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Abstract 

“Matter of Meekness: Reading Humility in Late Medieval England” argues for the 

surprising importance of an oft-ignored virtue in English literature of the late fourteenth 

century: humility or meekness (the two are synonymic in Middle English). Readers in 

modernity have fundamentally misunderstood the importance and role of humility in late 

medieval literature, and in doing so, have missed an essential mode of understanding 

medieval conceptions of personhood and community in such late medieval texts as The 

Showings of Julian of Norwich, Pearl, and Piers Plowman. For medieval writers and 

thinkers, to be human was to be created and limited. The practiced acknowledgment of 

one’s creatureliness, limitations, and sinfulness constituted the virtue of humility. This 

dissertation explores the role and importance of this epistemological humility. 

“Matter of Meekness” places these literary works in conversation with 

Augustinian and Thomist theological traditions as well as contemporary, popular 

penitential and devotional materials aimed towards lay and clerical audiences. References 

to humility abound in the late medieval period: it appears in lists, gradations, particular 

vocabularies, and in many instructional examples. Like the writers of these manuals, the 

writers of my study understood their works as vehicles for the transformation of their 

readers. By retrieving and re-examining robust medieval conceptions of humility, we can 

understand the way that works such as the anonymous Pearl, William Langland’s Piers 

Plowman, and the Showings of Julian of Norwich draw from and innovatively transform 

these traditional didactic discourses of moral and spiritual learning in late medieval 
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England in order to not just urge submission to God, but to reform the contemporary 

church, theologically intervene in penitential traditions of sin and self-knowledge, or 

penetratingly and theologically explore the ways that memory and habits can be reformed 

into practices of virtue. 

The introduction explores the differences between medieval conceptions of 

humility and modern definitions of humility, arguing that the way we read medieval texts 

and their depictions of humility and human limitation has been obscured by post-

Enlightenment understandings of the virtue. The first chapter takes up the work of Julian 

of Norwich, showing how she draws on conventional medieval images of humility—

Christ, Mary, motherhood, childhood, and servanthood—to probe the limits of 

institutionalized traditions of humility. I argue that Julian’s critically overlooked and 

innovative portrayal of the child reconsiders self-knowledge and human moral 

dependence. Chapter two argues that the anonymous, fourteenth-century alliterative 

poem, Pearl, is a meditation on the profound difficulty of learning within the contexts of 

grief and suffering. The poem’s form inculcates humble habits of reading wherein the 

reader participates in the main figure’s learning. In chapter three, I examine a series of 

allegorical figures who advocate for creating humility through punitive conditions of 

deprivation in Piers Plowman. Langland’s dialectical portrayal of learning in these scenes 

ultimately questions the ability of the fourteenth-century church to create the conditions 

for communal formation in the virtues. All three works interrogate, conceptualize, and 

affirm the paradoxical power of acknowledging weakness in learning. 
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I. Introduction: A Note on Medieval Humility 

 
We may, of course, be wrong about what we say and do or will say and do. But that 

failure is not one which can be corrected with a more favorable position of observation 
or a fuller mastery in the recognition of objects; it requires a new look at oneself and a 

fuller realization of what one is doing or feeling.  
–Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason1 

 
 

This dissertation studies the meaning and function of humility in three late medieval 

English texts: William Langland’s Piers Plowman, Julian of Norwich’s Showings, and 

the anonymous Pearl. These three fourteenth-century works engage extensively with 

contemporary understandings and traditions of medieval humility. Like the concurrent 

and popular devotional and penitential texts of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 

Showings, Pearl, and Piers Plowman are aimed not towards the spiritual elite but a 

broader audience of lay and clerical people. They ask the terribly complex question of 

what it means to be good, in settings of moral and spiritual default, in suffering, and 

amidst institutional crisis. And in attempting to answer the question of how to live well, 

they turn to humility as the initiating virtue of the moral life. In this role, humility is 

especially a virtue of dependence, consisting of recognizing one’s need for 

transformation and help from human and divine sources. 

Before turning to these texts, I want to demonstrate the conceptual distance and 

difficulty of these versions of medieval humility by looking at three significant 

                                                                                                                

1 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979, repub. 1999), 
179. 
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understandings of humility in present and historical contexts. When I load Google on my 

browser, and type “humble” in the search box, the search engine lists “meek, deferential, 

submissive, diffident, self-effacing, unassertive” as synonyms.2 Humility seems not quite 

a vice nor virtue, but a personal trait, and a watery one at that. It is certainly not a highly 

valued quality in the context of modern Western individualism. Frank Lloyd Wright, the 

influential twentieth-century architect, reportedly said, “Early in life, I had to choose 

between honest arrogance and hypocritical humility. I chose honest arrogance and see no 

reason to change.”3 Wright’s blunt words, paired with the false modesty that implicitly 

underlies Google’s definition, uneasily foreground a common modern conviction that 

humility can never be authentic, especially if one is talented. Rather, humility in public 

spaces is often understood as performative, useful in counteracting impressions of 

arrogance and pride.4 It is also often viewed with suspicion by academics due to its 

dubious history of ideological deployment by the powerful elite.5 At its best in 

                                                                                                                

2 “humble” on google.com, accessed 20 October 2018.  
3 As quoted in The World’s Best Thoughts on Life and Living, compiled by Eugene Raudsepp 
(New York: Price Stern Sloan, 1981). 
4 Public expressions of humility are often used when winning an award (“I humbly accept this 
honor”). I am thinking of its common usage particularly within American politics and sports, 
whose often arrogant practitioners seem to constantly invoke humility. This can be clumsily done, 
as when Lesley Stahl interviewed Donald Trump on the interview program 60 Minutes in 2016. 
In response to a question from Stahl obliquely referring to Trump’s famed arrogance, the future 
President shrilly declared his boundless humility: “I think I’m much more humble than you would 
understand.” The President also reportedly wanted his secret service name to be “HUMBLE.” See 
Chris Cillizza, “Donald Trump’s interview with ’60 Minutes’ was eye-opening. Also, Mike Pence 
was there.” The Washington Post, July 18, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-
fix/wp/2016/07/18/donald-trump-is-way-more-humble-than-you-could-possibly-understand/ 
5 Post-colonial and feminist critics have repeatedly raised objections to humility. Sarah Coakley 
has influentially addressed these concerns from a feminist theologian’s perspective in Powers and 
Submissions: Spirituality, Philosophy, and Gender (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002). We have seen this 



  

  3  

conversational contemporary American usage, humble is often used as a synonym for 

hardworking, or for modest. 

Let us go back a little further in history, about chronologically halfway between 

modernity and the medieval writers of this study. David Hume, the famous Scottish 

philosopher writing during the Enlightenment, dismisses humility as one of the “monkish 

virtues.”6 Hume understands humility as pain caused by self-depreciation. He writes that 

humility and its brethren monkish virtues “serve to no manner of purpose; neither to 

advance a man’s fortune in the world, nor render him a more valuable member of society; 

neither qualify him for the entertainment of company, nor increase his power of self-

enjoyment.” Hume thus concludes that this obsolete virtue is actually a vice.7 Humility’s 

“monkishness” places it in a world far removed from the drawing rooms and government 

seats of eighteenth-century society. Hume’s version of humility is inseparable from the 

eighteenth century and his materialist philosophical context. He rejects humility on its 

apparent lack of social utility: as he sees it, on its relative uselessness in a cultured 

conversation, the pangs of discomfort it gives its practitioner as he uneasily confronts his 
                                                                                                                

  

public deployment of humility as recently as the deeply controversial Supreme Court 
confirmation hearings of Justice Brett Kavanaugh. Senator Jeff Flake, noting that there would “as 
much doubt as certainty” in the hearings over the alleged sexual attacks by Kavanaugh, told 
hearers to “have a little humility on that front.” Though Flake certainly had no violent intentions 
of subjugation, his words belong to a long tradition of powerful men seeking to minimize or 
silence the voices of the wronged (particularly women) by appealing to humility. See Ronald J. 
Hansen, “Sen. Jeff Flake asks no questions in Brett Kavanaugh hearing, leaves his view unclear,” 
Arizona Republic, September 27, 2018, azcentral.com.  
6 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals edited by J.B. Schneewind 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1983), 73.  
7 Hume, Enquiry, 74.  
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failures, its status as an obstacle to the ambition required to make one’s way in the world. 

It is too medieval, as someone uses medieval to describe something hopelessly outdated 

and crude; a concept mired in the superstitious practices of benighted, bygone people and 

times, “gloomy, hare-brained enthusiasts.”  

One of those gloomy, harebrained enthusiasts of olden days was the African 

bishop, Augustine of Hippo, who provided a powerful account of humility in late 

antiquity. In book VII of Confessions, Augustine, having stumbled out of Manicheism 

and into Neoplatonism, narrates his attempt to reach God through meditation on beauty. 

Though his mind “attained to That Which Is,” to maintain that vision was “beyond his 

strength.”8 In later reflecting on this desire and inability, Augustine realizes that what he 

was missing and so desperately needed was Christ the mediator and the virtue especially 

associated with the incarnation, humilitas: 

Accordingly I looked for a way to gain the strength I needed to enjoy you, but I 
did not until I embraced the mediator between God and humankind, the man 
Christ Jesus, who also is God, supreme over all things and blessed for ever. Not 
yet had I embraced him, though he called out, proclaiming, I am the Way and 
Truth and the Life, nor had I known him as the food which, though I was not yet 
strong enough to eat it, he had mingled with our flesh; for the Word became flesh 
so that your Wisdom, through whom you created all things, might become for us 
the milk adapted to our infancy. Not yet was I humble enough to grasp the humble 
Jesus as my God, nor did I know what his weakness had to teach. Your Word, the 
eternal Truth who towers above the higher spheres of your creation, raises up to 
himself those creatures who bow before him; but in these lower regions he has 
built himself a humble dwelling from our clay, and used it to cast down from their 
pretentious selves those who do not bow before him, and make a bridge to bring 
them to himself. He heals their swollen pride and nourishes their love, that they 

                                                                                                                

8 Augustine, The Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 1. of The Works of Saint Augustine: A 
Translation for the 21st Century (New York: New City Press, 2001), VII.17, 23. Other citations 
in-text. 
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may not wander even farther away through self-confidence, but rather weaken as 
they see before their feet the Godhead grown weak by sharing our garments of 
skin, and wearily fling themselves down upon him, so that he may arise and lift 
them up. VII.18, 24. 

This passage indicates the key place of humility in Augustine’s accounts of spiritual 

transformation. His passage moves back and forth between different kinds of weakness, 

exploring the given limitations of humankind—their dependence on God and each 

other—in contrast to the damaging weakness of pride. The latter weakness is a lie, 

fostered by misplaced self-confidence grown out of control, a grossly swollen false 

autonomy. The former is truthful, rooted in self-aware acknowledgment of need. To 

admit this need is paradoxically to weaken but become stronger: to surrender the myth of 

one’s own strength and be lifted up. Augustine understands the confession and 

acknowledgment of this second weakness as humility. Christ’s weakness, his humility in 

taking on a body, teaches and forms weak humanity towards this acknowledgment. The 

grace of seeing Christ’s weakness in the Incarnation and in the sacrament transforms 

humankind’s inhibiting, sinful weakness into humility in the form of miraculously 

communal dependence upon the Godhead. For Augustine, true humility can never be 

separated from the immense love of the God who becomes incarnate. In this way of 

understanding moral and spiritual formation, living the life of charity towards God and 

neighbor hinges on humility—without it, all virtues risk corruption into pride and impede 
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communion with God.9 Augustine’s conception of humility importantly shapes late 

medieval traditions of the virtue and its relationship to the practice of other virtues. 

When we set these various accounts next to each other—the popular search 

engine’s answer, Hume’s Enlightenment interpretation, and Augustine’s fourth-century 

version of ostensibly the same concept—the contingent, cultural and social contexts of 

the word emerges.10 A world of difference lies between Augustine’s incarnational and 

eucharistic virtue of spiritual formation and Hume’s virtue for depressed fanatics, let 

alone the strange ambiguity of modern-day usages of the word. As modern readers we 

have been indelibly shaped by the shifting values and traditions of the past four hundred 

years. Even when we open up the Middle English Dictionary to locate more medieval 

                                                                                                                

9 See also The Trinity trans. Edmund Hill, O.P., ed. John E. Rotelle, O.S.A. in The Works of Saint 
Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century (New York: New City Press, 2012), IV; 
Augustine’s letter to Dioscoros, in which he distinguishes humility as necessary against 
Disoscoros’ ambitions, Ep. 118.22, translated by J.G. Cunningham, from Vol. 1 of Nicene and 
Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, edited by Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature 
Publishing Co., 1887), revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102118.htm; See Stephen T. Pardue, The Mind of Christ: 
Humility and the Intellect in Early Christian Theology (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), for a fairly 
recent account of criticism on Augustinian humility, though focusing more on kenosis 
specifically, 145-156. For two particularly helpful works about Augustine’s conception of the 
virtues, see Jennifer A. Herdt, Putting On Virtue: The Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2008); James Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
10 Alasdair MacIntyre’s work on tradition has significantly guided my work. See Alasdair 
MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2007); Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990). I also have been influenced 
by Raymond Williams’ account of language changes in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and 
Society revised edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983). 



  

  7  

usages, our own cultural interpretations of humility encumber us.11 The MED defines 

humility as:  

1. (a) The virtue of humility; -- also personified; (b) humble behavior or 
conduct.12 
 

This is not very specific for our identificatory purposes. Meekness, the word more 

regularly used by medieval English people to translate humilitas, is slightly more 

informative:13 

1. (a) The virtue of humility; an instance of humility; also person.; (b) patience, 
longsuffering; (c) mercy; (d) simplicity, sincerity; (e) obedience; (f) contrition. 
2. (a) Low estate, wretched state, affliction; (b) shame, humiliation. 
3. (a) Kindliness, sweetness, benevolence, generosity; (b) graciousness, courtesy; 
don meknesse, to perform a gracious act; (c) moderation of temperament; 
placidity; (d) timidity; ?also, stolidity.14 

Far more capacious than the definitions from Google or the OED, the MED definition of 

meekness blends virtue with self-denigration. Modern suspicions are justified in certain 

strands: meekness does include questions of submission and obedience, and though 

                                                                                                                

11 See Williams, about the contingency of words and their meanings when one goes to historical 
dictionaries and essays dealing with semantics of the past: “We find a history and complexity of 
meanings; conscious changes, or consciously different uses; innovation, obsolescence, 
specialization, extension, overlap, transfer; or changes which are masked by a nominal continuity 
so that words which seem to have been there for centuries, with continuous general meanings, 
have come in fact to express radically different or radically variable, yet sometimes hardly 
noticed, meanings and implications of meaning,” 17. 
12 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “humilite, n.,”  https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-
dictionary accessed Oct. 2018. 
13 In this introduction, for clarity’s sake, I use humility, conceptually slightly closer to the 
medieval humility I’m tracing, than modern usage of meekness. However, more medieval texts 
use meekness instead of humility to describe this concept. In the chapters, I use whichever word 
the writer prefers. Most modern translators and annotators use humility when translating 
medieval meekness. 
14 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “mekenes, n.,” https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-
dictionary accessed Oct. 2018. 
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theoretically recommended to all, strongly associated with women, children, servants, 

and impoverished people, as we can see in the examples cited by the MED. As in 

Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale, it can be a chivalrous virtue, associated particularly with 

knights and courteous conduct.15  

But in the MED, there is no trace of one of the most important and common ways 

medieval people defined this virtue and used it themselves. The most prominent 

definition of humility in late medieval English texts comes from Bernard of Clairvaux in 

The Steps of Humility and Pride.16 Geoffrey Chaucer renders Bernard’s definition into his 

English in The Parson’s Tale, the final work of The Canterbury Tales: “humilytee, or 

mekenesse…is a vertu thurgh which a man hath verray knowleche of himself, and 

holdeth of himself no pris ne deyntee, as in regard of his desertes, considerynge ever his 

freletee” (475-476).17 This definition includes two notable components: truthful self-

knowledge and the habits of thinking about oneself and acting in the world that this self-

knowledge inspires. The Cistercian theologian’s first work, though aimed at his brethren, 

would be cited in penitential and contemplative manuscripts almost universally as the 

authority on humility.18 The entire medieval and Bernardine definition of the word, 

                                                                                                                

15 Geoffrey Chaucer, The Knight’s Tale in The Riverside Chaucer ed. Larry D. Benson (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), 3rd ed., ll. 67-72, wherein the knight is as “meek” as a 
“mayde,” ln. 69. 
16 “Humilitas est virtus qua homo verissima sui cognitione sibi ipse vilescet” in Saint Bernard, De 
gradibus humilitatis, I, 2; “Humility is a virtue by which a man has a low opinion of himself 
because he knows himself well” in Bernard of Clairvaux, The Steps of Humility and Pride, trans. 
M. Ambrose Conway OCSO (Kalamazoo, MI: Cisterican Publications, 1973), 30. 
17 Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Parson’s Tale,” Riverside Chaucer, ll. 287-327. 
18 For a few examples, see Jacob’s Well edited by Arthur Brandeis (London: Pub. For the Early 
English Text Society by Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1900), 244; The Book of Vices and 
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particularly truthful self-knowledge, is nowhere to be found in modern dictionaries like 

the Oxford English Dictionary. Unsurprising, because we generally do not think of 

humility that way. But more troublingly, it does not appear in the Middle English 

Dictionary. The entry defines humilite, as the heading spells it, as “the virtue of 

humility,” implicitly assuming no conceptual slippage between the medieval form and the 

modern form. Our modern understanding of humility has snuck back into these texts via 

our shared vocabulary of humility. These creeping definitional and semantic changes 

have often gone unrecognized and as a result, have obscured our ability to read and 

understand humility’s role as a central virtue of moral formation in late medieval texts. 

                                                                                                                

  

Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens d’Orléans, 
edited by W. Nelson Francis (London: Pub. for the Early English Text Society by H. Milford, 
Oxford University Press, 1942), 130; Richard Morris’s The Prick of Conscience edited by Ralph 
Hanna and Sarah Wood (Oxford: Pub. For the Early English Text Society by Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 205-210. Bernard, typically a scapegoat of medieval humility for modern writers 
giving an account of the virtue, is often cited quickly and then abandoned because of his tendency 
towards “self-loathing.” For example, the empirical and behavioral analysis of humility in Norvin 
Richards, Humility (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992), scolding Bernard of Clairvaux 
and aligning his definition of humility with the OED’s definition of “low estimate of oneself,” 1-
2. Similarly, Jeanine Grenberg, Kant and the Ethics of Humility: A Story of Dependence, 
Corruption, and Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 2. This is an 
oversimplification of Bernardine humility. While Bernard certainly would have been no advocate 
of the modern self-esteem movement, his humility is far more complex than the self-loathing 
documented by some critics. As Etienne Gilson has written, “For St. Bernard, the man who seeks 
to know himself recognizes simultaneously both his misery and his greatness; his misery 
inasmuch as of himself he is nothing; his greatness, inasmuch as he is made to the image of God 
in respect of his freedom,” The Mystical Theology of St. Bernard, translated by A.H.C. Downes 
(Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1990), 203. See also Bernard McGinn on self-
knowledge and humility in Bernard of Clairvaux in The Growth of Mysticism, vol. III of The 
Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 
1994), 172-173. Bernardine humility, despite its bad rap, may accurately be described as 
communally oriented, with an emphasis on justice toward oneself and mercy toward the 
community, Steps III.6, VI.19. 
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Because of this conceptual slippage, many critics make common errors in reading 

humility. When encountering humility, some readers simply ignore it in a basic 

assumption that humility is the same as it is today, in the fashion of the MED, unworthy 

of further examination because it contains no critical payoff.19 Its ubiquity in medieval 

texts lends itself to impressions of clichéd dullness. Given some modern understandings 

of humility as modesty, self-denigration or purely performative, this kind of under-

reading ignores and/or elides the surprisingly complex and textured history of medieval 

humility and its centrality in reading didactic and literary texts. For example, in Jennifer 

Bryan’s work on devotional reading and self-examination in late medieval texts, she does 

not consider humility and its common role and appearance in texts that urge self-

examination, only taking into account the virtue as something she labels “humility 

rhetoric,” the rotting corpses and bodily smells in texts like The Prick of Conscience.20 

Bryan sets this humility rhetoric in contrast to practices of inner self-examination in other 

works, overlooking the potential trouble in doing so, considering humility’s traditional 

role as “verray knowleche” of the self, a pertinent virtue to her otherwise keen 

                                                                                                                

19 Some notable medieval and early modern literary critics have taken up humility at length and 
provide  different accounts than my own. See Nicolette Zeeman, Piers Plowman and the 
Medieval Discourse of Desire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), chapter one 
particularly, where she offers a psychoanalytically inflected account of humility and desire; 
Richard Strier, The Unrepentant Renaissance: From Petrarch to Shakespeare to Milton (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2011), chapter six, “Milton Against Humility”; Jennifer Clement, 
Reading Humility in Early Modern England (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Co., 2015). 
Recent book length historical and theological works on the virtue include Jane Foulcher, 
Reclaiming Humility: Four Studies in the Monastic Tradition (Athens, OH: Cistercian 
Publications, 2015); Pardue, The Mind of Christ. 
20 Jennifer Bryan, Looking Inward: Devotional Reading and the Private Self in Late Medieval 
England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 63, 16, and 86.  
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exploration of interiority. A more general example can be drawn from looking at the 

literary criticism of Julian of Norwich, a writer who uses meekness the most out of the 

authors I examine here. Julian utilizes the word about as much as the more noticed 

“homely,” and as I show below, employs it toward constructing a careful theology of 

self-knowledge and sin. Yet hardly any criticism approaches this important word in her 

work, though plenty acknowledge its importance, something I discuss in my first chapter. 

For other modern readers, the degrading and blindly submissive aspects of some 

versions of the virtue are so uncomfortably apparent that they overshadow the medieval 

virtue’s nuances. I include three particularly obvious critical examples, though it is more 

common for critics to simply not discuss humility or take it for granted. Nicholas Watson 

uses the end of Pearl and its prayer to become humble servants, to argue that God “takes 

no more interests in most aspects of the inner lives of his servants than a hunter takes in 

the death-agony of the deer,” because all this God cares about is submission rather than 

“inner transformation”: “[s]ubmission to the demands God makes of his “homely hyne” 

is simple when compared to the arduous journey to God described by some of the Pearl-

poet’s contemporaries.”21 Watson reads “homly,” humble, as indicative of nothing more 

than an “outer” submission, a nod to convention, devoid of “inner” life, reflective of a 

callous God and theology. In a different example, Lynn Staley and Sandra J. McEntire 

read Julian of Norwich’s “avowals” of obedience, limitations, and humility as “screens” 

                                                                                                                

21 Nicholas Watson, “The Gawain-Poet as a Vernacular Theologian” in A Companion to the 
Gawain-Poet (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 305. 
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for her more “original” theology, “not to be read literally.”22 In their particular treatments 

of humility, humility is performative. These critics voice the modern suspicion that 

humility is at best a political tool used to mask aspirations or challenges to power, and in 

a sense, opposed to creative thought and authentic expression. At worst it is the 

ideological instrument of subjection and repression.23 However, medieval people, as we 

have seen above with the widely cited Bernard of Clairvaux, understood humility far 

more broadly. 

For these medieval writers, thinking with and within the tradition of Augustinian 

Christianity, humility was essential in moral and spiritual formation, as well as penitential 

practice.24 Thomas Aquinas noted that if the virtuous life were a building, then humility 

would be the foundation of the edifice.25 For these thinkers and theologians, humility’s 

                                                                                                                

22 See Lynn Staley, Margery Kempe’s Dissenting Fictions (University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), 30; see also Sandra J. McEntire, “The Likeness of 
God and the Restoration of Humanity in Julian of Norwich’s Showings,” in Julian of Norwich: A 
Book of Essays edited by Sandra J. McEntire (New York: Garland Publishing, 1998), 27. 
23 Clement in Humility argues that because humility is a norm perceived as limiting agency, it 
does not garner critical attention in an age focused on resistance to norms as agency-granting. 
Clement contends rightfully that we must pay attention to such norms because of their importance 
in these works, and that early modern humility often “sustains” agency even as it “constricts and 
restrains,” 13-15. Her account, the only book-length exploration of humility in the field of 
medieval or early modern literary criticism, notably does not include a sustained engagement with 
its medieval forms or much of the older Christian theological tradition that forms the virtue, 
though she presents thoughtful readings of early modern religious engagements. 
24 I have repeatedly used the phrase moral and spiritual formation. I frequently use formation 
rather than habituation because formation succinctly expresses both sides of moral and spiritual 
learning: forming oneself and being formed by others, by reading, by contexts, by God. 
Formation usefully implies the multiplicity of agency involved in living a good life: for medieval 
Christians, the life of charity. 
25 ST II-II 161.5.ad 2, in Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae translated by Laurence Shapcote, 
O.P., edited by John Mortensen, Enrique Alarcon (Lander, WY: The Aquinas Institute for the 
Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012). 
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role in moral learning was something similar to what Alasdair MacIntyre, the Thomist 

philosopher, describes about truthful self-knowledge and moral formation:  

Reflective agents thus increasingly understand themselves and others in terms of a 
certain kind of narrative, a story in which they as agents direct themselves or fail 
to direct themselves toward a final end, the nature of which they initially 
apprehend in and through their activities as rational agents. Progress toward that 
final end is marked by slowly and unevenly increasing self-awareness and self-
knowledge, so that agents become better able to understand what in their past has 
gone well and what has gone badly in their own lives and in the lives of others 
with whom they have interacted and why. Failure to understand is often on this 
view a sign that things have gone badly. And the conception of a state in which 
we have achieved our final end is a conception of a state in which our 
retrospective understanding has become such that we are able to retell the story of 
our lives, but now truthfully, able to take the true measure of all our failures.26 

MacIntyre does not use the language of humility in this paragraph. However, this 

practice—learning to know oneself truthfully, acknowledge weakness, error, and failure, 

and then make life changes reflecting this acknowledgment—describes the habitual 

activity that marks humility’s initiating place in the virtuous life. This retrospective self-

knowledge, mostly of one’s limitations, failures, and errors in judgment, directs an agent 

towards new and improved choices, actions, and methods of decision-making. Pearl, 

Piers Plowman, and The Showings all strive to understand and provide accounts of these 

transformative moments of acknowledging wrong or pursuing deeper self-knowledge 

about one’s own limitations, in order to make room for new practices of charity.  

Formation in charity is one of the major ends of the texts I study, as clarified by 

the writers themselves. “Lerne to love,” instructs Kynde, a figure representative of God, 

                                                                                                                

26 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 54.  
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to Wille, the central figure of Piers Plowman (XXII.208).27 Julian of Norwich similarly 

ends the Long Text of The Showings with this enigmatic summary of her text: “Wit 

[understand] it wele, love was [God’s] mening. Who shewed it thee? Love. What shewed 

he thee? Love. Wherfore shewed he it thee? For love” (86.13-14).28 The anonymous poet 

of Pearl ends his elegiac poem with a prayer, that God may form all the poem’s readers 

into “homly hyne [humble servants] / Ande precious perlez” (1211-1212).29 Despite 

differing genres, styles, and dialects, these writers shared a goal: that their readers would 

be formed in, to use Julian’s language, a “lesson of love” (6.54). Learning to love was not 

an affective exercise, but a gift and a practice formed in the person through habits of 

thinking, reading, and acting. Pearl, Showings, and Piers Plowman narrate the difficulty 

of this spiritual and moral formation and through that narration, aim to form their readers 

into the life of charity.30 They understood humility, fostered by communal and penitential 

practices as well as the grace of divine revelation, to initiate that process.  

                                                                                                                

27 William Langland, Piers Plowman: A New Annotated Edition of the C-text ed. Derek Pearsall 
(Exeter, UK: University of Exeter Press, 2008). 
28 Julian of Norwich, The Writings of Julian of Norwich: A Vision Showed to a Devout Woman 
and A Revelation of Love, eds. Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins (University Park, PA: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006). 
29 Pearl in The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript eds. Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron 
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2002). 
30 These kinds of ends and acknowledgments are not unusual in the medieval period, a time when 
writers and readers largely understood reading of all kinds to be a moral exercise that shaped the 
reader for better or for worse. For especially useful accounts of this ethical reading, see Mary 
Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture 2nd. ed. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), chapter 5; and Jean Leclerq, The Love of Learning and the 
Desire for God: A Study in Monastic Culture, translated by Catherine Misrahi 2nd ed. (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 1974), part II. Reading, particularly reading of scripture, was 
understood to be an intensely moral, shaping activity in the life of the reader. See, for example, 
the influential claim of Gregory the Great, who writes “We ought to transform what we read 
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In chapter one, ‘“Here hast thou matter of mekenesse, here hast thou matter of 

love”: Learning and Reforming Language in Julian of Norwich’s Showings,’ I show how 

Julian of Norwich takes up conventional images of humility, including children and 

parent relationships, to explore the constant dependency of humanity. This chapter argues 

that Julian draws from broad traditions of humility in didactic and penitential materials to 

reform the reader’s and her own understanding of God, and thereby themselves. The late 

fourteenth-century anchorite’s text, written and then rewritten again, describes and 

interprets the series of “showings” that she received one night in May of 1373. In this 

chapter, I examine some of the dominant language around humility in the penitential 

manuals, which notably include frequent and strong language of self-denigration in 

relation to truly knowing the self. For these texts, confession of how specifically foul and 

disgusting one has become in the process of sinning is the mark of true humility. Julian 

shifts the emphasis of self-knowledge to focus on confessing created human limitation 

rather than sinful and disgusting weakness. Julian accomplishes this shift through 

examining traditional figures of meekness, beginning with Mary in the Annunciation and 

concluding with her image of Christ as a mother and the Christian as his child. Each of 

these images has a longstanding history within pastoral materials as emblematic of meek 

                                                                                                                

  

within our very selves, so that when our mind is stirred by what it hears, our life may concur by 
practicing what it has heard,” in Moralia in Job, I.33; quoted by Carruthers, Memory, 205. This 
shaping and stirring activity was seen for good and ill, activated by scriptural and non-scriptural 
texts: remember the memorable scene with Francesca and Paolo, who are shaped toward adultery 
by their reading of Lancelot in Inferno V.127-138. 
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and humble response to the love of God. I show how Julian carefully and attentively 

redefines what meekness looks like in confessional practice by returning to these images. 

Slightly modifying them, over and over, she forms and necessitates a practice of reading 

and interpretation that acknowledges, in her words, littleness and meekness, true self-

knowledge that embraces creaturely limitations in order to recognize the vastness of the 

love of God. In this process, I argue that she reorients the language of contemporary 

penitential practice and provides a reformed model of formation for late medieval 

believers. 

The second chapter, entitled “Homly Hyne: The Beginnings and Ends of Learning 

in Pearl,” unfolds the formation of the dreamer-speaker of Pearl. In this chapter, I 

contend that Pearl navigates the relationship between humility and specifically the self-

knowledge of memory through the poem’s elaborate form and content. A beautiful and 

complex jewel of a poem portrays the moral and spiritual journey of a grieving father, 

who falls asleep in the midst of his mourning and dreams that he meets his daughter in a 

paradisiacal garden. The title of this chapter refers to the final lines of the poem, where 

the speaker requests that God transform the readers and speaker into God’s “homly 

hyne,” humble servants, and “precious perlez unto his paye.” This prayer echoes the 

poem’s first words: “Perle pleasaunte, to prynces paye” (1). His prayerful request for 

humble servanthood for speaker and reader alike leads back to the start of the poem and 

informs and transforms the narrative by beginning the story again in memory. Because of 

the poem’s distinctive and repetitive form, the narrator’s dream and account of listening 

and learning from the pearl-maiden can be mined again and again, by reader and narrator 
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both, in a spirit of humility. Modeling this humble reading through returning through the 

circular form and reconsidering the content, is, I argue, one of the main goals of the 

Pearl-poet. Simultaneously, the poet draws upon the symbolic representations of 

humility—childhood and servanthood, as they appear in two passages from the synoptic 

gospels—to meditate upon what it means that one must become like a little child to enter 

the kingdom of heaven. Less troubled by the broad contexts of the penitential tradition 

and institutional church than the other two works I study, Pearl draws on the vocabulary 

and images of humility in order to probe how an individual person may be formed in the 

contexts of immense suffering. 

Like Julian of Norwich, William Langland harbors doubts about the language 

used by penitential traditions as well as the institutional church to form its body of 

believers into the life of charity. Unlike Julian, Langland doubts that this language in the 

current institutionalized form can be rehabilitated. In chapter three, “Lerne to Love: Piers 

Plowman and the Conditions of Formation,” I take up the role of humility in the final 

version of Langland’s powerful and challenging allegorical poem, Piers Plowman. 

Langland affirms the importance of meekness and its place in learning how to live 

virtuously in the first extended conversation of the poem, that between Holy Church, an 

allegory for the Body of Christ, and Wille, the main figure of the poem, a broad figure for 

the will, and a sort of Everyman. But subsequently, Langland exposes and explores the 

shifty nature of meekness as a virtue: if imposed from without or if practiced in certain 

ways, meekness could be confused with forms of self-denigration or punitive and 

oppressive conditions that in actuality create hollowed out or simplistic imitations of the 
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virtuous life. Langland sets up a series of encounters and conversations that probe the 

relationship between meekness and defaute, a multivalent Middle English precursor for 

default that contains a broad range of meaning from famine to general lack. Several of 

Langland’s allegorical figures argue that punitive or voluntary defaute is the most 

effective way to create meekness and thereby stimulate moral and spiritual growth, 

including figures representative of famine used punitively by temporal power (Hunger), 

Franciscan proponents of voluntary poverty as the perfect life (Patience), and a general 

representation of Need itself. I contend that Langland sharply questions these 

contemporary assumptions through his teleological dialectic and nuances the relationship 

between suffering and learning throughout the course of his poem. He depicts the 

practices and habits of Christian formation in the lessons of Liberum Arbitrium, the fully 

formed Christian will, familiar with Christ and the practices of virtue. Yet, Langland ends 

his poem on a less hopeful and complete note, and by the last passus, doubts the ability of 

the contemporary institutional church to form the body of believers towards true 

humility. Langland’s astute, even prophetic concerns about formation in community take 

up queries that will only become more acute, and less nuanced, in the following 

centuries.  

In Pearl, Showings, and Piers Plowman, I argue that the authors closely consider 

the language, practices, and forms of humility in the process of formation. In these works, 

humility/meekness is both the vocabulary they return to and re-evaluate, and the action of 

that new examination and practice. Through their speakers and/or themselves (as in 

Julian’s case), they initiate their readers into their moral and spiritual teaching by 
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enacting or portraying their own successful or failed interpretations of what it means to 

be humble. Their readers undergo the same errors and misreadings, the same mistakes 

and limitations of language that these writers enact through their textual speaker.  

Thus, inextricably and perhaps inevitably, this project gestures towards the 

importance of humble reading: being just as ready and practiced to listen self-reflexively, 

to admit limitations, failures, and errors of understanding, as the medieval subjects 

themselves.31 Attending to medieval humility as the virtue of acknowledged dependence 

opens ways to think creatively, not only about medieval literary texts, but about modes of 

literary criticism and learning itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                                                                                

31 Here I have been influenced by the recent work of Rita Felski and Sarah Beckwith on modes of 
critical reading beyond critique: Sarah Beckwith, “Reading For Our Lives,” in PMLA 132.2 
(March 2017): 331-336; Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2015). 



  

  20  

 



  

  21  

II. “Here hast thou matter of mekenesse, here hast thou matter 
of love”: Learning and Reforming Language in The Showings 
of Julian of Norwich 

 
A picture held us captive. And we couldn’t get outside it, for it lay in our 

language, and language seemed only to repeat it to us inexorably. 
–Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations §1151 

 
Let me, then, confess what I know about myself, and confess too what I do not 

know, because what I know of myself I know only because you shed light on me, and what 
I do not know I shall remain ignorant about until my darkness becomes like bright noon 

before your face.  
–Augustine, Confessions2 

 

In this chapter, I shall consider how Julian of Norwich deploys the language and 

conventional images of meekness as means of learning to love, and reforming the 

reader’s and her own understanding of God and thereby themselves. The tradition of 

meekness as primary penitential virtue, the remedy to pride, and the cornerstone of 

learning, shapes the Showings. Within these longstanding ideas of penitential self-

knowledge, Julian works to creatively re-examine concepts of sin, authoritative teaching, 

creatureliness, volition, culpability, and formation in the virtues.3 By focusing on Julian’s 

careful development and usage of meekness throughout the Showings, I examine how she 

                                                                                                                

1 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations trans. G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker and 
Joachim Schulte, rev. 4th ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). 
2 Augustine, The Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 1. of The Works of Saint Augustine: A 
Translation for the 21st Century (New York: New City Press, 2001), X.7.31. 
3 Lynn Staley, “Julian of Norwich and the Crisis of Authority,” in David Aers and Lynn Staley, 
The Powers of the Holy: Religion, Politics, and Gender in Late Medieval English Culture 
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 107-178, attends 
specifically to Julian’s “uneasiness with the drift of contemporary devotional writing,” and calls 
attention to Julian’s sensitivity to contemporary language and authoritative writing, 110.  
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works towards reforming contemporary understandings of the self and a penitential 

community of Christians, as well as the hermeneutics of this text that works to both teach 

and enact its lesson within its readers. 

At the end of Julian of Norwich’s Showings, Julian eloquently describes her 

process of coming to understand, to “witte,” the meaning of the diverse showings that she 

has received. Her showings and their interpretations, the labor of many years and much 

thought, can be summed up in one word—love: 

And fro the time that it was shewde, I desyerde oftentimes to witte what was oure 
lords mening. And fifteen yere after and mor, I was answered in gostly 
understonding, seyeing thus: “What, woldest thou wit thy lords mening in this 
thing? Wit it wele, love was his mening. Who shewed it the? Love. What shewid 
he the? Love. Wherefore shewed he it the? For love. Holde the therein, thou shalt 
wit more in the same. But thou shalt never wit therin other withouten end.” Thus 
was I learned that love is oure lords mening. (86.11-17) 4 
 

Julian’s repetition of “witte” underscores her commitment to the importance of 

understanding this love, both for herself and for her readers. But because the lesson is 

love, understanding alone will not do as the interpretive end of this book. Denys Turner, 

referring to Julian’s tendency to address to her readers in the direct second person plural, 

writes “it is clear that what matters to Julian personally is what matters to Paul—not her 

shewings as such, but what through her they teach, namely, what Paul calls the ‘more 

                                                                                                                

4 Julian of Norwich, The Writings of Julian of Norwich: A Vision Showed to a Devout Woman 
and A Revelation of Love, eds. Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins (University Park, PA: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006). All quotations from Julian are from this volume, 
unless otherwise noted. I have also consulted A Book of Showings to the Anchoress Julian of 
Norwich, eds. Edmund Colledge O.S.A. and James Walsh S.J., (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Mediaeval Studies, 1978). 
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excellent way,’ the way of charity.”5 Julian’s address of love is meant to be lived as a 

lesson within community, or as Turner notes, her Showings is a text that “enacts what it is 

about,” namely, charity.6 In earlier, diverse places in her text, Julian describes this all-

encompassing meaning as God’s “lesson of love.”7 Julian’s text is, at its core, 

pedagogical and pastoral. Within the lesson, she is simultaneously pupil and instructor. 

How can she learn, convey (and thereby teach) the lesson of love? How can she and her 

readers be formed and transformed within it as a result of this “witting”? These are the 

questions most important to Julian’s text. For Julian’s final goal is not understanding by 

itself, but the understanding and enactment—living—of charity.  

“Love” as a one-word summary of God’s meaning is simple, but the lesson 

imparted within Julian’s work is complex. Requiring intensive interpretive labor, the 

lesson first finds form in a Short Text that Julian revises and rewrites into the Long Text. 

This interpretive struggle is represented in the form of a virtue that Julian sees as 

essential to reading, understanding, and acting the lesson of love: trewe meknesse (78.32). 

Julian’s representations of meekness, in Mary, the Servant, the Lord, the Mother, and the 

Child of her Showings, model learning and understanding the lesson of love. Interpretive 

labor is not confined to Julian’s own efforts. In his consideration of Julian’s 

hermeneutics, Nicholas Watson writes that “for the slow, deliberative and prayerful 

                                                                                                                

5 Denys Turner, Julian of Norwich, Theologian (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011), 
74.  
6 Ibid. 
7 6.54, and in a variation, 79.19. 
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reader, the written Revelation of Love must be, or be meant to become, the showing.”8 

The “lesson of love” is not only meant to be read, but meant to be undergone in the same 

way that Julian has undergone it. With the book itself as a conduit of formation, the 

reader is meant to follow Julian and meekly share the labor of “seeing” and 

interpretation—even through the struggle of revision (in thought rather than writing)—to 

that understanding that it has all been about love.  

Meekness, a traditional Christian virtue often identified with humility and 

relevant in contexts of confession, penance and formation of the virtues, is necessary to 

the kind of understanding that Julian’s lesson fosters.9 Working and reworking a 

penitential vocabulary, Julian writes that it is by seeing one’s sin, “profitable without 

dispair,” a “meke knowing, thorow contrition and grace” that one shall be perfectly 

“oned” to God (78.14-22). But she indicates that the way she and her readers have been 

taught to speak and write of God and themselves obstructs their ability to understand how 

God loves. For Julian, learning true meekness becomes a hermeneutic key to interpreting, 

learning, and understanding the lesson of love. 

                                                                                                                

8 Nicholas Watson, “The Trinitarian Hermeneutic in Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of Love,” in 
Julian of Norwich: A Book of Essays ed. Sandra J. McEntire (New York: Garland Publishing, 
1998), 77. 
9 I shall use meekness the majority of the time throughout this chapter, because of Julian’s 
preference for the term as well as the interchangeability of the word in many of these penitential 
contexts.  Meekness is used instead of humility in many pedagogically-minded works, including 
Richard Morris’s The Prick of Conscience edited by Ralph Hanna and Sarah Wood (Oxford: Pub. 
For the Early English Text Society by Oxford University Press, 2013), Jacob’s Well edited by 
Arthur Brandeis (London: Pub. For the Early English Text Society by Kegan Paul, Trench, 
Trubner & Co., 1900), and The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English 
Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens d’Orléans, edited by W. Nelson Francis (London: 
Pub. for the Early English Text Society by H. Milford, Oxford University Press, 1942). 
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“Verray Knowleche of Himselfe”: Meekness and Humility in the 
Penitential and Contemplative Traditions 

A close reader will have noticed Julian’s careful qualification of meekness above, in the 

important adjective “trewe.” This appendage implies the lurking danger of something that 

masquerades as meekness. According to Julian, there is an “unknowing of love” in which 

humans participate that prevents God’s lovers from understanding that God is not only 

powerful and wise, but all-loving (73.20). Julian elaborates on this unknowing of love:  

For whan we beginne to hate sinne, and amend us by the ordinance of holy 
church, yet ther dwelleth a drede that letteth us by the beholding of ourselfe and 
of oure sinne afore done, and some of us for oure everyday sinnes… And the 
beholding of this maketh us so sory and so hevy that unnethes we can see ony 
comfort. And this drede we take sometime for a mekenes, but it is a foule 
blindhede and a wekenesse. (73.26-34) 
 

Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins point out that if The Showings is read as a 

“practical work of pastoral theology,” then this “exposure of false dread” can be 

understood as its “most pressing message.”10 I concur, however, I would like to refine 

Watson and Jenkins’ note. Alongside false dread, Julian is cautioning against false 

meekness, the mistaking of an impediment of love for a virtue, meekness. Where this 

false meekness arises is of particular importance. False meekness occurs, to paraphrase 

Julian, when we begin to learn to hate sin and amend ourselves under the directive of the 

church. In other words, this false meekness can become a danger in the specific context 

of institutional penitential practices.  

