPAL APPROVAL. SHE WAS ENCOURAGED TO KEEP 
WRITING. THIS SHE DID1 BUT SHE ALSO WROTE 
THE POPE ADMONISHING HIM TO WORK HARDER FOR 
REFORM IN THE CHURCH AND ITS MONASTERIES. 

BECAUSE OF HER . FAME AND LEADERSHIPJ HER COMMUNITY 
OF SISTERS RAPIDLY INCREASED AND SHE DID NOT 
WANT TO STAY IN THE WOMEN' S CRAMPED QUARTERS, 
SHE HAD HER EYE ON ANOTHER LOCATION WHERE THERE 

WOULD BE AMPLE ROOM, HOWEVERJ THE MONKS AND 
THEIR LEADER DID NOT WANT HILDEGARD AND HER 
NUNS TO LEAVE. BUT LEAVE SHE DID. 

FROM HER NEW HEADQUARTERSJ HILDEGARD SET OUT 
TO PREACH TO CLERGY� LAITYJ MONKSJ NUNS AND 
ECCLESIAL OFFICIALS ALL OVER THE LAND. USUALLY 
SHE DID HER PREACHING IN . THE CATHEDRALS) AND 

. . . 

IN HER TALKS SHE PREACHED AGAINST THE CORRUPTION 
OF THE CHURCH OF THAT TIME, SHE OFTEN PICTURED 
THE CHURCH AS A WEEPING MOTHER IN PAIN. HER 
PREACHING DEEPLY AFFECTED THE PEOPLE WHO HEARD 
HER AND CHURCH LEADERS ASKED HER FOR TEXTS 
OF HER SERMONS, WHEN SHE WAS IN HER MIDDLE 

. . . . 

SEVENTIES) SHE JOURNEYED TO TOURS AND THEN 

TO PARIS, 

THE YEAR BEFORE SHE DIED1 WHEN SHE WAS IN HER 
. . . - - - . 

EIGHTIESJ HILDEGARD AND HER SISTERS IN THE 
MONASTERY GOT INTO A SERIOUS CONFLICT WITH 

\ 
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- THE CHURCH HIERARCHY. THE CONTROVERSY CENTERED 
L 

. . 

AROUND HILDEGARD AND HER COMMUNITY'S DECISION 
TO BURY IN THEIR CEMETERY A REVOLUTIONARY YOUTH 

. . . 

WHO HAD BEEN EXCOMMUNICATED BY THE ARCHBISHOP. 
HILDEGARD REFUSED TO DIG UP THE BODY AND EJECT 
IT FROM HER CONVENT GROUNDS) INSISTING THAT 

. 

HE HAD MADE HIS PEACE WITH GOD BEFORE HE DIED, 
To PREVENT ANYONE FROM DIGGING UP THE BODYJ 
IT IS SAID THAT HILDEGARD PERSONALLY WENT TO 
THE CEMETERY AND REMOVED ALL TRACES OF THE 
BURIAL SO THAT THE GRAVE COULD NEVER BE FOUND. 

. . . 

HILDEGARD DIED ON SEPTEMBER 17J. 1179, SHE 
. . 

HAS NEVER BEEN FORMALLY CANONIZED AS A SAINTJ 
ALTHOUGH THREE ATTEMPTS WERE MADE TO HAVE THIS 
HAPPEN, HOWEVER IN 1979) POPE JOHN PAUL IIJ 
IN CELEBRATION OF THE 800TH ANNIVERSARY OF 
HER DEATH REFERRED TO HER AS nAN OUTSTANDING 
SAINTJ A LIGHT TO HER PEOPLE AND HER TIME WHO 
SHINES OUT MORE BRIGHTLY TODAY. " THAT'S WHY 
I CALL HER AN UNOFFICIAL SAINT. 

AND THERE ARE MANY UNOFFICIAL SAINTS LIKE HER 
AMONG US, WE CAN LEARN SO MUCH FROM THEM AND 

. . 

THEY GIVE US SO MANY GIFTS, HERE ARE SOME 
. . 

OF THE GIFTS THAT HILDEGARD HAS GIVEN US, 

. . 

