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W.S. Moore, III

Liber Vitae Meritorum:

Sin, Penance, and the Uniqueness of Prophecy


Hildegard of Bingen appears to have existed sui generis, without a strikingly similar predecessor or follower. Her accomplishments as mystic, healer, composer, and dramatist put her in an extremely small company. The fact of her gender combined with those accomplishments would appear to make her unique.


Even a cursory glance at Liber Vitae Meritorum, the second of Hildegard’s three books of visions, reveals that her work was equally nontraditional. Her visions of sin and penance seem to mark a major break from traditional penitential manuals, both in their enumeration of cardinal sins and her determinations of the nature of those sins. 


At this point, two questions come to mind. What specifically makes the Liber distinct from other manuals of penance, and what allowed such a departure to survive, let alone flourish? The answer to both questions may lie in Hildegard’s attributed gift of prophecy, which allowed her statements to supersede prior ideas on the topics she addressed, and which lent authority to ideas that might have been at best rejected out of hand and at worst condemned as Manichean.

Cardinal Sins


As Morton W. Bloomfield notes, “Catholic theology has always made a distinction between the cardinal (or chief or capital) sins and the deadly (or mortal) sins” (43). The distinction, of course, is that the cardinal sins may be seen as the umbrella terms for a bewildering variety of other sins (a notion borrowed from Aquinas, who saw them as final causes of particular human sins), while a mortal sin was simply defined as any particular sin that could result in damnation. A sin can be mortal without being one of the cardinal sins. As Bloomfield notes, the cardinal sins were fairly well standardized by the 12th century, which led to their use as the typical rubric for penitential manuals (43).


That standard lineup of seven cardinal sins was established by Gregory the Great (d. 604) as vain glory, anger, envy, avarice, despair, gluttony, and lust, with pride as an even more overarching root cause. Later, vainglory would merge with pride and sloth would include despair, bringing us to our common notion of the “seven deadly sins,” which we of course recognize as something of a misnomer (Bloomfield 72). 


Gregory went on to suggest that each of the seven cardinal sins spawned seven “daughter” sins, and that each sin in the list grew from its predecessor, a notion also found in Cassian (Bloomfield 73). While Hildegard subscribes to the notion of sins coming as the result of other sins, her ideas of cardinal sin differ significantly from Gregory’s.


In the Liber, Hildegard seems to argue for five cardinal sins, from which myriad others develop. Overarching all of these, however, is the vice of unfaithfulness (I.66). By linking all vices to unfaithfulness, Hildegard links them to lack of love. This is an interesting spin of the origin of vice when compared to the ideas found, for example, in the Purgatorio, which seems to argue that vice stems from immoderation in what might otherwise be virtuous.


On the surface, this notion of unfaithfulness seems to present a dichotomy that borders on Manicheanism, but Hildegard reminds us that what we may see as the presence of evil is more accurately the absence of God-as-love. This also fits with her notion of goodness as viriditas, the God-given stuff of life itself. To do evil, then, is to surrender the essence of one’s life, and to choose emptiness.

These sins are deadening, not necessarily deadly. Indeed, Hildegard’s visions affirm that the torments experienced by the souls of sinners are usually purgatorial in nature, penances for those who had not done sufficient penance in life (I.77). The only definitively deadly sin that we can find in the Liber may be that of suicide, where the sinner has placed himself beyond God’s grace by denying its availability (I.116). Otherwise, where there is faith, there is the possibility of redemption.


If one is unfaithful, indulgence in Hildegard’s cardinal sins results. These sins are worldly love (I.67), gluttony (II.1), pride (III.3), injustice (IV.1), and scurrility (V.2). Two of these sins overlap with the common version of the Gregorian seven, but the other Gregorian sins are treated as offspring in Hildegard’s visions (e.g., avarice (V.8), lust (III.15), envy (III.5), anger (I.11), and sloth (called “numbness” in IV.3).)


The counterparts to these vices, of course, are the virtues, but Hildegard seems to avoid the psychomachic model, as Fitzgerald notes (70). In the Liber, the virtues are not depicted as opponents to the vices as much as the vices may be seen as the lack of the appropriate virtue -- a sort of spiritual vitamin deficiency. Injustice, for example, is the sinner’s abdication of his responsibility to choose the right (176). Envy is the absence of charity (a source of viriditas) (126-7). Fitzgerald also cites Hildegard’s treatment of worldly sadness (V.9, 35) as an example of this notion of vice as deficiency (72).


But why does Hildegard select worldly love, gluttony, pride, injustice, and scurrility as her cardinal sins? One could argue that these sins are of particular concern to her principal audience -- the religious in her care. Indeed, one can see how these vices might prove especially tempting in a cloistered community, as the inhabitants long for worldly pleasures and recognition, while wearying of their physical and spiritual labors and perhaps even regarding scurrility as one of the few available entertainments -- certainly rumormongering remains a favorite diversion in small communities to this day. If one could eradicate these, an abbess might reason, the obstacles to a holy life would disappear.


Another key to Hildegard’s selection of vices might be found in the idea that her visionary works were intended to be read as an interlocking series. Fitzgerald makes a strong case for this intentional linkage when she observes that the virtues in the Liber appear in the same order in sections of the earlier Scivias (Fitzgerald 71). Fitzgerald also recognizes Hildegard’s audience of nuns, and seems to settle on the idea that the reason for the selection of vices is a function of both factors.