                                                                                                                

10 Watson and Jenkins, Julian of Norwich, 352 33-34n. 
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The language of meekness and humility is ubiquitous in both vernacular and Latin 

penitential teaching directed toward lay and clerical readers. In my epigraph, I quoted 

from Ludwig Wittengenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. He writes that a picture held 

us captive, and it was the language that entrapped us, in its particular tendencies to repeat 

itself to us. The distinct danger of Julian’s false meekness arises from its entrenchment 

within the penitential vocabulary, sometimes in insidious forms. It is from the “picture,” 

to use Wittgenstein’s language, of Augustinian humble self-knowledge and its 

importance in penitential works that Julian draws meekness and reframes it within 

Showings. In order to understand Julian’s simultaneously tradition-oriented and diverging 

deployments of the virtue, I want to briefly trace the rise, meanings, and usages of 

meekness and humility in medieval English penitential teaching as well as contemplative 

tradition. 

Critics have paid slight attention to meekness, not just in Julian’s work but in 

Middle English literature as a whole.11 This may be because meekness, or humility (the 

two are nearly inseparable in Middle English, as we shall see below) lingers on in 

modernity as quite an unattractive “virtue,” as I mentioned in the preface. It is popularly 

                                                                                                                

11 Exceptions being Joan Nuth, in Wisdom’s Daughter: The Theology of Julian of Norwich 
(Crossroad Publishing Company: New York, 1991), 141-142; Vincent Gillespie and Maggie 
Ross, “With Mekeness Aske Perseverantly: On Reading Julian of Norwich,” in Mystics Quarterly 
30.3 (September/December 2004), 126-141; and Jill Sirko, “’Making Penance Profytable’: Julian 
of Norwich and the Sacrament of Penance,” in Journal of Medieval Religious Cultures 41.2 
(2015), 163-186, in which Sirko examines the language of penance, including meekness, in 
Julian’s lack of confession to a priest after sinning. Multiple critics discuss the slightly different 
“humility topos” of medieval English literature, as I explore below. Jennifer Clement has recently 
published Reading Humility in Early Modern England (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing, 2015). 
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and not always wrongly associated with blind obedience in political history.12 Humility is 

often misused. Yet, humility has always been an important virtue in Christian doctrine 

and scripture—and one often strangely conflicted.13 The New Testament contains 

numerous references to humility or meekness as essential virtues for entering the 

kingdom of God. Many of these verses specifically refer to childhood or servanthood. 

Most notably, these verses include the Markan and Matthean references to children 

inheriting the kingdom of God because of their meekness.14 After Paul urges Christians to 

imitate Christ’s humility, he includes the famous hymn of the second chapter of 

                                                                                                                

12 For a contemporary example of this kind of humility, see Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale, with patient 
and humble Grisilde and the capricious cruelty of the marquis, Walter. Grisilde’s meekness is 
displayed through her continual subjection and unquestioning submission to Walter, a form of the 
virtue Chaucer critically considers and ultimately critiques.   
13 I say strangely conflicted because the meaning of humility was often obscure, as I explore 
below. It was not at all understood as a virtue in pagan systems of thought and thereby created 
interesting dilemmas for theologians in thinking through learning and the virtues. For example, 
humility would be totally alien to Aristotle’s understanding of the most virtuous person, the 
magnanimous man. Aristotle defines the magnanimous man as “the one who thinks himself 
worthy of great things and is really worthy of them,” and always wants to be “superior” around 
others, never taking favors, never receiving, but always giving and concerned with honor, in 
Nicomachean Ethics translated and edited by Terence Irwin (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett 
Publishing, 1999), IV.3, §3. I retain the gender-specific language because for Aristotle, the 
independence and superiority necessary for magnanimity belongs to men. For a discussion of 
magnanimity in a more sympathetic context, see John M. Casey, Pagan Virtue: An Essay in 
Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 199-210. In contrast, Augustine understands humility as 
the Christian virtue par excellence, that distinguishes Christian virtue from pagan and prevents 
good work from being corrupted by pride. When Thomas Aquinas builds his synthesis of 
Aristotelian and Augustinian thought in his examination of the virtues and the well-directed life, 
he incorporates Aristotelian magnanimity and pairs it with humility, but the effect is uncertain. 
See part I of Jennifer Herdt, Putting on Virtue: The Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2008) for a consideration of habituation, pagan virtue, and Christian 
virtue in Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas. See also chapters IV-VI of Alasdair MacIntyre, 
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), for more on learning and Augustinian humility and 
the conflict with Aristotelian learning.  
14 See Matthew 18:4, Mark 10:15. 
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Philippians, which describes and praises the humble servant-Christ. This scriptural 

inheritance certainly shapes late medieval English discourses of spiritual formation. 

Julian uses these scriptural language and images of meekness as a distinct way to enter 

into, open out, and critique late medieval practices of penance and formation, and the 

ways that they formulate self-knowledge.  

The histories of the words themselves reveal their wide-ranging importance in 

Christian thought and practice. In Middle English, despite meek being typically used to 

translate the Latin mitis or mansuetus, whereas humble translates humilis,15 meekness and 

humility have a very close semantic overlap, and are nearly but not quite identical. The 

Oxford English Dictionary first notes usage of these words in English in the 13th 

century—meekness, from early Scandinavian meaning soft, pliant, or gentle at the 

beginning of the century, and humility from Latin via French, originally meaning small, 

mean, lowly, or base, about fifty years later.16  

Despite these differing origins, which emerge in medieval English usage, the 

words quickly become intermingled and difficult to extricate from each other. In the 

preface, I cited Chaucer’s typical definition and conflation of the two as an example of 

their inextricability as well as the conceptual distance of medieval understandings of the 

                                                                                                                

15 See, for example, modern editions of the Summa Theologiae. See the Vulgate Matthew 11:29. 
16 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “meekness” and “humility,” accessed June 2017, 
www.oed.com. In the examples that the MED lists, one can immediately see the gendered and 
hierarchical valences of the two words, particularly in meekness (“meek and mild,” “meek as a 
maid”). Though meekness contains valences of benevolence and compassion more than humility, 
it becomes almost simultaneously assimilated in usage to humility’s language of submission and 
obedience, see Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “mek, n.” accessed June 2017, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary. 
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virtue, which I quote again here:  

…now shul ye understonde which is the remedie agayns the synne of Pride; and 
that is humylitee, or mekenesse./ That is a vertu thrugh which a man hath verray 
knowleche of himself, and holdeth of himself no pris ne deyntee, as in regard of 
his desertes, considerynge ever his freletee. (475-476)17 
 

Chaucer’s inclusion of “verray knowleche” is conspicuously absent from the OED and 

MED definitions of these words.18 Truthful knowledge of oneself, and the thought and 

action ensuing from this knowledge (considering ever his frailty, regarding what he 

deserves), crucially clarifies medieval English understandings of meekness and humility 

as virtues. The component of self-knowledge identifies humility or meekness as 

necessary components of the penitential process, vital for proper confession and 

contrition as well as the foundation for learning virtue. 

Humility and meekness’s near simultaneous rise in English usage occurs at the 

same time as the increase in popular vernacular penitential literature after the Fourth 

Lateran Council, which in 1215 mandated annual auricular confession to a priest.19 This 

development is not coincidental, but rather indicates the importance of these concepts 

within penitential practice. This new requirement laid more teaching burdens on parish 

                                                                                                                

17 Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Parson’s Tale,” in The Riverside Chaucer ed. Larry D. Benson 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), 3rd ed., 287-327. 
18 Oxford English Dictionary, “meekness” and “humility,” accessed June 2017 www.oed.com. 
19 For more on the influence of Lateran IV, see Thomas N. Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve 
of the Reformation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), 21-22. Also see chapter 2 
for literature on the forgiveness of sins, including those aimed at both lay and learned, pp. 28-56. 
For an account of medieval religious pedagogy, including catechesis and lay didactic and 
devotional works, see chapter two, “How the Plowman Learned His Paternoster,” in Eamon 
Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, 1400-1580 (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2005), 2nd ed., 53-88. 
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priests, and vernacular clerical and lay aids to confession proliferated.20 Leonard Boyle 

notes that “the act of confessing becomes more personal, more aware of self” with the 

increased demand on the priest to understand the penitent and their sins. The penitent 

person needed to be contrite, and correspondingly, “the confessor in turn now had to pay 

as much attention to the interior disposition of the penitent as he did to the penitent’s 

sins.”21 As a result, the virtues, like meekness, needed to eradicate the vices and cultivate 

proper self-knowledge increase in importance as the pastoral and theological emphasis on 

the necessity of contrition grows.22 Meekness the virtue, as one of the conventional 

conditions of a true and profitable confession, becomes ubiquitous in penitential materials 

for both lay and clerical audiences in England.23 Thomas Tentler’s work on sin and 

                                                                                                                

20 Leonard Boyle, “The Fourth Lateran Council and Manuals of Popular Theology,” in The 
Popular Literature of Medieval England, ed. Thomas J. Heffernan, 30-34 particularly. Boyle 
includes a history of the Latin pastoralia that precede the vernacular treatises. For examples and 
more information on the range of materials connected to this rise in vernacular teaching post-
Lateran IV, see G.H. Russell, “Vernacular Instruction of the Laity in the Later Middle Ages in 
England: Some Texts and Notes” in Journal of Religious History vol. 2.2 (1962): 98-117. For an 
interesting survey of the importance of the concept of interiority and self-knowledge in late 
medieval English devotional literature, see the introduction of Jennifer Bryan, Looking Inward: 
Devotional Reading and the Private Self in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 1-33. 
21 Boyle, “Manuals,” 34. 
22 Boyle notes that “from the 1280s onward the theme of ‘the extirpation of the vices’ gives way 
to that of the ‘fostering of the virtues,’ and the soul comes to be seen as something to be 
cultivated with virtues and not just to be kept clear of weeds,” 36. Boyle demonstrates the 
relationship of the burgeoning tradition of pastoralia to the “flowering” of spirituality in prose 
and poetry in the late thirteenth into the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries is convincing. For an 
in-depth discussion of the theological and doctrinal debate over the role and importance of 
contrition in confession and in absolution, see Tentler, Sin, 16-20 and then 233-273. 
23 Chaucer, Parson’s Tale, 987-990. Chaucer has it as one of four. Jacob’s Well has seven, and 
includes as its sixth condition “thou schuldyst schryue the mekely. Yif thou schryue the mekely 
thou spekest to god, and thi preest is goddys eere, and all that he heryth, he heryth as god & noyt 
man,” 297. Similarly, “mekenesse” drives someone to seek out a confessor in the first place 
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confession notes that contrition replaced the penitential works of satisfaction as penance 

became private and lighter. Tentler argues that the public, canonical penance, one of 

shame and expiation, transforms into a penance of guilt and remorse.24 Meekness as an 

essential companion to contrition, the condition upon which a true and profitable 

confession depended, is inextricable from this remorse and guilt. 

In texts on formation, therefore, meekness usually entails not only “verray 

knowleche” of oneself, but extends to true knowing of how foul one has become in the 

process of sinning, and of the truly little worth that one possesses, nearly inseparable 

from self-hatred,25 particularly in the perspective of God’s holiness and divinity. My 

earlier definer of meekness, the Parson of the Canterbury Tales is quoting from St. 

Bernard of Clairvaux’s highly influential definition, used in many penitential and 

pastorally-minded works.26 But Chaucer’s Parson is actually giving a rather generous 

                                                                                                                

  

(244).  The Book of Vices and Virtues has six and is similar to Jacob’s Well, shriving meekly 
because the priest is the ear of God (180). 
24 Tentler, Sin, 18-19. 
25 In more influential sayings from Bernard, as Jacob’s Well vividly renders it, “se where-of thou 
come? Of foul and vnclene seed, & be thou a-schamyd. Se what thou art? A sacche full of dunge, 
& be thou sory. Se what thou schalt be? Wermys mete. Whedir schal thi soule in thin ende, to 
peyne or ioye? Thou wost neuere. Dred thou sore thanne,” 236. This kind of language is not 
unusual in the penitential and pastoral traditions cross-generically. The Prick of Conscience 
reminds its reader to think in heart “How he was made of a foul matere” and to “knaw the 
wrechednes of his kynde” made from “vile sede” ll. 409, 429, 445. 
26 “Humilitas est virtus qua homo verissima sui cognitione sibi ipse vilescet” in Saint Bernard, De 
gradibus humilitatis, I, 2; “Humility is a virtue by which a man has a low opinion of himself 
because he knows himself well” in Saint Bernard, The Steps of Humility and Pride translated by 
M. Ambrose Conway OCSO (Kalamazoo, MI: Cisterican Publications, 1973), 30. See also 
Etienne Gilson, The Mystical Theology of Saint Bernard translated by A.H.C. Downes 
(Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1990), 69-74. Gilson describes the deep significance of 
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definition compared to other versions. In the fifteenth-century treatise Jacob’s Well, as 

well as the fourteenth-century English translation of the Somme le Roi, The Book of Vices 

and Virtues, meekness “makyth a man to dyspise hym-self & to knowe what he is.” 27 

This meekness theoretically drives the sinner to a confessor. Thus, the word is intricately 

connected to formulations of self-knowledge within the genre of confession. This is 

particularly relevant given meekness’s place as the “remedy” to pride, the sin often 

portrayed as a foul blindness obscuring knowledge of the extent of one’s sinfulness and 

thereby impeding true confession as well as formation in the virtues.28 

Humility is equally important in another tradition in which Julian’s text 

participates: the introspective contemplative tradition rooted in Augustine’s theology. 

How one should talk and think about the genre and relatedness of English late medieval 

contemplative writers, such as Julian, the author of the Cloud of Unknowing, Walter 

Hilton, Richard Rolle, and Margery Kempe, continues to be a topic of debate. To varying 

degrees, these authors share a common rootedness in an Augustinian tradition of 

contemplative writing.29 This tradition is defined by introspective and reflexive 

                                                                                                                

  

humility in Bernard’s thought and its intimate relation to charity. Humility for Bernard is the 
recognition of how terrible the human has become in his or her disfiguring of the divine likeness 
of God, how unrecognizable he or she has become compared to the goodness of God.  
27 For a few examples, see Jacob’s Well, 244; Book, 130; The Prick of Conscience, ll. 205-210. 
28 See Chaucer, “Parson’s Tale,” ll. 390-482 for an example of the opposition between pride and 
its remedy, humility. 
29 Nicholas Watson, “The Middle English Mystics,” in The Cambridge History of Medieval 
English Literature, ed. David Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 539-65, 
troubles the language of mysticism and examines the critical apparatus around these “English 
mystics,” providing a useful and short critical background to English spirituality. See also Sarah 
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contemplation derived from Augustine’s understanding of the soul as the imago Dei, 

image of God, and that to discover God one must journey into one’s soul, as articulated 

most prominently in Augustine’s De Trinitate.30  

In the “flowering” of late medieval contemplative literature, this emphasis on 

humility becomes more prominent and schematic. The influential St. Bernard of 

Clairvaux particularly prioritizes humility as the virtue that gives humans access to 

authentic self-knowledge within the context of a sinful world and then allows for ascent. 

English contemplative writers, Walter Hilton, and, quite differently, the anonymous 

author of The Cloud of Unknowing, equally prioritize humility as a virtue necessary for 

those who wish to lead the contemplative life.31 For these works, there is a special 

                                                                                                                

  

Beckwith, Christ’s Body, chapter one “The Transcendent and the Historical: Inventing the 
Discourse of Mysticism” for further consideration of the discourse of mysticism, 7-21.  
30 For considerations of this heritage, see Bernard McGinn’s magisterial series, The Presence of 
God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company); 
Denise N. Baker, “Varieties of Middle English Mystical Discourse,” in A Companion to Julian of 
Norwich, ed. Liz Herbert McAvoy (D.S. Brewer: Cambridge 2008), 53-63; Denise Baker, “The 
Image of God: Contrasting Configurations in Julian of Norwich’s Showings and Walter Hilton’s 
Scale of Perfection in Julian of Norwich: A Book of Essays ed. Sandra J. McEntire (New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1998); Denise Baker, Julian of Norwich’s Showings: From Vision to Book 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), particularly chapter one; Denys Turner, The 
Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism (Cambridge, 1995), especially chapters 3-4. 
Charles Taylor has provided an influential account of Augustinian interiority in Sources of the 
Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), chapter 
7. David Aers critiques Taylor’s version of Augustinian interiority, noting its place in the 
communal City of God and in conversion to charity, in Salvation and Sin: Augustine, Langland, 
and Fourteenth-Century Theology (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 1-
10. 
31 Walter Hilton distinguishes between those far advanced in contemplation from those lower by 
their humility and knowledge of their own soul, Scale of Perfection ed. Thomas H. Bestul 
(Kalamazoo, Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, for TEAMS 
in association with the University of Rochester, 2000), II.20-21, 29-30, 37. The Cloud of 
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relationship between meekness and revelation. Only by acknowledging weakness—lack 

of power, that one is not God—can one begin to see God.32 And as I noted above, it is 

Bernard’s iteration of humility from Gradibus Humilitatis that so often appears in not just 

contemplative, but penitential and pastoral materials for the lay and learned. The 

confluence between genres and audiences in the use of this definition gestures toward the 

pastoral and pedagogical significance of meekness. As a locus for varying and even 

conflicting accounts of conversion, penance, learning, virtue formation, and the 

relationship and role of the subject to authority, meekness merits closer attention. And 

Julian thoroughly attends to it, working from within these traditions to consider how to 

think and write meekly. 

 

Form as Habit: Meekness and Learning in the Long Text 

Given Julian’s understanding that her text has not yet been “performed”—that she sees 

the lesson of love as incomplete, needing to be not only read and understood but 

                                                                                                                

  

Unknowing similarly uses language of perfect and imperfect meekness, especially important for 
those who lead a contemplative life—imperfect meekness is stimulated by self-knowledge, and 
perfect meekness is stimulated by love of God (chapters 13-17), The Cloud of Unknowing ed. 
Patrick J. Gallacher (Kalamazoo, MI: Published for TEAMS by Medieval Institute Publications, 
1997). 
32 This link between meekness and revelation is conventional. Thomas Aquinas writes that 
meekness directs humans to the knowledge of God, citing a long tradition: James 1:21, Sirach 
5:13, and Pseudo-Dionysius’s association of Moses with his exceptional meekness as “deemed 
worthy” of seeing divinity, and Augustine, in Teaching Christianity, trans. Edmund Hill, O.P. 
Vol 11 of The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century ed. John E. Rotelle, 
O.S.A. (New York: New City Press, 1996), ii, 7. See ST II-II.157.a.4. 
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enacted—the Showings can never function as narrative alone of what she has seen. The 

book is envisioned as a vehicle for formation of the individual and community reading it. 

Recently, Michelle Karnes has commented that in The Showings, “commentary is 

concerned not only with the lessons it teaches but also the path by which these lessons are 

reached… Meaning is heavily informed by the process by which one discovers it, and 

meaning thus discovered is far from incidental to the text itself.”33 Though Karnes 

confines her point to the “discord” between showing and interpretation, her acute 

observation on the process of discovery of meaning in the Showings pertains to thinking 

alongside Julian’s development of meekness and its use in interpretation. Thus, in order 

to understand the hermeneutic importance of meekness in Julian’s process of learning and 

teaching, special attention must be paid to the well-known methods wherewith Julian 

unfolds the “lesson of love.”  

The Showings comes to us in two forms. The Long Text has a complex 

composition history, being the product of twenty years of revision and reflection from an 

earlier version of the text.34 The Short Text appears in one fifteenth-century manuscript. 

                                                                                                                

33 Michelle Karnes, “Julian of Norwich’s Art of Interpretation,” in Journal of Medieval and Early 
Modern Studies 42:2 (Spring 2012): 334. 
34 Though I use Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins’ edition of Julian, I use the terms Long 
Text and Short Text in the manner of Colledge and Walsh rather than A Vision Showed to a 
Devout Woman and A Revelation of Love. I wish to emphasize the aspects of both continuity and 
revision in the written versions of Julian’s showings. 
The history and composition of Julian’s writing is complex and has garnered considerable critical 
attention. For more in-depth considerations of the differences and similarities between the texts, 
see B.A. Windeatt, “Julian of Norwich and Her Audience” in The Review of English Studies, New 
Series, vol. 28, no. 109 (Feb. 1977), 1-17; for further information on similarities and differences, 
as well as composition and dating, see the introduction to Colledge and Walsh, Showings, 24-25; 
the introduction to Watson and Jenkins, Revelation; and as to a slightly different account from 
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The Long Text exists only in extract in medieval manuscripts but in full in two 

seventeenth-century manuscripts as well as a printed edition of 1670. It is widely 

accepted that the Short Text is the author’s earlier work, rather than scribal abbreviation, 

thus the Long Text is a significant addition to and revision of the Short Text. As B.A. 

Windeatt points out, the two forms of the Showings together provide a unique example of 

“a mystic’s literary revision of her account of her experience and her interpretation of 

it.”35 Lynn Staley Johnson notes that “the long text is the work of a writer, not a 

seer…[presenting] experience mediated by time, literary craft, intelligence, and study.”36 

The Long Text thus reveals Julian’s developing pursuit of the interpretation of her 

showings, as well as the well-noted inextricability of the showings from interpretation. 

Her form is such that no one part of the text can be easily divorced from another. We can 

see this on the sentence level, where single words or clusters of words become laden with 

extra meaning (Karnes discusses these “verbal links,” using the examples of point, lord, 

                                                                                                                

  

Colledge and Walsh regarding composition and dating, see Nicholas Watson, The Composition of 
Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of Love in Speculum vol. 68, no. 3 (Jul. 1993), 637-683. See also 
McGinn, Vernacular Mysticism, 425-439 for a helpful summary of Julian’s biography, the 
structure and relationship between the ST and the LT, as well as a short summary of the material 
of the ST and a much longer consideration of the LT. Barbara Newman considers Julian’s 
deliberate “structural messiness,” through the blending of the categories of visio and vita, and 
thinks through the revision process of the ST into the LT. Barbara Newman, “Redeeming the 
Time: Langland, Julian, and the Art of Lifelong Revision” in Yearbook of Langland Studies 23.1 
(2009): 1-32. 
35 Windeatt, “Audience,” 1. 
36 Lynn Staley Johnson, “The Trope of the Scribe and the Question of Literary Authority in the 
Works of Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe,” Speculum 66.4 (Oct. 1991): 833. Johnson 
argues that Julian sees her text not as a text that should be read because it was written by a holy 
woman, but a text written as a guide for the holy.  
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and liquid37), and on the image level, where one image envelopes several meanings as the 

text proceeds. An example of this slow meaning-making through repeated returns to an 

image that I will later track is Julian’s consideration of the Annunciation and Marian 

imagery. 

Karnes characterizes Julian’s form in the Long Text as a dialectic that 

productively moves forward through the very process of working through contrasting 

impressions and interpretations, thereby creating meaning.38 Similarly, Denys Turner, 

following the categories of the Pseudo-Denys, describes Julian’s theology as a spiral, in 

that it both moves forward and constantly returns to the same point, thereby never 

repeating itself identically.39 Julian’s theology and form work in very similar ways. 

Julian’s presentation and return to modes of receiving revelation and the language around 

meekness in the first revelation, not to mention the rest of the text, show her simultaneous 

inferential, linear movements as a theologian, and her tendency to return to the same 

points to move deeper into the portent of her showings.  

Both Karnes’ and Turner’s observations, respectively about Julian’s form and 

theology, focus on the making of meaning within her text through the tension of 

                                                                                                                

37 Karnes, “Art,” 349-350. Karnes productively ties this practice to medieval biblical exegesis, 
seeing verbal links as connecting seemingly dissimilar notions while preserving their relatedness. 
See also Vincent Gillespie, “Postcards from the Edge: Interpreting the Ineffable in the Middle 
English Mystics,” in Interpretation: Medieval and Modern edited by Piero Boitani and Anna 
Torti (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D.S. Brewer, 1992), 159-160.  
38 Karnes, “Art,” 340. 
39 Turner, Julian of Norwich: Theologian, 4. The middle English Pearl utilizes a similar, spiral-
esque structure. See also Joan Nuth: “There is a good deal of repetition of themes, but in a 
progression towards an ever greater understanding of what was stated at the outset in the central 
image that contains all,” 25. 
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repetition and return. I see Karnes’ and Turner’s observations working similarly, but I 

offer an additional metaphor with which to consider Julian’s form. Julian’s writing, 

particularly in relation to her interest in teaching, structurally resembles the development 

and practice of virtue by an agent.  I use virtue in the sense explored by St. Thomas 

Aquinas, as the perfection of a power, as a habit ordered toward love.40 In forming a 

virtue, an action once strange and unfamiliar becomes the way that one tends to act (in 

this case, reads or sees) through the practiced repetition of the action in time. Eventually, 

it becomes second nature, a habit, enabling right action in widely varying situations. 

Thomas formulates the idea of an infused habit, one that disposes humankind to an end 

outside of their natural powers, yet tending towards the perfect happiness of humans. 

Formally, Julian’s writing resembles this infused habituation. The teleology of the 

Showings is to know and understand the love of God and enact it as a creature—a 

comprehension and practice ordinarily beyond natural human ability. All of Julian’s 

showings and interpretations tend toward this end and are given within the context of 

revelation. Seeing and understanding this love is learned and practiced within different 

pictures and contexts of the text itself. The repeated word or image, given in different 

forms—the suffering Christ, Mary receiving God, different images that depict creation—

acquires meaning not merely by itself but in accretion. This pile of sights and sounds can 

be, and is, overwhelming and confusing. Julian herself takes many painstaking years to 

interpret them adequately, practicing, meditating, writing—and failing, often, to 

                                                                                                                

40 Thomas Aquinas, ST I-II.55.a.1.   
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understand their portent, as she herself admits in her acknowledgment of the difficulty in 

reading the Parable of the Lord and Servant and its exclusion from the earlier Short Text. 

When Julian repeats the same image, or an image connected to it through verbal or 

connotative means, it acquires additional meaning with its new practice. The reader 

learns how to read the showing by how she has read what has come before. Eventually, 

by the practice of reading and thinking through these related images and words, one is 

directed and formed in an interpretive praxis where an understanding of the larger lesson 

can develop.  

All reading is, to some extent, like this. The virtue of meekness is a crux in this 

practice of reading. This kind of practice takes patience and more specifically, an 

acknowledgment of need. As a habit that can be formed within the practice of reading 

itself, it also becomes a hermeneutic principle as the reader learns, like Julian, to 

acknowledge need and the limitations of their practices of reading. I am not the first to 

note the necessity of meekness in the actual reading of Julian of Norwich.41 Meekness, 

the attentive knowledge of one’s weakness, does not allow for the blind practices of pride 

that prevent the humble work of receiving revelation, just as Mary meekly receives 

Gabriel. It is the foundation of learning, because if someone never acknowledges lack, he 

or she can therefore never really add to the knowledge they enjoy. Attending to the form 

and language of meekness in Julian’s first set of showings reveals her deep concern for 

                                                                                                                

41 Vincent Gillespie and Maggie Ross describe using a kind of lectio divina, noting their need to 
“relinquish the illusion of control,” and that readers needed to aspire to Julian’s kenotic meekness 
while reading, “With Mekeness Aske Perseverantly,” 131. 
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how to receive the teaching presented in her Long Text.  This attention will also lay bare 

the foundation she builds for considering meekness in the context of self-knowledge in 

her later showings of the Lord and Servant and Christ as Mother. This humble 

hermeneutic is typified in the repeated return to the showing of the Annunciation in 

Julian’s first revelation. 

 

A “simple maiden and a meeke”: Mary and Meekness in the First 
Revelation  

In Middle English texts of varying genres, meekness is conventionally the primary 

adjective used to describe Mary when she is met by the angel Gabriel.42 The 

Annunciation is not only an example of meekness and perfect response to divine 

revelation, but also the Maker intimately uniting with the made. This confluence of 

themes makes the Annunciation an especially apt beginning for a text that envisions 

readers as participating equally alongside Julian in revelation towards their own 

formation. Julian has revised the First Revelation in the Long Text extensively from the 

earlier Short Text, with a rearranged and repeated return to this important image of Mary 

                                                                                                                

42 See, for example, John Mirk, Festial ed. Susan Powell (Oxford: Pub. for the Early English Text 
Society by Oxford University Press, 2009), the sermon for Annunciation of the Virgin, where 
Mary is chosen for her meekness, responds to the angel with “alle the reuerens and mekenes that 
scheo cowthe,” 94. Mirk goes on to use the language of meekness repeatedly throughout the 
sermon.  It is Mary’s primary way of speaking to others.  Mirk relates this to the Christ’s 
“meking” himself upon the cross to ungrateful humanity. 
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receiving the news of her pregnancy.43 These Marian images are bracketed and informed 

by different material every time that Julian returns to them, presenting nearly the same 

image in different contexts. This repetitive visitation to Mary at the moment of receiving 

the news of her divine pregnancy provides an example of Julian’s form and method of 

teaching her evencristen, linked closely to her opening up of the language of meekness. 

These moments are useful for tracing both Julian’s emphasis on meekness, and its role in 

learning and interpretation, because, as she carefully notes in her new additions to her 

text, this first revelation fully contains the “lesson of love” (6.54):  

For the strength and grounde of alle was shewed in the furst sight. For of alle 
thing, the beholding and the loving of the maker maketh the soule to seme lest in 
his awne sight, and most filleth hit with reverent drede and trew meknesse, and 
with plente of charite to his evencristen. (6.55-58)  
 

Julian particularly emphasizes this revelation as a ground for the rest, precisely because it 

illustrates how to behold and love the maker, introduces her fascination with the distance 

(or equally, lack thereof) between maker and made, and first notes the process of learning 

in the soul. Julian describes the result of the lesson of love: Beholding and loving rightly 

fill the soul with reverent dread and, importantly, trewe meekness, allowing for the 

growth of charity outward towards others in the community. Julian’s careful trewe 

reminds us of her concern and interest in delineating and defining the virtue within the 

context of the “lesson of love.” Even in this first revelation, Julian is implicitly working 

                                                                                                                

43 In the First Revelation, Julian’s significant revisions include the rearrangement of her showing 
of the Annunciation to immediately follow Julian’s own reception of seeing Christ, and the 
omission of Julian’s anxieties over teaching.  
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towards the understanding of true and false meekness that she will not develop explicitly 

until chapter 73. 

Julian’s first showing of Mary in the Long Text occurs immediately after her first 

showing, when she sees the red blood of Christ trickle down from his crown of thorns.44 

Julian writes of her own response that she had “reverence” and “marvayle” that Christ, so 

“reverent and so dreadful will be so homely with a sinful creature liveing in this wretched 

flesh” (4.12-16). Immediately following, Mary is “brought to her understanding,” 

…ghostly in bodily likenes, a simple maiden and a meeke, yong of age, a little 
waxen above a childe, in the stature as she was when she conceivede. Also God 
shewed me in part the wisdom and the truth of her soule, wherin I understode the 
reverent beholding that she beheld her God, that is her maker, marvayling with 
great reverence that he would be borne of her that was a simple creature of his 
making. For this was her marvayling: that he that was her maker would be borne 
of her that was made. And this wisdom and truth, knowing the greatnes of her 
maker and the littlehead of herself that is made, made her say full meekely to 
Gabriel: “Lo me here, Gods handmaiden. (4.24-35)  
 

In this short depiction of Mary, Julian introduces several traditional representations of 

meekness that she will further explore throughout the Showings. Mary is both a maid and 

nearly a child, two conventional representations of meekness in Christian tradition.  

In Julian’s typically dense fashion, several important words are introduced and 

emphasized here in the parallel responses of Julian and Mary. Both women marvel and 

are filled with reverence, specifically at the distance between the maker and the made 

narrowed and overcome through incarnation. In this repetition, Julian highlights the 

importance of a particular response to revelation, that of reverence and marvel at the 

                                                                                                                

44 Julian’s introduction of the Annunciation showing does not occur in the Short Text until after 
her showing of the hazelnut-like object. 
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maker’s condescension to the creature, in the rearranged back-to-back showings. Julian 

views this response as necessary for the formation of the Christian towards understanding 

the love of God. But there is a meaningful difference in the similar vocabulary around 

both Julian’s and Mary’s responses. Mary, already conventionally described as a meek 

maid, is filled with meekness again in her knowledge and acknowledgment of the 

greatness of God and her own littlehead. Mary moves from reverence and marvel into 

meekely responding. As I quoted earlier, this meekness is what Julian describes as 

enabling “oning” to God. In contrast, at this early point in the text, Julian omits meekness 

in her description of her own response. She is still learning to read and act meekly as 

Mary, a practice continually being shaped as she learns how to interpret her showings.45  

Three chapters later, Julian returns to a very close repetition of this initial showing 

of the Annunciation. Yet this time, she adapts this showing in relation to the “lesson of 

love,” by beginning with the language of learning: 

And to lerne us this, as to my understanding, our good lorde shewed our lady, 
Sent Mary, in the same time: that is to meane, the high wisdom and truth that she 
had in beholding of her maker.  This wisdom and truth made her to behold her 
God so gret, so high, so mighty, and so good.  This gretnesse and this nobilnesse 
of her beholding of God fulfilled her of reverent drede.  And with this she sawe 
herselfe so litille and so lowe, so simple and so poor in regard of her God, that 
this reverent drede fulfilled her of meknes. And thus by this grounde she was 
fulfilled of grace, and of alle maner of vertues, and overpasseth all creatours. (7.1-
8) 
 

                                                                                                                

45 Bryan notes the symbolic nature of the Virgin in medieval devotional reading, where the Virgin 
“often serves as a version of the reader’s own image in Passion meditations, where she models 
both ideal response to and internalized imitation of Christ’s suffering,” Looking Inward, 152. 
Bryan compares the image of the Virgin with the image of the hazelnut and the process of 
defecation as things both holy and made. 
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This return, new to the Long Text, repeats much the same set of words as the first 

introduction of the Annunciation: reverent drede, wisdom and truth, litille and lowe, 

simple, and meknes. However, Julian significantly expands on the sequence and causality 

of Mary’s understanding of herself and the Godhead. Meekness is the grounde by which 

she is “fulfilled of grace, and of alle maner of vertues.” This clarification may not seem 

significant, given the place of meekness and humility in learning. Julian’s usage 

participates in traditional contemplative and penitential understandings of the virtue, even 

as “ground.”46 What subtly modifies Julian’s usage is what has come between the two 

Marian re-visitations: Julian’s showing of the hazel-nut like image of creation, and the 

understanding of God’s love even in the process of defecation in the human body. 

The Marian showings bracket explorations of self-knowledge that develop the 

virtue of meekness more fully and thus, fill out the reader’s understanding of the Marian 

showings themselves. The first Annunciation is followed immediately by the showing of 

the “little thing that is made,” the size of a hazelnut, which Julian fears will fall “to 

nought for littlenes” (5.17). Without using meekness explicitly, Julian explores what it 

means to understand the fragility and smallness of being made, an important component 

(littlehead) in Mary’s habitual meekness. Without understanding the littleness of being 

created, humanity will seek rest within that littleness, rather than resting in knowing God 

(5.20-25). Quite literally little by little, Julian illustrates what it is to know the state of 

being made, just as Mary knows. This knowing, combined with that knowledge revealed 

                                                                                                                

46 This is a commonplace in much of late medieval literature, regardless of genre.  
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in the hazelnut, that God is “maker, keper, lover” (5.16), allows for the kind of fleeing to 

God that she refers to throughout the Showings. A “sely soul” comes to God “nakedly, 

plainly, and homely” asking for God, enough in his own total goodness (5.28-30). We 

will later encounter a reworking of this image in the theology of Christ as Mother and 

Christian as child. The rearrangement of Mary preceding this revelation provides a model 

for how this kind of reception of God looks in a perfected person. Julian subtly begins to 

rehabilitate meek understandings of the self by more closely associating meekness with 

confession of creatureliness and the state of being created, rather than contemptuous 

treatment of the body or soul. Julian’s choice of Mary, the closest human to perfection 

other than Christ himself, reflects this subtle tweak in language. Self-contempt would not 

make sense in her, though she is the perfect example of meekness in the tradition of 

depictions of the Annunciation. Other contemplative works, such as The Cloud of 

Unknowing, have also noted Mary’s meekness as something unrelated to knowing the 

self in sin, but the anonymous author of Cloud uses the occasion to study the difference 

between perfect (contemplative) and imperfect (active) meekness.47 This change will 

become important for Julian’s later theological explorations of the nature of the soul and 

its relation to sin. Julian’s disinterest in such hierarchies, while employing this Marian 

imagery, reinforces that meekness is not a virtue properly practiced by lowly folk and 

                                                                                                                

47 Cloud, 15.780-795. 
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bound to certain sins, estates, and gender. It is something absolutely necessary for every 

human and part of a fundamental understanding of creation.48 

The hazelnut showing also introduces Julian’s topic of interest for the following 

paragraphs: God’s goodness and the ways it can be avoided because of “unknowing of 

love” (6.3). As I have mentioned, this concept of “unknowing of love” becomes a central 

concern of the Showings. Julian will articulate this unknowing as the chief danger of the 

scrupulous Christian, leading ultimately to despair and fleeing from God, and stemming 

from false meekness, a deep horror and shame of sin, as we have seen. She first mentions 

it here, in connection with the many “meanes” in customs of prayer. Julian glosses these 

means as things that people perhaps turn to because they do not know how much God 

loves them. As she introduces her evencristen to this idea, she first begins to associate 

this unknowing with certain strands of the language of meekness within the 

contemplative and penitential tradition. Meekness is deeply tied to a language of self-

contempt and disgust. Unlike her anchoritic literature predecessor, the Ancrene Wisse, or 

her closer contemplative contemporary, The Cloud of Unknowing, or the wide body of 

                                                                                                                

48 Of course, meekness was enjoined to all medieval Christians. In usage, it was subject to the 
consistent categorizing of vices and virtues to particular social norms. Julian’s intense emphasis 
on meekness as the primary virtue outside of the theological virtues is not unlike other 
contemplatives like Catherine of Siena, but her near total disregard of estates, gradations or 
ladders of holiness, or any other system of categorization makes her usage of meekness unusual. 
This is particularly true considering that meekness lends itself to such systematic efforts to 
categorize, given its constant emphasis on lowness and highness, degraded and glorified. For an 
especially influential grading and categorizing of meekness, see the Rule of St. Benedict, where 
he distinguishes twelve degrees of humility, Chapter 7, Feb. 9—June 10—Oct. 10 in Benedict of 
Nursia, St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries trans. Leonard J. Doyle (Collegeville, MN: The 
Liturgical Press, 1948), accessed via Project Gutenberg 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/50040/50040-h/50040-h.html#chapter-7-nl-on-humility. 
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popular vernacular penitential literature with which she would have been familiar, Julian 

purposefully eschews a language of self-contempt. Julian reveals divine goodness even in 

the process of defecation in the human body. She explains: God “hath no dispite of that 

he made, ne he hath no disdaine to serve us at the simpilest office that to oure body 

longeth in kinde, for love of the soule that he hath made to his awne likeness” (6.33-34). 

This passage uniquely highlights Julian’s interest in rehabilitating the humble bodily 

language that so often is used in the confessing, penitential tradition.49 It remarkably 

turns upon its head dismissals of the body, filled with disgust and loathing at the 

materiality of humanity. She remains aware of meekness’s tendency to become a gateway 

into a kind of self-contempt, manifested in both bodily and spiritual language, that she 

views as troublingly corrosive, and will later describe as extending into humanity’s 

understanding of God’s love. 

By the time Julian returns us, the readers, to Mary receiving Gabriel and 

understanding God in the time of the Annunciation, we have traversed multiple showings 

and models of both the goodness and the littleness of creation that fill out the kind of 

understanding that Mary herself exhibits in her meekness. Though Julian desires to share 

and teach what she has learned, at no point has she turned to explicitly didactic 

commentary on how to learn from her showings, instead deploying image after image in 

close succession that inform and fill out the surrounding material.  

                                                                                                                

49 For examples in the penitential tradition of this kind of language of bodily loathing particularly 
in connection with original sin and meekness, see footnote 27. It also is not uncommon in more 
contemplative texts, for example, the Cloud, where the sinful person is called a “foul, stinking, 
lump of self,” 43.1530. 
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To provide a counterexample to Julian’s usage of meekness, I’d like to briefly 

turn to a roughly contemporaneous text equally interested in pedagogy and instructing 

readers in learning to love God. Nicholas Love’s The Mirror of the Blessed Life of Jesus 

Christ, a popular early fifteenth-century translation of Meditationes Vitae Christi, also 

works within the tradition of understanding the Annunciation as a model of meekness in 

action, as well as an opportunity for learning.50 Though Love’s text differs generically 

from Showings, its interest in teaching the Christian how to understand the love of God, 

and right conduct and feeling given this understanding, echoes and deviates from Julian 

in ways productive to reading and appreciating the dramatic difference of Julian’s text. 

The Mirror uses meekness and its variants no less than twenty times in its approximately 

eight-page treatment of the Annunciation. Love’s task in Mirror centers upon teaching a 

way of response to imaging the events of the life of Christ, sanctioned by Archbishop 

Arundel, meant to increase devotion of “simple” folk, particularly lay people and 

women.51 Like Julian, Love is concerned with learning and uses the Annunciation to 

teach an example of response to God. In his explication of Mary’s response to Gabriel, 

Love marries the language of learning to the language of meekness, but unlike Julian, he 

relies on an overtly didactic mode. His style is instructional, which instructions include, 
                                                                                                                

50 See the introduction by Michael Sargent in Nicholas Love, Mirror of the Blessed Life of Jesus 
Christ: A Critical Edition Based on Cambridge University Library Additional MSS 8578 and 
6686 edited by Michael G. Sargent (New York: Garland Publishing, 1992), ix-lxxii, for the 
contexts, contemplative, and pedagogical aims of Love’s Mirror and its source, Meditationes 
Vitae Christi. See also Elizabeth Salter, Nicholas Love’s “Myrrour of the Blessed Lyf of Jesu 
Christ” vol. 10 of Analecta Cartusiana ed. James Hogg (Salzburg: Institut fur Englische Sprache 
und Literatur, 1974). 
51 For more information on these “simple souls” and how Nicholas Love intends his text for such 
an audience, see Sargent’s introduction, xxx-xliv. 
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among others: “take hede & haue in mynde52”; “here than maight thou take ensaumple of 

Marie” and “here now”;53 “Lerne thou then by ensaumple of hire,” etc.54 In the Mirror, 

Mary’s meekness is primarily revealed in her embarrassment, shamefacedness, and 

silence at the prospect of being chosen by God. He particularly urges virgins towards 

meekness, and notes that virginity without meekness is sterile.  Most striking is the 

insertion by Love into the Meditationes of some injunctions from Bernard of Clairvaux 

extolling meekness as a virtue particularly in the right way to regard submission to 

ecclesiastical authorities. After a treatment of Mary’s “parfite” meekness in response to 

Gabriel, readers are instructed to be “buxum to hes vikeres” and “lerne of Jesu to be 

meke in herte & buxom & then shalt thou be of his blessed peple.”55 Love includes these 

exhortations towards meekness in direct response to the threat of Lollardy (“contra 

lollardos”).  Love’s directive and political treatment of meekness in the Annunciation 

provides a quick contrast to the kind of work that Julian does in describing and 

interpreting her showings. 