1. SHE WAS A WOMAN IN A MALE DOMINATED CHURCH 
AND CULTURE WHO WORKED HARD AGAINST MANY 

. - . - " � � . . 

OBSTACLES TO BE HEARD AND SHE WAS HEARD, IT 
WAS A STRUGGLE FOR HER TO OFFER HER OWN WISDOM 
WHICH CAME OUT OF HER LIFE AND HER INTENSE 

. . 

RELATIONSHIP TO Goo. SHE DEEPLY FELT GOD'S 
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SPIRIT WITHIN HER AND HER EXPERIENCE COULD 
NOT BE KEPT TO HERSELF. IT HAD TO BE GIVEN 

TO OTHERS. HER RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE WAS AS 
VALID ·AS THAT OF ANY MALE. 

IN MANY WAYSJ HILDEGARD WAS THE SUSAN B. ANTHONY 
OF THE 12TH CENTURY -- ANOTHER UNOFFICIAL SAINT. 

IN 1853 THE NEW YORK STATE TEACHERS' ASSOCIATION 
HELD ITS ANNUAL CONVENTION AT ROCHESTER J NEW 
YORK. PRESIDING WAS CHARLES DAVIES, L.L.D., 

PROFESSOR OF MATHEMATICS AT WEST POINT AND 
WELL�KNOWN AUTHOR OF TEXTBOOKS, THE MEETING 

WAS MOVED TO CONSIDER "WHY THE P.ROFESSION OF 
- TEACHER IS NOT RESPECTED AS THAT OF DOCTOR, 

LAWYER, OR MINISTER. " ALTHOUGH A LARGE NUMBER 

----

L 

OF THE TEACHERS PRESENT WERE WOM ·EN, THEY DID 
NOT SPEAK AT SUCH MEETINGS. SUDDENLY, HOWEVER, 
MISS SUSAN B. ANTHONY OF ROCHESTER, AN EXPERIENCED 
TEACHER IN VAR I OUS GIRLS' S.CHOOLS WHO HAD RECENTLY 
RETIRED AS GIRLS' HEADMISTRESS AT A PRESTIGIOUS 
ACADEMY, ROSE IN HER PLACE, 

''MR,. PRES·IDENT,'' SHE SAID -TO THE CHAIR. ''WHAT 
WILL THE LADY HAVE?" HE ASKED IN THE MIDST 
OF A SHOCKED SILENCE, "I WISH TO SPEAK TO 
THE QUESTION UNDER DISCUSSION, " MISS ANTHONY 
REPLIED. THE PRESIDENT WAS WILLING TO ENTERTAIN 
A MOTION TO THAT EFFECT, WHICH ONE OF THE MEN 

. . . . . . . 

IN THE MEETING MADE THEREUPONr THEN FOR A 
.. , . . 

HALF HOUR OR SO, IT WAS DEBATED WHETHER MISS 

ANTHONY SHOULD BE ALLOWED TO SPEAK. SHE 

REMAINED STANDING SILENTLY IN HER PLACE 
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THROUGH IT ALLJ LEST SHE LOSE HER CHANCE TO 
SPEAK. IT WAS NOTED THAT SHE WAS NOT WEARING 
THE TIGHT-WAISTED HOOP SKIRT THEN IN FASHION) 

BUT ONE OF THE NEW COSTUMES NAMED FOR MRS. 
AMELIA BE_OMER: A SHORT LOOSE FITTING SKIRT 
WORN OVER A PAIR OF BAGGY TROUSERS DOWN TO 
THE ANKLES. W .HEN THE DEBATE HAD WORN ITSELF 
OUTJ THE MOTION WAS PASSED IN HER FAVOR BY 
A SMALL MARGIN) AND THEN MISS ANTHONY HAD HER 
SAY 

" IT SEEMS TO ME YOU FAIL TO COMPREHEND THE 
. . 

CAUSE OF THE DISRESPECT OF WHICH YOU COMPLAIN. 

Do YOU NOT SEE THAT SO LONG AS SOCIETY SAYS 
WOMAN HAS NOT ENOUGH BRAINS TO BE A DOCTOR) 

. . . 