This focus on the religious community may also be a reason for Hildegard’s emphasis on the role of the spiritual advisor in setting penances found throughout the Liber (e.g., I.79). The book offers few available punishments (usually opting for some combination of fasting and scourging, with the addition of a hairshirt or isolation for egregious offenses), so the real issue is usually one of degree. By placing the issue of degree at the discretion of the spiritual leader, Hildegard simultaneously affirms the church hierarchy and reins in those members who might otherwise go overboard in their self-mortification (a real risk in a time not that far removed from that of the Pillar Saints.)


At the same time, this remarkable applicability to the monastic life may be a reason the Liber’s pattern of vice and virtue did not catch on in the rest of Christendom. As Bloomfield observes, the power of the number of seven had a considerable historical weight, and the use of a seven-sin framework by both Cassian in the West and Gregory at Constantinople gave it a head start of several hundred years against Hildegard’s visions (69-74). That several hundred years gave the seven-sin model an inertia among the laity that the Liber could not effectively oppose.


In fact, given that five-century gap, how did such a break from tradition as Hildegard’s appear and survive at all? We have already noted its usefulness to a monastic community, but we must also consider the vast weight accorded to prophecy.

The Prophet’s Rhetorical Space


As Flanagan has observed, Hildegard faced two major obstacles in having her work taken seriously, let alone recorded. She was female and lacked a formal education (although that is not to say she was unlearned) (43). At the time, theology was the exclusive preserve of the extremely well educated, a group that was almost entirely male -- even a Heloise could work only as a puppet for Abelard.


However, the role of prophet was a wild card of sorts, and one that was peculiarly appropriate for Hildegard. As Flanagan points out, the idea that God would select such an “inferior” creature as a woman fit nicely with the biblical concept of exaltation of the lowly (54). Certainly, Hildegard’s writings play upon this notion of the rejected stone becoming the cornerstone. Consider the first words of the heavenly light in the Scivias:



O weak person, both ashes of ashes, and decaying

of the decaying [. . .] you are timid about speaking 

and simple about explaining and unskilled about 

writing[.] (2).

Likewise in the Liber, Hildegard refers to herself as a “simple person” (9). However, that very simplicity and supposed unworthiness qualifies her to be a mouthpiece for God. In a way, Hildegard’s humility performs a sort of judo on the Aristotelian notion of the speaker’s ethos. At the same time, the fact that she came from good stock and had been a religious for her entire reasoning life made her a more acceptable prophetess than a random peasant might have been. Of course, once the voice of God (with its supreme ethical authority) is recognized as coming through Hildegard, it trumps any gainsaying, no matter how much historical tradition that opposition may have.


In order to ascertain that Hildegard’s prophetic voice is indeed Godly, the frequent Scriptural references in the visions remind the reader of the visions’ divine inspiration. For example, several passages in the first part of the Liber (e.g., I.17, 21, and 26-7) offer textual support for the vision and its explication. This textual legitimacy reinforces the idea of the speaker as inspired.


Finally, while Hildegard’s visions in the Liber may not precisely reflect previous theological writings, neither do they work to subvert those prior writings. While Hildegard’s biography informs us she was willing to argue her position even against the church hierarchy, she ultimately remained within that hierarchy -- particularly, as we have seen, in her writings on sin and penance. One can argue that her writings -- even those that suggest that the clergy might include sinners -- are merely reminders of what the church and its people are supposed to be. If those writings posit five cardinal sins rather than the traditional seven, they do no harm to that tradition, and may be seen simply as a re-visioning of the concept of vice. In this way, then, Hildegard’s visions -- based in Scripture, coming from an acceptable source (a prophet who was also already a religious), and supportive of the church and its work -- occupy a safe rhetorical space.

Conclusion


So if the Liber doesn’t threaten either the traditional notion of the cardinal sins or the hierarchy of the church, does that trivialize it? Quite the contrary, the value placed upon Hildegard’s writings and career serves to force the reevaluation of the common notion of the church as a monolithic suppressor of new ideas. The fact remains that Hildegard, rather than being dismissed out of hand or condemned, was a major religious celebrity during her life, and eventually gained canonical status (although the exact nature of that process remains unclear -- Flanagan 12). All of this took place despite the fact that her ideas came from an unexpected quarter and were not in lockstep with the established theology. If anything, this argues for a greater tolerance for diversity in the medieval culture than we might expect (and certainly a greater tolerance for visionary reformers than can be found in present society.)


Certainly there were other female visionaries in Hildegard’s era -- Elisabeth of Schonau (Flanagan 47) is but one example. However, the scope of Hildegard’s prophetic work, combined with her endeavors in healing, music, and the daily administrative tasks that were an abbess’s lot, make her a unique figure in medieval studies, and one who is certainly worthy of the increased attention she has received in recent years.

Works Cited
Bloomfield, Morton W. The Seven Deadly Sins: An 

Introduction to the History of a Religious Concept, 

with Special Reference to Medieval English Literature. 

East Lansing: Michigan State College P, 1952.

Flanagan, Sabina. Hildegard of Bingen: A Visionary Life. 2nd 

Edition. London: Routledge, 1998.

Hildegard of Bingen. Liber Vitae Meritorum. Tr. Bruce W. 

Hozeski. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994.

---. Scivias. Tr. Bruce W. Hozeski. Santa Fe, NM: Bear & 

Co., 1986.