With Nicholas Love and his Annunciation as foil then—didactic, authoritative 

and sanctioned fully by church authorities—one can more clearly see how subtly Julian 

unfolds the showing of Mary and teaches her readers. 56 This is not at all to make a point 

that Julian is sympathetic to Lollardy or sees herself as mounting a doctrinal attack upon 
                                                                                                                

52 Love, 24, 26, 26. 
53 Love, 25. 
54 Love, 27. 
55 Love, 25. 
56 See Sargent, Introduction, pp. xliv-lviii, for consideration of Nicholas Love’s use of the text 
against the Lollard heresy, as well as Archbishop Arundel’s approval for the “edification of the 
faithful and the confutation of heretics or Lollards.” 
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the church. In Nicholas Love’s Annunciation, the virtue of meekness is both gendered 

and politicized, grounded in traditional understandings of the virtue as submission to 

authority, as we see with his addition against Lollardy and his special address to virgins. 

Love directs his readers towards a kind of meekness distinguished especially by 

submission to earthly authorities that, though related, is distant from Julian’s own 

working definition. He writes to “lewde men & women & hem that bene of symple 

vndirstondyng,” those, “the whiche as childryn nede to be fedde with mylke of lyghte 

doctrine & not with sadde mete of grete clargye & of [hye contemplacion].”57 These 

lewde and symple are as clearly distinguished from himself as authority as children are 

distinguished from adults.  

In contrast, Julian is careful to always include herself among her evencristen 

needing to learn the “lesson of love” that she teaches. It is just as important to her that she 

takes on these forms of meekness that she encourages as her readers do. Within this 

context, meekness takes on its own authoritative forms. Julian disconnects meekness as a 

virtue from the strictly social and hierarchical contexts of medieval society, forgoing the 

more conventional injunctions to meekness as a special trait of women, laypeople, and 

children employed by clerics such as Love. Instead she sets it firstly as a disposition 

attained in light of revelation within the person. She retains conventional social and 

gendered images of meekness—Mary the maid, motherhood, childhood, and 

servanthood—but sets them in new frames that encompass the attendant social 

                                                                                                                

57 Love, 10. 
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implications while moving beyond them. Attending meekly and expounding what one 

sees with equal meekness is a form of authority without the will to dominate the learner 

or the will to dominate the text (or revelation) that one reads, because one is entirely 

assured of their own littleness in the matter, while simultaneously bolstered (“stirred”) by 

the charity of God.  

So, for Julian, authority and meekness are deeply related, but in unexpected 

forms. In the Short Text, Julian feels the need to retreat from the kind of authority that 

comes with the stirring of charity to expound her showings to a wider audience by 

conscientiously referring to her womanhood, “lewed, febille, and freylle” (6.35-36). 

Notoriously, Julian completely omits these protests from the Long Text. This literary 

move has motivated many scholars to explore her increased authority or comfort with 

teaching, as well as her increased interest in rehabilitating representations of femininity, 

leading her to excise these self- and gender-denigrating statements.58 Critics such as Liz 

Herbert McAvoy, Sandra McEntire, Lynn Staley, and Barbara Newman have categorized 

these protests within a “humility topos” that, according to McAvoy and McEntire, was 

common to medieval writing of both men and women.59 McAvoy argues that for men this 

                                                                                                                

58 This passage has garnered a lot of critical attention. See Frederick Bauerschmidt, Julian of 
Norwich and the Mystical Body Politic of Christ (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1999), 74-78, for reflection on Julian’s marginal position as a woman and an anchoress 
within society. Nuth, Wisdom, notes the significance in Julian’s replacement of this apology of 
her womanhood with insistence upon her orthodoxy, 17, 21. See also Watson, Composition, who 
explores this revision from the angle of the timing of composition and attitudes about woman 
writers, 652-3. 
59 Liz Herbert McAvoy, 6, 67. Barbara Newman explores the humility topos in St. Hildegard’s 
writing in terms of a taking on and acceptance of the weakness and inferiority of women, 
paradoxically lifted up in the humanity of Christ, in Sister of Wisdom: St. Hildegard’s Theology 
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use was “tropological,” while for women such as Julian, the topos functions as a “screen” 

or defensive stance with which to shield herself in the male-dominated writing space. 

While these critics are referring to this excised passage from the Short Text, other critics 

similarly categorize Julian’s usage of meekness or obedience elsewhere as “screen” or 

“veil” for more boldly original doctrines.60 

Certainly, Julian pushes back against negative and misogynistic renderings of 

femininity by not repeating them, and seems more comfortable in the Long Text with the 

authority needed to expound her showings to a wider audience. Yet the prevailing 

dismissive attitude towards humilitas in its English forms of humility and meekness has 

perhaps negatively influenced such readings. Paradoxically, Julian’s increased emphasis 

and reframing of meekness throughout the Long Text provides her with the authoritative 

                                                                                                                

  

of the Feminine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 2-3, 35, 114-5, 182, 248, and an 
especially helpful summing up on 254-7. Newman focuses on the powerful trope in Hildegard 
that “God had inspired a weak woman to shame powerful men,” a rationale long employed by 
male writers in hagiographic writing. This trope emphasizes the special grace of God needed to 
empower weaker women, thereby affirming the understanding that men were naturally strong and 
women naturally weak and therefore better suited for humble attitudes. McAvoy suggests that 
Julian had likely internalized “contemporary socio-religious attitudes which considered women as 
weak and intellectually inferior beings,” 67. This suggestion is certainly likely, as the patriarchal 
argument for the inferiority of women, both in strength and intellect, is well documented in the 
Middle Ages and frequently deployed as a misogynistic tool. 
60 Sandra J. McEntire argues that Julian, in her struggle with the authoritative discourse of 
patriarchy within the church, “veils” her “disconcerting insights under the aura of obedience and 
humility” and contends that such statements ought not to be read “literally or simplistically.” See 
Sandra J. McEntire, “The Likeness of God and the Restoration of Humanity in Julian of 
Norwich’s Showings” in Julian of Norwich: A Book of Essays ed. Sandra J. McEntire (New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1998), 27. Similarly, see also Lynn Staley, Margery Kempe’s Dissenting 
Fictions (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), where “avowals of 
obedience seem designed to function as screens” for boldly original thought, 30. 



  

  53  

space to be able to omit the more standard protests.61  In Matthew 11:29, a crucial biblical 

text in early understandings of humility and meekness, Christ describes himself as worthy 

of following and authoritative specifically because of, not in spite of, his meekness and 

humility.62 Meekness is a mode of learning for the Christian, modeled in traditional 

representations of the Annunciation as well as the various portraits of childhood that 

come to define the growing and learning Christian within sanctification, or entry to the 

kingdom of heaven. Pertinently, it is one of the most important modes of teaching in 

which Christ participates. Thus, Julian can become like a Mary, marveling in wonder and 

presenting her showings with meekness, while following Christ through meekness, 

modeling response to revelation and thereby teaching. This introduction to meekness in 

Mary and its removal from self-denigrating language self-consciously uses the very 

tropes that define the gendered tradition of meekness, while creating space for a woman 
                                                                                                                

61 This is complicated as well, as Nicholas Watson points out, “medieval women writers often 
respond to the gender stereotypes which they inherit from their culture neither by accepting nor 
rejecting them, but rather by thinking through them in as active and positive a way as possible, 
identifying with them and even intensifying them to the point where their ‘authorized’ meaning 
(as understood, for example, by institutionally powerful men) undergoes basic shifts,” 8. See 
Nicholas Watson, “’Yf women be double naturally’: Remaking “Woman” in Julian of Norwich’s 
Revelations of Love,” Exemplaria 8.1 (1996): 1-34, for a nuanced look at Julian’s use of 
womanhood as a hermeneutic tool, 11; and in which Watson argues that Julian incorporates all 
humanity into a “concept of the feminine” wherein the normative human is “ignorant, feeble, 
womanishly frail,” 32. See also, for more reflections on Julian, femininity, and authority, 
particularly in the differences between the Long Text and the Short Text, Staley Johnson, Scribe, 
827-833. 
62 Come to me, all you that labour, and are burdened, and I will refresh you. Take up my yoke 
upon you, and learn of me, because I am meek, and humble [humilis] of heart: and you shall find 
rest to your souls.  For my yoke is sweet and my burden light (Matthew 11:28-30, Douay-
Rheims). Julian is not the first to invoke such similarity, despite her unusual form. Popular 
representations of abbots and other clerical figures of authority draw upon meek imagery such as 
motherhood to illustrate their gentle and affectionate authority. For in-depth consideration of such 
examples, see Carolyn Walker Bynum, “Jesus as Mother and Abbot as Mother,” in Jesus as 
Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages, 110-169. 
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to teach. It lays the foundation for Julian’s more complex interpretive and teaching work 

within the rest of the Showings. Finally, it illustrates Julian’s efforts to disentangle 

meekness from habits of bodily loathing and self-condemnation while still participating 

in a tradition of penitential meekness. This balance will come to characterize her most 

significant additions to the Long Text, which present familiar modes of thinking about 

God and humankind set within new frames of how to receive and learn the lesson of love. 

 

“Contrary to wrath”: Meekness in the Lord and Servant 

With Mary, the reader learns to practice meekness as acknowledgment of littleness in 

response to the Godhead. Julian will further explore the virtue of meekness more 

explicitly in relation to practices of penance and the self in sin. When the Lord shows 

Julian that he has no blame for humans in their sin, she is deeply confused. Two highly 

significant additions to the Long Text, the showing of the Lord and Servant, and the 

theology of Christ as Mother, will address Julian’s questions about how God beholds 

humankind in sin. Both teachings present well-known representations of meekness 

(servants, mothers, children). They frame and explore the self in sin and its conditions, 

limitations, and abilities, leading the reader to a greater understanding of the nature of 

God and the self. Together these developments in Julian’s theology challenge late 

medieval understandings of sin and the self that are grounded in conceptions of the wrath 

and distance of God. What the Lord and Servant and its interpretive grounding will 

illustrate is her growing conviction that knowing the self explicitly through its sinfulness 
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is an impediment to true self-knowledge, meekness, and that the better framework of self-

knowledge is that first appearing in Mary: creaturely recognition of littleness.  

The showing in response to this question, now frequently called the parable of the 

Lord and Servant, reflecting its teaching and pastoral nature, re-narrates a story about the 

nature of sin and its relationship to volition and knowledge in the self within the larger 

context of how God sees his creatures. It is a version of the Fall and Incarnation, 

curiously missing the concepts of disobedience and blame. Consequently, critics have 

debated the extent of Julian’s Augustinianism as a theologian, focusing usefully on 

Julian’s use and expansion of the Augustinian imago Dei, as well as her portrayal of 

sin.63 The self-knowledge that Julian unpacks in both the Lord and Servant and Christ as 

Mother flows from the Augustinian understanding of humility as the worker of 

formation, alongside greater charity and after the grace of conversion. 

                                                                                                                

63 The question over what is and what isn’t Augustinian has been debated. In her influential From 
Vision to Book, Denise Baker argues that the showings of Christ as Mother and the Lord and 
Servant together theologically interrogate a punitive “Augustinian theodicy,” 107-134. Baker also 
importantly calls attention to Julian’s development of Jesus as Mother within the Christian and 
particularly Augustinian interest and claim that knowledge of God and knowledge of the self 
“coincide,” and argues that Julian, by “substituting a concept of the self with the potential for 
deification for the self depraved by sin…justifies her critique of Augustine’s theodicy on the 
authority of his own anthropology,” 108. David Aers has argued, Julian’s re-narration of the 
history of the fall deviates from Augustine’s emphasis on will and obedience in his City of God, 
in chapter five “Sin, Reconciliation, and Redemption: Augustine and Julian of Norwich” in 
Salvation and Sin, 133-171. Aers questions Baker’s characterization of Augustinian theodicy as 
retributive and punitive and reminds the reader of Augustine’s emphasis on the inextricable 
natures of love and justice in the City of God, as well as the role of the will in Augustine’s 
concept of evil as privation. As Aers points out, Julian’s avoidance of the language of 
disobedience within her conceptual framework of sin and culpability creates a gulf between 
Augustine’s communal and justice-oriented account of the City of God and Julian’s doctrine of 
the godly will revealed in the Lord and Servant.  
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In The Trinity, Augustine describes the relationship between self-knowledge and 

knowledge of God in his description of the imago Dei in the soul. In order to begin to 

know the Triune God, one must introspectively reflect on the image of God in the 

tripartite working of the mind, remembering, understanding, and loving.64 Denise Baker 

has traced the development of this contemplative theology around Augustine’s imago Dei 

extensively in the works of Julian of Norwich. Baker articulates the “bidirectional” nature 

of Julian’s adaptation of this Augustinian anthropology: that knowledge of the self and 

God “coincide” in The Showings “either from God to the soul or from the soul to God.”65  

However, for both Julian and Augustine, as with all theologians in the dominant Christian 

tradition in the West, sin makes the soul blind to its own sin and to this introspective 

recognition of God. Like Julian, Augustine possesses a keen appreciation for the 

blindness in human self-knowledge.66 Given the obfuscating work of sin, Julian and 

Augustine both turn to humility as an antidote for true vision of the soul and thereby God. 

The kenotic form of the Suffering Servant of Philippians chapter two, humbling himself 

                                                                                                                

64 For Augustine’s extended reflections on this image, see book XIV of Saint Augustine, The 
Trinity, translated by Edmund Hill, Vol. 5. 2nd ed, The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation 
for the 21st Century (New York: New City Press, 2012).  
65 Denise Baker compares the varying ways that Julian and Walter Hilton develop the 
Augustinian concept of introspective meditation to see the imago Dei within the soul“The Image 
of God: Contrasting Configurations in Julian of Norwich’s Showings and Walter Hilton’s Scale of 
Perfection.” As Baker indicates, this distinction in Julian from Hilton’s theology indicates 
“crucial ideological differences,” 40-41. The implications of their distance become clear: “Hilton 
emphasizes the self-loathing and ascetic discipline that should result from the contemplative’s 
recognition that the imago Dei has been disfigured into the image of sin” while Julian “stresses 
the self-confidence that comes from her revelation’s assurance that in the elect the soul and God 
as well as the substance and the sensuality will inevitably be fully integrated,” 49 & 53. 
66 James Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), 218. 
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and becoming obedient to death, exemplifies this kind of humility for both theologians.67 

With this passage in mind, Augustine, unable to understand the truth of Christ without 

Christ’s humility, writes in Book VII of the Confessions:  

Not yet was I humble enough to grasp the humble Jesus as my God, nor did I 
know what his weakness had to teach. … in these lower regions he has built 
himself a humble dwelling from our clay…He heals their swollen pride and 
nourishes their love, that they may not wander even farther away through self-
confidence, but rather weaken as they see before their feet the Godhead grown 
weak by sharing our garments of skin, and wearily fling themselves down upon 
him, so that he may arise and lift them up.68 
 

The humble Jesus embodies weakness and meekness. The paradigm of the Suffering 

Servant goads the soul to recognize itself too as needy and weak, practicing humility. The 

recognition of the soul in the weak Christ works the miracle of humility in conversion. 

Thus, humility is primarily a project of retrieval of the nature of the relationship between 

created and creator, that destroys the blindness that sin produces. Christ’s weakness in 

flesh teaches love. Augustine understands that confessing his own weakness encourages 

others towards love and is the work of Confessions as a whole.69  

A question over the relationship between self-knowledge and knowing God sets 

the scene for the dramatic interlude of Julian’s showing of the Lord and Servant. 

Juxtaposing differing types of self-knowledge—one grounded in sin, one grounded in 
                                                                                                                

67 Philippians 2:5-8: “For let this mind be in you, which was also in Jesus Christ: Who being in 
the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: But emptied himself, taking the 
form of a servant, being made in the likeness of men, and in habit found as a man. He humbled 
himself, becoming obedient unto death, even to the death of the cross…”  
68 Augustine, Confessions, VII.18. 
69 See Augustine, Confessions X.4: “When the confession of my past evil deeds is read and 
listened to…that recital arouses the hearer’s heart, forbidding it to slump into despair and say, “I 
can’t.” Let it rather keep watch for your loving mercy and your gentle grace, through which every 
weak soul that knows its own weakness grows strong.” 
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humanity’s shared nature with Christ—Julian of Norwich begins to unfold a rich series of 

questions that will occupy her attention in the remainder of The Showings. These 

meditations on how to know the self in sin expand upon the existing traditions of 

meekness. Both of the kinds of self-knowledge that Julian contrasts flow from the 

Augustinian understanding of humility as the worker of formation, alongside greater 

charity and after the grace of conversion.  

The first kind of self-knowledge that she describes revolves around her just 

deserts as a sinner. According to the church’s teachings, she must “know [her]selfe a 

sinner,” sometime “wurthy blame and wrath” (45.15-18). Pursuit of this self-knowledge 

through sin preoccupies many in the late Middle Ages. The existence of countless 

variations on pastoral and penitential manuals that list sins in extensive detail, meant to 

provoke illuminating self-knowledge for true confession as I described above, provides 

ample evidence of such emphases. But because blame and wrath are not present in God, 

as far as she can see, Julian seems to be caught in a nonsensical paradox about how to 

know herself. She has been taught that knowing herself as a sinner in this way furthers 

contrition, is necessary for a good and true confession, and without it, her heart cannot be 

cleared for the formation of virtue. She does not deny these concepts, but this kind of 

self-knowledge seems inseparable from sin, blame, and wrath. 

Julian then describes a self-knowledge only accessible through faith and shared 

nature with Christ: 

But oure passing living that we have here in oure sensualite knoweth not what 
oureselfe is but in our faith. And whan we know and see, verely and clerely, what 
oureselfe is, than shalle we verely and clerly see and know oure lorde God in 
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fullhed of joye… We may have knowing of oureselfe in this life by continuant 
helpe and vertu of oure high kind, in which knowing we may encrese and wax by 
forthering and speding of mercy and grace. But we may never fulle know oureself 
into the last point, in which pointe this passing life and alle manner of wo and 
paine shalle have ane end. And therfore it longeth properly to us, both by kinde 
and by grace, to long and desyer with alle oure mightes to know oureselfe, in 
which full knowing we shall verely and clerely know oure God in fulhede of 
endlesse joy. (46.1-12) 
 

She sees that this other, expanded self-knowing is higher and truer than the self-

knowledge marked by sin, and to it she is led by love. It too builds the foundation for 

learning—in it, one can increase and wax, descriptions she will later employ in her 

meditation on being Christ’s children. It is only possible with grace—though it belongs to 

humankind “properly.” Yet it has limits in this life: one cannot know oneself fully 

because one cannot fully know God. Despite their common source in Augustine’s 

accounts of humility and formation, Julian sees these two self-knowledges as divergent. 

There does not seem to be a way to reconcile these ways of understanding the 

relationship between God and the sinful self, particularly framed as they are in how to 

know oneself.  

Julian pursues these reflections on self-knowledge alongside the problem of wrath 

and blame in understandings of the Godhead. Earlier, I had explored the assimilation of 

meekness into the discourse of humility in penitential and pastoral literature. Here, we 

see the interrelated meanings of meekness—meekness as gentleness, anger’s opposite, as 

well as meekness as true self-knowledge—begin to become distinct from one another, 

while remaining verbally linked. As Denys Turner notes, humans, because they are 

unable to adequately see and understand how their own wrath contaminates their 
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understanding, thereby miss how they read this wrath onto God.70 It is only after this 

reflection on self-knowledge that Julian can repeat, more confidently, that there is no 

wrath in God. God destroys humanity’s (very real) wrath, and “maketh us meke and 

milde,” because God is all in one love, meek and mild, contrary to any wrath (49.8-11). 

Though humans may feel wrath and strife, they are “beclosed” in God’s “mildehed” and 

his “mekehed” (49.20). This seems very contradictory to Julian’s understanding of 

humanity’s blameworthiness, of knowing the self in sin. It is no wonder then, that Julian 

responds with anguish over the question of blame, reason travailed by “blindhede,” 

overcome by “drede” that she was to be “left in unknowing” how God “beholde us in 

oure sinne” (50.14-16). 

Julian’s emphasis on the limitations of the self-knowledge of the servant, as well 

as her own limits, aligning her with the suffering servant, make meekness as a virtue 

essential to pursuing understandings of divine love in the parable of the Lord and 

Servant. In chapter 51, Julian sees doubly a vision of a servant attending to a lord and 

falling into a valley.71 She later clarifies that the Servant “comprehends” both Adam, as 

all humankind, and at the same time, Jesus Christ in both his manhood and divinity. 

                                                                                                                

70 Turner, Theologian, 96-97. 
71 So many critics rightly see this passage as the crux of the revised Long Text and as a result, 
there has been a lot of literature on this passage. My treatment is relatively brief. I find Denys 
Turner’s theological reading very helpful throughout Julian of Norwich, Theologian. See also 
Aers, Salvation and Sin, 133-171, Baker, From Vision to Book, chapter four and five, 83-135; 
Frederick Bauerschmidt, Julian of Norwich and the Mystical Body of Christ (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), 125-190, for a sampling of influential readings of this 
passage. 
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Julian, confirming her earlier showing, sees no blame in the servant’s falling, as the fall 

comes only from great desire and good will.  

This harkens back to Julian’s understanding of wrath as specifically contrary to 

the meekness that she sees in God and the meekness necessary to humankind. She sees a 

“doubil chere” in the Lord’s looking—outwardly, the Lord looks “full mekly and 

mildely” and inwardly, enjoying the coming restoration of the servant (51.34-38), while 

the servant suffers “mekely” (51.28).72 Thus, the relationship between the Lord and 

Servant in the immediate, outward moment is figured by meekness, absence of wrath, 

gazing upon meekness in suffering and its limited knowledge. This image is made 

complex by the flexibility of the word itself, as well as the later identification of the 

Servant as Christ as well as Adamic humanity.  

Meekness as the absence of anger characterizes the gaze of the Lord, completely 

corroborating Julian’s earlier showing about the lack of blame or wrath in God. Contrary 

to God’s very being as meek friend, even in the fall anger cannot form any part of the 

Lord’s reaction. 

Meekness as humility characterizes the suffering servant, in the state of fallen 

humanity simultaneously held in the grace of God. Julian highlights an acceptance of the 

inability to fully understand the suffering while in the slade. Though he is “full febil and 

unwise for the time,” focusing on “his feling and enduring in wo,” almost forgetting his 

                                                                                                                

72 Both Bryan and Garrison have recently explored this scene through matters of looking and 
perspective, divine and human, and thereby self-knowledge (Inward, 159-164), and Jennifer 
Garrison, Challenging Communion: The Eucharist and Middle English Literature (Columbus, 
OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2017), 116-121. 
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love (51.15-27). The series of “culde nots” repeated throughout the showing amplify a 

heightening sense of inability shared by both Julian and the servant. The servant writhes 

in agony and blindness after he falls, unable to look at his loving lord and see the comfort 

there. He cannot see his true condition: that he is not separated from the Lord, that the 

Lord is not wrathful at his fall. This portrait of meekness is inextricably bound up with an 

understanding of the limitations of created flesh, a failure of vision in the state of sin that 

one must suffer in trust and hope that the Lord will save. The meekness in suffering is 

fully shared by Christ in his shared nature with humanity. He enacts the kenosis of the 

suffering servant-Christ of Philippians.73 Meekness characterizes the emptying of wrath 

in the fall of humanity, done by Christ.  

The inextricability of these meanings within this image reveals the extent to 

which Julian has played with the concept and language of meekness. This virtue is not 

merely a characteristic of her showing, it is ontological, proper, and shared in the 

relationship between God and humankind. Julian presents a subtly original doctrine when 

she repeatedly insists on the meekness of God in the aspect of the Lord, not only the 

Servant, as well as the “mekehed” of God leading into this passage.  Though theologians 

like Thomas Aquinas were careful to qualify their explanation of humility with the caveat 

that it only applied to the assumed nature of the Second Person of the Trinity, Julian’s 

insistence here, given the many valences of meekness within this scene, is fascinating.74 

                                                                                                                

73 Nuth thoughtfully explores the reproduction of the imagery and theme of the Philippians hymn 
in this passage, Wisdom, 50-52.  
74 ST II-II.161.a.1.resp.1. 
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Julian’s primary meaning when she applies meek to the Godhead is the gentleness 

opposed to wrath and vengeance of all kinds, but she has so interconnected with it the 

more penitential meanings of meekness that the two are irrevocably intertwined in the 

word when she uses it. Meekness cannot, then, mean forms of self-hatred, bodily or 

otherwise, in Julian’s reforming of the word. It is always inextricable from charity and 

friendship, and it is another link in the incredibly close relationship between God and 

those he loves. 

Julian will even more explicitly intertwine these two related meanings of 

meekness as absence of wrath and as true self-knowledge in the penitential tradition. In 

her critical commentary upon the showing, she expands on these meeknesses in the 

Parable: “it longeth to man mekely to accuse himselfe, and it longeth to the proper 

goodnesse of oure lorde God curtesly to excuse man” (52.59-60). As Watson and Jenkins 

point out, Julian’s “accuse” is the first usage of the word in the Long Text and is part of a 

penitential and confessional vocabulary.75 It is important to understand that Julian does 

not see her words as a wholesale rejection of the church’s penitential practices and 

teachings. By choosing “accuse” as a verb, and modifying it with her favored and 

reworked “mekely,” Julian does not depart from the medieval penitential tradition but 

works within it. She repeats that this is real self-accusation, in the confessional sense—to 

“graciously to se and know” both our falling and its evils, understanding that the 

                                                                                                                

75 Watson and Jenkins, footnote 59-60. They note the Ancrene Wisse’s use of accuse in the first 
“branch” of confession—confession ‘”must be accusing”: the one confessing must lay the charges 
against him- or herself, even if they should turn out to be exaggerated.” 
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prelapsarian condition can never be restored. However, she never substantially separates 

this meek accusing from the equal and uncompromised reality of God’s love and mercy, 

as we note structurally in her sentence, and as “graciously,” her adverb appended to 

seeing and knowing, implies. Meek accusation is not to be attempted without the 

accompanying grace-filled knowledge of the goodness and forgiveness of God. Her 

words irrevocably mark meekness as a particular kind of graced self-knowledge formed 

by God’s love above all things.  

And yet the ambiguous lack of blame that Julian sees within God, particularly 

within the Parable, seems to change what “meekly accusing” might look like in the 

practice for transformation—penance. In her consideration of Christ as Mother and 

Christian as Child, Julian will consider the practice of penance, confession, and 

penitential self-knowledge in the continued reworking of the language and images of 

meekness. 

 

“Use the condition of a child”: Transformative Meekness 

Julian understands that this departure from blame-based interpretations of God’s 

beholding of sinful humanity creates a potential problem within medieval understandings 

of penance. Compare the lack of blame and wrath in the Lord and Servant to the 

approach of the would-be confessee in penitential texts such as The Book of Vices and 

Virtues: he that would prepare himself for shrift is advised to seek in his heart and 

conscience, considering “how that he hath God and his blessed modre and alle the 
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halewen y-wrathed.”76 This example is a particularly pointed representation of a way to 

cause and increase contrition by envisioning the Lord as wrathful Judge.77 Without 

conceptions of wrath and blameworthiness, does the function and understanding of how 

to confess change?78 How are we the readers to understand meekness, the primary virtue 

in Julian’s account of the relationship between the human and the divine, but one so 

deeply tied to articulations of the degradation of the self in sin? What kinds of confession 

contribute to learning the lesson of love and being formed in the virtues, the end of this 

book?  

The servant of the parable of the Lord and Servant and the child of the paradigm 

of Christ the Mother can together be conceived as varying portraits of the Christian in the 

eyes of God. If the parable of the Lord and Servant depicts how God sees humankind in 

their sin, the Mother and Child continues to pursue this knowledge, but in the more 

specific form of how Julian and her evenchristen are to understand the reforming of the 

person. Because the theology of Christ the Mother represents Christ’s role in “reforming” 

and “restoring,” in whom humankind “profits” and “increases” (58.38-42), the image is 

                                                                                                                

76 Vices and Virtues, 173.  
77 For similar examples, see Jacob’s Well, 169-171, Chaucer Parson’s Tale, citing St. Anselm 
I.168-9. 
78 As Tentler argues, the necessity of auricular confession to a priest, though accepted, may have 
seemed tenuous in theory to many penitential experts Sin, 57-58. Jill Sirko, “Penance,” argues 
that in fact, Julian introduces a “new form of confession and penance” “directly facilitated by 
God,” and “sidelining” the sacrament of penance, though using the language and grammar of 
penance. She suggests that “penance situated within the sacramental experience represents the 
result of human judgment for sin” and that Julian thus “eliminates judgment from the afflictions 
sent by God,” 172. Penance is redefined to mean “pain sent to teach the sinner humility,” 172. 
Sirko concludes that Julian ultimately does not reject institutional penance and confession, but 
offers a complementary alternative approach. 
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essential in her account of formation, of learning the lesson of love. Christ the Mother 

and the Christian as child articulates Julian’s conviction that confession and penance need 

to primarily concern issues of learning and transformation, rather than primarily 

restitution and cleansing.79 Christ’s role as Mother and the Christian’s role as child 

presents, in Julian’s Showings, the only foundation of learning the “lesson of love”—

acknowledging littleness and further, certain failure, while simultaneously recognizing 

one’s “sekernesse” in the love of the Godhead. This will characterize her reworking of 

meekness in the penitential vocabulary. 

Julian participates in an ancient metaphor while she explores the image of Christ 

as Mother. Designed to move the contemplative, the metaphor of Christ as Mother 

belongs to a wide-ranging tradition, where the image functions as primarily affective. 

Carolyn Walker Bynum has explored the language of Christ the Mother amongst the 

twelfth-century Cistercians, who drew a comparison between this image of Christ and 

abbots to express “a need and obligation to nurture other men, a need and obligation to 

                                                                                                                

79 Like Dante’s Purgatorio. For a consideration of the institutional views of confession and 
penance through reading summae of confessors in the late Middle Ages, see Thomas N. Tentler, 
“The Summa for Confessors as an Instrument of Social Control” in The Pursuit of Holiness in 
Late Medieval and Renaissance Religion, ed. Charles Trinkaus with Heiko A. Oberman (Leiden, 
Netherlands: E.J. Brill, 1974), 103-126. Tentler notes the particular significance of restitution and 
cleansing in the various summae of confessors. He argues that the manuals were important in 
creating a “culture of guilt.” Leonard Boyle objects to Tentler’s ideology in the same volume in 
“The Summa for Confessors as a Genre, and its Religious Intent” in The Pursuit of Holiness in 
Late Medieval and Renaissance Religion, ed. Charles Trinkaus with Heiko A. Oberman (Leiden, 
Netherlands: E.J. Brill, 1974), 126-130. He argues that Tentler’s description of the summae is 
“too negative and sweeping” in their concentration on guilt, 129. See Peter Biller, “Confession in 
the Middle Ages: Introduction” in Handling Sin: Confession in the Middle Ages, ed. Peter Biller 
and A.J. Minnis (York: York Medieval Press, 1998), 3-33, for a helpful overview on arguments 
and scholarship concerning confession up to that point.  
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achieve intimate dependence on God.”80 Julian’s Christ-mother is certainly nurturing and 

physically nourishing, and affective in part, drawing the love of its reader-child forth. 

Understanding the role of Christ as mother is important because, as Julian sees it, it will 

“fasten” humanity’s love to him, as a child loves her mother. Notably, Julian includes a 

description of the Eucharist, as well as Christ the Mother working salvation by sharing in 

humans’ kinde. This portion of Julian’s exploration of Christ as Mother has often been 

read with Julian’s doctrine of the substance and sensuality in the soul to further work 

with Christ’s incarnational and ontological birthing of souls into salvation.81 Readings 

examining this theologically creative and dense image have focused on a wide gamut of 

aspects, from the feminine bodily language to the role of Christ the Mother in the 

Trinity.82  

                                                                                                                

80 For a helpful history of the early patristic and scriptural references to Christ’s maternal love, as 
well as an extended consideration of the rise of maternal imagery in descriptions of Christ in the 
twelfth century, see Carolyn Walker Bynum, “Jesus as Mother and Abbot as Mother,” Bynum 
notes that the Cistercians who popularized the image in the twelfth century did so to draw 
comparison between abbots and Christ, and express a need for “affectivity in the exercise of 
authority and in the creation of community.” They tended to separate discipline and nurturing as 
fatherly and motherly roles in a way unlike female spiritual writers shortly after, 166. Julian 
follows the Cistercians with her interest in the nurturing and childrearing role of Christ, in 
relation to authority and affectivity. For an exploration of other “God-mother” images in late 
medieval devotional literature, see Bryan, Looking Inward, 165-169. 
81 Baker’s reading in chapter five of Vision to Book is particularly helpful. See also Barbara 
Newman, in God and the Goddesses: Vision, Poetry, and Belief in the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 222-234.  
82 I do not focus on the Trinitarian or bodily aspects of Christ the Mother here. For an earlier 
article on the multivalence of the image, see Sarah McNamer, “The Exploratory Image: God the 
Mother in Julian of Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love, Mystics Quarterly Vol. 15.1 (March 
1989), 21-28. For a historical consideration of the physical and bodily language of Julian’s 
theology of Christ as Mother and its relation to medieval medical terminology and theory, see 
Alexandra Barratt, “In the Lowest Part of Our Need: Julian and Medieval Gynecological 
Writing,” in Julian of Norwich: A Book of Essays, ed. Sandra J. McEntire (New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1998); Liz Herbert McAvoy argues for the maternal as the most important 
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But the image and theology of Christ as Mother has ramifications for the other 

side of the image, the Christian as child, that have gone underexplored.83 Julian’s 

theology of Christ as Mother is particularly important in its development of the “lesson of 

love” and how Julian envisions its enactment in the lives of its readers.84 Her re-

imagining of the conventional image of Christ as the Mother and the Christian as the 

child takes up truisms about childlikeness and the meekness of children and turns them to 

a powerful reflection upon the created limits of humanity, and their condition in sin. Her 

                                                                                                                

  

hermeneutic tool for Julian, that divine love is fundamentally maternal, in Authority and the 
Female Body, 64-95. Maud Burnett McInerney focuses intensively on the bodily, particularly 
fluid and enclosed language of this passage in “In the Meydens Womb: Julian of Norwich and the 
Poetics of Enclosure” in Medieval Mothering ed. John Carmi Parsons and Bonnie Wheeler (New 
York: Garland Publishing, 1996). David Aers critiques these readings, demonstrating that Julian 
consistently resists the tradition of affective piety presenting the feminine so often as “lactating, 
bleeding flesh” and instead chooses the office of motherhood as a “model of love in loyalty and 
selfless commitment,” ultimately rejecting the fetishization of suffering implicit in these 
traditions in “Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of Love” in The Powers of the Holy: Religion, 
Politics, and Gender in Late Medieval English Culture (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1996), 99. Bauerschmidt argues that Julian’s primary interest is not 
“femininity” but in “femaleness as a code for humanity and ‘degradation,’” 89. For consideration 
of the Trinitarian aspect of Christ the Mother, see Nuth, Wisdom, 92-96, as well as Baker, Vision 
to Book. Baker contends that Julian takes the medieval commonplace of the imago Dei and 
transforms it ontologically and anthropologically “into an original theology of an androgynous 
God who creates the soul in an asexual image,” essentially degendering the imago Dei of much of 
misogynistic medieval tradition, Vision to Book, 113. Colledge and Walsh note that this is the 
first consideration of Christ’s motherhood as an essential attribute of God rather than an 
incidental one, 583.20n. 
83 Lynn Staley, in Powers of the Holy, does attend to the role of children in the shifting language 
of power and learning in Julian’s use of Christ as Mother, 175-178, noting that adults tolerate 
error in children because of learning, and that in this passage, “consciousness of sin shifts to 
consciousness of love,” 177. 
84 See Margaret Ann Palliser, O.P., Christ, Our Mother of Mercy: Divine Mercy and Compassion 
in the Theology of the Shewings of Julian of Norwich (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1992) for a theological 
consideration of Christ the Mother as the mature image of Julian’s theology, particularly in the 
terms of developing mercy and compassion. 
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portraits of the roles of Christ and Christian, Mother and Child, in their shared meekness 

and weakness, punctures the fantasy of knowledge that is the true foundation of pride and 

instead rejoices in the littleness of creation. 

Julian’s first longer treatment of Christ as Mother in chapter 60 is temporally 

organized from birth-pangs, to nursing a helpless infant, to the training of older children. 

The time-bound portrait of motherhood and childhood particularly emphasizes the growth 

and formation of the child-Christian. Few things reveal the work of time so markedly as 

the growth of a child. She first presents the eternal labor of Christ as that of the labor of 

childbirth, but bearing his children to joy rather than pain.  Next, Jesus feeds his children 

with the sacraments, with himself. Rather than focusing further on such bodily feminine 

images as Christ in labor, or Christ feeding his child with his flesh, or Christ nursing, she 

moves to further explore the way that Christ the mother “suffers” his children to be 

learned and learn to love.85 As a “kinde” and loving mother knows and understands the 

needs of her children, he changes his mothering as they “wax in age and stature” (60.45-

47), “suffering” that the children be chastised in their vices in order to “receive vertues 

and grace” (60.49). Julian lists an extensive number of ways that Christ keeps humans in 

their “gostly forthbringing,” a word not only reminiscent of childbirth and begetting but 

childrearing86: kindling understanding, preparing ways, easing consciences, comforting 

                                                                                                                

85 For more on this choice, see Aers, “Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of Love,” 98-99.  
86 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “forth-bringen,” senses 2(a) and 3, accessed June 2017, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary. 
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the soul, lightening the heart, giving humans partial knowledge and loving of the 

Godhead, and making us to “love all that he loveth for his love” (61.1-7). 

This list of the activities and affections that Christ teaches his children indicates 

Julian’s deep interest in exploring how a human learns to love and receive virtue. Though 

other medieval contemplative writers often depict a hierarchy of knowledge that implies 

learning and growth—Hilton’s Scale, The Cloud of Unknowing, etc.—these accounts are 

formally ordered into ladders, scales, or steps, making their presentation of formation and 

change schematic. In contrast, Julian’s portrait of the mother and child explores a process 

of change much like the repetitive days of child-raising themselves, wherein there is no 

clear schemata, only the steadfast repetition of the day-to-day tending to the child’s 

physical, moral, and most notably spiritual formation. 

The theology of the Christian as growing child participates within another ancient 

tradition—the child as locus for questions concerning the extent of reason and volition, 

particularly in regards to the question of culpability in sin. Childhood uniquely presents 

opportunities to explore questions of moral responsibility—a debate largely approached 

through the related issues of baptism and the shape of original sin.87 The terms of this 

                                                                                                                

87 This topic of childhood and moral formation was not a hotbed of conflict in the high Middle 
Ages, which mostly followed Augustine, though in the Patristic and Reformation periods these 
questions attained a degree of urgency, particularly in relation to the issue of baptism. Most 
famously, we see a theology of childhood tainted by original sin and irrevocably sinful even in 
infancy in book I of Augustine’s Confessions, I.7-31. Thomas Aquinas, generally representative 
of the scholastics, was less interested in childhood as a direct topic. But he explores the question 
of weakness, ability, and children notably through his most extensive examination of childhood, 
the question of infancy in Eden, ST I.99.a. 1; I.101. John Chrysostom, representative of an 
Eastern Orthodox tradition, argues that infants are not guilty of actual sin and do not possess 
Adam’s guilt, though they are born into original sin as mortality in his “Fourth Catechetical 
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question are largely determined by the argument over the form of sin in the child—the 

extents of reason, volition, and knowledge. How and at what age is one determined to be 

accountable, culpable, guilty?  

Traditionally, this debate distinguished culpability largely by the extent of the 

ability to learn, and the limits of language and obedience. Original sin is a contaminant 

from the beginning in the West, as we see in the greedily suckling infant of Augustine’s 

Confessions.88 Augustine and the schoolmen place accountability for action, increasing 

by age, within the limits delineated by language—children are held more accountable the 

more they are able to understand and thereby obey or disobey the commands of their 

caregivers and teachers.89 How to answer questions about the formation and education of 

children has ramifications for how one understands the nature and action of sin in the 

self. 

                                                                                                                

  

Lecture on Baptism”; John Chrysostom, The Later Christian Fathers, edited and translated by 
Henry Bettenson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977); for his more prolonged treatment of 
children and families, see On Marriage and Family Life, trans. Catherine P. Roth and David 
Anderson, (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003). For two fairly recent 
volumes that consider issues of childhood, moral formation, and Christian theology in both 
historical and contemporary contexts, see The Vocation of the Child ed. Patrick McKinley 
Brennan (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 2008); and The Child in Christian Thought ed. 
Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 2001). The most famous claim about 
childhood in the Middle Ages is from Philippe Aries, that there is a lack of differentiation 
between adulthood and childhood in the Middle Ages in Centuries of Childhood: A Social 
History of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1962), 128. This is 
now largely discounted. 
88 Augustine, Confessions I.11. 
89 See Martha Ellen Stortz, ‘“Where or When Was Your Servant Innocent?”: Augustine on 
Childhood’ in The Child in Christian Thought edited by Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids, MI: W. 
B. Eerdmans, 2001), 78-102.  
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Complicating this question over guilt in childhood is the ancient scriptural 

tradition of the child as representative of meekness and humility. Childlike humility was 

understood to be the condition necessary to enter the kingdom of heaven, per Christ’s 

words in chapter 18 of the Gospel of Matthew: “amen I say to you, unless you be 

converted, and become as little children, you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven. 

Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, he is the greater in the 

kingdom of heaven.”90 These verses were also frequently read as indicating the innocence 

of childhood, as Jerome and others suggest.91 The theological image, then, of Christ as a 

mother and Christians as his children is specially rich and suited to think with and about 

sin and the self in relation to God. 

Julian participates in these questions as she thinks about the relationship between 

Christ and the Christian. She clarifies that every person is, in terms of understanding the 

deep mysteries of selfhood, sin, and the Godhead, no more competent than a child: “And 

I understode none higher stature in this life than childehode, in febilnesse and failing of 

might and of witte” (63.36-38). In regards to sin and understanding, the best and brightest 

of humanity, indeed the whole of humanity, is able to comprehend no more than a child. 

At last we see the full significance of Julian’s favored comparison of her Showings to an 
                                                                                                                

90 In the Latin Vulgate: “amen dico vobis nisi conversi fueritis et efficiamini sicut parvuli non 
intrabitis in regnum caelorum quicumque ergo humiliaverit se sicut parvulus iste hic est maior in 
regno caelorum.”  
91Mark 10:13-15; Matthew 18:1-6 in Catena Aurea: Commentary on the Four Gospels translated 
by John Henry Newman, edited by Paul A. Boer, Sr. (Veritatis Splendor Publications, 2012). 
Childhood is a common image in explorations of meekness in the penitential tradition: for an 
example see Vices and Virtues, where the meek man or woman is like a little child, the heir of the 
land and son of the King, who “wepeth in the cradel and no thing ne wot of his…grete 
lordschipe,” 135. 