LAWYER ) OR MINISTER ) BUT HAS PLENTY TO BE A 

TEACHER ) EVERY MAN OF YOU WHO CONDESCENDS TO 
TEACH TACITLY ADMITS BEFORE ALL ISRAEL AND 
THE SUN THAT HE HAS NO MORE BRAINS THAN A 
WOMAN?'' 

SHE. SAT DOWN. AT THE MEETING THE NEXT DAY, 
PROFESSOR DAVIES SPOKE IN HIS FLOWERY MANNER) 
SUGGESTING THAT PURE CHIVALRY AND THE WISH 
TO PROTECT FEMALE TEACHERS WAS THE REASON THAT 
THEY HAD NEVER BEEN INVITED TO SPEAK OR TAKE 
PART IN COMMITTEE WORK IN THE ASSOCIATION. 

. . . ' 

A MRS. NORTHROP OF ROCHESTER THEN STOOD UP� 
. . . . . ' ' 

. 

GOT THE FLOOR WITH SOME DIFFICULTY� AND 
. . ' . 

INTRODUCED A RESOLUTION TO THE EFFECT THAT 
THE TEACH-ERS' .ASSOCIATION RECOGNIZE ''THE RIGHTS 

I 
- • 

OF FEMALE TEACHERS TO SHARE IN ALL THE PRIVILEGES 
AND DELI.BERATIONS OF THIS BODY. " SHE ALSO 
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REFERRED TO THE INADEQUATE SALARIES PAID TO 
THE WOMEN TEACHERS: $2. 50 A WEEK) COMPARED 
TO THE $10.00 PER WEEK FOR THE MEN. THE 
PRESIDENT TRIED TO IGNORE THE RESOLUTIONJ BUT 
THE COMBINED VOTES OF THE FEMALE DELEGATES 
AND THE MORE LIBERAL MEN WERE ENOUGH TO PASS 
IT. ONCE MORE MISS ANTHONY, A QUIETJ RATHER 
DIFFIDENT QUAKER CHRISTIANJ HAD GOTTEN SOMETHING 
STARTED. 

UNOFFICIAL SAINTS OFTEN DO THAT--THEY GET 
SOMETHING STARTED! HILDEGARD HAS BEEN CALLED 
"THE FIRST MEDIEVAL WOMAN TO REFLECT AND WRITE 
AT LENGTH ON WOMEN" AND HER CORRESPONDENCE 
REVEALS A LIFESTYLE OF POLITICAL AND SOCIAL 
ACTIVISM THAT WAS UNHEARD OF IN A WOMAN OF 

. HER TIME. SHE TAUGHT THE REVOLUTIONARY DOCTRINE 
WHICH CAME OUT OF. HER CHRISTIAN FAITH THAT 
MEN AND WOMEN ARE BIOLOGICALLY DIFFERENT) BUT 
EQUAL AS PARTNERS IN GOD' S CREATIVE WORK. 

SHE WAS NOT AFRAID TO CASTIGATE A POPE FOR 
HIS TIMIDITY AND AN EMPEROR FOR MORAL BLINDNESS. 
SHE TAUGHT SCHOLARS AND PREACHED TO CLERGY 
AND LAITY AS NO WOMAN BEFORE HER HAD EVER DONE. 

2. HILDEGARD WAS ONE WHO BROUGHT TOGETHER 
THE HOLY TRINITY OF ARTJ SCIENCE AND RELIGION. 
SHE SAW THE UNIVERSE) Gan's CREATION) IN A 
HOLISTIC FASHION. SHE WAS SO IN LOVE WITH 
NATURE1 SO TAKEN BY THE REVELATION OF THE 

. . . -

DIVINE IN CREATION) THAT SHE SOUGHT OUT THE 

FINEST SCIENTIFIC MINDS OF HER DAY, 
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SHE USED ART TO CONNECT) TO SUPPLY THE MISSING 