  

  73  

“ABC” (51.229, 80.8-9). Julian’s lesson of love is a primer. Adulthood is a state that 

revolves around a level of control in actions and their consequences. Most adults believe 

themselves to be fully formed and in some state of control. Julian sees this as a fiction 

that participates in a fantasy of self-knowledge that is bound to fail when confronted by 

the reality of sin. Julian believes that once this illusion of control and capability has been 

shattered, the disappointment in this failure to decently live will lead to despair. This 

ontological childhood of humankind is not at all like the so-called childhood of the adult 

Harold Skimpole in Charles Dickens’ Bleak House who, constantly protesting that he 

cannot possibly understand the world because he is an innocent child, deceives and 

manipulates those around him to his advantage. Recognizing one’s childhood is not an 

avoidance of accountability but a confessing of need, something that we will see Julian 

take serious pains to clarify. 

Julian opens the question of sin again through the language of falling and 

suffering, playing on the syntactic relationship between suffering as allowing and 

suffering as pain. Christ suffers his children to fall “harder and more grievously then ever 

we did before, as us thinketh” (61.12-13). The modifying “us thinketh,” emphasizes the 

limitations of human ways of thinking about failure and falling, strikingly reminiscent of 

the similar “us think” in Pearl.92 It highlights the limits of understanding, just as the 

parable of the Lord and Servant does. But, Julian qualifies, “it nedeth us to falle, and it 

                                                                                                                

92 “Pearl” in The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight edited by Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron, 5th ed. (Exeter: University of 
Exeter Press, 2007), ll. 552, 553. 
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nedeth us to see it,” for this falling leads to understanding of our feebleness and 

wretchedness by ourselves. Humans “get” “lownesse and meeknesse” through seeing 

their falling with clear eyes. There is a conflict between the necessity of human seeing 

and the ongoing pain of the fall itself, as well as understanding the fall.  

In such language, Julian begins to work out what proper “meke accusing” might 

look like in the child-Christian, who is painfully limited in their self-understanding, but 

eternally held in the love of God. She returns to her concern over how understanding their 

own “wretchedness” leads her evencristen to flee from God, to be held in “unknowing of 

love.” Julian conspicuously returns to thinking about penitential self-knowledge by 

describing the conditions meant to produce meekness, as well as confession, within this 

loving relationship of mother and child: 

But oftimes when oure falling and oure wrechednes is shewde us, we be so sore 
adred and so gretly ashamed of ourselfe that unnethis we wit wher that we may 
holde us. But then wille not oure curtesse moder that we flee away, for him were 
nothing lother, but he will than that we use the condition of a child. For when it is 
dissesed and adred, it runneth hastely to the moder. And if it may do no more, it 
cryeth on the mother for helpe with alle the mightes. So will he that we done as 
the meke childe, seyeng thus: “My kind moder, my gracious moder, my 
deerworthy moder, have mercy on me. I have made myself foule and unlike to 
thee, and I may not nor canne amend it but with thine help and grace.” And if we 
feele us not than esed as swithe, be we seker that he useth the condition of a wise 
moder. (61.34-43) 
 

In this short but vivid scene, she first continues to invoke the tradition of humility that 

depicts acknowledgment of neediness as the catalyst for seeking Christ. When “falling” 

and “wretchedness” are shown, humans are meant to take on meekness. At stake is the 

continuous danger, in Julian’s text, of flight from this vision of a fall—something she will 

make clear in her description of her own response to sin in chapter 68. The child-
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Christian is caught between acknowledgment of sin and the shame and loss of control 

that accompanies this acknowledgment, something that Julian fears will be so 

overwhelming that rather than functioning as a means of bringing someone to Christ, it 

will drive them away. 

The antidote to this problem is to “use the condition of a child” specifically within 

the framework of confession. In Julian’s picture of childhood and motherhood, the 

“meek” child naturally and unfailingly trusts in his mother, even when he has misbehaved 

or disobeyed. Julian carefully words the child’s distressing situation.  The child is 

“dissesed and adred,” which Watson and Jenkins gloss as distressed and afraid, but which 

can be rendered more strongly as diseased and even terrified. There is no clear agency in 

these circumstances—they could be of the fault of the child, or from some other person, 

or simply acquired through accident of falling. The language of “falling” which she has 

already thoroughly explored in her picture of the Lord and Servant remains significant 

because of its ambiguous causality. Nevertheless, the child remains an agent. She 

confesses herself with specific responsibility in the admission that “I have made myself 

foule and unlike to thee,” with the emphasis falling upon the “I.” “May not” and “canne” 

respectively confess inability and lack of understanding, echoing again the Lord and 

Servant. The child does not shy away from her own accountability despite her fall and 

confesses her need. 

But with this confession, Julian carefully navigates the fraught question of sin and 

the self that vexed her earlier showings and their explications, particularly that of the 

Lord and Servant. Notably in this image, Julian, echoing the limited vision of the Servant, 
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withholds the details of the sin of the child-Christian. As suffering child, the Christian 

only has the ability to understand part of the situation, the part that is acknowledgment of 

her own place with Christ, which is love above all else. The important thing for the 

child—the reader, Julian—to understand is not how her guilt or lack thereof works, yet. 

This lack of clarity reflects the child’s own understanding of its error, as well as the 

frequent confusion that accompanies sin and suffering. The most important thing for the 

child to know is that the mother loves the child regardless of whether she is happy or sad, 

distressed, cast out, or enjoying life. This description enlarges Julian’s earlier explanation 

of the lack of blame or wrath in the eyes of the Godhead. The lowness that comes of 

“sight of falling” brings the child back to the mother in the most obvious way, a visible 

guarantee and reminder of the child’s real security in the arms of its mother, and as Julian 

notes, a gloss on Jesus’s earlier words, “I kepe the fulle sekerly.” 

The child is not innocent in the sense of lack of wrongdoing. She confesses that in 

her falling, she has made herself unlike to God. Yet in the careful language of Julian, the 

falling is not defined as necessarily blameworthy. The child is an example of meekness 

because she knows and confesses her weakness and responds by wholeheartedly 

returning to her mother. The Mother-Christ, while zealously guarding his beloved child, 

“suffers” her to fall, not punitively, but in an educational sense that allows the child to 

further understand itself as completely dependent and completely loved. The result is 

somewhat paradoxical—the Christian learns by falling and more importantly, by its 

response, yet remains childlike in a state of dependence and even increases in 
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childlikeness as she learns not to fall and to trust the unchanging love of Jesus the 

Mother.  

This is so important in Julian’s theology of Christ as Mother that she returns to it 

again, repeating the image in slightly different language, just as she did in her Marian 

showings.  

And whan we, by the mercy of God and with his helpe, accorde us to kinde and to 
grace, we shall se verily that sinne is wurse, viler, and painfuller than hell without 
ony likeness…but be we not adred of this (but inasmoch as dred may spede), but 
mekely make we oure mone to oure derewurthy mother. And he shall all 
besprinkil us in his precious blode, and make oure soule full softe and fulle milde, 
and heele us fulle fair by processe of time…And of this swete, fair werking he 
shall never ceese nor stinte, tille all his deerwurthy children be borne and brought 
forth. (63.10-20) 
 

Fending off the risk of de-emphasizing the painfulness and real wrong of which humans 

are capable, she takes pains to emphasize that sin is truly vile, though not an impediment 

for Christ’s reforming work. The passage has moved to the future tense, the language of 

assured growth and reformation. Julian has stressed the first person plural pronouns even 

more strongly in this second passage. The reader is meant to recognize herself in this 

child, taking on the particular form of meek accusation depicted. Earlier, the confessing 

child was an overt metaphor for a framework of thinking about seeing sin in the self. 

Now, it has become the picture through which the reader and Julian can envision 

themselves explicitly: “mekely make we oure mone to oure dereworthy moder” (italics 

mine). Her previous “accuse” and “confession” are re-formed in “mekely make we oure 

mone.” Mone can be defined as lamentation, confession, anxiety or concern, accusation, 
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or, most relevant in this context, a plea for mercy.93 Mone contains within it, then, the 

many valences of weakness and sin that Julian has already been pursuing, but slanted 

toward mercy already. Meekness’s fruit is not self-contempt, nor dread of God, that she 

hints at here and will later more carefully explore in the senses of dread that she lays out 

in chapters 73 and 74. Instead, meekness’s fruit is ability to approach the mother, 

childlike in the complete confidence that one bears in her competence to change oneself, 

and this confidence inseparable from the contrition over sin. Again, we see Julian’s 

conviction that meek accusation and courteous excuse of God are one simultaneous and 

graceful movement, elegant and spare.  

From this picture of the relationship between the meekly loving mother and the 

meek child who acknowledges limits, failure, and lack, springs a picture of how 

formation of the Christian works within the contexts of penitence. Julian describes a 

relationship where the waxing of the Christian, rather than even the cleansing of the 

Christian, is the foundational reason for meek confession. This relationship is kinde, 

proper to both mother and child.94 And most strikingly, as Christ “feeds” and “fordreth” 

(furthers, grows) humanity, it is the kindnesse of motherhood in Christ doing this, and the 

kindely need of childhood that make up the rightness of this relationship. In humans, need 

itself is kindely, just as it leads humankind to the Godhead. Julian’s exploration of meek 

accusation lays its particular emphasis upon this fittingness. Meekness belongs to 

                                                                                                                

93 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “mone,” accessed October 2017, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary. 
94 For a helpful discussion on kinde in Julian of Norwich, see Newman, God and the Goddesses, 
228-30. 
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children kindely, precisely because they understand and totally accept that they need 

(63.20-35). The child does not doubt that the mother will take care of her, and she does 

not presume that she can take care of her self.   

At a year and a half, my daughter, Margaret, was very irritated that my husband 

and I were still lying in bed and wanted us to be up and about to play with her.  In her 

irritation, she tried to bite me.  Now, we really don’t want to teach Margaret that biting is 

an appropriate response when people don’t do what we want them to do.  So, we 

reprimanded her, gently but firmly. She did not like recognizing what she did was 

wrong—but she sought out my arms in the midst of her tears.  

Despite her tender age, Margaret knew that biting someone is wrong.  Given her 

limited knowledge, she was willfully disobedient, perhaps even malicious.  In that way, 

Margaret was to blame for her action.  Simultaneously, Margaret is limited in her 

knowledge, as Julian would say, the “highest stature” in “febilnesse and failing of might 

and of witte.” She has no conception at all about the consequences of biting someone, of 

the pain inflicted by tiny teeth upon the sensitive skin on the fleshy inner arm.  Her 

inability to understand how she hurts when she bites does not excuse her—but it changes 

any conception of blame that I have towards her in my role as a functioning adult who 

thankfully no longer battles urges of biting those who anger me. This “blame” is even 

more so mitigated in my own role as a mother who loves her first and foremost and wants 

to teach her to not bite back, to come to me with her problems.  In this way, no blame 

falls to Margaret, though in the same moment, she, knowing in some very limited and 

dim extent the wrongness of biting, is responsible for her actions. She must recognize her 
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biting as a failure in loving to continue to be formed in loving well. And significantly, 

though I am pleased by her little “I sorry” which allows her to grow, my loving response 

is not contingent upon any vaguely realized sense of guilt. 

I suggest that it is something similar to this anecdote that Julian articulates in her 

theological consideration of Christ as mother and Christian as confessing child.  Julian 

conscientiously steers between the Scylla of blame-focused accounts of sin and the self 

and the Charybdis of conceptions of an innocent self that dangerously undermines the 

valid work of penitential practice.  

 

Meekness and the Inevitability of Failure 

The Showings ends with the revelation that this work is entirely about love—the quote 

with which I started this chapter—and the admission that the book “is not yet 

performed.” But as Julian recounts, sin nearly ends the work before it begins. When 

Julian doubts the veracity of her showings, saying to a priest that she thinks she had 

“raved,” and then is struck by guilt when the priest takes her showings seriously, she 

afterwards hears Jesus say “fulle mekely” to her, not aloud but words formed in her soul, 

“Wit it now welle, it was no raving that thou saw this day. But take it and beleve it, and 

kepe thee therin, and comfort thee therwith, and trust thee therto, and thou shalt not be 

overcome” (68.44, 45-47). Julian’s comfort in these words and her assurance of full 

“sekernesse” leads into her meditation on true and false meekness that we discussed 

earlier. As a conclusion, then, I would like to pose the question—what does it mean to 

nearly conclude a theological, contemplative and especially pastoral work with a self-
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portrait of sin and failure? This choice seems unusual compared to contemporary, 

hierarchical works of contemplation to which I have already referred.  

Though Julian, in her revising efforts, places this episode at the end for the 

obvious chronological reasons, its particular fittingness in this place of finality becomes 

clear. It is Julian’s reworking of penitential meekness in a nutshell. Meekness, as Julian 

emphasizes in this passage, concerns the problem of what to do with the inescapable fact 

of sinfulness. Rather than fleeing in despair, as those with false meekness are inclined to 

do, Julian’s image of herself in failure eventually allows her to learn how to inhabit her 

weakness, turning to the Godhead in expressions of frailty and love and receiving full 

life, embodied forth in the virtues. In this final self-portrait, Julian is at once the 

confessing child and the fleeing child, but only as the confessing child can Julian begin to 

understand her own words made famous by T.S. Eliot, that all shall be well. Perhaps 

paradoxically, the meekness of embracing weakness, acknowledging the limits of the 

self, provides the security that Julian understands all her evencristen to crave. The 

security of being loved provides the only means of permanent transformation and 

learning. In this conviction, Julian departs from the vernacular penitential tradition. That 

meekness itself is tied to security reforms one of the strands of institutional urging 

towards meekness, that articulates precisely the opposite: that meekness or humility 

reveals the instability of the Christian to himself, and drives him, out of fear, to his 
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confessor and thereby to God.95 Julian’s meekness is focused less on the fear that God 

will punish sinful weakness and more on reaffirming an essential (and stable) relationship 

between humanity and the Godhead. Meekness is necessary to “sekernesse,” part of the 

way in which those whom God loves must necessarily see themselves in the light of the 

love of God, because it is the way too that God sees them.96 Yet, Julian’s series of meek 

persons representative of chosen humanity—herself, the servant, the child—

paradoxically highlights the profound difficulty of this kind of self-knowledge, perhaps 

even its impossibility without its being given. Julian contends that when meekness is 

false, the dominant understanding of humility in her culture, the dual pursuit of knowing 

God and self is nearly impossible. 

Strikingly, Julian’s doubt and forgetfulness is not only sin, it is an interpretive 

failure of what she has just been shown. Julian’s conclusion emphasizes that it is only by 
                                                                                                                

95 Julian’s articulation of this principle is not unique (see footnote 31 on Cloud and Walter Hilton) 
but that it is without gradation between higher and lower meekness, perfect and imperfect, 
contemplative and active, is where she is most distinctive.   
96 An example of meekness and its relation to a lack of “sekernesse” is the fifteenth-century A 
Mirror to Devout People, also known as Speculum devotorum, part of the tradition of lives of 
Christ stemming from the Meditationes Vitae Christi. In this section, a lengthy direct address to a 
“gostly systyr” midway through his account of the Annunciation and Mary’s meeting with 
Elizabeth, the author explains that meekness of spirit has “dyuerse degreys”: first is a good will to 
God, wherein a man or woman “wolde veryly be meke and beleuyth stedfastly alle hys synnys of 
himself. And therfore he cryeth God mercy, and doeth mekely penaunce for hem aftyr the 
ordenaunce of Holy Chyrche and byddynge of hys gostly fadyr” which especially belongs to 
beginners. To souls with more grace, God gives a “praktyc” in knowing of sin and wretchedness 
“both inner and outer,” then a beholding of the goodness of God. Then one must “despyse” 
oneself and desire to be despised.  The third degree is a “gostly knowing” of oneself as he is not 
only in sin, but “also as he ys in hys owen beyinge in trewthe,” associated with the poor in spirit 
of the Beatitudes. Finally, strikingly in comparison with Julian, who above all associates 
meekness with security in the goodness of God, the fourth degree is an “vnsykyrnesse” that 
results in someone holding his- or herself beneath all others, because even if one is more perfect 
than others now, the other, even the Saracen or Jew, could become more perfect than oneself in 
the future, 4.53-227. 
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acknowledging and facing this continual and imminent danger of this kind of failure to 

interpret the lesson that one can actually begin to learn the lesson of love. In short, this 

scene dramatically displays meekness as an essential hermeneutic principle of The 

Showings. To come to her final reflections via the route of failure, with the knowledge 

that this text might not have been, reminds the reader how Julian envisions her book to be 

read. In its pastoral role, to read and be transformed by Julian’s lesson of love requires 

true meekness, acknowledgment of littleness. The complexity of vision and revision, 

sight and interpretation, necessitates returns. But one must be able to recognize lack, that 

one needs further guidance, to loop back through previous images to develop practices of 

interpretation. Practicing this habit of reading means carefully attending without 

meekness’s opposites. These are the presumption of pride, in its self-sufficiency, refusing 

to recognize the givenness of the book—or, more pointedly for Julian, the danger of 

despair, in its denial of any means of improvement because of one’s own foulness, 

causing a failure in learning before even really beginning. Julian’s form thus replicates 

her own experience of receiving and interpreting the “lesson of love.” 
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III. Becoming “Precious Perlez”: Form, Formation, and 
Humility in Pearl 

 

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we first started 
And know the place for the first time. 

—T.S. Eliot, “Little Gidding” 
 

Then he withdrew from our sight, so that we might return to our own hearts and 
find him there. 

—Augustine, Confessions IV.12.19  
 

 

This chapter studies the transformation of a figure who undergoes a graced encounter 

with the divine, in the fourteenth-century poem Pearl. Pearl depicts not a transcendent 

moment of ecstasy, but one person’s experience of beginning to know and understand 

himself; a participation within a particular Augustinian tradition of medieval humility as 

recollecting one’s created nature and relation to the world.  

Meeting his lost daughter in a dream, the main figure of Pearl cannot understand 

her conversation nor the circumstances of death and creatureliness that have led them to 

this point. The poem opens with a portrait of this speaker totally alone, mourning his lost 

“perle.”1 Grief has stripped away pretenses and laid bare a latent materialism within him. 

                                                                                                                

1 All Pearl citations are from “Pearl” in The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript eds. Malcolm 
Andrew and Ronald Waldron, 5th ed. (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2002). I have also 
consulted The Works of the Gawain Poet eds. Ad Putter and Myra Stokes (London: Penguin 
Books, 2014). 
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He cannot believe in the medieval church’s core tenet of the resurrection of the body. He 

agonizingly rejects death and the community of the medieval church. For the speaker’s 

suffering is profound: it is the suffering of a parent who has lost his child. The speaker 

falls into a swoon, and in a graced vision, meets his lost pearl, his daughter, in paradise. 

She teaches him about the nature of death and creatureliness, focusing on the resurrection 

and her new life in the Kingdom of God. This is a conversation unintelligible to the 

dreamer. But after he wakes up, he confesses the goodness of Christ, a new dependence 

on his creator, the reality of the Eucharist, and his daughter’s presence with God. 

This ending has prompted wide-ranging critical responses. Some recent 

commentators like Cecilia Hatt follow do understand some form of legitimate 

transformation in the speaker to have taken place, in the path of an older generation of 

critics like A.C. Spearing.2 Some, like Sarah Stanbury, read it as no transformation at all.3 

Some, like Nicholas Watson, David Aers, and more recently, Josephine Bloomfield, 

understand it to be a gesture towards conforming outward behavior to the will of God, 

even if the interior reality of suffering and resistance remains unchanged.4 For these 

                                                                                                                

2 For a varying selection of generally positive understandings of the end, which I will address 
more extensively later in this essay, see The Gawain-Poet: A Critical Study (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1970), 167-170, and Medieval Dream Poetry (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1976), 178; P.M. Kean, The Pearl: An Interpretation (Routledge 
and Kegan Paul: London, 1967), 227-242; Michael D. Cherniss, Boethian Apocalypse: Studies in 
Middle English Vision Poetry (Norman, Okla.: Pilgrim Books, 1987), 162; God and the Gawain-
poet (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2015), 61-62; Jessica Barr, Willing to Know God: Dreamers and 
Visionaries in the Later Middle Ages (Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2010), 
150-1. 
3 Sarah Stanbury, “The Body and the City in Pearl,” Representations 48 (1994), 41. 
4 David Aers, “The Self Mourning: Reflections on Pearl,” Speculum 68.1 (Jan. 1993), 71; 
Nicholas Watson, “The Gawain-Poet as a Vernacular Theologian,” A Companion to the Gawain-
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readers and others like them, this conclusion is “too easy.”5 How could the formerly 

emotionally incapacitated, suffering speaker, for whom the “kynde of Kryste,” nature of 

Christ (55), provided no comfort, confidently confess his creaturely dependence and 

surrender his daughter to God as he does in the final stanza? This is especially perplexing 

because as critics across the spectrum of reading the end of Pearl have noted, the pearl-

maiden’s teachings in the dream are not obviously effective nor transformational at the 

moment of their reception. 

The dreamer of Pearl irresistibly reminds me of another person who experiences a 

vision of the divine that he is initially unable to understand. In both the introduction and 

the last chapter, I quoted from Book VII of Augustine’s Confessions. Augustine attempts 

to mount to God, to see him, through Platonism. This effort fails. It is an impossible 

endeavor because it lacks Augustine’s embrace of “the mediator between God and 

humankind, the man Jesus Christ,” who in the ultimate act of humility, had clothed 

himself in flesh. However, he does catch a glimpse of eternal Truth. Augustine writes of 

this attempt, strikingly, “And when I recognized you for the first time, you raised me up 

so that I might see the reality of what I could see, and not yet was I the person who could 

see” (VII.10, 16). Both the retrospective portrayals of Augustine and the dreamer of 

                                                                                                                

  

Poet, eds. Derek Brewer and Jonathan Gibson (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 305; Josephine 
Bloomfield, “Stumbling Towards God’s Light: The Pearl Dreamer and the Impediments of 
Hierarchy,” The Chaucer Review 45.4 (June 2011): 409. 
5 J.J. Anderson, Language and Imagination in the Gawain-poems (Manchester, UK: Manchester 
University Press, 2005), 76. 



  

  87  

Pearl beg the question: how does one become the person who is able to see and interpret 

the reality of what they have seen?  

Despite Augustine’s vast learning, he did not yet know what weakness—his own 

and Christ’s—had to teach him; he did not truly and humbly know himself or the charity 

of God. Alasdair MacIntyre writes of Augustinian epistemology as differentiated from a 

Platonic epistemology: 

The intellect and the desires do not naturally move towards that good which is at 
once the foundation for knowledge and that from which lesser goods flow. The 
will which directs them is initially perverse and needs a kind of redirection which 
will enable it to trust obediently in a teacher who will guide the mind towards the 
discovery both of its own resources and of what lies outside the mind, both in 
nature and in God. Hence faith in authority has to precede rational understanding. 
And hence the acquisition of that virtue which the will requires to be so guided, 
humility, is the necessary first step in education or in self-education. In learning 
therefore we move towards and not from first principles and we discover truth 
only insofar as we discover the conformity of particulars to forms in relation to 
which those forms particulars become intelligible, a relationship apprehended 
only by the mind illuminated by God. Rational justification is thus essentially 
retrospective.6 

 
The twin responses of faith, given by God, and recollection of one’s own limitation, 

weakness, and error in the practice of humility, foster the development of rational 

understanding in remembrance.  

Pearl also depicts this Augustinian process of learning and spiritual 

transformation. The speaker of Pearl journeys from his initial solitude to the community 

represented by Christ’s body on Earth, the Eucharist, from the distant and comfortless 

kynde of Christ to Christ as intimate frende, from resisting death of his perle to requesting 

                                                                                                                

6 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 84. 
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to become a perle himself in an acknowledgment of the promise of resurrection. By 

tracking themes, vocabulary, and representations of humility, I will explore how the poet 

understands moral and spiritual formation in the figure of the speaker represented in the 

developing confessional self-knowledge of the final retrospective stanza of the poem. 

I will begin with examining the dreamer, as yet unable to seek others in his need, 

and the pearl-maiden, the transformed representation of human need in heaven. We will 

then pursue the language and representation of humility in the maiden’s teaching, with 

particular emphasis on two of her scriptural exemplars. These theologically affirm her 

place in the kingdom of God. In the speaker’s retrospection, these teachings and exempla 

become opportunities for his self-recognition within Christ’s body. Finally, I will address 

the controversial end of the poem to examine how the poet uses both Pearl’s famous 

circular, repetitive form, and the relational figures of the last stanza, to explore both 

dreamer and readers’ ongoing spiritual and moral learning. Pearl is, among other things, 

a project of humility: formally and thematically, it works to recall the self to itself as a 

creature, to defy the joint temptations of autonomy and rejection of creatureliness that 

take shape in the midst of deep suffering. 

 

Figures of Creatureliness: The Speaker  

The poem opens with the confessional central figure in profound isolation. Alone in a 

garden, the speaker has lost his precious pearl, which we eventually discover is a young 

child “nerre [nearer] þen aunte or nece” (233), usually understood to be his young 

daughter. He is distraught. The insurmountable nature of his grief manifests in this man’s 
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solitude. He has been severed, as a result of his pain, from human and divine 

relationships, but there is no escaping his memories of past life with the pearl. Standing 

over the hill in which the pearl lies, he describes his inner state in detail:   

Bifore þat spot my honde I spennd 
For care ful colde þat to me caȝt; 
A deuely dele in my hert denned, 
Þaȝ resoun sette myseluen saȝt. 
I playned my perle þat þer watz penned, 
Wyth fyrce skyllez þat faste faȝt. 
Þaȝ kynde of Kryst me comfort kenned, 
My wreched wylle in wo ay wraȝte. (49-56) 
 

The speaker’s self-description overwhelmingly emphasizes his inward agony.7 Some 

form of a personal pronoun is used nine times in eight short lines. Outside of the ecclesial 

community, equally removed from friendship, he turns inward to his great violence of 

mind. He cannot console himself in the midst of his overwhelming grief; though his 

reason seeks to reconcile himself, “myseluen saȝt.”  

In this moment, readers meet a mourning, solitary man. In the vision, we will 

meet a version of this same man who repeatedly misunderstands, sometimes almost 

willfully, his teacher; who has also forgotten the teachings of the church to which he 

belongs, and whose stubborn responses admit little room for acknowledging his mistakes, 

at least initially.8 The implicit contrast between the excruciating experience of loss and 

                                                                                                                

7 Another analogue could be drawn with Confessions, in book IV. Augustine’s portrayal of his 
suffering in grief is similar to this first description of the speaker’s state in Pearl. See Confessions 
IV.4.7-7.12. 
8 Hatt in God and the Gawain-poet argues that the jeweler “gives voices to both dreamer and 
pearl-child,” the dreamer as the will and the pearl-maiden as understanding, with memory 
informing both, 20. In doing so, she is similar to W.A. Davenport, The Art of the Gawain-Poet 
(Athlone Press: London, 1978), 36-7, and P.M. Kean, The Pearl: An Interpretation, 134-7. Such 
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the dreamer’s recalcitrance within the vision makes it difficult not to look back and judge 

the speaker’s mourning in these initial scenes as sinful, a judgment many critics make.9 

As David Aers has noted, however, “such judgments are likely to take one’s attention off 

the crushing pain we experience in the loss of those we love, pain that is replete with 

complex psychological and theological implications which Pearl sets out to explore.”10 

Grief possesses a valid place in a life ordered by the traditions, values, and virtues of 

medieval Christianity. The long tradition of orthodox Christianity rejected the Stoic and 

classical conception of the passions as something contaminating the untroubled virtue of 

the perfectly controlled, passionless person. According to Augustine and Thomas 

Aquinas, well-ordered grief and other passions are not only blameless, they are 

                                                                                                                

  

understandings of the nature of the dream, however, inherently fail to appreciate both the grace in 
the intervention of the dream (the dreamer could figure it all out on his own) as well as the 
poignant nature of his encounter with his lost daughter. I use speaker and dreamer to differentiate 
(somewhat) between the retrospective, remembering voice that tells the story of the garden and 
dream, and the person undergoing the immediate events. 
9 For example, Gregory Roper argues that the poem is penitential, that the “I” of the beginning of 
the poem is self-indulgent, selfish, and possessive, “Pearl, Penitence, and the Recovery of the 
Self,” The Chaucer Review 28.2 (1993): 170. I agree with Roper that the poem depicts a 
“reshaping,” to use Roper’s language, of the self, but I do not read this initial depiction so 
strongly. Roper provides a history of critics who have read the dreamer as specifically sinful, 
including Sister Mary Vincent Hillman, who argues that the dreamer’s sin is covetousness in 
“Some Debatable Words in Pearl and its Theme,” in The Middle English Pearl: Critical Essays, 
edited by John Conley (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1970), 9-17; and Ian 
Bishop, Pearl in its Setting: A Critical Study of the Structure and Meaning of the Middle English 
Poem, (London: Blackwell, 1968), who reads it as possessiveness leading to envy, 44. This 
reading is not confined to older criticism: see also the “selfish and narcissistic” dreamer, immured 
in “continual spiritual failure,” in Claude Willan, “Pearl and the Flawed Mediation of Grace,” 
Modern Philology 112.1 (2014): 65. 
10 Aers, “Reflections on Pearl,” 58. 



  

  91  

necessary: without them, one becomes insensitive and loses his or her humanity.11 In this 

tradition, grief is an essential part of creaturely existence, but like any passion, must also 

be rightly ordered. 

Many critics have read this scene as an indictment of the speaker’s emotional 

state, including a recent reading by Jennifer Garrison, which argues “the narrator fails to 

rule his emotional state with rationality, instead allowing emotion to dominate over 

reason.”12 Garrison’s reading and others like it fail, however, to acknowledge the 

jeweler’s intense exertions to rule his unruly passions in this vivid description. The stanza 

viscerally depicts the intense conflict happening within the speaker. The poet sets 

energetic, even violent verbs (faȝt, wraȝte) against verbs of restriction and ordering 

(spennd, penned, kenned, caȝt) to reflect the contrast between the pearl’s entombment 

and the emotional turmoil of the narrator. This verbal contrast equally magnifies the 

serious effort of the speaker to govern his grief. His reason seeks reconciliation of his 

overwhelming grief. Yes, he “playned” his perle, but with “fyrce skyllez,” vehement 

reasons, arguments, judgments. The nature of Christ “kenned,” taught him comfort to 

some extent. But all fails in this lonely effort to subdue himself.  

                                                                                                                

11 See Augustine, City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson (New York: Penguin, 2003), XIV.3-6 for 
his primary account of reason and the passions that expresses the longstanding opinion of 
orthodox Christianity; Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I.II.35-39 for his major and orthodox 
consideration of the passions; and for a helpful secondary text, see Robert Miner, Thomas 
Aquinas on the Passions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).   
12 Jennifer Garrison, Challenging Communion: The Eucharist and Middle English Literature 
(Columbus, Oh.: The Ohio State University Press, 2017): 64-65. She sees the poem as arguing 
that “the dreamer sins by not containing his emotions within the boundaries of his body,” and that 
the pearl-maiden sees “emotional containment” as a “moral imperative,” 66.  
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Self-control and discipline are necessary to proper exercise of the passions. The 

problem is that his solitary effort to self-govern cannot provide the comfort that the 

speaker seeks.13 While the speaker is awake, he obliquely describes part of this struggle 

in “Þaȝ kynde of Kryst me comfort kenned, / My wreched wylle in wo ay wraȝte.” The 

“kynde of Kryst” remains an outside and ineffectual source of comfort, neither wholly 

accessible nor inaccessible to the narrator. It feels exterior and elusive, not at all like the 

speaker’s later description of Christ as a friend. The speaker’s agonized attempts at self-

control through reason and religion reveal the inadequacy of “control yourself” as advice 

towards handling this kind of pain. The poet depicts the speaker as unable to order his 

grief and recall the promise of resurrection under these conditions of loss and 

estrangement from the body of Christ.14  

The combination of the speaker’s solitude and agony makes the poet’s portrayal 

of grief particularly recognizable: the acute suffering that comes with the death of a loved 

one often manifests in this self-sequestration, intentional or unintentional. In these 

circumstances, the poet movingly and sympathetically portrays the complete 

insufficiency of solitary attempts toward self-governance in attempting to answer the 

overwhelming question of how to go on living when the one you love dies. How is one to 

go on and keep living after a loss of this magnitude? How can one be formed as a 
                                                                                                                

13 Lynn Staley Johnson argues that the speaker is actually struggling with despair, an acute 
observation worth exploring further, The Voice of the Gawain-Poet (Madison, Wis.: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1984), 162-3. 
14 There are hints of this promise, as in his observation that plants will grow from the death of a 
seed, but, as the notes to the Penguin edition note, “the mourner’s consolation, however, is at this 
stage derived from the sensual delights of the literal, botanical new growth that has occurred, the 
spiritual point presaged by this being one that he cannot yet grasp,” 409.  
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Christian in a life shattered and reshaped by personal grief? Medieval Christians 

understood themselves as called by Christ’s moral and ethical examples and 

commandments to love one’s neighbor as oneself: to live well.15 The answer that the poet 

of Pearl will frame is to withstand the temptation to isolate oneself and become self-

oriented in pain. The poem resists the self-sequestration that so often accompanies 

crippling grief and its concomitant estrangement from the ecclesial community. Instead, 

enabled by grace, the speaker works toward recognizing prior ontological relationships 

between himself and his Creator, more intimately revealed in the relationships that the 

poet portrays in the vision.  

The nature of the jeweler’s change post-dream vision hinges upon an 

acknowledgment and acceptance of his dependence and need as a created being amidst 

the ecclesial community—because at the end of the poem, the speaker still suffers, the 

poet resists an easy “fix” to grief. Once he awakens, he is in “gret affray” [dismay, 

disappointment] (1174), possessed by “longing heuy” (1180), distressingly still in a 

“doel-doungoun” (1188). Suffering originally invited the divine intervention, the “veray 

avisioun,” of the dreamer’s graced sleep. What then changes from the depiction of 

suffering before and after the vision? Only, and importantly, the speaker’s awareness of 

those not physically present with him, the pearl herself, Christ, as well as the body of 

                                                                                                                

15 As one of the English penitential manuals based on the popular Somme le Roi, the Book of 
Vices and Virtues notes, it is not enough to avoid evil, “but a man lerne to do wel and to seche the 
vertues with-out which no good lyueth, ne no right,” 73. This expresses a commonplace of 
orthodox medieval Christianity. We see these expectations in the contemporary Piers Plowman. 
Within that poem, numerous difficulties face the speaker as he continues to seek dowel, dobet, 
and dobest. 
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Christ in the form of both the Eucharist and the “vs” as the pronouns shift from first 

person to first person plural. At the conclusion of the poem, he will lie on this same hill 

wherein the pearl lies buried and bless both her presence with God, and acknowledge his 

own ongoing relationship with God, mediated through the Eucharist and the body of 

Christ on earth. This is striking in comparison to the materialism of this initial scene of 

mourning, when he cannot have faith in the idea that there is more than the physical 

reality of the hill and, buried within, the small body “clad in clot.”16 In order to begin to 

live again outside of the corrupting body contained within the hill, while simultaneously 

acknowledging the reality of death, he must begin to remember his creatureliness and 

dependence on Christ and his body of believers on Earth. The speaker’s encounter with 

the pearl-maiden will begin to recall him to himself and his place in creation, including 

death and resurrection, including his place as Christ’s creature within Christ’s body. For 

the Pearl-poet, the work of living well while suffering proceeds only within this kind of 

humble recollection.  

 

Figures of Creatureliness: The Pearl-Maiden 

Once the speaker enters his own death-like sleep, and his spirit leaves in “Godez grace” 

to see marvels (63-64), he and we meet the lost Pearl in her transfigured, heavenly form. 

                                                                                                                

16 In his materiality, the speaker does seem to experience something like wanhope, spiritual 
despair, when someone believes that they shall not be saved and desires death. See, for example 
Book of Vices and Virtues, 24, 29 for a traditional account of wanhope in the vernacular 
penitential tradition; and Julian of Norwich’s illuminating and unusual understanding of despair 
as a form of self-hatred and disbelief in the love of God in A Revelation of Love, 73.8-35, which 
she sets in opposition to true meekness.  
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Debates over her identity and significance have flourished since the inception of Pearl 

criticism. The identity and age of the pearl-maiden is more than a plot or language 

clarification. Given medieval and patristic understandings of the figure of the child, as I 

reflected upon in chapter one in the work of Julian of Norwich, the pearl-maiden’s 

childhood does theological work as well as narrative work. In contrast to the speaker’s 

isolation, the pearl-maiden, formerly a child, now a bride of Christ, doubly represents 

humility in its reminders of creaturely dependence and relationship, transformed into the 

perfection of heaven.  

In the earliest modern edition of the poem, Richard Morris wrote, “the author 

evidently gives expression to his own sorrow for the loss of his infant child, a girl of two 

years old.”17 Morris based his argument off of several lines in the poem that indicate 

youth and lack of learning, as well as the speaker’s assertion that the lost one was 

someone nearer than aunt or niece. This interpretation fed a sustained critical impulse to 

read the poem as autobiographical, which was eventually challenged by those who 

wished to read it allegorically.18 However, even as these elegiac and allegorical readings 

transitioned into readings influenced by A.C. Spearing’s important symbolism-focused 

reading of Pearl, as Jane Beal has noted, most critics assumed a parental relationship 

                                                                                                                

17 Richard Morris, “On the Pearl, an Excerpt,” reprinted in The Middle English Pearl: Critical 
Essays, 3. 
18 See Jane Beal, The Signifying Power of Pearl: Medieval Literary and Cultural Contexts for the 
Transformation of Genre (New York: Routledge, 2017), for an exploration of the various genres 
of Pearl and the critical history of interpreting genre for the poem. See also A.C. Spearing’s older 
but excellent study of Pearl in The Gawain-Poet, 96-170. Spearing’s early reading has 
significantly influenced my reading. 
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between the Pearl and the speaker.19 Things took a more unsavory turn in early feminist 

criticism of the 1990s, when critics such as Sarah Stanbury and Jane Gilbert argued for 

the existence of incestuous implications in the Pearl-poet’s courtly language of love-

longing.20 In response to these readings, critics like Beal and Claude Willan have recently 

argued that the lost Pearl is a young maiden, a courtly lover of the speaker.21 These kinds 

of readings hinge on the poet’s use of courtly love talk when describing the lost pearl. 

It is true that the narrator carefully describes his lost Pearl in terms of the highest 

value: a “perle pleasaunte,” one so “precios” that it would please princes to set it in bright 

gold (1). He describes the lost pearl in terms of gem and flesh: “So rounde, so reken in 

vche araye, / So smal, so smoþe her sydez were” (5-6). These words, remarkably similar 

to Chaucer’s in Troilus and Criseyde, convey an embodied intimacy, one usually 

associated with courtly love discourses.22 But this embodied intimacy equally could 

reflect the aching loss of the precious body of a child. Anyone who has loved and held a 

                                                                                                                

19 Beal details the critical history of reading the identity of the Pearl-maiden, Signifying Power, 
20-22.  
20 Jane Gilbert, “Gender and Sexual Transgression,” in A Companion to the Gawain-Poet, edited 
by Derek Brewer and Jonathon Gibson (Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 59; Sarah Stanbury, 
“Feminist Masterplots: The Gaze on the Body of the Pearl’s Dead Girl,” in Feminist Approaches 
to the Body in Medieval Literature edited by Sarah Stanbury and Linda Lomperis (Philadelphia, 
PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 109. 
21 Beal, Signifying Power, chapter one. For a recent but more hesitant claim, see Willan, 
“Mediation,” 65-68. 
22 Jessica Barr has noted that “centering the text upon a filial relationship allows the poet to 
explore the way that attachment to another person can obstruct the dreamer’s relationship with the 
divine without implicating the problem of sexual love,” Willing to Know God: Dreamers and 
Visionaries in the Later Middle Ages (Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2010), 
125. While I disagree with Barr’s overall reading of the incompatibility of earthly love and divine 
union, her point on the usefulness of avoiding the problem of sexual love in exploring 
relationships between the divine and creaturely is helpful. 
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baby can immediately relate to this language. One can imagine the soft skin of an infant, 

and the solidity and warmth of small, round arms wrapping around your neck.23 The 

sensual language in the speaker’s first description of his lost pearl seems not at all out of 

place read as a grieving parent remembering the sweet and heavy warmth of holding his 

small, smooth child. 

When the dreamer meets her, he describes her across the water, at the bottom of a 

crystal cliff: “At the fote therof ther sete a faunt, / A mayden of menske, ful debonere” 

(161-2). “Faunt” is, according to the MED, a “young child of either sex,” or a “son or 

daughter.”24 The “faunt,” representative of the premier example of creaturely 

dependence—the child, completely reliant upon her caregiver for her needs—tips over 

into the next line to become transformed into a maiden, consummate in her pearl-

encrusted perfection, as the ongoing description reveals. Here, in the first sight of the 

maiden, the reader perceives and the speaker describes the paradoxical, perfected glimpse 

of the faunt in a marriage of her earthly and transformed self. She is a figure of the homly, 

humble, and the perfected, seen with the double vision of what she was on earth and what 

she has become in the kingdom of the Lamb. As a child, she was dependent on her 

caregivers. As a bride of Christ, she confesses her total dependence on him (418). In her 

simultaneous former literal and current spiritual childlikeness, she becomes a 

                                                                                                                

23 I am indebted to a seminar on the Pearl-poet and Langland in the fall of 2014 with David Aers 
for first bringing up this point. I learned the truth of it myself from having children of my own—
nothing is more sensual (not sexual!) than holding a baby, with their smooth, round bodies barely 
containing the abundance of squishy baby fat. 
24 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “faunt, n.” accessed November 2018, 
quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/ 
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representation of limitations transfigured by grace, a mirror held up to the speaker’s own, 

not yet transformed need. Her ontological childhood, in this instance, evokes the long 

tradition of considering what it means to be the child representative of those who enter 

the kingdom of heaven in Christ’s words, later rephrased by the maiden herself.  

This maiden is adorned with scores of pearls. As it becomes clearer that this 

person is the lost pearl of the dreamer, the maiden  

Enclynande lowe in wommon lore, 
 Caȝte of her coroun of grete tresore 
 And haylsed me wyth a lote lyȝte. (236-238) 

 
The pearl-maiden bows in womanly fashion, removes her beautiful crown, and hails the 

dreamer with a bright voice. Her first action is a gesture of combined humility and 

acknowledgment. Despite her distance from the dreamer and her coming criticism of his 

failures to acknowledge the order of creation and the work of God, this first gesture 

initiates their interaction.   

When the dreamer meets with the object of his desires, once grief recedes into the 

background, the poet reveals him as a man who insistently claims his perle. Upon 

witnessing this gesture of humility and acknowledgment, the dreamer pours out his 

grievance:  

‘O perle,’ quoþ I, ‘in perlez pyȝt, 
Art þou my perle þat I haf playned, 

 Regretted by myn one on nyȝte? 
 Much longeyng haf I for þe layned, 
 Syþen into gresse þou me aglyȝte. 
 Pensyf, payred, I am forpayned, 
 And þou in a lyf of lykyng lyȝte, 
 In paradys erde, of stryf vnstrayned. 
 What Wyrde hatz hyder my juel vayned, 
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 And don me in þys del and gret daunger? 
 Fro we in twynne wern towen and twayned, 
 I haf ben a joylez jueler. (241-252) 

 
This stanza meaningfully highlights the dreamer’s resentment in this initial moment by 

his parallel—how could she be so happy in this “paradys erde,” in a “lyf of lykyng lyȝte,” 

while he suffers so intensely? It is significantly not a moment of relief and joy at her 

reappearance in his life. We begin to see the consequences of the self-isolation we 

previously understood and with which we sympathized. Within the confines of the dream, 

the speaker is no longer a man in the immediate moment of intense and lonely grieving. 

He has been comforted by the landscape, even forgetting his grief for a span.25 As 

Andrew and Waldron note, “the injured, self-pitying tone of the second half establishes 

the Dreamer’s partial blindness at this stage of this experience and complicates the 

reader’s sympathy for him.”26 His attempts at solitary consolation of his grief, if 

continually practiced, lead to the isolation and self-oriented nature of claiming the pearl, 

in actuality a person and image of God, belonging to God alone, as his right and only 

cure. He sees her as belonging to him, “my juel,” “my perle” (249, 242). He cannot 

recognize her place in heaven and transformation.  

The maiden pastorally identifies and clarifies this problem. In her correction, she 

replaces her crown and embarks on her course as his teacher and not only his lost 

daughter. She admonishes him for his claim on her and refusal to see her in her new, 

                                                                                                                

25 See Aers, “Reflections,” 59, for a close consideration of this forgetfulness. Throughout this 
analysis of the dreamer’s initial state and way of interacting with the pearl-maiden, I am indebted 
to Aers’ article.  
26 Andrew and Waldron, 67n. 241-52. 
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transformed condition.27 In doing so, she draws attention to her former earthly status as a 

changeable, briefly blooming rose, in contrast to her new transfigured state as a perfect 

and sanctified pearl. She firmly sets both of their current situations in terms of creation 

and creatureliness, describing the “kynde,” redeemed creaturely processes of death and 

resurrection for herself, while he firmly turns away from the grace of his creation:  

‘Bot, jueler gente, if þou schal lose 
 þy joy for a gemme þat þe watz lef, 
 Me þynk þe put in a mad porpose, 
 And busyez þe aboute a raysoun bref; 
 For þat þou lestez watz bot a rose 
 Þat flowred and fayled as kynde hyt gef; 
 Now þurȝ kynde of þe kyste þat hyt con close 
 To a perle of prys hit is put in pref. 
 And þou hatz called þy Wyrde a þef, 
 Þat oȝt of noȝt hatz mad þe cler; 
 Þou blamez þe bote of þy meschef; 
 Þou art no kynde jueler.’ (265-276) 

 
The dreamer has called himself a “joylez juelere.”  But the maiden identifies him as “no 

kynde jueler” (276). Kynde is used three times within this stanza alone. Compared to the 

kyndeness of the maiden, the Dreamer’s unkyndeness contrasts starkly, and grows out of 

his blame of God, in the dreamer’s strange and distant terminology, the Wyrde, fate, 

separating him from his pearl. In contrast, the pearl-maiden emphasizes God as Creator: 

“Þat oȝt of noȝt hatz mad þe cler” (274). The Book of Vices and Virtues, one of many 

books oriented towards cultivating self-knowledge in order to foster truthful and accurate 

                                                                                                                

27 See also Spearing’s close reading of the dynamics of this exchange: “Her answer helps to 
define the failing that the Dreamer has in common with most Christians: the failure to take with 
full seriousness, to realize to himself, religious truths that he knows perfectly well in theory,” The 
Gawain-Poet, 151, but 149-155 tackle this whole exchange. 
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confession, identifies unkyndeness as a branch on the tree of pride. Unkyndeness means 

“to forȝete God and his goodness, þat men þanken not God oure Lord as men schulde, ne 

þankeþ hym not of þe grace and goodnesse þat he doþ.”28 As the midcentury Thomist 

Josef Pieper would write many years, “Pride is the anti-realistic denial of the relationship 

between creature and Creator; pride denies the creaturely nature of man.”29 The maiden 

points out that the dreamer’s unkyndenesse takes form in forgetful rejection of the form 

of creation, of the patterns of life and death, and the miracle of, as the Nicene Creed puts 

it, the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.  

The speaker’s isolation in his suffering has wrought a newfound focus, and not 

upon the Pearl, or upon her new state in the afterlife.30 As many critics have noted, he 

dances around the language of death in this passage, using abstract language. It is as if 

her death never happened, as if death did not exist. Aers notes, throughout the dreamer’s 

conversation with the pearl-maiden, that he clings to his memory of her, as someone 

young and “frozen into a subordinate dependency on the narrator, whose own identity is, 

in turn, confirmed as substantially unchanged. She remains “my perle,” and he remains 

                                                                                                                

28 Book, 13. See also the extended and intense treatment of kyndeness and unkyndeness 
throughout Piers Plowman, particularly XIX.255-279, where unkyndenesse (Langland’s use of it 
close to the modern unkindness, total lack of brotherly and creaturely love and care) is the sin that 
quenches charity. 
29 Josef Pieper, “Temperance,” trans. Daniel F. Coogan, in The Four Cardinal Virtues (Notre 
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014), 191. 
30 Meditation on the moment of death and what came after was essential for medieval Christians, 
as Eamon Duffy illustrates helpfully in chapters 9 and 10 of Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the 
Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-c.1580 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2005). 
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the controlling jeweler.”31 In this, Aers understands the jeweler’s memory as an act of 

control, offering him “an illusion of our own timelessness, a pseudoimmortality in which 

we seem to control space, time, and those whom we summon up in remembrance of 

things past.” Drawing on Augustine’s work in Confessions, Aers persuasively argues, the 

dreamer rejects humanity’s embodied mortality—our creatureliness in time—in this 

usage of memory, representing a shared impulse of humanity.32  

The speaker denies the exchange of the beauty of fading rose, the pearl-maiden’s 

embodied mortality on earth, for her new state as a steadfast pearl. In this, the poet shows 

that what begins as grief can, when isolated and reliant on the self, slowly reify into 

practices of denial of dependence and blindness to the promises of God in the form of 

Christ’s resurrection. As in the end of the poem, we witness the poet’s acute awareness of 

the ongoing formations of the human life—the beginnings and ends of certain practices 

within the self. Without the sustaining, corrective, and comforting practices of 

community and acknowledgment of dependence fostered through sacraments and 

scriptures, the inward agony of the speaker solidifies into the hierarchical materialism 

that dominates his exchange with the maiden. The pearl-maiden continues to allude to his 

rejection of creatureliness throughout this part of their discourse (madness, 290; 

“sorquydryȝe,” 309). You cannot dwell with me here, the maiden bluntly reminds the 

speaker—you too must die and your body will rot in the ground, before you may come to 

the kingdom of heaven. The poet continues to sharpen the distinction between the 

                                                                                                                

31 Aers, “Reflections,” 62. 
32 Aers, “Reflections, 63.  
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dreamer’s rejection of his and the pearl-maiden’s created natures, and the pearl-maiden’s 

judgments with the set of stanzas that uses the concatenation word “deme.”33  

However, I do not think it is the case that the dreamer shows an inability to learn 

at all, though it is commonplace in Pearl criticism to rightfully note the dreamer’s 

resistance to the pearl-maiden’s teachings, and the often shallow nature of his questions 

about the pearl-maiden’s life in heaven. He is chained by his habits of memory, but 

within this graced conversation, he begins to make some stirrings of self-recognition in a 

recognizable, confessional statement of his mortality: 

Þaȝ cortaysly ȝe carp con, 
I am bot mol and manerez mysse; 
Bot Crystes mersy and Mary and Jon, 
Þise arn þe grounde of alle my blysse. (381-384) 
 

This confession consists of a humble and penitential acknowledgment that any medieval 

Christian would immediately recognize, as indeed the pearl-maiden does. At least one 

critic has thought that this confession “rings hollow” and uses it to show the ongoing 

folly and recalcitrance of the dreamer.34 Distasteful and/or conventional as a phrase like 

“I am but dirt and bad manners,” seems to our modern sensibilities, it belongs to a 

distinct medieval tradition of humility, one that I explored in the last chapter. The 
                                                                                                                

33 Here I clearly depart from readings such as that by Jim Rhodes, who argue that the dreamer and 
the maiden speak as equals in a “debate,” in Poetry Does Theology: Chaucer, Grosseteste, and 
the Pearl-Poet (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001); also emphasizing the 
debate aspect is Jeremy Lowe, Desiring Truth: The Process of Judgment in Fourteenth-Century 
Art and Literature (New York: Routledge, 2005). Rhodes argues that “both sides have equal 
authority,” which strikes me as a misreading of the maiden’s spiritual authority, 127. Lowe 
equally fails to account for the spiritual authority of the maiden inherent in her representation, 
arguing that she fails to understand the dreamer just as much as he fails to understand her, 198-9.  
34 Anderson, Language, 38. Spearing argues that this is basically a recognition of social distance, 
Gawain-Poet, 155. 
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fourteenth-century, immensely popular penitential and didactic poem, The Prick of 

Conscience, reminds its reader to meditate upon “How he was made of a foul matere” 

and to “knaw the wrechednes of his kynde” made from “vile sede.”35 For the fifteenth-

century penitential work Jacob’s Well, to know oneself is to despise oneself: “Se what 

thou art? A sacche full of dunge, & be thou sory. Se what thou schalt be? Wermys 

mete.”36 These urges to consider oneself as worse than nothing cultivate a particular 

variety of penitential meekness. These texts speak in the spirit of the Latin roots of 

humble, humilis, relating to earth and literal lowness. The dreamer makes a recognizable 

and penitential beginning to spiritual transformation, the most common form of which 

took place in the sacrament of penance. 

As we saw in chapter one, however, this penitential understanding of humility 

was not without its detractors and resisters. Julian of Norwich distrusted such ways of 

cultivating self-knowledge. As we shall see, Piers Plowman also works carefully toward 

defining what knowing oneself in failure and/or as a mortal and embodied creature 

entails, eschewing this penitential language of bodily self-contempt. I do not think the 

Pearl-poet is as suspicious of this discourse as the other two writers of my study. His 

confession here is paired with his admission that the language of the pearl-maiden is far 

more adequate than his own to “carp.” For the first time in his dream, he looks to 

someone else to judge these strange circumstances (this won’t last, but it is a start). It is a 

form of acknowledgment of his own limitations. In naming himself “mol,” earth, he 

                                                                                                                

35 Prick of Conscience, 409, 429, 445. 
36 Jacob’s Well, 236. 
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names himself as mortal and limited. This confession is important: it marks a beginning 

of learning in medieval understandings of moral and spiritual formation, as I discussed in 

the last chapter. In this context, it more explicitly raises the themes of self-knowledge and 

dependence that have been more implicit throughout the poem.  

And although the poet is not as skeptical of this language as other writers in this 

study, he subtly exposes its inadequacies when he shows us the meekness of the pearl-

maiden herself immediately following this confessional declaration by the dreamer. The 

themes and importance of this confession are recognized and approved by the pearl-

maiden. She commends him for his humble speech, “dere” to her now (401). She 

explains the importance of meekness in the kingdom of heaven, drawing on gospel 

sources:  

For meke arn alle þat wonez Hym nere; 
And when in Hys place þou schal apere, 
Be dep deuote in hol mekenesse. 
My Lorde þe Lamb louez ay such chere (404-407) 
 

Again, the pearl-maiden becomes a mirror for the dreamer by modeling a new kind of 

creatureliness. The pearl-maiden equally follows conventions of meekness through a 

confession of total dependence: I am holy Hysse [wholly His]” she tells the dreamer 

(418). Her confession belongs to a slightly different though overlapping tradition than the 

penitential confessions of earth in which the dreamer participates. We have seen these 

comparisons between different modes of meekness in Julian of Norwich’s Showings. But 

even in works less interested in reforming contemporary language, such as The Cloud of 

Unknowing, the anonymous writer compares methods of meekness. He advises those who 
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set themselves to become contemplatives, “chese thee rather to be mekyd under the 

wonderful heighte and the worthines of God, the which is parfite, than under thine owne 

wrechidnes, the which is inparfite: that is to sey, loke that thi specyal beholdyng be more 

to the worthines of God then to thi wrechidnes.”37 And this is exactly where the maiden’s 

discourse leads. The dreamer’s acknowledgment in this conversation, however imperfect, 

marks the beginnings of his consideration of mortality and resurrection. The pearl-

maiden’s own confession of dependence and the might and love of God initiates her 

discourse on a theology of communal dependence and overflowing grace. The praise and 

love of Christ shape the entirety of her existence (419). It is this confessional 

acknowledgment, this variety of meekness from which the maiden’s conversational 

address on the character of the kingdom of God emerges. 

 

Hyne, Frende, Chylder: Finding Oneself in the Relational Language of 
the Gospels 

The subsequent conversation between the maiden and dreamer is pedagogical and 

committed to exploring divine and human love in its various forms in the kingdom of 

heaven. Broadly, this conversation is fed by the dreamer’s questioning on the maiden’s 

status in heaven, often characterized in the dreamer’s mind by competitive hierarchies 

and modes of loving. Scripture structures the maiden’s exempla and vocabulary.38 

                                                                                                                

37 The Cloud of Unknowing, 23.1050-4. 
38 For specific considerations of the Pearl-poet’s use of scripture, see Helen Barr, “The Pearl-
Poet,” The Blackwell Companion to the Bible in English Literature eds. Rebecca Lemon, Emma 
Mason, Jonathan Roberts, and Christopher Rowland (Malden, Mass.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 
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However, the maiden does not let the dreamer’s questions confine her to the realm of 

these earthbound and competitive understandings of divine and human relationships. 

While the dreamer, at the moment of hearing, is unable to interpret and understand the 

scriptural passages that the maiden retells, she tells them regardless, without waiting for 

the dreamer to become the kind of person who can understand them. I will argue below 

that this allows the dreamer to mine his memory of these teachings in order to better 

understand her instruction and understand his own creaturely and communal dependence.  

The exegesis of these passages structures an emerging recognition of oneself as 

communally dependent and in that community, inseparable from the love of Christ. 

Cecilia Hatt has recently noted the oft-ignored Pauline image of the Mystical Body of 

Christ that precedes this sequence of teaching, providing a context of “the gradual 

awareness of a body unified in worship of the Lamb.”39 The maiden’s teaching orients 

the dreamer within divine and human relationships, providing a language that the speaker 

will pick up himself in the final stanzas of the poem. I will focus on two of her scriptural 

adaptations from the synoptic gospels as particular locations of relational language and 

increasing creaturely self-knowledge. The first, and longest, is the parable of the vineyard 

workers. The second, little attended to by critics, is Christ’s admission of the little 

children into his presence and his presentation of them as a model for those wishing to 

                                                                                                                

  

100-115; Richard Newhauser, “Sources II: Scriptural and Devotional Sources,” A Companion to 
the Gawain-Poet eds. Derek Brewer and Jonathan Gibson (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997). 
39 Hatt, God, 69. 
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enter the kingdom of heaven. While both of these retellings on initial reading apply most 

obviously to the pearl-maiden’s description of herself and her life in heaven, explaining 

concepts of innocence, justice, and divine generosity, they offer opportunities for the 

dreamer and the poem’s readers to reexamine their own ends and place within the 

kingdom of God.  

The first of these retellings from the gospels has been much discussed by critics, 

due to the unconventional though orthodox conclusions that the pearl-maiden draws from 

her narrative of Matthew 20:1-16. 40 I will focus on a little noticed change from the 

scriptural source to the maiden’s account in the slightly elevated emphasis on friendship. 

Though this amicable language does appear in its gospel origins, the pearl-maiden 

increases it. As we shall see, the maiden’s scriptural anecdote also provides a gloss upon 

the figures of servanthood and friendship featured in the final stanza of the poem.  

The pearl-maiden tells this parable because of the dreamer’s incredulity that the 

pearl-maiden is a queen in heaven. It seems rather unfair. He concedes that though 

generosity and charity must be great among those in heaven, what about those who lived 

“in penaunce hys lyuez longe / With bodyly bale hym blysse to byye?” (478-9)? In 

contrast, the young child could not say her “Pater ne Crede,” yet she is made a queen on 

the first day (485-6)! She could not have pleased God. The speaker’s emphasis on 

                                                                                                                

40 See Waldron and Andrew’s footnote on the maiden’s slightly unusual interpretation of this 
parable: “the labourers in the vineyard are traditionally seen as virtuous Christians, and their 
varying times of entry as the different times of life at which they were converted,” 581-8n. In 
contrast, she interprets the late coming workers as baptized infants rather than older adult 
converts. This interesting though orthodox deviation has been explored by critics, as Andrew and 
Waldron indicate.  
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duration of suffering that “buys” bliss in heaven exposes a fundamental failing in his 

thought, one that the maiden swiftly corrects. “Þer is no date of [limit to] Hys godnesse,” 

she says simply. She then tells a story to illustrate this limitless goodness and grace, a 

retelling of Matthew 20:1-16.  

The kingdom of heaven, Christ tells his disciples in the gospels, is like a lord that 

had a vineyard. Harvest comes, and this lord, knowing well the time of year, hires 

workers to harvest the grapes from the vine. After questioning these men as to why they 

are not working, this lord enters into a contract with them, agreeing to pay each of his 

workers the same price. He repeats this process of questioning, hiring, and contracting in 

the early morning, in the afternoon, and in the evening, when work is nearly done. To the 

early workers’ displeasure, he pays the latecomers the same amount he agreed upon with 

the early workers. They protest that his payment is unfair. In response, the lord answers 

that his gift is his own, and that the now complaining workers had agreed to the contract 

initially and have no grounds for complaint. The parable ends with two linked 

conclusions: “So shall the last be first, and the first last. For many are called, but few are 

chosen.”  

 In Pearl, the maiden retells the parable to emphasize the vast difference between 

earthly and divine reward. When the early workers complain, “more” is the suggestive 

link-word: “Vus þynk vus oȝe to take more” (552); “More haf we serued, vus þynk so, / 

þat suffred han þe dayez hete” (553-554). The workers take umbrage at their prolonged 

labor and the unfairness of the equal pay. In contrast, the pearl-maiden had begun with 

the total limitlessness of God’s love and mercy. There is no need for “more” in the divine 
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economy, because God’s love and rewards are always sufficient (the following 

concatenation phrase is “the grace of God is gret innoughe”) and beyond generous. The 

dreamer recoils from Jesus’s parable: “Me þynk þy tale vnresounable” (590)! But the 

maiden contends that God gives superabundantly: “He lauez Hys gyftez as water of 

dyche” (607). It is this unreasonable and unfair abundance to which the dreamer objects, 

alongside the original vineyard workers. The identification between the two is obvious: 

the repetition of “thynk” describing their protest unites the early laborers and the 

dreamer. Both find the actions of God as vineyard owner incoherent and unjust.41 

In the parable, in both Matthew and the pearl-maiden’s retelling, the vineyard 

owner responds with further bounteousness: “frende, no waning I wyl þe ȝete” (558). The 

address of “friend” fixes the unswerving attitude of the vineyard owner firmly. No 

amount of complaint can transform the vineyard owner’s profuse generosity even 

towards the complainers. They should not complain, but they continue to be received as 

friends. The pearl-maiden increases this preexisting language of friendship by 

representing the Vulgate language of election as the language of friendship in an 

interesting and unusual phrase:  

                                                                                                                

41 Critics like Nicholas Watson, “The Gawain-Poet as a Vernacular Theologian,” A Companion to 
the Gawain-Poet, eds. Derek Brewer and Jonathan Gibson (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997) and 
John Bowers, The Politics of Pearl: Court Poetry in the Age of Richard II (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 2001) have used this retelling to emphasize the poet’s “aristocratic” mores or critique the 
pearl-maiden’s notions of justice, but as Cecilia Hatt points out, in the original gospel “It is surely 
clear, then, that Jesus was deliberately confounding his audience’s accepted notions of measure 
and order, and this not to demonstrate the arbitrary choosiness of God but God’s appalling 
generosity,” God, 47. In the parable, we are all like the workers confounded and also irritated by 
this “appalling generosity.” There is no superiority attained in judging the dreamer’s response 
here, as it is more than likely our own. 
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“More, weþer louyly is me my gyfte— 
To do wyth myn quatso me lykez? 
Oþer ellez þyn yȝe to lyþer is lyfte 
For I am goude and non byswykez? 
Þus schal I,” quoþ Kryste, “hit skyfte: 
Þe laste schal be þe first þat strykez, 
And þe first þe laste, be he neuer so swyfte, 
For mony ben called, þaȝ fewe be mykez.” (565-572) 
 

The poet chooses to use mykez, for the Vulgate’s electi of Matthew 20:16. The word is 

heavily emphasized, coming in a rhyme scheme, at the end of the sentence and line, and 

with the strong “y” assonance throughout this stanza. Myke, from the Latin amicus, is a 

fairly unusual word in Middle English, which the MED defines as “friend.” The root 

word of amicus is amare.42 The poet thus takes the language of election and translates it 

to the language of loving friendship. To be friends with Christ requires the humility of the 

godhead in incarnation and the real self-knowledge of human humility, which are bound 

together by charity. When the vineyard owner lovingly addresses the workers as 

“frende,” and acknowledges them as such, we see charity and humility together in an 

interaction of Christ with humanity.  For with the significant association of Christ with 

friend that will repeat at the end of the poem, the poet enters into an ongoing discussion 

of charity. One of the medieval models of charity is friendship, and indeed, Thomas 

Aquinas explicitly remodels Aristotelian friendship into Thomistic charity.43 Charity is 

pure gyfte: “charity is a friendship of man for God, founded upon the fellowship of 

everlasting happiness.  Now this fellowship is in respect, not of natural, but of gratuitous 

                                                                                                                

42 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “myke, n.”, accessed April 2013, 
quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/. 
43 ST II.II.23.a.1.  
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gifts…charity itself surpasses our natural faculties.”44 This parable, about heavenly 

reward, equally reveals the character of God and his relations even to those resentful or 

baffled by his ways. The theme is God’s uncompromising abundance, even to the extent 

of his condescension in divine friendship.  

The pearl-maiden explicitly connects the Lord’s “hyne,” as the pearl-maiden calls 

the late-coming workers in the vineyard (632), with the friendship of God. Describing the 

utterly efficacious work of infant baptism, the pearl-maiden says: 

Bot innoghe of grace hatz innocent: 
As sone as þay arn borne, by lyne 
In þe water of babtem þay dyssente. 
Þen arne þay boro3t into þe vyne… 
þat wro3t neuer wrang er þenne þay wente 
þe gentyle Lorde þenne payez Hys hyne. (625-8; 631-2) 
 

Hyne as a description for the maiden and her fellow baptized babies is both paradoxical 

and significant. It is a word that the speaker will later use to describe what he hopes to be 

formed into in his concluding words of the poem. These verses, alongside the maiden’s 

retelling of the vineyard parable, evoke John 15, where Christ tells his disciples “I am the 

true vine” and moves into a discussion of election, servanthood, and friendship. In verses 

11-17, Christ says,  

This is my commandment, that you love one another, as I have loved you. Greater 
love than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends. You are 
my friends, if you do the things that I command you. I will not now call you 
servants: for the servant knoweth not what his lord doth. But I have called you 
friends: because all things whatsoever I have heard of my Father, I have made 
known to you. You have not chosen me: but I have chosen you; and have 
appointed you, that you should go, and should bring forth fruit; and your fruit 

                                                                                                                

44 ST II.II.24.a.2. 
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should remain: that whatsoever you shall ask of the Father in my name, he may 
give it you. These things I command you, that you love one another.” 

 
John 15:11-17, like the pearl-maiden’s retelling of Matthew 20:1-16, supersedes the 

language of servitude with the language of friendship, uniting it to discourses of election 

and good works. In this moment, it is the pearl-maiden who knows herself to be one of 

“Hys hyne,” but with the new prayer at the end of the poem, we can also recognize the 

speakers and readers as “homly hyne” (1201). This ending language picks up directly 

from this intensive scriptural sequence. When one holds the entire poem in mind, new 

possibilities open up for provocations to the dreamer’s creaturely self-knowledge. In this 

first telling, he is easily identified with the early workers in his complaint and inability to 

comprehend the otherworldly vastness of God’s generosity. Though the speaker will 

never be like the pearl-maiden, as one of the babies brought into the vine through 

baptism, he can too serve as hyne and be brought generously into the loving friendship of 

God. Regardless of how little the speaker understands God’s charity at first in this 

passage, he has been grafted onto the vine alongside the pearl-maiden. The maiden’s 

language of loving friendship assures the speaker, in his rereading and new 

contemplation post-vision, of his standing with God, providing new self-knowledge of 

his created dependence on the charity of God.  

The second passage that the pearl-maiden cites from the synoptic gospels to 

support her standing in Heaven is from the set of Jesus’s words that appear in Matthew 

19:13-15, Mark 10:13-16, and Luke 18:15. This passage interpretively works very 

similarly to the vineyard worker parable. The maiden begins with easy identifications of 
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the gospel figures to, through a network of scriptural references, emerging new relational 

self-knowledge for dreamer and readers too in the light of God’s abundant charity. First, 

she authoritatively refers the dreamer to the Bible, reminding him of who enters the 

kingdom of Heaven:45 

Ryȝtwysly quo con rede, 
He loke on bok and be awrayed 
How Jesus Hym welke in areþede, 
And burnez her barnez vnto Hym brayde. 
For happe and hele that fro Hym ȝede 
To touch her chylder they fayr Hym prayed. 
His dessypelez wiþ blame “Let be!” hym bede 
And wyþ her resounez ful fele restayed. 
Jesus thenne hem swetely sayde: 
“Do way, let chylder vnto Me tyȝt; 
To suche is heuenryche arayed”: 
þe innocent is ay saf by ryȝt. (XII.709-720) 
 

Implicitly correcting the dreamer’s failure to remember the doctrines of baptism and 

Jesus’s salvific work by grace, the maiden gently directs her advice to those who can read 

and interpret rightly. Open up the Bible, she suggests, and be learned on how long ago 

“burnez,” folks, brought their “barnez,” children, to Jesus for his blessing. The disciples 

indignantly bar the way to Christ. Jesus “sweetly” responds, correcting his friends: Stop, 

let the children come to me, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

Surprisingly, there has been very little critical attention paid to this gospel 

passage. I find it curious that critics don’t usually see this set of verses as a strong 

                                                                                                                

45 As Spearing notes, this moment “leads the Maiden back to speak of the Ministry of Christ, 
again in simple and human terms: her place in heaven is to be justified ultimately not by bandying 
texts and arguments but by Christ’s saying ‘Do way, let chylder unto me tight, / To suche is 
hevenryche arayed’ (718-9),” Gawain-Poet, 159. 
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argument for the maiden’s status as a child on earth. It makes for the kind of meditative 

parallel that the Pearl-poet pursues and loves: the child on earth, nothing special, not 

particularly precocious, knowing neither creed nor pater, but entering heaven just as Jesus 

taught and becoming a model for spiritual perfection and purity—the symbolic child of 

heaven. This lack of critical attention is likely because the passage is a relatively 

straightforward rendering of its synoptic gospel sources.46 

Biblical commentators, either in collected works like the Catena Aurea, or in 

individual commentaries like that of Thomas Aquinas, nearly always connect this passage 

with another set of verses from the synoptic gospels: Mark 9:30-37, Matthew 18:1-5, and 

Luke 9:43-48.47 Pearl seems to as well, though I have been unable to find any notes by 

editors on this parallel passage. The pearl-maiden continues: 

Iesus con calle to Hym Hys mylde, 
And sayde Hys ryche no wyȝ myȝt wynne 
Bot he com thyder ryȝt as a chylde, 
Other ellez neuermore com therinne. (721-724)48 

                                                                                                                

46 “And they brought to him young children, that he might touch them. And the disciples rebuked 
them that brought them. Whom when Jesus saw, he was much displeased and saith to them: 
Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom of God. 
Amen I say to you, whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child, shall not 
enter into it,” Mark 10:13-16. 
47 See, for one example in Catena Aurea, the comment from Pseudo-Chrysostom in Catena 
Aurea: Commentary on the Four Gospels Collected out of the Works of the Fathers by St. 
Thomas Aquinas, Vol. I, St. Matthew, trans. John Henry Newman (Oxford; London: John Henry 
Parker; J.G.F. and J. Rivington, 1841; reprinted Veritatis Splendor Publications, 2012), 495; also 
Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew Chapters 13-28, trans. by Jeremy 
Holmes, vol. 34 of Latin/English Edition of the Works of St. Thomas Aquinas ed. by The Aquinas 
Institute (Lander, Wyo.: The Aquinas Institute for Sacred Doctrine, 2013), section 1577. 
48 I have broken here from Andrew and Waldron, who correct the manuscript to match the 
concatenation line by using “Ryȝt,” instead of “Iesus,” the actual wording in the manuscript. This 
is the one break in the form throughout the poem, inspiring differing interpretations of the 
significance. Andrew and Waldron argue that the change was unnecessary scribal emendation for 
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As the editions I’ve examined have it, this seems like a continuation of the previous 

section. But the formation of a new section with a different concatenation phrase, as well 

as an almost direct scriptural echo in the first line, leads me to believe that the poet here 

follows theologians and commentators in connecting the first set of passages with the 

earlier set of verses, both important encounters between Jesus and children used to 

identify the true meaning of humility. Matthew 18:1-5 would have been well-known, 

encountered frequently by English medieval folk due to its inclusion in the service on 

Michaelmas as the gospel reading in the Sarum Rite.49 In the version described in 

Matthew’s gospel, the disciples are yet again in fine form:  

At that hour the disciples came to Jesus, saying: Who thinkest thou is the greater 
in the kingdom of heaven? And Jesus calling unto him a little child, set him in the 
midst of them, And said: Amen I say to you, unless you be converted, and become 
as little children, you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven. Whosoever 
therefore shall humble himself as this little child, he is the greater in the kingdom 
of heaven. And he that shall receive one such little child in my name, receiveth 
me. Matt. 18:1-5 

 
Pearl’s first line in this stanza, “Iesus con calle to Hym Hys mylde” (721), directly 

echoes the central verse of this passage. This verse is one of the sources of the child as 

representative of humility or meekness, as I noted above in chapter one. “Mylde” is a 

                                                                                                                

  

clarification. However, others point to the significance of “Jesus” transcending form, see Willan, 
“Grace,” 59-64.  
49 The Sarum Missal in English, vol. II, trans. Frederick E. Warren, B.D., F.S.A. (London: The De 
La More Press, 1911), 518. 
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synonym for meek and humble in this context.50 Christ teaches that unless his followers 

“be turned, and maad as litel children,” as the Wycliffite Bible describes it [conversi 

fueritis], they will not be able to enter the kingdom of heaven. In the typical, multivalent 

manner of the Pearl-poet, playing with biblical exegesis and tradition, the maiden’s 

words clearly align herself with the humble child of the gospels, but the content of the 

parable and its ancient traditions implicate the dreamer (and reader) as well, in the 

process of formation, of being “turned,” becoming homly hyne and precious perlez.  

In the commentary of the Catena Aurea on Mark 10:13-16, Pseudo-Chrysostom 

suggests that infants were brought to him because Jesus had just been discoursing on 

chastity and children are chaste. Critics have long identified the symbol of the pearl with 

chastity, and the pearl-maiden herself has proclaimed her total innocence and safety in 

heaven by right.51 Lynn Staley Johnson, one of the few critics attending to these lines, 

argues that it highlights the difference between dreamer and maiden: “the dreamer is 

neither a child nor in a state of spiritual purity.” She notes that the dreamer’s yearning 

may be transformed into penance, a “creative sorrow” allowing him to imitate “the 

childlike innocence” of the maiden.52 As readers, the first identification we make in 

interpreting is to read the maiden as the innocent of this passage, “harmlez, trwe, and 

vndefylde, / Wythouten mote other mascle of sulpande synne” (725-726). It is tempting 

                                                                                                                

50 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “mylde, adj.”, accessed November 2018, 
quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/. 
51 For a thorough investigation of the symbolism and perfection in the pearl image, see Kean, 
Pearl, 138-161. 
52 Staley Johnson, Voice, 171. 
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to also draw a parallel between the dreamer and the disciples. Competitive, literalistic, 

and legalistic in their understanding of who counts in the kingdom of heaven, the 

disciples and the dreamer share much in common. But, as the commentaries show us, it is 

not so straightforward as that. In fact, this teaching of Christ is straining at the seams with 

the amount of suggestive possibilities of interpretation.  

The theologians commenting on Matthew, Mark, and Luke see multiple and 

differing ways to understand the spiritual significance of these children that Jesus blesses. 

We should recall Julian of Norwich’s child imagery from my last chapter. Children are 

simultaneously represented as imperfect and in need of laying-on of hands, symbolic of 

weakness and inability to digest doctrine—as a result, all the more in need of Christ. Both 

ways of reading children work as representations of humility and creaturely limitation: 

sometimes reminders of innocence and littleness, sometimes as reminders of confessional 

weakness and inability to understand truth. For instance, multiple theologians in the 

Catena Aurea comment on the unreadiness of children to follow Christ and thus their 

extra need for divine aid. Origen understands that mystically, children in the church are 

those who “are yet carnal in Christ,” not yet capable to digest the meat of holy truth but 

needing milk. He sees those who bring the children to Jesus are still simple and in need of 

lessons; those who seem more perfect are the disciples, but they have not learned to 

humble themselves. Christ exhorts his disciples “to condescend to the needs of babes, to 

be babes to babes, that they may gain babes…For He himself also, when he was in the 

form of God, was made a babe. These things we should attend to, lest…we should 
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despise the little ones of the Church.”53 Origen reasonably argues that children are 

incapable of following all things that are commanded to them, and that Jesus lays his 

hands upon them to leave virtue by His touch, because they were not able to follow him 

directly “like the other more perfect disciples.” Remigius notes that Christ blessed them, 

“to signify that the lowly in spirit are worthy his grace and blessing.”54  

Surprisingly, then, if we follow orthodox ways of interpreting this passage we can 

identify the dreamer just as much as the maiden with these children. And if one pauses a 

moment, one realizes that when he responds to the pearl-maiden’s teachings and 

presence, the dreamer himself is so often childlike: literalistic, responsive, and eager, 

despite his earthly adulthood. With these traditions in mind, the passage in the poem 

works doubly. It shows the just reward of the pearl-maiden, as an innocent child of God, 

too young to sin in life; and offers hope to the dreamer, who is as yet one of those little 

children manifestly unable to eat the meat of doctrine. Like the speaker’s concluding 

prayer for transformation into a pearl, the speaker can hope for this transformation into 

spiritual childhood from carnal childhood. He must learn to recognize himself in his 

childlike neediness in these biblical retellings just as much as the maiden does. 

This interpretation of this sequence becomes even more likely when we see the 

maiden’s conclusion of this passage. Slyly hinting at these double visions of the child, 

and the invitation to formation that the poem offers, the pearl-maiden’s rendition of the 

gospel passage ends with the return to Matthew 13:45-6:  

                                                                                                                

53 Origen, Catena Aurea, 496. 
54 Remigius, Catena Aurea, 496.  
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 Ther is the blysse that con not blynne 
 That the jueler soȝte thurȝ perré pres, 
 And sold all hys goud, bothe wolen and lynne, 
 To bye hym a perle watz mascellez. (729-732) 
 

From the children in the kingdom of heaven, the maiden’s poetry tips over into a figure 

with which we are already familiar: the “jueler.” By concluding this retelling of Christ 

with the children with the presence of the “jueler,” the pearl-maiden indicates the shared 

childhood, and anticipated transformation, of the jeweler who at the beginning of the 

poem thought he had permanently lost his precious pearl. When these people knock on 

the gate of heaven, the gate will open. The maiden then transitions seamlessly into 

Matthew 13:45-46, where the kingdom of heaven is described as a “pearl of great price.” 

As with the figure of the maiden herself, the poet gives the reader the double impression 

of pearl and child, child and jeweler. 

This parable not only describes those who attain the kingdom of heaven—the 

innocent and the confessional and imperfect dependent, embodied twofold in the figure 

of the child—it describes a divine encounter with grace in the person of Jesus. Thomas 

Aquinas’s final lesson of what is to be gleaned from Matthew 19:13-15 and its parallels is 

that “Christ satisfies.” He identifies this satisfaction as fulfilling to both the overzealous 

disciples and the devotion of those offering their children. He understands satisfying the 

zeal of the disciples as a clarification: they should not bar the “imperfect,” the children, 

from coming to seek perfection. Distantly echoing the sacrifice of another father 

desperately seeking satisfaction with his child, by laying hands on the children, Jesus 

satisfies the devotion of those who have brought them. All find him “swete,” in the words 
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of the maiden. Christ meets the need of those who come to him in that need’s different 

forms. Appearing at the very heart of Pearl, and in the midst of the pearl-maiden’s 

teachings to the dreamer, it seems to me that the entire poem of Pearl might reasonably 

be understood as a visual and mental exploration of the oblique potential meanings of 

receiving the kingdom of God as a “chyld.” 

One last tempting suggestion emerges from looking at commentaries on these two 

passages. Several commentators particularly attend to the end of this scriptural passage, 

verse 15 in Matthew: “And when he had imposed hands upon them, he departed from 

thence.” While this seems like a minor verse, theologians used it to argue that the 

children were yet imperfect and could not follow Jesus in fullness, but the touch of Jesus 

has given these children strength to support their weakness in his absence.55 Pearl does 

not include a direct allusion to this departure, but the parallel between Jesus’s departure 

and the events of the end of the poem is interesting. If the speaker’s dream is a “veray 

avisioun” as he calls it (1184), a true revelation from God, like the children the dreamer 

has had a divine encounter that did not last.56 Like the touch of Jesus in the gospel, his 

dream is a tender brush with God’s truth mediated through the pearl-maiden meant to 

dwell in the memory and encourage when Jesus goes elsewhere. Of course, the dreamer 

does not recognize himself in any of these figures from Christ’s teaching at all while the 

pearl-maiden instructs him. But though the dreamer may not immediately understand the 

                                                                                                                

55 Thomas Aquinas, Matthew, 1578; Origen, Catena Aurea, 496. 
56 A.C. Spearing is helpful on medieval understandings of dreams and revelations and argues that 
taking this as a true religious vision is important to the interpretation of Pearl, Medieval Dream 
Poetry, 111-129. 
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pearl-maiden’s teachings and the ways that they offer self-knowledge in relation to God 

and the church, these teachings do remain in his memory. And it is memory that will 

shape his ongoing formation, not the dream itself in its immediacy.  

 

“Ful eþe”: Relationships in the Final Stanza 

The dreamer’s sojourn in the afterlife will not last long. And though he has nominally 

“learned” the pearl-maiden’s lesson of the overflowing charity of the kingdom of heaven, 

it has not changed his habits of seeing and interpretation. He is privileged with a vision of 

Christ the Lamb in a heavenly procession, a sight that fills him with joy but with a kind 

of pain and confusion. Forgetting his catechism, he sees the wound of the Lamb and 

wonders who could have done such a thing: “Alas, þoȝt I, who did þat spyt?” (1138). But 

this brief wondering pity is replaced by the vision of his “lyttel quene,” a sight which 

causes him to wade into the river in a mad forgetfulness, and then to awaken in the 

earthly garden once more. Aers has noted that this is no heavenly rapture—he has not 

achieved the pinnacle of divine contemplation, but succumbed to the weakness of his old 

habits of possessiveness.57 In this moment of waking, the speaker sighs. Despite his 

heavy longing and that the world remains a “doel-doungoun” to him, he acknowledges 

that his pearl is with Christ and gives himself over to obedience to the will of Christ: 

“Now al be to þat Prynsez paye” (1176). He draws the conclusion that he could have seen 

                                                                                                                

57 “His longing is to terminate desire in the full possession of its (fantasy) object…It is a longing 
that dispenses with God and the tradition into which the maiden sought to steer him,” Aers, 
“Reflections,” 68. See also Kean, Interpretation, 221. 
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more of the mysteries of heaven had he been obedient, and he notes that those who 

oppose God are “mad.” I understand this response as his immediate interpretation of his 

experience, as well as a graced acknowledgment that God’s will shall be done. 

The last stanza of the poem is far more difficult. It is a cap on what has come 

before in the form of a summing up of lessons learned and a prayer to continue being 

formed in these lessons. The retrospective language of the poem, generically inherent to 

dream visions because of their nature as a retelling of previous events, becomes more 

obvious as the speaker self-reflectively draws his conclusions and hopes from the events 

of the dream vision and his loss.58 Writing of a memory that at the time he was not able to 

truly understand, he interprets his vision, his intellectual and moral habits now in the 

process of being transformed by his graced memories of the dream vision. After 

examining the language of this stanza, I will argue that the form of Pearl allows us to 

make this connection to memory.  

                                                                                                                

58 A.C. Spearing deals differently with this retrospective voice and its effect in Textual 
Subjectivity: The Encoding of Subjectivity in Medieval Narratives and Lyrics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005). Spearing shows the complexity of the tenses in the opening stanzas of 
Pearl: stanza five occurs entirely in the past, “But that temporal location is only reached through 
apparent contradictions, by which grief is still being felt in the present during the narration of a 
series of past events,” 158. Spearing ends up arguing that Pearl is not organized around a unitary 
narratorial consciousness, 161. Kean identifies the problem but has an unsatisfactory explanation 
for it, in my reading: “After stanza 99 the Dreamer does not speak again in the person we have 
come to identify with him: the narrative ‘I’ is still kept, but it is used to give explanation and 
comment which could not come convincingly from one whose ‘wreched wylle in wo ay wra3te’. 
There is no indication that the solution to the moral problem of the opening is conceived in terms 
of the complete conversion of the dreamer…The poet therefore speaks as the maker of a poem in 
which he has been giving expression to an aspect of himself through the Dreamer-mask, but from 
a standpoint undisturbed by the emotional involvement of this other self,” Interpretation, 230. 
Hatt does not think the final stanzas should be read as part of a “temporal narrative” at all, God, 
61. 
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Once again on the hill wherein the pearl-child’s body lies buried, the speaker 

draws conclusions about his “verray avisioun”: 

To pay þe Prince oþer sete saȝte 
Hit is ful eþe to þe god Krystyin; 
For I haf founden Hym, boþe day and naȝte, 
A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin. 
Ouer þis hyul þis lote I laȝte, 
For pyty of my perle enclyin, 
And syþen to God I hit bytaȝte, 
In Krystez dere blessyng and myn, 
Þat in þe forme of bred and wyn 
Þe preste vus schewez vch a daye. 
He gef vus to be His homly hyne 
Ande precious perlez vnto His pay.  
  Amen. Amen. (1201-1212) 
 

To satisfy and be reconciled (“saȝte”) to the prince, Christ, is “ful eþe,” very easy, for the 

good Christian. The poet had used the very same word for reconciliation, saȝte, at the 

beginning of the poem, describing his inability to reconcile his will and understanding 

with his beloved’s death. But as one inevitably notices, the narrator has had no end of 

difficulty throughout the entirety of the poem! These ending lines seem to run contrary to 

the body of poetry that precedes them, and as such have generated widespread critical 

disagreement.59 Readers especially critical of this ending include Nicholas Watson, who 

argues the narrator can only say this because the God of Pearl totally disregards the 

“inner transformation” of Christians, caring only for their outward submission to his hard 

                                                                                                                

59 Writers who understand this section to indicate that the dreamer has learned something, but 
with varying degrees of understanding how tempered, limited, precarious, or resigned this 
learning may be (to use a few choice adjectives), include Spearing, Gawain-Poet, 167-170, and 
Dream Poetry, 178; Kean, Interpretation, 227-242; Cherniss, Boethian Apocalypse, 162; Hatt, 
God, 61-62; Barr, Willing, 150-1. 
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will.60 David Aers understands line 1202 to participate in a “breathtakingly confident 

Pelagianism,” seeing the poet as concerned with conforming to outward behavior.61 J.J. 