LINK BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION, THE PROPER 

CONTEXT FOR SPIRITUALITY AND FAITH IS ACCORDING 

TO HILDEGARD) THE COSMOS) NOT THE PRIVATIZED 

INDIVIDUAL SOUL, AND THE ONLY WAY TO EXPRESS 

THIS COSMIC EXPERIENCE IS THROUGH ART AND 

CREATIVITY, HUMAN BEINGS BECOME THE MUSICAL 

INSTRUMENTS OF Goo. THE DIVINE SPIRIT MAKES 

MUSIC THROUGH US, 

HILDEGARD ALSO RECOGNIZED THE CONNECTEDNESS) 

THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF ALL CREATION. SHE SAW 

THAT WE HUMAN BEINGS ARE INTERDEPENDENT WITH 

ALL CREATION AND THAT IT IS FROM THIS KNOWLEDGE 

OF INTERDEPENDENCE THAT TRULY WISE LIVING WILL 

BE LEARNED AND PRACTICED, 

HILDEGARD WAS A TRUE MYSTIC. SHE KNEW THAT 

THE SPIRIT OF GoDJ WHICH WAS ACTIVE IN HER 

LIFEJ IS THE SAME SPIRIT THAT IS ACTIVE 

THROUGHOUT CREATION. IT IS THE SAME SPIRIT 

THAT INSPIRES ALL TRUE RELIGION NO MATTER WHAT 

ITS NAME. SHE WAS AN ECUMENICAL MYSTIC. SHE 

KNEW THAT THERE CAN BE NO GLOBAL PEACE AND 

JUSTICE WITHOUT GLOBAL SPIRITUALITY, THAT 

WHICH UNITES US IN OUR DEEPEST SPIRITUAL 

FOUNDATIONS IS STRONGER THAN ANYTHING WHICH 

DIVIDES US, 

3. THIRDLYJ HILDEGARD WAS NOT ONLY A MYSTIC 

WHO SENSED AND EXPERIENCED THE INTERCONNECTEDNESS 
. . ' 

OF ALL THINGS) BUT SHE WAS ALSO A PROPHET. 

LIKE THE PROPHETS OF OUR BI-BLICAL HERITAGEJ 
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SHE DISTURBED THE COMPLACENT AND PROVOKED THE 
. . 

PRIVILEGED, SHE WAS NOT AFRAID TO BE CRITICAL 
OF POPES OR ARCHBISHOPS, OR EMPORERS OR MONKS 
OR PRIESTS. SHE WAS NOT AFRAID TO DENOUNCE 
THE CORRUPTION OF RELIGION IN HER TIME. 

MANY SCHOLARS HAVE SEEN IN HILDEGARD' S 
DENUNCIATIONS A PRERUNNER OF THE REFORMATION 
IN GERMANY CARRIED OUT BY LUTHER. 

SHE WAS NOT A LONE PROPHET. SHE INSPIRED 
DOZENS AND DOZENS OF BENEDI-CTINE SISTERS, 
MONKS, LAYPERSONS ALL . AROUND HER TO LAUNCH 
OUT AND RENEW CHRISTIANITY, AND THE MOVEMENT 
SHE STARTED CONTINUES ON LONGER AFTER HER 
DEATH, 

UNOFFICIAL SAINTS AND PROPHETS LIKE HILDEGARD 
CHALLENGE US TO BE OUR OWN KIND OF UNOFFICIAL 
SAINTS AND PROPHETS IN OUR OWN TIME. As 

UNOFFICIAL SAINTSJ WE ARE TO BE ESPECIALLY 
SENSITIVE TO Goo's SPIRIT WHICH IS ALWAYS 
SEEKING TO WORK IN AND THROUGH US, THIS IS 
WHAT THE STORY OF MARY, THE MOTHER OF JESUS, 
IS ALL ABOUT, 

IF THERE IS ONE MESSAGE THAT THE SEASON OF 
ADVENT PROCLAIMS AS WE PREPARE FOR CHRISTMAS--

IT IS THAT GOD FR.EQUENTLY WORKS THROUGH PEOPLE 
. .. . -· . . 

� LIKE ELIZABETH, .THE MOTHER OF JOHN THE BAPTISTJ 
. . 

LIKE MARY, THE MOTHER OF JESUSJ LIKE HILDEGARD1 
AND MORE IMPORTANTLY, IN UNOFFICIAL SAINTS 

LI.KE YOU AND ME.· AMEN, 