Anderson finds this conclusion “too easy” and “unconvincing”—the “newfound humility 

of the narrator” is only brought about by a “sense of defeat.”62 Similar is Josephine 

Bloomfield’s reading, where she contends that the speaker wrongly concludes in these 

lines that “his great error with the Maiden was in his honest outspokenness: by failing to 

behave like an obedient, unquestioning servant to his Lord, or to accept meekly his place 

in the hierarchy” [italics mine].63 

Readings like those by Bloomfield, Watson, or Anderson align the “newfound 

humility” of these lines with the fact of sheer submission, and conclude that this humility 

is unreflective of a true change in spiritual or intellectual habits. But these kinds of 

readings fail to account for the speaker’s humility in the acknowledgment of his 

relationships and dependence, an acknowledgment previously missing while he was 

awake. Such readings, diverse as they are in their varied rejections of either the dreamer’s 

spiritual transformation or their belief in the sincerity of his words, share a characteristic 

                                                                                                                

60 Watson, “Vernacular Theologian,” 305. 
61 Aers, “Reflections,” 71.  
62 Anderson Language, 76. Similar is Lowe, who find the ending to be “an intellectualized 
response to the dreamer’s failure and lack of consolation,” Desiring Truth, 211. Sarah Stanbury 
does not understand any transformation at all to have taken place in “The Body and the City in 
Pearl,” 41. Garrison has a different take where she suggests that though the speaker believes in 
possible change, he does not identify himself with the “god Krystyin” of this stanza, Communion, 
79. Finally, John M. Bowers is on the far end of the spectrum from my own reading, with an 
aristocratic and patron-oriented reading of the end of the poem uninterested in traditions of faith 
or moral and spiritual formation, in An Introduction to the Gawain Poet (Gainesville, Fla.: 
University Press of Florida, 2012), 143-5. 
63 Bloomfield, “Hierarchy,” 409. 
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feature: they ignore the relationships portrayed or evoked in the stanza and the 

accompanying conclusions about the dreamer’s creaturely place in the world. If one reads 

the first two lines by themselves, “To pay þe Prince oþer sete saȝte / Hit is ful eþe to þe 

god Krystyin,” the action seems to belong to the good Christian. But as the line flows into 

the next, we read that the easiness to please God does not come from the good Christian’s 

powerful agency, submissive lack thereof, or really her own action at all. The poet uses 

the consequential, reasoning “For”: “For I haf founden Hym, boþe day and naȝte, / A 

God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin.” Reconciliation is contingent upon who God is and what 

he has done, and importantly, who the narrator has “found” him to be. This reference to 

the easiness of pleasing God and seeking reconciliation comes from Matthew 11:28-30:  

Come to me, all you that labour, and are burdened, and I shall refresh you. Take 
my yoke upon you, and learn of me, because I am meek, and humble of heart: and 
you shall find rest to your souls. For my yoke is sweet and my burden is light.”64  

 
The speaker has found himself to be one of those heavily burdened laborers—hyne—that 

Jesus calls to him to take on a lighter and easier burden. 

In other words, the speaker, through recognizing the prior and true relationship 

between himself and his creator, a surprising one of friendship and charity, discovers an 

ongoing source of spiritual and moral transformation as well as comfort. This comfort 

does not mean he ceases to mourn his beloved daughter. It does mean, however, that he is 

newly able to see his dependence and creaturely status in the community of Christ’s 

body, meaning he does not grieve alone, nor is he alone responsible for managing his 

                                                                                                                

64 Hatt has also drawn this scriptural parallel, God, 61. 
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suffering. The speaker’s names for God, all reflective of relationship, move from the 

broadest to the most particular. We begin with the cosmic, impersonal God. Then, the 

speaker names one closer in relationship, something very familiar to the fourteenth-

century reader: that of a Lord, with the speaker in the position of his vassal or servant. 

But we end with the remarkably personal “frende.” This emphasis on relationship 

continues with the blessing of the speaker’s child to Christ in the conventional parental 

blessing of lines 1207-8.65 Finally, of course, the body of the church itself appears in the 

body of Christ. This Eucharistic moment brings the entire church onto the hill, where the 

dreamer was once so profoundly alone.66  

These first four lines of the stanza are a closely contained example of a 

phenomenon that repeats throughout the poem. The speaker loses his pearl—then comes 

to find her via a process of surprising grace, a dream vision. She seems transfigured 

beyond his earthly understanding, and again lost to him, inaccessible in the mysteries of 

heaven. Yet by the end of the poem, he is able to bless her in this change in God’s name 

and trust that they will be reunited in the body of Christ, appearing as the Eucharist. In 

his grief, the “kynde of Kryste,” the nature of Christ, can offer no resolution to endless 

                                                                                                                

65 For the language of the parental blessing, see Norman Davis, “A Note on Pearl,” RES 17 
(1966), 403-5.  
66 The relational language in this final stanza emphasizes inner recognition of relationship, a 
humble acknowledgment of creatureliness and rejection of isolated autonomy that makes 
interpretations focused on behavior unlikely, like the rather differing interpretations of Garrison 
and Watson. Lawrence Beaton, in his consideration of the Pearl-poet’s Augustinianism, rejecting 
notions of his Pelagianism, argues that “Even if [the dreamer] does not consider himself part of 
the community of grace until the very end, the narrator is in relationship with God from the very 
beginning of the dream, a relationship the narrator himself does not fully recognize until later,” in 
“The ‘Pearl’-poet and the Pelagians,” Religion & Literature 36.1 (Spring 2004): 30. 
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and overpowering suffering (55). Yet strangely, though the grief remains by the speaker’s 

own acknowledgment, reconciliation is possible and Christ is no longer an abstract figure 

but a friend. This process echoes the Incarnation: what once was impossibly distant, 

separated from oneself by an apparently unbridgeable gap, becomes accessible and even 

surprisingly intimate.  

The speaker’s language has changed dramatically from before his vision when the 

kynde of Kryst and his reason failed to comfort him. The dreamer’s actions within the 

vision itself do not seem to display much of the newfound humility, true recognition of 

his creaturely nature, that the speaker confesses here, or obvious movement from God 

other than in the figure of the Lamb, an impersonal figure and not likely to inspire the 

strong relational claims of this final stanza. In this train of events, the speaker’s language 

of the last stanza does present an interpretive challenge. As Spearing asks,  

what past is referred to by ‘I haf founden’? Again we might expect it to be that of 
the dream, but ‘bothe day and naghte’ implies some longer stretch of experience 
in which the dream might or might not be included, and in any case it is hard to 
see how the dream has shown God’s friendship for the dreamer, in allowing him a 
tantalizing glimpse of what he is not allowed to possess.67  

 
Spearing concludes here that the final stanza, though made to seem retrospective, is 

simply a flourish of poetic didacticism. To address this challenge, I return to Augustine’s 

account of memory and concentrate on the form of Pearl. 

 

                                                                                                                

67 Spearing, Textual Subjectivity, 165-166. 
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Memory and the Form of Pearl 

Focusing once more on book VII of Augustine’s Confessions, the analogue with which I 

began this chapter, helps us to parse some of the difficulty of the speaker’s moral and 

spiritual learning after his revelation. Like the speaker of Pearl, Augustine describes an 

experience of transcendence that he is unable to understand or continue, in Book VII of 

the Confessions. As I quoted above, Augustine writes, “And when I recognized you for 

the first time, you raised me up so that I might see the reality of what I could see, and not 

yet was I the person who could see” (VII.10, 16). But if he is not yet the person who can 

see, how then does Augustine ever recognize what he experienced? James Wetzel writes 

of this passage in Book VII that “It is his memory of God, and not his vision, which must 

now do the work of transformation.”68 The remembered grace of Augustine’s encounter 

with God guides a transformation in his habits. Wetzel writes that for Augustine, “we 

appropriate grace in recollection, and through recollection we are able to effect the 

gradual convergence of virtue and self-determination.”69  

I suggest that in Pearl, the famously elaborate form evokes the action of memory 

in prompting continual self-reflection on the part of the reader and echoing the speaker’s 

processes of self-examination through his memories of his dream vision. Pearl is the 

most intricately constructed poem in Middle English. It is composed of twenty groups of 

                                                                                                                

68 James Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), 5. 
69 See Wetzel’s fascinating analysis of this issue in chapter 4 of Augustine and the Limits of 
Virtue. See also Confessions Book X for Augustine’s brilliant and influential account of finding 
God in his memory. 
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stanzas, each stanza ending with a repeating concatenation phrase belonging to that 

group.70 These stanzas are both rhyming and alliterative. Each new stanza begins with the 

previous concatenation phrase, linking the entire poem together both thematically and 

linguistically in an elaborate chain of wordplay. This pattern extends to the last line of the 

poem, which echoes the first line of the poem, completing the chain. This form makes the 

poem famously circular in form. The last lines are a significant prayer for formation into 

charity and humility: 

He gef vus to be His homly hyne 
Ande precious perlez vnto His pay. 
   Amen. Amen. 
 

They move beyond the “I” of the rest of the poem to the second person plural, 

encompassing the poem’s reader into the subject of the prayer. The speaker asks for a 

twofold transformation by the grace of God: the first, for himself and his readers to 

become homly hyne, the second, to be precious perlez. Both are unto the “pay,” the 

pleasure, of God. This prayer includes the beginnings and ends of medieval 

understandings of moral and spiritual formation, humility and charity. To become a 

precious pearl is to become like the pearl-maiden, perfected in heaven. Becoming a 

humble servant of God, the work of the Christian on earth, is prior to becoming a 

precious pearl.  

Precious perlez, this poem’s representation of the perfected Christian life, 

formally leads us back into the beginning of the poem through its verbal link. The first 

                                                                                                                

70 Andrew and Waldron give an introduction to the structure of the poem, Poems, 12. 
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lines of the poem were “Perle pleasaunte, to prynces paye / To clanly clos in golde so 

clere” (1-2). As mentioned, these connecting lines link the poem together to create a 

pearl-like shape. But I suggest that this form does more; it replicates the processes of 

transformation through memory of divine grace, stimulating true self-knowledge and 

humility. In his dream, the dreamer was not yet someone who could interpret the actions 

and teachings of the dream itself. But in this end, he gestures toward his process of 

becoming someone who can see and interpret. In recalling its beginning at its ending, the 

poem’s structure closely resembles a particular action of memory: recalling past habits of 

thinking and acting to the self. In this return, the poet accomplishes two things. He 

visually represents the process of memory, of mentally returning to a place or time or 

way of thinking and acting in order to reconsider them. By virtue of the repetition, he 

additionally invites the reader to retread the speaker’s memory and his retelling, to copy 

the speaker in returning to the moments of instruction and rereading, mining the pearl-

maiden’s teachings for deeper gems that neither perhaps fully understood during the 

initial experience of the dream itself.  

The poet has already cleverly shown how one person can transform the meaning 

of a word even while using the word in intense repetition, and that close attention to these 

words provides openings for interpreting the speaker or pearl-maiden.71 For instance, 

P.M. Kean more than fifty years ago noted how the maiden first uses deme to express 

                                                                                                                

71 Garrison draws attention to the relationship between the repetition of the liturgy and personal 
transformation, Communion, 78.  
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“the all-embracing nature of God’s judgment.”72 Then, the dreamer actually appropriates 

the maiden’s vocabulary and successively weakens deme in meaning, using it in the 

senses of speaking and expressing an opinion. The word, though meaning more things, 

weakens in power and reflects the dreamer’s limited understanding and appropriately, 

judgment. We track this transformation and its effect on the discourse between the 

maiden and dreamer through remembering the repetition and varying contexts of the 

word. The opposite sequence—expansion in meaning and power—occurs in the poet’s 

use of perle. The speaker initially uses it to describe a material gem valued by jewelers. 

As he uses the word, we realize this is a metaphor for a person, a specific young girl. 

Then, as value shifts again under the pressures of the maiden’s instruction, perle opens up 

to signify the kingdom of God, and then finally a communal aspect of the kingdom of 

God, Christians in the process of moral and spiritual formation. As Spearing notes, this 

does not make the first line allegorical or mean the same thing as the last lines.73 Lessons 

drawn between these changes can only be done with the use of memory. The speaker’s 

concluding prayer means far more when we remember his initial usage. From resisting 

the transformation of the “rose” into a precious pearl (269-272), he now prays to become 

one himself. In his self-aware, remembering usage of perle, he reveals his transformation. 
                                                                                                                

72 Kean, Interpretation, 178-9. Barr notes the important and shifting use of “deme” in the back 
and forth between the maiden and dreamer as well, Willing, 139.  
73 A.C. Spearing notes, in his influential work on Pearl, that “It is true of course that the parallel 
between the opening and closing lines is deliberate, and that on a second and subsequent readings 
of the poem the first line may recall the last, so that we shall have from the very beginning a 
sense of the nature of the development in meaning which is to take place. But this is not to say 
that the first line will mean the last, even symbolically. To agree that it does mean the last is 
surely to deny the nature of the poem as an object which, for its reader, is extended in time, and is 
therefore capable of discursive or dramatic development,” Gawain-Poet, 138. 
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The repetition of paye and perle could be explained away as a wonderful formal 

choice without the reference to memory, but this process repeats. As with perle, remnants 

of figures from the maiden’s teaching and confessional identity populate the poem’s final 

stanza. Though the dreamer could not make that interpretive leap at the time, his 

remembrance and evocation of their conversation reveals the distance between who he 

was then, and who he is in the moment of retelling his story. Lawrence Beaton reads the 

final stanza similarly to myself—that the dreamer’s relationship with God exists from the 

beginning of the poem, but is only here recognized for the first time—but then notes the 

mystery that “we are never told on what ground the narrator encounters his ‘frende.’”74 

This objection echoes Spearing’s. But in fact, we have. The discourses and circumstances 

of friendship appear prominently in the pearl-maiden’s theological and pedagogical 

discourse on the parable of the vineyard workers. The dreamer certainly did not 

understand this relational aspect at the time of her instruction. Going back in his memory, 

as the form reflects, he may be able to remember and interpret aspects of the parable that 

did not seem important to him at the time. The speaker’s use of “frende” in the final 

stanza draws on the pearl-maiden’s extension of God’s loving friendship to the dreamer, 

despite his recalcitrance in recognizing the abundant generosity of God the vineyard 

owner.  

                                                                                                                

74 Beaston, Pelagians, 30. Note that Beaston uses the language of narrator, endemic in Pearl 
criticism, but a term I have avoided in this chapter due to A.C. Spearing’s legitimate objections to 
the common use of “narrator” concerning medieval works in literary criticism, in Textual 
Subjectivity, particularly chapter one. 
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In explicating the same parable, the maiden uses hyne to describe herself and her 

fellow baptized infants. Similarly, the dreamer prays to become hyne in the concluding 

lines of the poem. The speaker has drawn from the maiden’s vocabulary throughout her 

lessons that she uses to describe herself and her fellow Christians. Now, rather than being 

resisted or ignored, the terms describe himself, or more precisely, what he hopes to 

become. The process of recognizing oneself in the maiden’s discourse repeats, as I noted 

in the pearl-maiden’s instruction on perle, and child. Once referents obvious for the 

pearl-maiden herself, they expand to become representatives of relationship in which the 

speaker can equally begin to recognize himself alongside the perfected pearl-maiden. We 

can see how the speaker has constructed his final prayer and relational acknowledgments 

with these moments of the pearl-maiden’s instruction in mind, how her teachings have in 

time aided him to recognize himself within her teaching and by extension within the body 

of Christ. Pearl’s repetition of language in these final lines mimics the speaker’s memory 

and in doing so, represents the process of spiritual formation and the work of grace in 

memory. 

This form equally invites readers to start again, either literally or in memory, re-

reading or recalling the entire story. I can imagine attentive, solitary or communal 

readers, ending with prynces paye and precious perlez, flipping the pages eagerly back to 

check and see if their memory served them right, if those very words do in fact appear in 

the first lines. In Mary Carruthers’s influential discussion of medieval practices of 

memory and reading, she reflects on reading in Dante’s description of Francesca and 

Paolo in the Inferno. She argues that for medieval readers and writers, “only when 
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memory is active does reading become an ethical and properly intellectual activity.” She 

cites Hugh of St. Victor’s description of the three stage process of reading and 

meditation, where “first, one focuses on the example, next one acts in imitation of it, and 

then one internalizes the imitation so that one’s own vital power (virtus) is permanently 

changed.” Carruthers quotes Gregory the Great: “what we read is transformed into our 

very selves.”75 What Carruthers describes is the formation of a reading habit, the 

development of virtue. If we take this form seriously, as a kind of reading similar to 

exegesis, similar to what Carruthers describes, then we must take into account all these 

re-readings and echoes, all these engagements in memory and formation of the reader.76 

For readers, Pearl’s invitation to re-read in the elaboration of its repetition and 

wordplay participates in this long medieval tradition of memory and reading. Now that 

we know the whole of Pearl, including the ending of the poem, naturally the way that we 

interpret is inevitably shaped by our memory of the poem. Hyne, frende, the newly 

expanded and universalizing use of perlez, and the familial undertones of the blessing, 

the closest that the poet ever comes to revealing that the pearl-maiden was the speaker’s 

toddler daughter, develop our understanding of the pearl-maiden herself and the 

retroactive working of her instruction within the memory of the speaker.  

                                                                                                                

75 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 231. 
76 There have also been readings of Pearl connecting it to biblical exegesis or the fourfold 
method. The most recent is Beal, Signifying Power, who argues throughout her book that the poet 
meant for the poem to be read on four levels and works liturgically.  
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Additionally, in the vein of Carruthers, if the poem’s form serves to help us 

understand the speaker’s attitude in the retrospective stanza, it is also meant to form 

readers in the same patterns of formation, of humble self-recognition. The Pearl-poet 

shows not only the humility and dawning creaturely self-knowledge of the speaker of the 

poem, but helps his readers “meke” themselves through also recognizing these figures in 

reading, to form them towards the kind of acknowledgments of dependence that the 

speaker is learning how to make. In this goal, the poet attempts to enact the ending prayer 

of the poem itself, to realize the “us” that he invokes, extending the ongoing community 

of the Body of Christ that the speaker has only freshly recognized. 

With the grace of his encounter with the lamb and with the pearl-maiden’s 

divinely inspired tutelage, by returning to his memory and reexamining his actions, the 

speaker has been formed in practices of interpretation that have enabled him to write the 

conclusions and prayer of this final stanza. Only by returning inward and recognizing 

need and the ontological, already present creaturely relationship to Christ can the speaker 

begin to recognize and seek Christ’s body on earth—in others, in the sacraments, in 

himself. This is no sudden turn outward from the relentless interiority and suffering of the 

first stanzas, no suspiciously quick happy ending. Instead, the poet has creatively used 

form to draw on his and his readers’ resources of memory to increase self-knowledge, to 

humbly begin to learn and express the processes of this practice of recollection. This 

form expresses the grace of spiritual and moral formation through his memories of the 

vision.  
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Ongoing Formation, Not Transcendence 

I have defended the conclusions of this final stanza, suggesting that in it, the humble 

themes and echoing form allow readers to understand the processes of moral and spiritual 

learning within the poem. Just as the dreamer did not reach transcendence in the dream 

vision, but must rely upon his memory and his community to continue to be formed in 

living as a Christian in his loss, the poet here rejects the language of transcendence.77 The 

Pearl-poet is celebrated for his practicality and depiction of human responses in all their 

moments of greatness and weakness. To expect an ending full of joy in this context of 

just beginning to learn to grieve and believe in the promise of resurrection would be quite 

unreasonable. Perhaps a contemplative far advanced in medieval spiritual training like 

that the Cloud of Unknowing offers would be able to accomplish something like that. But 

this poet is interested in human problems, in human folly and grief and relationships, and 

the work of an advanced contemplative is not really in his sphere of interest. The parental 

blessing alone, given the dreamer’s sympathetic reluctance to relinquish his hold on his 

beloved daughter, is a work of grace. The prayer expresses a hope totally absent from the 

initial scenes of mourning. The Eucharist gestures toward future, not idealized, directions 

of formative action within community. In focusing on the cultivation of humility through 

the feeble flickerings of self-recognition and true self-knowledge, Pearl captures one 
                                                                                                                

77 See footnote 52: Even understandings of the end of Pearl that take its words of transformation 
as truthful and representative of the speaker’s learning tend to use descriptive words like 
tempered, limited, precarious, or resigned. I think it more accurately captures the poem’s tone and 
emphases to describe the transformation of the speaker as in its beginning stages, helped by grace 
to begin the formation of new habits of thinking and acting. Additionally, expectations of ecstatic 
joy or sudden transformation here at the end fail as coherent theological and psychological 
readings of the speaker’s grief for his dead child. 
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tradition of the beginnings of spiritual formation in medieval literary and theological 

imagination. 
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IV. “Lerne to Love”: Piers Plowman and the Conditions of 
Formation 

 

There is only the fight to recover what has been lost 
And found and lost again and again and now, under conditions 

That seem unpropitious. 
–T.S. Eliot, East Coker  

 
Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the 

meek: for they shall possess the land.  
–Matthew 5:3-41 

 

 

In the midst of hard labor—plowing a half-acre of land to feed the people of fourteenth-

century England—a figure called “Wastour,” or Waster, refuses to work, citing his own 

will and being. He states his rejection of work as a matter of his habituation: “‘I was nat 

woned [accustomed, habituated] to worche, quod Wastour, ‘and now wol Y nat 

begynne!’” (VIII.164).2 William Langland, the author of this work, the C-text of Piers 

Plowman, frames Waster’s refusal to work as an inability to connect his practices to the 

larger needs of the community around him, thereby threatening the bonds of society: its 

spiritual and physical sustenance.3 Piers the Plowman, the leader responsible in 

                                                                                                                

1 All biblical citations are from the Douay-Rheims. 
2 William Langland, Piers Plowman: A New Annotated Edition of the C-text edited by Derek 
Pearsall (Exeter, UK: University of Exeter Press, 2008). I use this edition throughout the chapter 
unless otherwise noted. I have also consulted William Langland, Piers Plowman: A Parallel-Text 
Edition of the A, B, C, and Z Versions ed. A.V.C. Schmidt (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2011).  
3 Although, as David Aers points out in Community, Gender, and Individual Identity: English 
Writing 1360-1430 (London: Routledge, 1988), “Langland’s construction of wasters is…an 
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organizing the labor to feed the folk and lead them all to Truth, is at his wits’ end. Even 

the enforcer of aristocratic law in this society, the knight, cannot compel an unwilling 

person to work. Piers calls upon the figure of Hunger, allegorized into vivid life: “‘Y 

preye the,’ quod Perus tho, ‘pur charite, sire Hunger, / Awreke me of this wastors, for the 

knyhte wil nat’” (VIII.169-170). 

This plea pur charite ends in uncharitable, darkly comic results. One of the 

wasters gets “buffeted” so badly by Hunger that the rest of his life he looks like a 

“lantern,” for Hunger near bursts his guts! But Piers’ petition seems to work. All the 

wandering laborers are afraid and flock to the barns of Piers, threshing and toiling, and 

even the notoriously lazy friars come to help. In fact, “there was no ladde that lyuede that 

ne lowede [humbled] hym to Peres” (VIII.194). Piers is proud of this satisfactory change, 

surveying his newly humble and compliant working population. He no longer faces 

opposition in his task of feeding the people. These conditions of lack have produced 

meekness in the once recalcitrant workers. 

Yet, Piers comes to question the work of Hunger. The workers have been 

humbled, he acknowledges. Piers calls Hunger to himself and muses that while he is 

well-revenged on the wasters of society, it is “meschef,” hardship, that “maketh” them 

                                                                                                                

  

ideological and partisanly class term,” indicating Langland’s wrestling with the Statute of 
Laborers and his conflict between new distrust of able-bodied itinerant workers and his 
commitment to traditional thinking on charity and formation, 40. 
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“meke” now; only for “defaute,” lack, does this folk follow his commands (VIII.211-2). 

Disconcerted, Piers elaborates: 

‘Hit is nat for loue, leue hit, thei labore thus faste 
 But for fere of famyen, in fayth,’ sayde Peres. 
 ‘Ther is no filial loue with this folk, for al here fayre speche, 
 And hit are my blody bretherne, for god bouhte vs alle. 

Treuthe tauhte me ones to louye hem vchone 
And to helpe hem of alle thyng ay as hem nedeth. 
Now wolde Y wyte art how wendest what were the beste: 
How Y myhte amayster hem to louye and to labory 
For here lyflode, lere me now, sire Hunger.’ (VIII.213-221) 

 
It is not for love that they labor, but for fear. These evocative words reveal that, among 

the many other things this complex passage investigates, this moment in the half-acre 

considers the vast difficulty of teaching and being formed in the virtues, on becoming a 

person who loves—both with her hands through the work of charitable acts, which may 

be as ordinary as laboring for the bread of others—and in her heart, of loving her “blody 

bretherne.” Piers had relied on the new mekenesse of the workers to create the conditions 

for moral formation, thereby bringing them back into the community of the half-acre. 

Piers’ moment of agonized clarity is about both himself as an authoritative teacher and 

the conditions of moral transformation; one cannot force students in the virtues (that is, 

everyone) to love and be willing to learn how to love. 

The scene I have described makes up part of Passus VIII of Piers Plowman. 

Throughout the great fourteenth-century poem, William Langland asks the 

extraordinarily difficult question: how does learning “stick,” become a part of oneself, a 

habitus inclining one toward the actions that love God and thy neighbor? A virtue, as 

broadly defined by Thomas Aquinas and other major thinkers from classical antiquity to 
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the Middle Ages, is a habit directed towards the perfection and ends of the human life, in 

Piers Plowman, toward the love of God. If, as Piers frets, the people work but there is no 

“filial love” amongst the folk in their toil, then any productive ends they reach are merely 

counterfeits of virtuous work. Simultaneously, Piers’ own lack of filial love becomes 

apparent. Though hungry mouths may be fed (certainly an essential task), the troubling 

and extensive problem of how lives may be transformed into ones that aim voluntarily to 

feed, fulfill, and love others remains.  

This chapter takes up Langland’s understanding of formation into the good life. I 

argue that examining Langland’s language and portrayal of true and false meekness helps 

us to understand and frame the conceptions of formation and moral learning in this poem. 

Because everyone has sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, in the Apostle Paul’s 

famous words, the conditions of learning and being formed first require acknowledgment 

of weakness, need, lack, or sin. This acknowledgment makes room in the sin-cluttered 

heart for authoritative teaching and a willingness to be transformed or grow. In habitual 

practice, transforming disposition, this repeated and practiced recognition takes the form 

of a particular virtue, humility or meekness. And in this poem, as in Pearl, The Showings, 

and in the broad Augustinian and neo-Aristotelian traditions of theorizing formation, 

meekness is the widely acknowledged foundation of the practices that lead to the 

formation of virtues.  

The interlude I have retold sets up a moral conundrum that Langland traces with 

interest throughout Piers Plowman. Meekness, in the grand series of metaphors that do so 

much labor in pastoral teaching, is the ground, the foundation, the root of the virtues, 
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marking its initiating role in understanding the places both where one falls short in the 

virtues and one’s limitations as a created being, particularly in community.4 However, in 

this scene and others, Langland explores the shifty nature of meekness as a virtue. 

Because virtuous meekness is the habitual, confessional recognition of one’s weakness, 

need, and sin, if imposed from without or if practiced in certain ways, meekness could be 

confused with forms of self-denigration or punitive and oppressive conditions that in 

actuality create hollowed out, short-circuited, or simplistic imitations of the virtuous life.  

For Langland, this problem is magnified when one faces the state of the 

contemporary church. Piers Plowman is a poem that insistently and urgently asks the 

question of what happens when the very foundations and conditions of formation are 

undermined—perhaps beyond repair—in both institution and person. By exploring 

Langland’s usage of meekness, as the key virtue in initiating contrition for one’s sins, a 

necessary practice for a sacramental, true confession, one can begin to understand how he 

sees and theorizes the failures of people within contemporary Christian community to be 

formed in charitable living with one another, as well as the failures of the community 

itself.  

 

                                                                                                                

4 Meekness is the foundation of virtuous formation in one sense, but as Thomas Aquinas takes 
pains to make clear, faith is the foundation of the virtues in a more broad sense, “a thing is first 
among virtues directly, because it is the first step toward God. Now the first step towards God is 
by faith, according to Heb. 11:6…in this sense faith is the foundation,” in ST II.II.161.5, 
following a long New Testament tradition. 



  

  144  

Humility in the form and criticism of Piers Plowman  

Piers Plowman, first written in the form of what is now called the A-text, re-written (B-

text), and re-written yet again (C-text) in the late fourteenth century, opens with Wille, an 

allegorized figure representing (what else) the faculty of the will, the poet himself, and 

generally the plight of humankind as a whole. Wille, falling asleep on Malvern Hills, sees 

a fair field of folk of all kinds, living between the dwellings of Truth and Wrong. Like the 

faculty he embodies, Wille is a wanderer. By turns rebellious, seeking truth, wanting to 

do well, rejecting truth, crushed, suffering, glorified—Wille roams through space and 

time, with the poem as a life journey, a series of dream visions, an exploration of spiritual 

formation, and a critique of contemporary church and society. In his wandering, he meets 

a startling array of allegorized figures, ranging from faculties of the person such as 

Conscience or Wit, to members of fourteenth-century society, such as friars and kings, to 

abstract concepts such as Mede (reward), Fortune, or various Sins. Through a 

combination of grace and revelation, and reception and/or rejection of the various 

teachers he encounters in his wandering, Wille is enabled to see a vision of Christ as the 

Good Samaritan of the gospels, and the founding of the church by the end of the poem. 

Yet things quickly go wrong again—crippled from within by corrupt leadership, the 

church is compromised sacramentally and things look grim. The poem ends on an 

ambiguous note of mystery and longing, with Conscience departing from the barn of 

Unity, a figure for the church, calling upon Grace and seeking the mysterious figure Piers 

Plowman.  
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Piers Plowman has inspired an argumentative and conflicting body of readers 

who reflect its argumentative and conflicting speakers. It is truly an octopus of a text, 

whose tentacles stretch out and searchingly probe a prodigious array of social, 

theological, and political subjects. In this chapter I focus on Piers Plowman as a pastoral 

work. By that, I mean I read it as a work invested in modeling and reproducing the good 

life that seeks Christ in both its text and readers. The poem is about teaching, about the 

modes of learning that contribute toward being formed in the virtues, in the good life, or 

in Langland’s parlance, Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest. In doing so, at times it borrows from 

and complicates the teaching of the broad vernacular penitential and pastoral traditions 

after the Fourth Lateran Council, as well as Latin traditions of theology. Derek Pearsall 

writes of the similarity of the poem to the manuals of religious instruction: “Their 

concerns are his concerns. Yet the differences are enormous: he breaks up the endlessly 

reiterated analyses of the ten commandments, the seven sacraments, the seven works of 

mercy, the seven virtues, and the seven deadly sins, and conceals and redistributes the 

matter in terms of the seemingly organic process of discovery.”5 Nicolette Zeeman, in a 

recent article, identifies the poem’s dialectic as similar to pastoral debate, seeing this 

debate as a response (and a “conversionary strategy”) “in the face of the bewildering 

                                                                                                                

5 Derek Pearsall, Piers Plowman, 11-12. See also G.R. Owst, Literature and the Pulpit in 
Medieval England: A Neglected Chapter in the History of English Letters & of the English 
People, 2nd edition (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1961); Elizabeth Salter, “Piers Plowman: An 
Introduction,” in English and International: Studies in the Literature, Art and Patronage of 
Medieval England eds. Derek Pearsall and Nicolette Zeeman (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988), 111-157; Nicolette Zeeman, “Pastoral Care by Debate: The Challenge of Lay 
Multiplicity,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 48.3 (2018): 435-459, for more 
discussion on the similarities to both pastoral literature and sermons.  
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diversity of ordinary, lay responses to Christian pastoral care and teaching.”6 Zeeman 

notes that in all these conversations, there is “some pastoral reconciliation” but that 

Langland does not reach an “analytic theological synthesis,” and this intentional lack of 

synthesis provides the space for readers to do (or undergo) their own conceptual and 

conversionary work.7 One of the most difficult tasks for Wille and the reader is to learn 

how to learn and discern in the midst of all these teaching voices, often competing for 

authority.  

In this pastoral project, humility plays an important though subtle role. Langland 

almost never uses the word “humility.” Only one time, in passus VII, does Langland use 

“vmbletee”: to name one of the porters to Truth’s castle. Instead, Langland prefers the 

two more English terms, “meekness” and “lowness” and their variants, to describe the 

concept I have been tracing throughout this project, something I conceive of as a “thick” 

humility—a confessional self-knowledge, second only to charity in Augustine’s thought 

and Augustinian theology, and a key virtue of penance and penitential practice. Meekness 

and/or lowness appear in nearly every passus of Piers Plowman (the exception is passus 

II) and together constitute this “thick” humility in Langland’s writing. Though it does not 

have a personification of its own, it undergirds Langland’s thought. As in the other texts 

I’ve examined, humility is a virtue of particular interest in Piers Plowman because it is 

not only an underlying theme of the poem, but also a hermeneutic necessity for the 

attentive reader.  

                                                                                                                

6 Zeeman, “Pastoral Care.” In this conception, the narrator is a “case study” of pastoral care, 436. 
7 Zeeman, “Pastoral Care,” 452. 
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Langland explores how meekness is formed, the theories of virtue and the good 

life that it informs, and its essential role in penance. We see this dramatically in the first 

passus, where Langland almost comically repeats the word “meke” in a short span of 

lines through the mouth of Holy Church. This first group of usages show Langland’s 

conviction that meekness is the foundational virtue for charitable action, via the 

ensaumple of Christ himself. In the pardon from Truth and defining to whom it applies, 

Langland makes a strong distinction between true meekness and the appearance of 

meekness in those who are pardoned. These examples of true meekness include bishops 

who have been merciable to the meek and mild to the good (IX.15), the involuntary, 

working poor, who take their hardship on earth meekly, and, “for love of their lowe 

hertes,” Christ converts their suffering on earth into purgatory and penance rather than 

after death (IX.184-5). Those who are not pardoned notably include those who only look 

low but in reality do not possess lowness, the false beggars (IX.141) and those who break 

the law of Holy Church but do not repent and “mekely shrive” themselves (IX.238).  

But the most extended exchanges on the nature and role of meekness in 

formation, and the speakers with which I spend the most time in this chapter, come in the 

conversations around the figures of Hunger, Rechelesnesse, Patience, and Need. The 

interactions with these teachers model and explore voluntary, and involuntary, punitive 

and circumstantial forms of default, lack, or need as the basis of the moral life 

specifically because, these figures argue, these settings inculcate meekness. In the 

dialogues between these figures and their conversational partners, Langland will study 

the gaps in these models of formation and participate in a larger theological conversation 
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thinking through the practice of virtue and the role of neediness or lack, spiritual and 

material, in living a virtuous life amidst the community of the church. 

Humility is also a thematic and dramatic element of the poem. In the very 

structure of the narrative, Wille must repeatedly humble himself or be humbled in order 

to begin to understand someone else. Most obviously, this occurs with Holy Church, 

where Wille kneels in recognition of her authority, though he almost immediately forgets 

her teachings with the advent of Mede. In passus XI, Study promises to “kenne [Wille] to 

Clergy” for his meekness (XI.90). But this humility does not lead to immediate 

understanding either. Wille goes into the Land of Longing after Scripture rebuffs him. 

There, Wille counts Clergy and his counsel full little—and in a pun on humility, poverty 

brings him “ful lowe” (XII.14). The syntax and context make it unclear whether Wille is 

referring to his material conditions alone or one of Langland’s favored words for 

humility, lowness. Langland’s fascination concerning the relationship between lowness, 

the state of poverty or default, and lowness, the state of active humility resurfaces 

throughout the poem.  

There is a clear formal pattern here, one where some kind of authoritative 

teaching is developed, but which is then swiftly forgotten by Wille, and perhaps the 

reader too, only to be brought up again at a later moment, leading to a necessary 

humbling and acknowledgment by Wille. This culminates in Wille’s creeping to the 

cross, the peak of humility and reverence in the liturgical year, but is also reminiscent of 

the conclusion of Piers Plowman, as I will describe in my final section. Just as Wille 

must develop a habit of humility in his interactions with the varying teachers of the text, 
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so must the reader in order to begin to discern the ends of the poem.8 My own reading of 

the relationship between form and humility in the poem is close to what David Aers has 

argued about Langland’s dialectic. Aers states that “critically explored and superseded 

moments are not simply abandoned to be forgotten. For they too, in their very 

supersession, remain constitutive of the total dialectical movement.”9 Langland’s 

argumentative dialectic is teleological, aimed toward “the divine vision glimpsed in the 

encounters with Christ and the Holy Spirit, glimpsed too in the tree of Charity and by 

Abraham (Faith) and Moses (Hope).”10 Like Aers, I understand Langland’s dialectic, and 

the repeated reappearance of humility within the many moments and speakers of the 

poem, to be teleological. Repetition is essential to Langland’s dialectical, teleological 

project. This repetition exposes gaps and makes the holes that naturally occur in every 

conversation apparent. Then it returns to these holes and explores them from a different 

angle. Langland believes in the work of identifying these gaps. But this work is 

fundamentally incomplete, from a learning and formation perspective, if it does not 

include the reader’s simultaneous acknowledgment of her own blind spots and 

weaknesses stimulated by this formal pattern. It is partially for this reason that so many 

have used the language of failure to describe both their and Wille’s experience of reading 

                                                                                                                

8 For a different reading of habit, see Katherine Breen, Imagining an English Reading Public, 
1150-1400 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
9 David Aers, Beyond Reformation?: An Essay on William Langland’s Piers Plowman and the 
End of Constantinian Christianity (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2015), 99. 
10 Aers, Beyond Reformation, 99. 
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(or in his case, living) the narrative of Piers Plowman.11 In this repetition, the poem’s 

pastorality becomes apparent, offering chances to examine and acknowledge limited 

readings, wrongful interpretation, adherence to beliefs less than truthful. As a result, 

Piers Plowman is both about and a part of formation, moving the reader through its 

arguments and forms to her frequent confusion and neediness, asking her to attend more 

                                                                                                                

11 Nicolette Zeeman, Piers Plowman and the Medieval Discourse of Desire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), is the most extensive example. Basing her reading on 
Augustinian humility, Zeeman argues that “Sin enables forms of renewal, a spiritual pursuit 
grounded in the soul’s sense of its own insufficiency, a ‘rejoicing’ mingled with ‘trembling.’ This 
renewal is more stable because it is founded on self-knowledge—‘more lowly and more 
instructed’. Here the experiences of sin and temptation seem to be locked into processes of 
renewal—penance, humility, and the discovery of spiritual desire,” 44. Noting that medieval 
theorists were uncomfortably aware of the closeness of this dynamic to a possible injunction to 
sin, she argues that they discuss the “benefits of sin” under the “rubric of discussing the benefits 
of temptation,” but that in fact, “discussions of sin and temptation merge easily” because of the 
sense of personal sinfulness that comes during temptation. The implications are dramatic: “if it is 
a commonplace that temptation is a crucial part of devotional progress, then the implication is 
that so is sin,” 50-1. While Zeeman learnedly cites a wide body of literature drawn from 
Augustine and his theological descendants to support her definitions of humility, Zeeman’s work 
leaves a gap that undermines this reading of sin, productivity, and humility. For the controlling 
model of humility in the Augustinian tradition that Zeeman draws upon is not the repentant 
sinner. It is the incarnate second person of the Trinity, “lowing” himself into the form of a man, 
the Suffering Servant of Philippians chapter two. For two examples of this in Augustine’s 
thought, among many, see The Trinity IV.1-2, and Confessions VII.18-20. Christ, is of course, 
devoid of sin of any kind, which reveals another weakness in Zeeman’s account. The assimilation 
of temptation and tribulation to the rubric of sin cannot occur with the figure of Christ as 
representative of humility. The distinctions may at times be unclear for humankind. But Christ 
was both tempted in the desert and travailed on the cross, and never sinned. Instead, the primary 
shared condition of humility in Christ and humanity is acknowledgement of weakness or need, 
which takes different forms in divinity and humanity. For a smattering of other examples that use 
failure as a way of describing the poem’s modes, though this language is pervasive in the 
tradition of writing on Piers Plowman: Britton J. Harwood, Piers Plowman and the Problem of 
Belief (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 123; D. Vance Smith reads a pattern of “self-
cancellation,” and “failure” into Langland’s dialectical mode in “Negative Langland,” Yearbook 
of Langland Studies 23 (January 2019), 36. Stephanie Batkie argues that Langland “takes an 
Augustinian position toward [the problem of language and sin] by incorporating error and 
ambiguity of text and interpretation into his method of instruction. In order for Langland’s 
readers to find success, on some level Will must fail,” in ‘“Thanne artow inparfit”: Learning to 
Read in Piers Plowman,’ The Chaucer Review 45.2 (2010): 170.  
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closely, to put aside her habits of decisive interpretation to tend to these iterations of 

questions repeatedly and at length.  

 

“Myhteful and Meke”: Christ as Ensaumple  

However, in this process of formative reading, one does not begin alone from a place of a 

total ignorance. Langland begins with revelation through an authoritative and divinely 

inspired teacher. Holy Church is the first teacher of the poem and thus the first to give an 

account of the virtuous life. This passage develops the theme of meekness as the 

beginning of good work explicitly, setting an ideal for the poem and naming it as an 

unqualified necessity for becoming like Christ. Holy Church, in the words of David Aers, 

“the work’s first example of a revelatory gift,” is as teacher unrivalled until the 

appearance of the Good Samaritan in Passus XIX.12 The conversation between Holy 

Church and her pupil, Wille, gives us a portrait, from Langland’s point of view, of the 

conditions and telos of formation and the practice of meekness and thereby the rest of the 

                                                                                                                

12 Aers, Beyond Reformation, 167. In reading Holy Church as revelatory and authoritative, I agree 
with Mary Clemente Davlin, who characterizes Holy Church’s speech as being “nearly 
inexhaustible in meaning…her speech has an allusive quality; she seems to say everything at 
once,” in A Game of Heuene: Word Play and the Meanings of Piers Plowman B (Cambridge: 
D.S. Brewer, 1989), 25. Similar is Morton Bloomfield, who writes “the rest of the poem is a 
working out in detail of the speech of Holy Church,” Piers Plowman as a Fourteenth-Century 
Apocalypse (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1962), 153. Holy Church is a corner 
stone in the foundation of Piers Plowman. This reading runs counter to readings such as those by 
James Simpson, who closely associates Holy Church with the institution of the church on Earth, 
arguing that Holy Church is a bit authoritarian and too closely focused on God as judge in Piers 
Plowman: An Introduction (Exeter, UK: University of Exeter Press, 2007). Harwood argues that 
Holy Church, blinded by an “ethical bias” essentially ignores Will’s actual concerns and is a poor 
listener, Belief, 4-15.  
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virtues, from which we can compare and understand Wille’s and the rest of the teachers’ 

deviations or challenges. 

In this encounter, which sets the conditions of learning, Langland does what 

might be anachronistically called virtue ethics—Holy Church describes the conditions of 

the good life, a life ultimately directed towards heaven, to Will, the representative of the 

human will, humanity at large and simultaneously a person. She uses the Aristotelian-

inflected language of “mesure” to describe the virtuous life, one governed by a mean in 

behavior, in contrast to the unmeasured, disordered life of the people in the field, who 

frenetically live for their current desires rather than their final end.13 Will himself is one 

of this party that takes no account of heaven. He is unable to recognize Holy Church, 

ominously revealing his lack of discernment about spiritual good.14 Holy Church 

chastises Will for his lack of recognition, and reveals herself: 

‘Holy Church Y am,’ quod she, ‘thou oughtest me to knowe; 
Y undirfenge the formeste and fre man the made. 
Thow broughtest me borewes my biddyng to fulfille,  
To leue on me and loue me al thy lyf-tyme.’ (I.72-75) 
 

Holy Church notes that the conditions of formation began when he was baptized, when 

she received him into the Body of Christ through baptism. The first sacrament has made 

him “fre,” freed from the chains of original sin to do acts of love. Through his borewes, 

                                                                                                                

13 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II 6-9. A.V.C. Schmidt comments that Langland’s mesure 
recalls both the Platonic sophrosyne “temperance” and the Aristotelian conception of all virtue as 
a mean, as well as Wisdom 11:21, where God creates everything “in measure,” Piers Plowman, 
482.33n.  
14 Though, of course, stereotypical of dream visions and their instructors, as in Boethius’ The 
Consolation of Philosophy, representing the deep moral confusion of the dreamer-narrators, see 
Pearsall, I.72n.  



  

  153  

godparents, he has made a promise of faith. This promise is to “leue and loue,” 

inextricable as the actions of the intellect and the will in making the decisions and actions 

towards good works in day-to-day life. Already, with the remembered presence of 

Wille’s borewes, Langland reminds us of the dependency of the person upon their 

community. Though Wille converses with Holy Church by himself, the presence of the 

church lingers in memory and promise. 

Langland has revised Holy Church’s powerful moment of self-identification in 

telling ways from the B-text. In the earlier version, Holy Church’s reasoning for why 

Will ought to know her differs: “Y underfenge the first and the faith taughte” (B.I.76). 

This is still a reference to baptism and the beginnings of the spiritual life,15 but 

Langland’s change from “the faith taughte” to “fre man the made” clarifies some of the 

stakes of Holy Church’s (and all subsequent) instruction. This change acknowledges the 

inherent unteachability, in some sense, of faith. One can teach the tenets of faith, but one 

cannot teach faith itself, in the sense that faith must be given by God, and learning to 

“loue and leue” must happen in the context of practice (impossible, naturally, for a 

newborn baptized baby). Will has not received faith itself, as he is unable to recognize his 

earliest teacher, the body of Christ on earth, Holy Church. But because of his baptism, 

Will is free to be formed in practices of virtue—or vice. The chasm between catechesis 
                                                                                                                

15 As Andrew Galloway’s commentary notes, the B-Text’s words refer to “the catechetical rite of 
baptism,” where before the child’s baptism, the priest tells the godparents to keep the child safe 
from physical peril but also, as Galloway quotes from a late gloss on the Sarum rite, “lerne or se 
yt be lerned the Pater noster, Aue maria, and Credo, after the lawe of all holy churche,” 177. 
Andrew Galloway, The Penn Commentary on Piers Plowman, Volume 1: C Prologue-Passus 4; 
B Prologue-Passus 4; A Prologue-Passus 4 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2006), quoting from the Sarum Manuale, ed. Collins. 
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and formation can be wide and perilous, as Langland well knows. To be formed, an 

authoritative and attentive instructor is necessary—even though one’s ability to 

understand their instruction might not be developed yet.16 The scene is set for a 

consideration of the practice of learning and acquiring virtue within the settings of 

instruction and revelation as well as the sacraments. 

After this reprimand, Will falls to the ground, feeling ashamed and contrite and 

confessing his need for her help: 

Y knelede on my knees and criede here of grace 
And preyede here pitously to preye for me to amende 
And also kenne me kyndly on Crist to bileue: 
‘Teche me to no tresor but telle me this ilke, 
How Y may saue my soule, that saynt art yholde.’ (I.76-80) 
 

This moment, deceptively simple, is a tightly crafted picture of learning to receive 

authoritative teaching. After the revelation of truth in the form of Holy Church, comes 

acknowledgment of need (humility) and a request for grace. Kneeling is the most 

prominent bodily signifier of humility and receptivity to teaching, emendation, and 

transformation. Will’s bodily response confesses and represents his acknowledgment of 

                                                                                                                

16 This interaction reminds me very much of Alasdair MacIntyre’s moral philosophy and his 
understanding of moral enquiry as craft, with the need for a skilled teacher further advanced in 
the practice than oneself: “unless we already have within ourselves the potentiality for moving 
towards and achieving the relevant theoretical and practical conclusions we shall be unable to 
learn. But we also need a teacher to enable us to actualize that potentiality, and we shall have to 
learn from that teacher and initially accept on the basis of his or her authority within the 
community of a craft precisely what intellectual and moral habits it is which we must cultivate 
and acquire if we are to become effective self-moved participants in such an enquiry. Hence there 
emerges a conception of rational teaching authority internal to the practice of the craft of moral 
enquiry…” in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, and Tradition 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 63.  
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need and the authority of Holy Church. In his kneeling, he echoes other well-known 

representations of humility and reception of grace: Mary and or Gabriel at the 

Annunciation in medieval art, a subject giving homage to their temporal authority, and so 

on.17 The request for grace accompanying this humble posture foreshadows the ending of 

the poem, when Conscience goes searching for Grace. Like Julian of Norwich, the Pearl-

poet, and following in the long tradition of manuals of confession, Langland believes in 

the grace of God and meekness of the person as inseparable parts of the same foundation 

of learning. And this is very important: the grace of revelation, Holy Church’s revelation 

of herself and her teaching, enables and catalyzes that initial recognition of the self as 

needy and inadequate—meekness. 

We can discover much about this scene of instruction and Langland’s 

understanding of the conditions of learning by comparing Will’s humble posture with his 

words. “How Y may saue my soule” is the first in a series of continually revised 

questions about salvation and the kind of life that leads to it that undergird the narrative 

and the learning process of Piers Plowman. However, Will’s question is perhaps ill-

formed, individualistic in a poem dedicated to considering communal transformation and 

reformation. The stress falls squarely upon the “Y,” I. Will is steeped in self-oriented 

practices. Though someone is baptized, the teaching may be good, and the authority real, 

                                                                                                                

17 See Mary Clemente Davlin, O.P., “Devotional Postures in Piers Plowman B, With an Appendix 
on Divine Postures,” The Chaucer Review 42.2 (2007): 161-179, for a consideration of kneeling 
alongside other postures in the poem, significant in their rejection of a “harsh asceticism” and 
reflective of a devotional life spent laboring for God. Pearsall notes that Will is on two knees, a 
more humbling and devotional posture than the one-knee kneel reserved for temporal lordship, 
I.76n. 
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and even the acknowledgment of need be authentic, beginning formation in the good life 

is profoundly difficult.   

Within this needy context, we must interpret Will’s request, that Holy Church 

“kenne” him “kyndly” to believe, something that he associates later in this passage with 

kynde knowyng, insisting that he does not possess it (I.137). This important and rather 

difficult concept, teeming with contradictions, appears throughout the rest of the poem 

and has been debated among Piers Plowman scholars.18 Kynde can mean natural, proper, 

or innate, as well as kind. Langland will obsessively play on kynde’s many meanings 

throughout the poem. What does it mean to naturally know Christ? The knowing aspect 

calls into question the relationship between nature and learning, between something 

acquired and something innate. And in both Wille and Holy Church’s usage, it becomes 

difficult to discern whether kynde knowyng as an intellective movement can be 

                                                                                                                

18 Various critics have argued for kynde knowyng as a vernacular translation of a scholastic 
faculty or other technical term, such as synderesis in Greta Hort, Piers Plowman and 
Contemporary Religious Thought (New York: Macmillan Co., 1938), or ratio naturalis, discussed 
helpfully by Harwood, who understands the phrase “kenne me kyndly on Crist to bileue” as a 
request for faith—“a sign of the reality of Christ the person”—and the controlling idea of the 
entire poem, Belief, 4-6. He identifies kynde knowyng with the scholastic notion of notitia 
intuitiva, 9-12. In my opinion, as far as identifying it concretely with a Latin term, Mary 
Clemente Davlin gives the most compelling account of kynde knowyng, in “Kynde Knowyng as a 
Major Theme in Piers Plowman B,” The Review of English Studies 22.85 (Feb. 1971): 1-19. She 
understands it in its proper use as sapientia, wisdom, and Will’s frequent misuse of the term as a 
version of scientia, a detached and theoretical knowledge belonging to himself, which he can 
accept or reject at will. Mary Carruthers also helpfully considers kynde in The Search for St. 
Truth: A Study of Meaning in Piers Plowman (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1973): 81-83. Hugh White has a chapter on kynde knowyng in Nature and Salvation in Piers 
Plowman (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1988), 41-60. 
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distinguished from a practice in the world.19 Wille, and behind him, Langland, are 

thinking through the learning of virtue, particularly faith. 

Holy Church will gloss this difficult term, using her teacherly authority to redirect 

Will towards an expanded vocabulary of learning to live in faith and charity, centered 

upon the paradoxical language of dependent power and submission of power. We see this 

in full form in her adoption of kynde knowyng: 

And for to knowe hit kyndly, hit comseth by myhte, 
And in the herte ther is the hed and the heye welle. 
For of kynde knowynge of herte ther comseth a myhte 
And that falleth to the fader that formed vs alle, 
Lokede on vs with loue, let his sone deye 
Mekeliche for oure mysdedes to amende vs alle, 
And yut wolde he hem no wo that wrouhte hym al that tene 
Bote mekeliche with mouth mercy he bysoughte 
To haue pitee on that peple that paynede hym to dethe. 
Here myhtow se ensaumples in himself one 
That he was myhtfull and meke, and mercy gan graunte 
To hem that hengen hym hye and his herte thorlede. (I.159-170) 
 

Holy Church begins with the basic fact that to know kyndely comes by might. In this first 

instance of myhte, the word refers to a power or capability, but more specifically, can 

mean virtue itself.20 In this reading, the first line of this passage, rather than referring to 

strength or power, glosses as the rising of kynde knowyng from virtue. The next myht 

belongs to the power of the Father. The two myhtes then emphasize the complete 
                                                                                                                

19 Davlin has articulated the concept at length: kynde knowyng is knowledge “inextricable from 
love and total commitment.” More specifically, “theory is expanded and fulfilled—not 
destroyed—through the revelation of divine love, and man achieves a knowledge which theory 
could never have given—a kynde knowyng.” This infused kind of knowing is simultaneously 
experiential and a gift: the shared kyndenesse of Christ, 7, 11.  
20 Middle English Dictionary, s.v., “myhte,” sense 3a., quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-
dictionary/. 
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intertwining of agency in formation and learning due to their different practitioners: the 

former being human virtue, educated and habituated desire and power belonging to the 

soul, and the latter being the incarnational and salvific might of God. It is not nearly so 

clear as that in the passage, however; the two myhtes slide together and represent the 

noncompeting agencies of God and human in seeking to live according to love. 

Most importantly, both myhtes are completely inextricable from the humility of 

the incarnation that follows them. For the power of God and the freed power of 

humankind is manifested in the deeply familiar image of the meek Christ on the cross.21 

In truly Augustinian fashion, this meek Christ is the fountainhead of virtuous practice, 

both semantically and structurally in this sequence. From the love of the creator 

Godhead, revealed in the person and crucifixion of Christ, flows the twin myhtes—one in 

the heart, one directly from the Father—that lead to kynde knowyng.22 Holy Church’s 

causal sequence continues. This description of the crucified Christ, dominated by the 

repetition of meekness, results in action that imitates that meekness, a self-giving directed 

towards the needy of the community. These demands of true charity in community are 

particularly directed towards the richest members of that community in a gloss of Paul’s 

letter to the Corinthians on the nature of active love: “Forthy Y rede yow riche, haueth 

reuthe vppon the pore; / Thow ye be myhty to mote, beth meke in youre werkes” (I.155-

                                                                                                                

21 See my previous chapters for more on the close and conventional association of the virtue of 
meekness with the person of Christ. 
22 Davlin makes a very similar point in her brilliant analysis in Game of Heuene, but prefers to 
use the language of gifts rather than habit, 40. Perhaps her focus on the B-text encourages this 
change as well—the C-text’s subtle increase in emphasis on the gap between teaching and 
practice encourages me to use the language of habit in this passage.  
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6). So we see that Holy Church consciously adopts Will’s preferred language of virtue, 

kynde knowyng, and turns it toward a Christological account of love—of the infused 

virtue of charity—dominated by the almost excessive repetition of forms of myhty and 

meke.  

This is similar to Holy Church’s earlier usage of kynde knowyng, wherein this 

knowyng also immediately manifests in action: to love the Lord dearest of all and die 

rather than do deadly sin. Holy Church’s words demonstrate that for Langland, in Christ 

is the blending of power and humility, and in Christ is the root of action and knowledge.23 

It is not just through meekness (and always alongside prior grace) that one is able to 

receive the gospel, but that Christ’s meekness specifically will issue forth in charitable, 

meek works in the community. Langland will stay true to this Christocentric and 

Augustinian theology throughout Piers Plowman.24 Meekness, so closely associated with 

Christ in medieval English literature, as we have seen in my previous chapters, remains 

an incarnational virtue in Langland, the characteristic virtue of Jesus Christ. 

Fascinatingly, though it is inextricable from the soul-searching, contrition-causing 

meekness of the penitential tradition, Holy Church’s formative meekness is notably 

outward looking and communally oriented, providing the foundation for an account of 

                                                                                                                

23 Davlin notes the syntactic ambiguity of Christ’s meekness and exemplarity in this passage, 
seeing a pun in “here myhtow se ensaumples in himself one”: in one reading, Christ is the object 
of knowledge, in another, its source, Game, 40-1. 
24 For a clear discussion of the extensive role of Langland’s Christology and Christocentrism, see 
chapter four of David Aers, Salvation and Sin: Augustine, Langland, and Fourteenth-Century 
Theology (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 83-131. 
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dependent formation that begins with Christ as the embodiment of the grace and love of 

God and ends with charitable love in community, done meekly, in the manner of Christ.  

 

“Hit is nat for loue”: Acquiring Meekness in Piers Plowman and the 
Pastoral Tradition 

I want to return to the scene on the half-acre, before the confrontation between Piers and 

the wandering laborers. In this passus, Langland draws familiarly on the vocabulary of 

meekness in the penitential tradition, importantly setting up the questions he pursues in 

the showdown between Piers, the laborers, and Hunger.  

We meet a group of would-be pilgrims, the folk who will become the laborers. 

Repentance has just preached a sermon and the repentant wish to seek and find Truth. But 

no one knows how to find Truth. Piers Plowman volunteers to direct these pilgrims to 

Truth, declaring that he knows Truth “as kyndely as a clerk doth his bokes” (VII.182). 

And just as Holy Church taught that to know kyndly came from the might and meekness 

of Christ, so Piers clarifies the nature of Truth, his master: “He is as louh [low] as a 

lombe and leel of his tonge” (VII.197). Lowness and the simile of the lamb are implicitly 

and deeply Christological, an echo of Holy Church’s teaching and a mark of his true 

knowledge. Piers, like Holy Church, is firmly grounded within the traditions and 

vocabulary of pastoral teaching. 

Piers begins telling these pilgrims the way to Truth, in a straight-forwardly 

didactic allegory on the pilgrimage of the human life, the most condensed account 

formation of virtue in Piers Plowman. Mary Carruthers notes that it is an “imago rerum, 
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an image of topics and subjects to come.”25 As such, it distills Piers Plowman as a whole 

and prepares Will for his life-pilgrimage, as well as the reader for the exceedingly 

complex processes of the allegory in the following passus. Piers begins the instructions: 

Ac ho-so wol wend ether Treuthe is, this is the way theder. 
 Ye mote go thorw Mekenesse, alle men and women, 
 Til ye come into Consience, yknowe of god sulue 
 That ye louye hym as lord leely aboue alle; 
 That is to sey sothly ye sholde rather deye 
 Thenne eny dedly synne do for drede or for preyere, 
 And thenne youre neyhebores nexst in none wyse apayre 
 Otherwyse then ye wolden they wrouhte yow alle tymes. (VII.205-212) 

 

As Piers tells it, meekness activates conscience, one that can consistently discern 

opportunities for loving God, avoiding sin, and loving your neighbor—the most 

important commandments according to Jesus. Those two open out into the rest of the Ten 

Commandments. Simultaneously, this beginning portrays penance. Meekness, so closely 

tied to contrition, leads into Conscience, which, as Schmidt points out, may allude to the 

examination of conscience before confession.26 

As a beginning to the sequence of Will’s spiritual journey, it is familiar. This 

sermonic speech, a description of the first steps to transformation to the likeness of 

Christ, articulates and echoes the broader tradition of meekness within the pastoral and 

                                                                                                                

25 Mary Carruthers critiques the simplicity of this allegory, judging it to reflect Will’s own 
inadequacy in judgment and understanding, in St. Truth, 63, but corrects her initial impression 
and praises the lucidity and situational necessity of this “picture-map” of a complex subject, 
comparing it to the picturae trope of medieval allegory in “Allegory Without the Teeth: Some 
Reflections on Figural Language in Piers Plowman,” Yearbook of Langland Studies 19 (Jan. 
2005), 43. Carruthers compares Langland’s strategy in this and other passages to Bernard’s 
sermons and cites Hugh of St. Victor’s comparison of pictura to praelectio, preparation for study. 
26 Schmidt, Piers Plowman, volume II.2, VII.206n. 
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penitential vernacular works. It is a straightforwardly medieval pastoral account of 

formation, wherein Piers takes the role of a parish priest or a didactic manual in dialogue 

with the erring soul. As in The Prick of Conscience, or The Book of Vices and Virtues, 

meekness is the first step in a much larger account of Christian perfection.  

The fact that Piers has just taught this folk the way to Truth in such a familiar 

way, representative of a vast and recognizable tradition, makes the interlude between 

Piers, Hunger, and the workers in the following passus all the more troubling to Piers. It 

also reveals problems within the tradition itself. To get it at this difficulty, we must 

briefly return to Piers’ words as he complains to Hunger: 

Hunger, ar thow wende,  
 Of beggars and biddares what best be to done? 

For Y woet wel, be thow went, worche thei wol ful ille. 
Meschef hit maketh they ben so meke nouthe 
And for defaute this folk folweth myn hestes. 
Hit is nat for loue, leue hit, thei labore thus faste 
But for fere of famyen, in fayth…(VIII.208-214) 

 
The question that Piers asks Hunger echoes, as Pearsall notes, an “acute contemporary 

preoccupation with the problem of beggars…The problem for a Christian community was 

in the conflict between economic realism and the clear exhortation of the gospels.”27 

These problems were made far more complex by the recent dearth of labor caused by the 

Black Death and the legislation, especially the Statute of Laborers, introduced to deal 

with the newly mobile population of laborers.28 This specific context sharpens the figural 

                                                                                                                

27 Pearsall, VIII.209n. 
28 Aers, Community, and Pearsall’s introduction in Piers Plowman are particularly helpful on 
these fronts of considering this passage.  
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dimensions of this passage and emphasizes that for Langland, these questions are 

inseparable from a consideration of how then one can teach true meekness while avoiding 

the trap of punitive forced meekness. The traditional and recognizable imagery, followed 

by the inability of the workers to be formed, and the inability of Piers to initially move 

beyond oppression within the midst of this language, indicates that the traditional 

pastoralia do not clarify these problems of beginning formation in these complex and 

difficult settings.  

I want to take a moment to return to meekness within the broad English pastoral 

tradition, because Piers’ words in Passus VII, like those of Holy Church in Passus I, 

participate in a particular tradition in accounts of formation. From Piers Plowman to The 

Prick of Conscience to the myriad manuscripts that were popular tools for preparing for 

penitential labor and the work of confession, all draw on a roughly common vocabulary 

of articulating meekness, despite differing dialects, structures, and source materials. 

Ayenbite of Inwit provides an account of how meekness waxes in the heart (though the 

dialect uses mildness as the word for the concept): first, a man “thinks” on whence he 

comes, knowing the vileness of his birth and begetting in sin, born into great “pouerte.” 

The grace of God works through this to help him perceive his “onconnynge / and that he 

ne can naght [he does not understand anything].” In confessing this lack of 

understanding, he can finally and paradoxically understand his sins and his “defautes.” 

He is full of sins, “idle” of all good. He realizes that he is worthy of hell and shall surely 

go there unless God’s grace helps him to escape it. The writer of Ayenbite concludes that 

with this final realization, this man is truly poor in spirit, connecting this to the first of the 
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Beatitudes.29 The Book of Vices and Virtues, like Ayenbite, a translation of the French 

Somme le Roi, details the seven degrees of meekness, in which defaute and pouerte are 

frequently used to describe both humankind’s sin and weak nature, though the line 

between poor in spirit and poor in actuality is nearly nonexistent.30 The fifteenth-century 

treatise, Jacob’s Well is also representative of this tradition, though it is from a slightly 

later date than Piers Plowman. The penitential work notes that when the “wose,” ooze, of 

Pride is removed from the pit of the heart, and one delves deeper, one first finds the 

“grounde of lownes & mekenes,” in which there is “a watyr-spring of grace, that is, loue-

dreed of god.” The first “foot in depth” of this digging into the ground is, in the author’s 

rephrasing of Bernard of Clairvaux’s famous definition of humilitas that we’ve already 

encountered in the chapter on Julian of Norwich, “mekenesse makyth a man to dyspise 

hym-self & knowe what he is.” The second foot is that “a man schulde fele his defawtys 

& his fylthe, how it byteth him in conscyens, and thanne he is fayne yerne to sekyn hym a 

confessoure to be clensyd & to castyn oute that fylthe.”31 Jacob’s Well here makes a 

careful distinction between simply knowing one’s defaults, and feeling the true filthiness 

of them in one’s conscience, leading into desire for confession. The first foot “in breadth” 

of meekness is to “loue thi god wyth herte and body,” an entry into the primary 

                                                                                                                

29 Ayenbite of Inwit, 130-1. 
30 Book of Vices and Virtues, 130-142. This also reflects the difficulty of the Matthew Beatitudes 
versus the Luke Beatitudes: in Matthew, it is “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for they shall inherit 
the kingdom of Heaven,” Matthew 5:3. In Luke, it is “Blessed are ye poor, for yours is the 
kingdom of God,” Luke 6:20. 
31 Jacob’s Well, 244. 
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commandments, just as in Piers.32 Jacob’s Well continues to describe directions in 

breadth and depth to create a full understanding of perfect meekness. 

Two things catch one’s attention in this brief comparative study of Piers’ pastoral 

teaching moment and those of this small sampling of manuals from some of the most 

prominent pastoral English traditions. The first is Langland’s lack of interest in the 

language of filth that most of these texts share when theorizing meekness (this is true 

whenever he uses meekness or lowness throughout Piers Plowman, not merely in this 

section). To me, this indicates a different way of understanding both meekness and the 

kynde of humanity. The second, relatedly, is the relatively consistent vocabulary, even 

within very different dialects, of the discourse of meekness. The same words pop up 

repeatedly throughout these considerations and definitions of meekness—most notably 

conscience, defaute and pouerte. Langland will take up these shared terms, often 

inheritance from Bernard of Clairvaux, in relation to meekness and the life of the virtues 

throughout his poem—particularly the relationship between meekness, and defaute.  

Returning with this vocabulary in mind to the half-acre in Passus VII, we discover 

its presence and the questions that it provokes. Piers’ words echo the manual tradition of 

meekness, with Langland using the vocabulary to cleverly draw attention to the difficulty 

in discerning virtue. Defaute, so often used to describe the sinful or weak condition of 

humankind in the penitential literature, recognition of which forms meekness, is here 

used in conjunction with meekness, but neither result in transformative change. Instead, 

                                                                                                                

32 Jacob’s Well, 245. 
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this defaute is conditions of starvation. The meekness of the starving laborers is not the 

meekness that gives birth to a formed Conscience. Though both meeknesses issue forth 

behavior that looks relatively similar—feeding each other—one is begat in and formed by 

fear, and the other in love, specifically the love of the enfleshed Christ who provides the 

ensaumple of true love in his humble incarnation, life, and death. Yet, Langland subtly 

nods toward the difficulty in even differentiating these two with Piers’ twice repeated pur 

charite, for charity’s sake, in Piers’ interaction with Hunger (VIII.169, 265). Piers is, as 

we have seen, very well-intentioned in his forcing of the “wasters.” He wants to feed 

everyone, and he equally wants everyone to have the formative working experience that 

shapes one into a person who fully inhabits the Christian community through his or her 

work and love.  

In this juxtaposition, Langland probes at the nature and origin of meekness itself 

in relation to charity, participating in broader theological conversations around the 

acquisition of virtue in the formation of the virtuous life, as well as the lived reality of 

meekness within the Christian community. Thomas Aquinas describes the problem that 

Langland underscores in the scene with Hunger.33  

As Isidore observes (Etym. X), a humble man is so called because he is, as it 
were, humo acclinis, i.e. inclined to the lowest place. This may happen in two 
ways. First, through an extrinsic principle, for instance when one is cast down by 
another, and thus humility is a punishment. Second, through an intrinsic principle: 
and this may be done sometimes well, for instance when a man, considering his 
own failings, assumes the lowest place according to his mode: thus Abraham said 

                                                                                                                

33 Aquinas is referring to humilitas, humility, which is my central concept. However, in modern 
English editions, there is a separate chapter on meekness, which is used to translate mansuetudo. 
The two are far more differentiated in Latin than in Middle English. 
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to the Lord (Gen. 18:27), I will speak to my Lord, whereas I am dust and ashes. In 
this way humility is a virtue. Sometimes, however, this may be ill-done, for 
instance when man, not understanding his honor, compares himself to senseless 
beasts and becomes like to them (Ps 48:13).34  

 
Here, Aquinas points towards the problem that someone can be humbled punitively, in 

contrast to most other virtues, because of the way in which the usage of the word is 

blurred between figurative and literal lowness. Just like Langland, Aquinas understands 

punitive humbling to be non-virtuous humility. Piers is “awreaked” upon the wasters 

when he calls upon Hunger—clearly making their humility a response out of a punitive 

act.  But as he discovers, to his deep disappointment in others and himself, there is no 

forcing of a meek labor of love.  

Both Thomas’ and Langland’s concerns bring up an interrelated issue: the 

acquisition of humility. Thomas does not class humility as an infused virtue like charity 

or faith. Humility falls under the category of temperance, a virtue that can be acquired 

through human practice alone (then, fulfilled through the infusion of grace). With 

acquired virtues, one can practice them even without the full intention of true virtue, and 

eventually this mimesis leads to the formation of real virtue as a craft, directed towards 

the telos of the person. Alasdair MacIntyre uses the example of a child learning to play 

chess with a more experienced adult: first the child is motivated to play the game well by 

a reward, perhaps candy or the praise of the adult, but eventually, as she learns how to 

                                                                                                                

34 ST II-II.161.1.a.1. 
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play with finesse and joy, the goods and skills particular to the game itself become the 

reason to play well.35  

A virtue so closely related to suffering—recognizing one’s sins and creaturely 

limits and acknowledging them—becomes far more complex in relation to mimesis and 

formation in the virtues. The natural question that this prompts is how to cultivate, 

practice, and be formed in true meekness. This question is very keen if meekness is 

indeed the foundation, in one particular sense, of the virtuous life. Practicing some kind 

of lowness is necessary for lowness of heart. Must one be physically low to be spiritually 

low? If the answer to that is yes, should one bring this poverty upon oneself? Would this 

extrinsic humbling result in the confessional self-knowledge that figures the true 

meekness that leads to a true confession? What indeed is the relationship between 

extrinsic defaute, acknowledgment of defaute as a creature, and the formation of the 

virtues? What kinds of defaute contribute towards a formed consience? In these 

questions, I gesture towards a broader question about the relationships between practice, 

suffering and the virtues that Langland is keenly interested in. The conversation between 

Hunger and Piers Plowman exposes a thorny problem at the root of virtue acquisition, 

one that Langland feels acutely.36  

                                                                                                                

35 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 188-9. 
36 Jennifer Herdt discusses the challenges and questions around mimesis and virtue formation at 
length in Putting on Virtue: The Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2008). 
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Langland’s pastorally inflected word choice and juxtaposition between the 

meekness that Piers directs the pilgrims toward and the meekness of which he is initially 

proud and then rejects generates a question about need itself. He is concerned with the 

language and thereby definitions of defaute at the center of debates over formation. 

Langland thus simultaneously explores the kinds of neediness that “deserve” charity, as 

many critics have pointed out in his obsession over distinguishing between good beggars 

and false ones, and the kinds of neediness that eventually flower forth in charity 

themselves, given their habitual recognition and confession.37 

 

Meekness and the Patient Poor: Patience’s Sermon on Charity 

In the C-text of Piers Plowman, these questions related to the initiation of virtue and the 

full forms of meekness are notably pursued in the conversations between Actyf, Patience, 

and Liberum Arbitrium. Langland explicitly connects the events of Passus VII to the 

conversation between Actyf, representative of the active life, closely tied to Piers himself, 

and Patience, the allegorized virtue and champion of patient poverty. In Passus XV, 

Actyf, the good worker, argues that no blessing will do any good unless pride is 

destroyed through “payn defaute” (XV.229)—notably the same conditions brought on by 

                                                                                                                

37 Thus, Langland moves beyond the medieval commonplace of the presence of the poor as 
opportunity for the salvation of the wealthy via almsgiving, to consider the relationships between 
varying kinds of defaute and the beginnings or deferral of virtue. As Kate Crassons lucidly 
articulates, in The Claims of Poverty: Literature, Culture, and Ideology in Early Modern England 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2010), “the poem insists upon treating poverty as a 
capacious subject, as it brings together legislative, Franciscan, antifraternal, and anticlerical 
thought; in addressing these discourses, the text also reveals their limits, for each confines its 
attention to need within a specific polemical object or narrow vision of sanctity,” 87. 
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Hunger in the earlier passus. Patience responds with a correction that Pride would still 

put himself forward though no plough was at work. Instead, Patience, a mendicant, 

argues that he offers the life that saves people from hunger. This interaction instigates 

Patience’s long sermon on patient poverty as a lifestyle conducive to living well, to 

dowel. In Passus XVI-II, Patience’s sermon is expanded upon and fulfilled by the 

allegorized faculty, Liberum Arbitrium.  

Critics often see this sequence of conversations in C.XV-XVII as initiating a new 

kind of understanding of the good life for Wille, one that culminates in his vision of the 

Tree of Charity and eventually leads to his encounter with the Good Samaritan.38 These 

conversations revolve around the question of the form of the good life, of charity on 

earth. They offer markedly different versions of meekness that reflect the problem in the 

half-acre and seek to answer those difficult questions on formation. Importantly, Patience 

is one of the most loquacious speakers on meekness itself.  

Passus XV-XVII has inspired conflicting interpretations around what, exactly, is 

the kind of good life that Patience upholds. Many studies now have explored the 

recognized Franciscan or neo-Franciscan values of Rechelesnesse and Patience.39 Both 

                                                                                                                

38 For example, Simpson in Introduction to Piers Plowman, 125. 
39 Laurence Clopper, in “Songes of Rechelesnesse”: Langland and the Franciscans (Ann Arbor, 
MI: The University of Michigan Press, 1997), argues that Langland himself was a reformer of 
Franciscanism, and likely a Franciscan himself, and that the poem contains Franciscan theology 
throughout. He sees Patience as defining “the fundamental—that is, both first and highest—
element of perfection when he equates patient poverty with the theological virtue, Charity,” 241. 
David Aers, Sanctifying Signs: Making Christian Tradition in Late Medieval England (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), contra Clopper, sees Langland as sympathetic 
to the original aims of St. Francis, though mounting a severe critique of the outcomes of 
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speakers hold mendicancy and voluntary poverty to be the perfected form of the Christian 

life on earth, truly reflecting the teachings of Christ. Readers such as Laurence Clopper, 

Traugott Lawler, and Ralph Hanna take Patience to be a correction of Rechelesnesse’s 

shortsighted abandonment of teaching and the sacraments, taking up his espousal of 

Patient Poverty and presenting it in its fullest and perfected form.40 In contrast, David 

Aers, Nicholas Watson, and Kate Crassons, in varying ways, take Patience’s account of 

patient poverty as the embodiment of charity to be nearly as flawed as Rechelesnesse’s 

understanding, only more subtle, and that within the figure of Patience Langland 

marshals a critique of Franciscan values.41 I focus on the coherence of Patience’s account 

of formation grounded in his extolling of patient poverty as the definition of charity.42  

As we shall see, Patience’s working description of meekness as a direct result of 

poverty both disconnects it from the other virtues and stops too short of the fuller 

                                                                                                                

  

Franciscan understandings of poverty and the virtuous life in this sequence through his dialectical 
presentation of Patience. 
40 See Traugott Lawler, The Penn Commentary on Piers Plowman, Volume Four C Passus 15-19, 
B Passus 13-17 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018). Ralph Hanna, 
“Langland’s Patience and Reading Piers Plowman,” in Notes and Queries 64.4 (Dec. 2017), 
makes no claims on Patience’s Franciscanism but argues that Langland’s Patience is fairly typical 
of the pastoral tradition of Patience, adhering to the readings of those like James Simpson, 
Introduction, who see the intervention of Patience as beginning a central development in Wille’s 
spiritual growth. 
41 See Crassons, Poverty, 87; Aers, Signs, 99-156. Nicholas Watson argues Patience as a 
“spiritual elitist,” against the overall tone of Piers Plowman and its “universalist mandate” in 
“Piers Plowman, Pastoral Theology, and Spiritual Perfectionism: Hawkyn’s Cloak and Patience’s 
Pater Noster,” YLS 21 (Jan. 2007): 84. For accounts of antifraternal writing and its relation to the 
poem, see Penn R. Szittya, The Antifraternal Tradition in Medieval Literature (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1986).  
42 Like Aers, I see Patience’s teachings as disconnected from the Christological account of charity 
given by teachers such as the Good Samaritan and Holy Church. 
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definition of meekness as a kind of confessional self-knowledge. This limited 

understanding of charity and meekness comes with the cost of the unity of the virtues, 

exclusively pushing one virtue as representative of the life of Christ, and has profound 

consequences for understanding virtuous communal life. I understand Patience’s focus on 

voluntary poverty as the main source of moral formation to be, in the phrase of Aers, 

“superseded but never forgotten”—part of the complex dialectic of the poem.43  

A word first on the figure of Patience and his name. How can we square an 

argument that argues for the limitations of this figure with Patience’s own name? 

Patience is a Christian virtue, the traditional remedy to the sin of wrath, closely 

associated with Christ. And we know, judging from the soon-to-appear figure, Liberum 

Arbitrium, a new addition in the C-text with a long and important list of names, as well as 

the many delightfully humorous names throughout Piers Plowman, that Langland takes 

naming very seriously. Langland could have named Patience “Willful Poverty,” as 

Guillaume Deguileville does in his allegorical Pilgrimage of the Life of Man, but he does 

not. Identifying Patience the speaker as Patience the virtue calls attention to broad 

understandings of the virtues themselves through their naming and conception, something 

Langland has already done in Piers Plowman with his famous pun on cardinal in the 

prologue, and something he will do in the final two passus with their bizarre versions of 

the cardinal virtues. Out of the many allegorized figures of the poem, virtues rarely 

appear as speakers, though are often the topics of conversation and sermons. This relative 

                                                                                                                

43 Aers, Signs, 99. 
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paucity of distinct speaking virtues is in contrast to the Seven Deadly Sins and the 

various other explicit representatives of sin that flit about the pages of Piers Plowman at 

length. Patience is the only virtue of those not connected to a Biblical figure explicitly—

Hope is a figure of Moses, Faith of Abraham, and the Good Samaritan is the main figure 

of Charity. The four daughters of God, Mercy, Righteousness, Truth, and Peace, appear 

together, and in this context function as aspects of God rather than human virtues. So 

Patience is actually the only stand-alone figure of virtue that Langland offers at length, 

making Patience—and by extension, Patience’s account of meekness and formation into 

the virtues—strangely isolated.44  

This isolation, I contend, is meaningful. Patience’s conception of a life that 

pleases God is simple and appealingly clear, because it postulates patience as one and the 

highest virtue, indistinct from charity. If you are humbled by starvation or conditions of 

lack, you will be rewarded—Patience contends that this is “puyr [pure] resoun.” But if 

one stops with Patience’s account of the good life, Patience represents an example of how 

one virtue cannot stand alone without the fuller accompaniment and practice of other 

virtues. In considering the relationship of the virtues to one another, we are again faced 

with the question of how to talk about the good life and how to conceive of its formation, 

in the question over the relationship of the virtues to each other. Certainly, the unity of 
                                                                                                                

44 Langland’s choice of the singular Patience is unusual even when compared to texts generically 
closer to it. In another allegorical pilgrimage, Guillaume Deguileville’s fourteenth-century French 
Le Pelerinage de la Vie Humaine, later translated into English by John Lydgate as The 
Pilgrimage of the Life of Man, a variety of virtues appear one after another, often paired and 
talking with one another. Patient (or Willful) Poverty herself appears after a string of other 
personified ladies, including Obedience, Abstinence, Chastity, and Prayer, in DeGuileville’s 
depiction of the religious life, 602-614.   
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the virtues—that perfect versions of the virtues, directed toward the human telos, could 

not exist without each other, for a perfectly temperate person must needs be a perfectly 

prudent person, etc.—was not a foregone conclusion in Langland’s time. Thomas 

Aquinas, following Aristotle, Cicero, Ambrose, Augustine, and Gregory the Great, taught 

a conception of the virtues as unified in their perfection.45 But the way in which these 

virtues are connected varies, and other influential theologians such as Alexander of Hales 

and Duns Scotus advocated for the possibility of certain single virtues, still real, 

appearing in varying degrees.46 But Langland does not even necessarily need to be 

entering into a scholastic question here. In the more lay-accessible and pastoral tradition 

of the virtues and vices, the virtues nearly always appear in the same section of texts, not 

completely on their own, in lists of remedies to the vices, or degrees or trees with limbs 

                                                                                                                

45 Thomas cites these theologians as his forebears in ST I-II.65.a.1, in his fullest consideration of 
the unity of the virtues. Aristotle connects the virtues under prudence’s auspices, Nicomachean 
Ethics 1144b21-1145a2. While this question may seem like a strange one—for everyone knows 
someone who seemingly has one virtue while lacking another, the friend who perhaps speaks out 
against injustice but has a drinking problem, or the family member who is terrified of everything 
personally but gives excellent advice, etc.—the form of perfect versus imperfect is what is 
generally at stake in these questions. But Aquinas notes that “moral virtue in its perfect state is a 
habit inclining one to do a good act well,” and when virtues are distinguished according to their 
general characteristics, as moderation to temperance, firmness to fortitude, and so on, he notes 
that obviously, “firmness is not commended as virtuous if it is without moderation or rectitude or 
discretion.”  
46 For a short and accessible discussion on the medieval debate on the connection of the virtues, 
see Rega Wood, Ockham on the Virtues (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 1997), 40-
59. For varying conceptions on the forms of the virtues in the late Middle Ages, with a focus on 
voluntarist theologians, see Bonnie Kent, Virtues of the Will: The Transformation of Ethics in the 
Late Thirteenth Century (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1995). 
Istvan P. Bejczy, The Cardinal Virtues in the Middle Ages: A Study in Moral Thought from the 
Fourth to the Fourteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2011), traces the rise and interrelations of the 
cardinal virtues across a broad range of medieval theologians. 
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denoting the variety of actions and dispositions considered virtuous.47 Though these were 

less clearly defined than their cousin, the catalog of vices readily conceptualized in the 

Seven Deadly Sins, nonetheless, they formed organic wholes in late medieval thought.48 

In interesting contrast, then, Langland’s Patience cuts a lonely figure.  

The consequences of this sequestration of Patience, indicated at first only in the 

figure’s solitariness, become clear once he is asked to define himself and his relation to 

charity.  When Actiua Vita asks Patience what perfect patience is, Patience replies,  

Meeknesse and mylde speche and men of o will,  
The which wil loue lat to oure lordes place  
And that is charite, chaumpion, chief of all vertues; 
And that is pore pacient, alle perelles to suffer. (XV.272-276) 

 
Patience’s words follow traditional and broad Augustinian understandings of the 

relationship between meekness and love: that humility and love work together towards 

perfection in the Christian life, living charitably. The closeness of meekness and patience 

here is also well-known.49 Patience frames perfect patience as a practice, as formation in 

                                                                                                                

47 The Book of Vices and Virtues and Ayenbite of Inwit, as translations of Somme le Roi, are 
examples of this tradition that use tree and branch imagery. Chaucer’s Parson’s Tale lists the 
virtues in response to the vices as remedies. Jacob’s Well uses them as gradations in the allegory 
of building a well in the soul.  
48 See Leonard Boyle, “The Fourth Lateran Council and Manuals of Popular Theology,” in The 
Popular Literature of Medieval England, ed. Thomas J. Heffernan (Knoxville, TN: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1985). Boyle notes that “from the 1280s onward the theme of ‘the extirpation of 
the vices’ gives way to that of the ‘fostering of the virtues,’ and the soul comes to be seen as 
something to be cultivated with virtues and not just to be kept clear of weeds,” 36.  
49 Ralph Hanna has pointed out the difficulty in distinguishing between virtues like patience, 
humility, meekness, forbearance, and mildness in the theological and penitential traditions. He 
notes that “as a result, authors tend to define, not a habitus, but situations in which patience may 
be exercised and the external forms of the patient man’s behavior. This form of definition, in 
which discussion is amplified through a series of illustrative anecdotes or static icons, accounts in 
part for the expansive and rather disorganized form of most patience discussions,” in “Some 
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the good life, as his active verbs (“lat,” lead) and logical transitions (and that, and that) 

indicate. He then smoothly and without caveat aligns charity with the patient poor—the 

“lordes place” is “charite” which is “pore pacient.” Patience’s words echo Paul’s first 

letter to the Corinthians, “love is patient.” But the rest of Paul’s famous description of 

love drops out.50 This is a quick and overly smooth alignment. Then, in response to 

Actyf, Patience argues that the patient poor please God more than reasonable and 

righteous rich people. As in a good sermon, Patience illustrates this causal sequence 

through a series of exempla. Patience means these exempla to illumine both his first 

statement by providing an account of the origins of meekness and thereby the value of 

suffering in patient poverty, and his second, by showing its reasonable and just claim to 

reward. Instead, these exempla unearth some of the shortcomings in Patience’s 

conception of formation into the good life via patient poverty.  

Patience teaches that the poor person, facing his lord, by law deserves 

“allouaunce” (XV.286). He argues that this illustration will show “by puyr resoun” how 

the poor immediately merit Heaven. Patience moves into the exemplum, 
                                                                                                                

  

Commonplaces of Late Medieval Patience. Discussions: An Introduction,” in The Triumph of 
Patience: Medieval and Renaissance Studies (Orlando, FL: University Presses of Florida, 1978), 
71—an interesting note given Langland’s Patience’s tendency towards slightly incoherent 
exempla. 
50 See also Aers, Signs, 126. Curtis Gruenler has a helpful chart on the importance and wide 
appearances of First Corinithians 13 throughout Piers Plowman, judging it to be a guiding 
scriptural passage to Langland. Compare Patience’s one reference to the speech of Liberum 
Arbitrium, throughout which references are scattered, 288-9. For Gruenler’s broader argument 
about 1 Cor. 13 and its significance for a doctrine of participation, see chapter 6, “Enigma and 
Participation,” in Piers Plowman and the Poetics of Enigma: Riddles, Rhetoric, and Theology 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2017). 
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Loo! briddes and bestes that no blisse ne knoweth 
And wilde wormes in wodes, thorw wyntres thow hem greuest 
And makest hem wel-neyh meke and mylde for defaute 
And aftur thow sendest hem somer that is here souereyne ioye 
And blisse to all that been, bothe to wilde and to tame.” 
Thenne may beggares, as bestes, aftur blisse aske 
That al here lyf haen lyued in languor and defaute. (XV.288-294) 

 
The parable is lively and colorful, with its birds and beasts and wild worms in the woods 

generating fantastic images for both Wille and the reader, and the play between suffering 

winter and joyful summer. Interestingly, in the extensive critical tradition of commenting 

upon Patience, I have found little critical engagement with this ensaumple. It is usually 

passed quickly by for Langland’s favored and oft-repeated Diues parable that 

immediately follows. But this is an important ensaumple for Patience, who will continue 

to use the metaphor of summer as divine reward, illustrating the natural and reasonable 

claims of poverty upon the mercy of God, throughout the rest of his sermonic teaching 

(XV.303, XVI.17-21). 

As Patience has already established with his definition of “parfit patience,” 

meekness is foundational in his elaboration of what it means to be patient. The parable 

illustrates a forced meekness that comes out of punitive conditions. God has “greuest” the 

animals through “wyntres,” which “maketh” them “meke and mylde.” As a result, they—

and the poor that they represent, as the parable makes clear—merit somur, divine reward, 

as M. Teresa Tavormina points out, associated with heaven in a long and authoritative 
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tradition.51 But curiously, the ensaumple uses the same language as that Patience 

originally critiqued Actyf for using (defaute), and returns us to the sticky state of Piers 

with his wasters. In order to be a virtue, and count towards the merit of good work, 

meekness would have to be directed towards God, rising out of love, a difference already 

memorably depicted in passus VII. There is no mention of love or charity in this passage. 

One might object to this argument with the reminder that other texts include 

exempla not far from this one, in the long virtues and vices tradition exemplified by the 

Summa virtutum de remediis anime and its multitude of cousins and descendants. This is 

similar to Ralph Hanna’s argument, objecting to Aers’ and Watson’s critical readings of 

Patience, which contends that Patience here is not exactly Franciscan or a spiritual elite, 

but rather a traditional depiction of patience and upholding of patient poverty.52 But when 

one compares this exemplum to other animal-centered exempla in the patience tradition, 

this one stands out in a subtle though particular way. There has been no growth, unlike 

the bear of Summa virtutum de remediis anime, wherein the bear as a stand-in for the 

                                                                                                                

51 M. Teresa Tavormina, “The Chilling of Charity: Eschatological Allusions and Revisions in 
Piers Plowman C.16-17,” Art and Context in Late Medieval English Narrative: Essays in Honor 
of Robert Worth Frank, Jr., ed. Robert R. Edwards (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1994), 51-77. 
52 Hanna, contra Aers and Nicholas Watson, contrasts Patience’s name to Rechelessnesse 
(Recklessness), a translation of the Latin negligencia, as an indicator that Patience, rather than 
being committed to and representative of the perfection of life as argued by Franciscan ideology, 
is simply a figure for commonly understood Patience as it appears in the pastoral tradition. Hanna 
has written of negligence as “that excess softness which inclines one not to suffer,” a sin 
frequently associated with bishops neglecting their duties through “a fear of the difficulties 
involved in prosecuting some worthwhile action,” 70-1. Patience is distinguished from 
negligencia by the concept of the “good cause”—suffering for God’s cause, rather than a 
secondary cause. 
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“truly patient man” “feeds and grows stout on blows.”53 Similar examples of animals 

growing in hardship as an illustration of patience appear throughout the patience 

tradition. For example, in the English Book of Vices and Virtues, “the fisches that in thes 

grete watres ful of stormes and of tribulacions lyuen euere-more wel and batheth hem and 

norischeth hem ther-ynne.”54 Patience’s suffering animals and humans becoming meek 

through suffering and defaute lacks the framework of formation indicated in these others 

texts by words like grow, nourish, or bathe. Patience’s teaching has, in this exemplum, 

divorced suffering from the attendant learning.  

This is not one poorly chosen example in an otherwise robust account of 

formation into the virtuous life. Patience’s retelling of the parable of Dives and Lazarus, 

told to further solidify the reasonable and just nature of his argument about patient 

poverty’s immediate merit, is analogously framed upon the premise that it’s only fair that 

those who live in “joy” in this life should suffer in the next, and vice versa: “Dyues in his 

deyntees lyuede and in douce vie / And now he buyth it bittere—he is a beggare of helle” 

(XV.299-300). This reading prioritizes Dives’ rich life at the cost of the original point in 

Luke 16:19, that the rich man is in hell not for his wealth but because he ignored the poor 

man outside his own gates.55 Similarly, in perhaps the most baffling and incoherent 

ensaumple, Patience preaches, “Angeles that in helle now ben hadden somtyme ioye” 

                                                                                                                

53 Summa de virtutibus, ed. Siegfried Wenzel (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1984), 
186.  
54 Vices and Virtues, 168. I have picked two of many animal exempla.  
55 For a more thorough focus on this telling of the parable, see Kate Crassons, The Claims of 
Poverty: Literature, Culture, and Ideology in Late Medieval England (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 21-23.   
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(XV.298).56 Embedded in his retelling of the rich man and Lazarus, the similitude aligns 

the wealth of the rich with the fallen angel’s bliss in heaven, and that now they are in hell. 

It is a startling omission of the consequences of disobedience—the angels could have 

stayed in their joy eternally but they rebelled. Many angels remain in heaven, presumably 

still enjoying the divine presence, and not because they had originally suffered, severely 

undercutting the logic of the ensaumple. Equally strange is the alignment of the beatific 

vision with earthly wealth, as if the angels were being punished for their time with God in 

heaven. Lastly in this sequence, “somur” seems to follow the rich and unaware of Will’s 

own day (XV.303), but they will be poor things in hell. Patience ends this series with the 

overall judgment that it would be a pity for someone to be created, only to live in misery 

here and hereafter, a point not without value.  

What this sequence of examples makes clear, regardless, is that Patience presents 

a tit for tat, material poverty for spiritual riches model that undermines the practices and 

decisions of the person, particularly among other people. Patience presents a version of 

learning to live virtuously that relies on penalty and reward exclusively at the cost of 

formation in community itself. Patience’s somur examples do not necessarily preclude 

the possibility of this extrinsic meekness developing into virtuous meekness, but they 

notably do not include it. The risk of this teaching is that humans living in poverty would 

merely survive, huddling down in the squalor and misery of the winter, for the reward of 

                                                                                                                

56 Even Traugott Lawler, generally a positive reader of Patience throughout his commentary who 
understands Patience’s moral vision as laudatory, concedes that this example isn’t very good, 
Penn Commentary, 102. 
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some kind of somur rather than seek Christ by growing like him in charity, which as we 

have seen, for Langland, is an absolutely essential piece of living well.57 This would not 

be kynde, congruent to the nature of humanity as the imago Dei.  

This short-circuiting of virtuous formation is twofold. Formation in the virtues is 

a process that would ideally result in an action once unnatural and forced becoming a 

habitual part of who the person is (their disposition) and how they naturally act. As 

Herbert McCabe, describing Aquinas’s conception of acquiring the virtues succinctly 

puts it, “Most virtues take quite a long time to acquire and in the earlier stages we may 

have mainly external motives for behaving well; we do not have the virtue until it has 

become ‘second nature’ so to do.”58 McCabe’s simple description can be applied to 

medieval conceptions of the virtuous life in general, not just the views of Aquinas. This 

opportunity to take on virtue never becomes available in the ensaumples of Patience.59  

Strikingly and relatedly, the need for others becomes blurred. In these exempla, 

patience is a solitary virtue, suffering alone and holding out for lawful reward. The 

impoverished meekness for which Patience advocates provides an inadequate framework 

                                                                                                                

57 And, as Aers points out, Langland is well-aware of and sympathetic towards the involuntary 
working poor, as we see in his depiction of the working poor in IX.70-97. In a rather horrifying 
passage on patience from Summa de virtutibus, one of the sources of Chaucer’s “Parson’s Tale,” 
we see that Patience’s expectation isn’t shared by everyone. The writer notes that “a person who 
suffers bodily pains is either to be damned or to be saved. If damned: in case he has suffered 
hardships in this life, he will better know how to bear pain which he is used to; but if he is to be 
saved, his comfort will be so much more pleasing to him after the suffering,” 186.  
58 Herbert McCabe, On Aquinas (London: Burns & Oates, 2008), 147. 
59 Crassons notes a similar phenomenon going on in Patience’s explanation of the resistance of 
the poor to sin in the following passus: “Patience’s all-encompassing praise of poverty carries 
with it some troubling omissions that obfuscate how the poor can pursue specific forms of virtue 
as acts of the will,” in The Claims of Poverty, 53.  
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for understanding dependency on others. There is no account of communal dependency, 

of giving and sharing life, in Patience’s definition of charity.60 Additionally, dependency 

is undermined by the obfuscation of any need for teaching. If low circumstances, borne 

without complaint, suffice for the reward of divine summer, then there is really no 

pressing need to learn from others in conditions of defaute. This understanding of the 

foundation of the virtuous life is limited to the individual alone, advocates for an 

inadvertently shallow model of communal care and love, and as a result, is stunted at the 

very beginning of formation. 

Patience does partially right himself in his discussions around divine reward and 

somur, transforming his discourse in the following passus into a fuller discussion upon 

the obligation of the rich to support the poor, and moving into stirring, prayerful hope for 

salvation (XVI.17-21). This prayer moves the teaching back into consideration of 

meekness as the essential beginning of the whole threefold penitential process. However, 

Patience’s earlier teaching on the inception and growth of meekness undermines these 

deeply significant and foundational lessons on penance. Patience prays and preaches, 

Riht so haue reuthe on thy renkes alle 
And amend vs of thy mercy and make vs alle meke, 
Lowe and lele and louynge and of herte pore. 
And send vs contricion to clanse with oure soules 
And confessioun to kulle all kyne synnes 
And satisfaccioun the whiche folfilleth the fader will of heuene; 
And these ben Dowel and Dobet and Dobest of alle. 
Cordis contricio cometh of sorwe of herte 
And oris confessio, that cometh of knowlechyng and shrifte of mouthe 

                                                                                                                

60 Aers has delineated Patience’s crucial ignoring of the necessity of Actyf and his earning of 
bread at length, Signs, 129. 
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And satisfaccion, that for soules paieth and for all synnes quyteth. 
  Cordis contricio, oris confessio, Operis satisfaccio: 

Thise thre withoute doute tholieth alle pouerte 
And lereth lewed and lered, hey and lowe to knowe 
Ho doth wel or bet or beste aboue alle… (XVI.22-34) 

 
This teaching on penance is an orthodox and straightforward expression of the 

importance of penance and how it unites love and law. Patience here follows the lessons 

of the manuals at large by beginning with the plea for mercy on all people, and the 

request for meekness and spiritual poverty. Patience emphasizes that all else is useless—

pilgrimages, prayers, and penances, if these do not defend us at Doomsday… all labor is 

lost “yf fals be the fondement” (XVI.22-34). This foundation is a contrite heart of a 

“meke” and “lowe” person. Patience’s teachings on penance certainly look like other 

teachings on it. He has even included the caveat of spiritual poverty (“of herte pore”) 

rather than insisting solely on material poverty. 

But when we remember Patience’s teachings on living well above, the fondement 

seems startlingly precarious. If we recall from the common definition of St. Bernard of 

Clairvaux, used by Chaucer and the composer of the Prick of Conscience, as well as 

throughout the penitential tradition, meekness is based on confessional self-knowledge. 

To quote Chaucer again, in his rephrasing of Bernard:  

…now shul ye understonde which is the remedie agayns the synne of Pride; and 
that is humylitee, or mekenesse./ That is a vertu thrugh which a man hath verray 
knowleche of himself, and holdeth of himself no pris ne deyntee, as in regard of 
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his desertes, considerynge ever his freletee. (475-476)61 

It is the component of self-knowledge particularly that identifies meekness as key to the 

penitential process, vital for proper confession and contrition as well as the foundation for 

transformed action. Patience’s teachings, so far, have entirely omitted the self-knowledge 

of meekness. The need itself alone does the trick of provoking sufficient meekness to 

produce the ability to confess with a reflexivity that can adequately consider all kinds of 

weakness. The way that Patience aligns charity and poverty in his sermon undermines 

cultivating this confessional self-knowledge and conflates it with sheer submission—and 

certainly submission is extraordinarily important, but the contrition of penance demands 

reflection. 

Taken together, Patience’s isolation in the text of Piers Plowman, as well as the 

undercooked nature of his definitions and exempla, we may see Langland continuing to 

formulate his understanding of living well and the conditions for formation. The 

definitions and exempla, building to Patience’s completely valid affirmation of penance, 

reveal the diminished nature of ideologies that praise poverty and inadvertently ignore 

other virtues. The consequences are the cost of the kind of practices necessary to confess 

with contrition and change dispositions toward sin. Patience stops too short. Though 

voluntary poverty can indeed begin some semblance to true meekness—after all, mimesis 

can eventually result in true virtue, practice creates habits that can become directed 

towards charity—it cannot do so devoid of teachers, divorced from communal practices 

                                                                                                                

61 Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Parson’s Tale,” in The Riverside Chaucer ed. Larry D. Benson, 3rd ed.,  
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), 287-327. 
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and understandings of love and dependence. This will all become clarified with Liberum 

Arbitrium’s answering sermon. I want to make clear that there is no doubt for Langland 

that Christ can—and does—work salvation even in these impoverished understandings of 

virtue and meekness.62 Langland’s Augustinian understanding of grace undergirds all 

these considerations.63 Here, however, we are dealing with learning itself, formation into 

the life of virtue. Patience’s alignment with teachers like Hunger and Need in his 

teachings on meekness as something forced inevitably through deprivation, like an 

equation entered into a calculator, reveals the aridity of his thought on moral 

transformation. Like Hunger, Patience creates and/or advocates for conditions of 

formation characterized by forceful humbling through scarcity—punitive or purposeful—

to the detriment and dismissal of the fuller practices of learning how to be good. For 

Langland, this humbling does not obviously then result in the humbleness closely 

identified with Christ that Holy Church so encourages.  

 

Charity is “a childische thyng”: The Fulfillment of Patience by Liberum 
Arbitrium 

This isolation of Patience, and the resulting underdeveloped nature of Patience’s 

conception of the good life and its formation, makes the entry and conversation of 

                                                                                                                

62 For example, the fascinating and ambiguous passage on Trajan in passus XII, as well as the 
ongoing debate over the salvation of pagans, who lack access to the revealed nature of God in 
Christ in passus XVII. 
63 For more on Langland’s Augustinianism, as opposed to readings of him as a semi-Pelagian 
thinker, see Denise Baker, “From Plowing to Penitence: Piers Plowman and Fourteenth-Century 
Theology,” Speculum 55.4 (Oct. 1980): 715-725; Baker, “Dialectic Form in Pearl and Piers 
Plowman,” Viator (Jan. 1984): 263-273; and Aers, Salvation and Sin. 
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Liberum Arbitrium as new instructor to Wille all the more significant and clarifying. 

While Patience’s preaching depicts some of the possibilities of default, he lacks a 

framework for considering the role of the community, teaching, and how suffering alone 

can result in the kinds of contrition and self-reflexivity necessary for penance and loving 

others. Patience, in other words, brings up some of the raw material of being formed in 

charity, but stops far too early, making his account incomplete. With the questions of 

self-knowledge and full virtue in mind, it is eminently fitting for the fulfillment of 

Patience to be undertaken by the figure of Liberum Arbitrium. A freed conscience and 

will together, he is “Cristes creature,” (XVI.166) and as Pearsall notes, “chiefly designed 

to present the life of Dowel as a more positive act of choice and a more positive doing of 

God’s will.”64 Liberum Arbitrium has an intimate relationship with the practice of virtue. 

As Donaldson reminds us, free means not only “unforced,” but “generous, charitable, 

loving.”65 It is the will freed in Christ to be obedient to God’s will, obedience in the 

fullest sense of eagerness to act in love.66 Thus, Liberum Arbitrium represents a right 

relation to divine authority, a will brought into alignment with its maker, informed by 

reason in its decision making and action. This is not to say that Liberum Arbitrium is 

infallible or the final word on the virtues and the church.67 But these definitions highlight 

                                                                                                                

64 Pearsall, XVI.158n. 
65 E. Talbot Donaldson, Piers Plowman: The C-text and its Poet (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1949), 193. 
66 Harwood, in Belief, considers at length the varying theological definitions of liberum arbitrium, 
pp. 104-106. 
67 Aers notes that “the poem’s Christocentric explorations of charity and Church certainly do not 
end with Liberum Arbitrium’s Wycliffite image of ecclesiastic reform in Passus XVII…His very 
authority as a Christian teacher is displayed in the way he leads Wille and us to figures of 
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Liberum Arbitrium’s experience-laden and authoritative teaching on formation, for this is 

a soul that has been formed in making decisions towards the good life.68  

Wille’s response to Liberum Arbitrium reveals the danger in isolating patience as 

a singular virtue, for it is devoid of true self-knowledge. Wille has remained alarmingly 

unself-reflexive after being taught by Patience. Impressed by the many names and 

functions of the allegorized faculty, Wille wishes aloud that “Y wolde Y knewe and 

couthe kyndeliche in my herte” “all the sciences vnder sonne and alle the sotil craftes” 

(XVI.209-210). Liberum Arbitrium responds with a seeming harshness: “Thenne artow 

inparfit…and oen of Pruydes knyhtes /…Hit were ayeyns kynde,” quod he, ‘and alle 

kyne resoun / That eny creature sholde conne al excepte Crist one’” (XVI.212-215). 

Commentators have interpreted Liberum Arbitrium’s words as rather harsh or extreme, 

given the light provocation. Pearsall, in his notes, comments that Liberum Arbitrium is 

“old-fashioned,” as he authoritatively rebukes Wille for his curiositas, because the idea of 

praising God by inquiring into Nature is present elsewhere by the fourteenth-century.69 

Here, however, the point is not inquiring into Nature to know God. This is another 
                                                                                                                

  

indubitably greater authority: the Samaritan Christ, Christ in the poet’s vitae Christi, Christ in the 
harrowing of Hell, Christ resurrected, the Holy Spirit and Piers as the divinely appointed mediator 
of the work of Christ in his Church,” Sanctifying Signs, 139. 
68 The change from the B-text’s Anima to the C-Text’s Liberum Arbitrium also emphasizes this. 
Langland, though still representing Liberum Arbitrium as the soul in the long passage of names in 
C.XVI.178-201, has narrowed his focus to emphasize Liberum Arbitrium’s freed nature in Christ 
and the practices of virtue post-grace.  
69 Pearsall, XVI.212n. Schmidt too is skeptical, referring to “the Dreamer’s (supposed) 
intellectual pride” and noting the moment as “a rebuke at odds with Will’s having been 
encouraged by Patience to ‘assay’ LA’s names (162) and perhaps reflecting imperfect revision at 
this point,” XVI.206n, 223n.  
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moment when we see that Wille does not know himself. Liberum Arbitrium’s severe 

comment that it is against kynde to know these things highlights that Wille does not 

possess the true self-knowledge necessary for the acquisition of the virtues. Rather, Wille 

is interested in the acquisition of sheer knowledge beyond his needy status as a 

“creature.” Wille’s possession of both pride and “coueytyse” in this moment, according 

to Liberum Arbitrium, subtly reminds the reader of the inadequacy of the doctrines of 

voluntary poverty as a cure-all for sins. Wille’s sin here is not provoked by wealth nor 

prevented by poverty. Instead, it stems from a fundamental forgetfulness of his kynde, his 

condition and limitations as a creature. This forgetfulness is particularly ironic coming 

after Patience’s enthusiastic advocacy for voluntary poverty, because, as Patience 

teaches, poverty is meant to reveal one’s utter need, which should then foster meekness 

and result in contrition for one’s sins.  

What is fitting for a human to do, according to Liberum Arbitrium? Working out 

knowledge in the form of good action: “‘Beatus,’ saith seynt Bernard, ‘qui scripturas 

legit / et verba vertit in opera emforth his power’”—with the sudden switch to English 

emphasizing “emforth [according to] his power”—and again we are in the mode of 

discerning kynde and limitation, true meekness (XVI.222-3). As Schmidt points out in his 

commentary, Bernard archetypally represents spiritual humility.70 The double invocation 

of his words here (this quote is the second from him in this short sequence) recall the 

                                                                                                                

70 Schmidt, XVI.223n. 
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entire familiar tradition of considering humility as self-knowledge, already posing an 

implicit correction to Patience’s flattened teaching of meekness. 

Liberum Arbitrium turns from this indictment of Wille to an indictment of the 

friars and then, parish priests and their poor teaching. This transition may seem abrupt, 

but it too continues to reform Patience’s teachings. Bad—corrupt, wicked, or distracted—

teachers, and their effect on the community, are an obsession of Langland’s that he has 

been pursuing throughout the text. As an “ensaumple” of the results of bad teaching, 

Liberum Arbitrium picks up on some of the language of Patience himself. He describes a 

tree “in somur tyme” (XVI.248), detailing how some boughs bear leaves and some bear 

none in an reworked echo of Matthew 24:32.71 Those that possess leaves are green and 

lush, and the ones that do not are diseased at their core. The rot at the core of the branch 

consists of the bad teachers and preachers of the church itself, who live unholy, dishonest 

lives and practice hypocrisy. The lack of fruitfulness, exemplified in the bareness of the 

branch, represents the malformed lives of the people. In contrast, the fruitful branch’s 

core is lush and rich, inspiring the green leaves of well-formed, holy, honest living in the 

people. Liberum Arbitrium then argues that “so persones and prestes and prechours of 

holy churche / Is the rote of rihte fayth to reule the peple” (XVI.252-3) and, vice versa, 

those who teach and do not practice are the whited sepulchers of Matthew 23:27. Besides 

functioning as a complaint about bad teaching, this is a parable about the development 

                                                                                                                

71 See Tavormina, “Chilling of Charity,” for a full consideration of the eschatological themes in 
Liberum Arbitrium’s teaching throughout this passage, and its relationship to Jesus’s “Little 
Apocalypse” sermon in especially Matthew, but also Mark and Luke. 



  

  190  

and sustainment of the virtuous life within community, and the place of teachers within 

that practice. 

This tree image evokes several others, most notably the later Tree of Charity in 

passus XVIII and the prominent tree of vices and virtues ubiquitous in late medieval 

penitential literature, bringing to mind the connections in the virtues as well as 

community.72 Liberum Arbitrium’s precise identification of the tree in “somur tyme” is a 

distinctive addition to the common tree image, echoing Matthew 24:32. It recalls 

Patience’s extended ensaumple of the wild birds and beasts in the seasons, which 

repeatedly uses summer as a metaphor for inevitable divine reward after meek suffering 

in poverty. Instead of the inevitable divine reward by “puyr resoun,” the tree reveals its 

health and haleness—or lack thereof—in the summer, reminding Will that summer also 

lays bare the works or problematic absence of good works for which Patience’s account 

left no room. This subtle nod towards one of the controlling metaphors of Patience’s 

sermon refines the allegorized virtue’s understanding of formation.  

First, this sequence, in its obvious emphasis of the problem of teaching in the 

fourteenth-century church, gestures towards the absence of good teaching in Patience’s 

extolling of patient poverty. Throughout Patience’s speech, there is a lacuna where 

faithful instruction in how to patiently bear poverty should be. The concept comes into 

being fully fledged. When Actyf “all al angryliche and arguinge as hit were” asks what 

                                                                                                                

72 Lawler sees this as a “kind of rehearsal for the richer, more poetically intense account of the 
Tree of Charity in our hearts in passus XVII,” Penn Commentary, 168. See also Simpson, 
Introduction, 153-165.  
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poverty is, Patience replies with a fully orthodox description, but here and elsewhere he 

lacks an account of how patience is formed in the person other than by poverty itself. As I 

have argued above, Patience’s teachings on poverty and meekness make extended 

teaching entirely unnecessary. Liberum Arbitrium’s tree refocuses and revisits the 

language of summer. In this version, summer is not blindly equivalent to heaven, but 

reminds Wille and the reader that the end of life’s struggles is also a step closer to 

Doomsday. Though God is merciful toward the poor, especially the involuntary poor, 

voluntary poverty itself is no substitute for good acts, the full leaves of summertime. 

These leaves bud in the context of valid teaching and guidance as well as the times of 

suffering of winter and rewards of warm weather. Patience itself, a virtue that contributes 

towards the holiness that Liberum Arbitrium describes, does not and cannot, in its 

perfected form, appear out of context. It requires nurturing, modeling, examples through 

teaching and action. So, relatedly, Liberum Arbitrium’s new adaptation of the summer 

season lays emphasis on the false independence of the virtuous life that Patience’s 

isolation of patient poverty inadvertently espouses. In Liberum Arbitrium’s reworking, 

summer becomes a precursor and aid to judgment, exposing both the fruit and barrenness 

of the works and teachings of both teachers and the victims of their instruction. Liberum 

Arbitrium draws attention to the interconnected and dependent nature of the church in 

community.  

Liberum Arbitrium’s redefining of charity further clarifies and develops the theme 

of dependence in the formation of people in the Christian community. Wille had earlier 

asked what charity was, and Patience had responded, as we remember, that meekness 



  

  192  

leads humankind to love, which is charity, chief of the virtues, “pore pacient, alle perels 

to suffre.” Wille initially asks Liberum Arbitrium where charity is to be found—

presumably with this definition of Patience’s in mind, for he says he has not seen it in the 

friars, champions of voluntary poverty, supposedly representatives of the “pore pacient” 

that Patience uses to define charity. Liberum Arbitrium, rather than locating its 

whereabouts, redefines charity itself in a lovely and lyrical passage that I quote at length: 

‘Charite is a childische thyng, as holy churche witnesseth, 
 Nisi efficiamini sicut paruuli, etc. 
As proud of a peny as of a pounde of golde 
And as glad of a goune of a gray russet 
As of a cote of cammaca or clene scarlet.  
He is glad with alle glade as gurles that lawhen alle 
And sory when he seth men sory—as thow seest childerne 
Lawhe ther men lawheth and loure ther othere louren. 
And when a man swereth “forsoth” for sooth he hit troweth; 
Weneth he that no wyhte wolde lye and swerie 
Ne that eny gome wolde gyle othere ne greue 
For drede of god that so goed is and thus-gates vs techeth: 
 Quodcumque vultis vt faciant vobis homines, facite eis. (XVI.298-309) 
 

Liberum Arbitrium’s newly minted definition of charity does not contradict Patience’s 

definition, but informs and fulfills it. Both figures use an example of a human to embody 

the virtue, but rather than the patient poor, he chooses a child.73 Like the patient poor, 

Liberum Arbitrium’s child puts no stock in goods, which he acknowledges as important. 

But it is not this distinction alone that makes him the embodiment of charity. Notably, he 

does not shun the coat of scarlet, or even differentiate it from the worn russet at all. The 

                                                                                                                

73 For a consideration of Langland’s use of childhood throughout Piers Plowman, see M. Teresa 
Tavormina, Kindly Similitude: Marriage and Family in Piers Plowman (D.S. Brewer: Cambridge, 
1995), especially 168-175. Tavormina considers Langland’s depiction of the disciplining of 
children as particular manifestations of familial and divine love. 
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child is simply not distracted by goods, reflecting that it is not the goods themselves that 

rend charity, but improper use of them, which can be known and fully embraced only in 

the context of the unified virtuous life.  

Liberium Arbitrium immediately moves forward from this point into the 

responses of Charity the child among other people. In these words, we are met with the 

familiar image of dependence and trust that we already met in Julian—the child. In both, 

he draws upon meekness implicitly. Children, as I have argued elsewhere, were 

understood as an exemplar of meekness in scriptural and penitential traditions of 

writing.74 The scriptural precedent that Liberum Arbitrium cites Christ’s teaching that 

one must become meek like a child to enter the kingdom of heaven. Liberum Arbitrium’s 

childish thing, like Julian’s child, is an exemplar of humble dependence and trust—

reminiscent of such penitential children of meekness such as that in Ayenbite of Inwit, 

wherein the meek man is like the little child, whose true devotion to God is revealed in 

his simple belief of everything that God says.75 Liberum Arbitrium’s child is, too, defined 

by his willingness to believe others and fully share their feelings. Like the voluntary poor 

that Patience preaches, this child is dependent on others for its material needs. In LA’s 

words, we meet a different kind of dependence, one that fully belongs to the child qua 

child. Children are simply dependent. It is their kynde, they have no choice but to rely on 

others for judgment, community, and protection. Laughing when others laugh, crying 

                                                                                                                

74 See my chapter two. Liberum Arbitrium himself is referring to Matthew 18:1-4. 
75 From Ayenbite of Inwit, “He him worssipeth uerst / ine thet he him lefth simpleliche of al thet 
he zayth. Ase deth the litel child his mayster,” 134. 
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when others cry, believing the words of those around him—Liberum Arbitrium’s 

“childische thyng,” charity, is unabashedly defined by his strikingly un-judgmental and 

participatory communal relationships.  

Langland uses this figure of a child in a much more limited sense than Julian 

does—like the great contemplative, he uses the image to sketch formation, but then 

quickly moves beyond it. For from this description of the child in community, he moves 

into a description of works by Charity the “childische” figure that are decidedly un-

childish, in our modern sense of childishness. In doing so, Liberum Arbitrium moves 

beyond meekness to develop a pattern of virtuous action. Charity does the work of many 

different estates: he knows the Pater Noster and can “purtraye” and “peynten” it well, he 

goes on pilgrimage, to where poor people and prisons are, and “paye[s]” for their food, 

clothes and comforts the needy, and preaches Christ, who suffered “in ensaumple of vs 

alle / That pouerte and penaunce pacientlyche ytake / Worth moche meryte to that man 

that hit may soffre” (XVI.327-9). After these actions, the child grows into a youth, and 

eagerly seeks to wash himself of his sins, with contrition, confession, and penance, and 

this sequence ends with the penitential psalm: Cor contritum et humiliatum, deus, non 

despicies (XVI.336a). In this description of works, Charity inhabits the actions of both an 

active and a contemplative life, describing the works of a monk at one moment—

illuminating a manuscript—and the works of someone in the world the next. The 

structure of the passage is such that the actions, detailed for about eight lines, draw us 

into the central ensaumple of Christ then opens back out into a description of contrition, 

confession, and penance, about seven lines. Like the hub of a wheel, out of which the 
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spokes rise on all sides, Christ is at the center of both outward and inward labor, unifying 

the practices of the charitable life. Liberum Arbitrium, like Holy Church, places the meek 

Christ at the center of the practice of charity as well as the practice of penance and 

penitential self-knowledge. Patience and poverty themselves noticeably and prominently 

appear again in the midst of this reference to Christ (XV.328), affirming their necessity. 

Patience here is embedded in a communal account of the charitable life, Christocentric 

and inextricable from the other acts of virtue, a feature within formation rather than a 

complete characterization of it.76  

From this moment, Liberum Arbitrium, following the questions of Wille, enters 

into an extensive list of, one might say, fully grown models of charity—saints with 

widely varying lives and practices, such as Edward the Confessor, Giles the hermit of 

Provence, the Desert Fathers, Mary Magdalene, Mary of Egypt, Peter, and Francis of 

Assisi. These are in the service of, as Derek Pearsall notes, an argument for clerical 

reform.77  But they follow Wille’s questions of who knows charity and the ways that they 

lead their lives. The colorful variation of the lives of these saints—from kings to hermits, 

men and women, even a friar thrown in—demonstrates the capacious possibilities of the 

life on its way to being full-formed by charity. 

                                                                                                                

76 Lawler fails to notice any difference between this version of patience and the previous, noting 
that in this passage “Charity is patience and patience is charity,” 186, following Patience’s 
sermon. But to align them without reference overlooks the work Liberum Arbitrium does to 
connect patience to the other virtues and create an account of spiritual learning in community. 
77 Pearsall, XVI.348n.  
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In the citation of Cor contritum et humiliatum, deus, non despicies, we are 

brought back to when Conscience comforts Will, Clergie, and Scripture with Contrition’s 

cooking at the Feast of Patience. The sequence between Patience, Will, and Liberum 

Arbitrium in Passus XV-XVI with its exempla portray versions and distortions of the 

virtuous life embedded within or isolated from the community of the church. Each offers 

a model of formation towards cultivating a cor contritum et humiliatum with which to 

please God and contritely practice penance. Patience’s account of the formation and 

constitution of a humble heart is insufficient to stimulate true contrition. Liberum 

Arbitrium’s words lead us to the humble and contrite heart only after practices within 

community, while inclusive of the significance of the patience and poverty. By 

dialectically pairing these two speakers, Langland works to find answers to the problems 

of enforced meekness and its distance from true contrition and virtuous action that he first 

approached in the half-acre, as well as develop a working conception of meekness’s place 

in formation. 

 

The Challenge of Need  

In the last passus of Piers Plowman, Wille, awaking hungry and poor, does not know 

“where to ete ne at what place” (XXII.3). Coming after the eucharistically inflected 

founding of the church, this is a question of material and spiritual hunger. Wille is not 

only hungry, he is “heuy-chered,” heavy cheered, and “eyling [ailing] in herte” (XXII.2). 

Wille is acknowledging neediness, both spiritual and physical. In this moment, Wille is 

naturally confronted by Nede, an ambiguous representation of human neediness. Nede is 



  

  197  

the final teacher of the poem who justifies his authority with a protest of his necessity in 

the foundation of meekness, and thereby contrition. This conversation between Nede and 

Wille is deliberately vague and jarring, just as it is jarring to re-enter the enfleshed body 

full of needs after the jubilant recreation of the gospels and Acts.  There can be no 

supersession of the bodily before death, because there can never be supersession of the 

incarnate God. Langland uses the figure of Nede to remind his readers that flesh in all its 

weakness always comes back into learning to live well, even after the most stirring 

revelations. Nede implicitly poses a question to Wille and the reader: what will you do in 

response to your own neediness? This question takes upon ecclesial and communal 

valence as well as the obvious individual meaning. 

This tension of Nede is generated both by his allegorical figuration of the state of 

neediness as well his place sandwiched between the previous passus, between 

considering the state of virtues in the world, and the calamitous collapse of the sacrament 

of penance. In order to understand Langland’s figuration of Nede, we must backtrack and 

return to Passus XXI. In the founding of the church, Grace gives a series of gifts. Some of 

these, given to Piers, are “graynes,” the seeds of cardinal virtues, to “sewe” in “mannes 

soule” (XXI.274-5). Langland provides a twofold set of definitions for these, one grand-

scale and one embroiled in the minutiae of daily life. For example, Spiritus prudencie 

gives the sense to foresee the ends of one’s deeds and thus to “deuyse” them well, but 

also teaches humans to buy a long-handled ladle so that they do not burn themselves or 

lose the fat on top of the dish (XXI.276-280). Though these smaller examples are 

incomplete as perfected virtues, they reveal the wide range of good action—available to 
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all from the peasant’s wife to the lord of the manor, covering action from the day’s most 

minute concerns to moral matters of life and death. As seeds, Sheryl Overmyer reminds, 

they are a traditional image of virtue cultivation and reflective of their incomplete nature 

in some of these examples.78 There is room for these smaller examples to grow into more 

complete ones. Piers sows these virtues and harrows the deadly sins, “with olde lawe and 

newe lawe that loue myhte wexe, / Among thise foure vertues and vices distruye” 

(XXI.310-311). All who are able, that “conneth kynde wit,” must work and cultivate 

“aftur here techynge” these cardinal virtues (XXI.315-316). Grace and Piers leave space 

for all kinds of understandings of virtuous action aimed toward communal and Christ-like 

love, from the smallest to the biggest, within the teaching of the church.  

But once Piers is to the plough, disappearing into the world to share the gospel, 

Pride spots the fledgling church and gathers a great host of enemies. Pride is the great sin 

that corrupts all virtues into vices, and of which humility is the remedy. At these first 

assaults, Grace seemingly disappears from the poem, and Conscience, taking advice from 

Kynde Wit, commands all to gather into the barn and defend it. In the midst of this chaos, 

Conscience offers the Eucharist, but cautions the people that they must make restitution 

for their sins before they can consume the body of Christ.  

The people do not want to take responsibility for their moral debts. Langland then 

presents an extraordinary sequence of various folk justifying their actions under a 

                                                                                                                

78 102-105. Overmyer understands these limitations to reflect sin as well. See Sheryl Overmyer, 
Two Guides for the Journey: Thomas Aquinas and William Langland on the Virtues (Eugene, 
OR: Cascade Books, 2016) for a sustained consideration of the virtues in Piers Plowman. 
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semblance of virtue, relating it to who they are and what they do, their kynde. An 

unlearned parish priest notes that the commons do not take the counsel of Conscience 

into account, and consider spiritus prudencie, in contrast to the definition above, to be the 

work of devising stratagems to hide their sin, misrepresenting their sin as “clene lyuynge” 

and “connyng” (XXI.458). Similarly, a king justifies his taking whatever he wants from 

others because he is, by kynde, the head of the people and the judge—therefore his taking 

becomes spiritus iusticie. Conscience uneasily acknowledges the king’s statement, 

reflecting even Conscience’s deep confusion over the relationship between kynde and 

virtue.  

This sequence of sin is an inversion of Liberum Arbitrium’s capacious list of 

charitable lives. It is a list of the self-deception that every estate can practice, self-

deception even approved by Conscience. As Langland will reveal with Nede, this 

sequence pointedly focuses on the problem of self-knowledge in the midst of need, in the 

face of their human kynde. The king, the brewer, the commons, the lord, and the reeve in 

the example of corrupted fortitude, all share a pride that rejects confessional self-

knowledge. Refusing to take a closer look at their nature as needy creatures in 

community, they act only according to their own base desires, justifying it according to 

kynde and claiming their actions brazenly in a deformed self-knowledge; in reality they 

disclose their rejection of their shared kynde with Christ and their fellow Christians.79 

                                                                                                                

79 See Aers, Beyond Reformation, 64-5. 
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David Aers understands Langland to here be using the technique of paradiastole, the 

reframing of a vice as a virtue. In this, Aers shows,  

Langland is exploring how neither the meaning of vices and virtues nor the 
central concepts of Christian theology will be independent of specific social 
formations and the practices they elicit and normalize. Indeed, in the long run 
such independence would lead to the unintelligibility of inherited moral discourse. 
This dialectic, between ethical concepts and social practices, is one which 
preoccupies Langland throughout Piers Plowman.80 

 
It is in this context, of considering the complicated status of true virtue and corrupted 

virtue, that Langland does not present the example of corrupted spiritus temperancie with 

these other sad imitations of cardinal virtue. Instead, he puts the presentation of 

temperance into the mouth of Nede in the following passus.  

Unsurprisingly—this is Piers Plowman, after all—Nede’s teaching and person 

inspire broad debate. The readings on this passage vary, from Jill Mann’s defense of 

Nede as a “natural principle” governing the universe, to a return to a critique of 

mendicancy and the moral status of the friars, to Langland’s recognition of the 

slipperiness of true need.81 Margaret Kim understands Nede to be an advocate for the 

                                                                                                                

80 As Aers argues, for the brewer, “The will to silence Conscience…figures a will moving toward 
a fixed aversion from love of God and neighbor. This movement is encapsulated in the brewer’s 
claim that his nature (“my kynde”) is to pursue profits quite independently of the virtues and the 
quest for holiness (XXI.396-402). Langland is showing how practices normalized in the 
occupations of his culture can create a second nature that transforms one’s “kynde,” transforms a 
nature created in the image of God (XVIII.1-7),” Beyond Reformation?, 75. 
81 Jill Mann, “The Nature of Need Revisited,” Yearbook of Langland Studies 18 (2004): 13. Mann 
sees the “disciplinary, policing role” of need developed throughout the whole poem and argues 
that it is “the ius necessitas that justifies the Redemption,” 27, placing herself firmly in a “pro-
Need” camp. Kate Crassons, Poverty, sees Need as a further exemplar of the difficulty of 
recognizing true need and its contradictory nature in a helpful reading that ties Need with the 
figure of Hunger.  
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poor, a champion encouraging them to speak up.82 Robert Adams sees Nede, the 

personification of “an ethically neutral condition,” as a precursor to Antichrist, something 

always “dangerous” by necessity, since it prompts amoral action and is impossible to 

judge objectively.83  

In this chapter, I pursue Nede because once again, Nede justifies himself with a 

particular model of formation that he argues will produce meekness. In the penitential 

tradition, meekness comes from a confessional recognition and acknowledgment of need, 

in the forms of sin and weakness, making it directly opposed to the examples of self-

deception above. And meekness is commonly, by medieval theologians including 

Thomas Aquinas, placed under the cardinal virtue of temperance.84 Nede champions 

temperance as the most important virtue. He eventually will clarify that he himself, Nede, 

causes meekness, echoing Patience. Why return to this question, one that Langland has 

already clarified with Liberum Arbitrium’s fulfillment of Patience? How can we 

understand Nede’s temperance, given the validity, in some form, of his argument, and 

certainly the ambiguity, at the very least? In the vein of Aers, what is Nede’s role in 

Langland’s complex dialectic and examination of the relationship between ethical 

concept and social practice? 

                                                                                                                

82 Margaret Kim, “Hunger, Need, and the Politics of Poverty in Piers Plowman,” Yearbook of 
Langland Studies 16 (Jan. 2002): 131-168. For a related study of poverty, see Anne M. Scott, 
“Nevere noon so nedy ne poverer deide”: Piers Plowman and the Value of Poverty,” Yearbook of 
Langland Studies 15 (2001): 141-166. 
83 Robert Adams, “The Nature of Need in Piers Plowman XX,” Traditio 34 (1978): 289 fn 30. 
84 ST II.II.161.4. 
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Significantly, Nede begins his teaching with a question, the direct form of which 

demands both Wille and reader to consider their answers. Need queries,  

Couthest thow nat excuse the, as dede the kyng and othere,  
That thow toke to lyue by, to clothes and to sustinaunce, 
Was bi techyng and by tellyng of spiritus temperancie 
And that thow nome no more then nede the tauhte? (XXII.6-9) 
 

Given that this passage comes in the light of intense debate over the status of the virtues 

and the threat of pride, especially in regards to contrition and confession, Nede’s 

challenge to Wille is how one should respond to need in oneself. It is a question that 

should provoke self-reflexivity. Nede’s question, couthest thow nat excuse the…?, must 

be considered twofold, both literally and figurally, because it is a potentially valid 

question about the kinds of action right to take in response to one’s neediness. On the 

literal level, which could be rephrased as “Couldn’t you excuse yourself that you took 

only what you needed to live, no more than what need directed you towards?” In this 

justification, Nede follows such legitimate authorities as canon law and Thomas Aquinas, 

who affirm the rightness of theft when one is on the brink of starvation or death from 

exposure.85 Margaret Kim has read Nede as a political figure giving agency to the poor to 

speak on their needs.86 Wille must weigh his need and decide what kinds of action to 

take. Is he at the point where theft does transform into a nonmoral action, an action seen 

in terms of survival rather than virtue or vice? Fascinatingly, the poem does not answer 

this question. We do not see Wille take or refuse to take—this is not where the moral 

                                                                                                                

85 Jill Mann explores this tradition at length in “Need,” 12-14 especially, but considered 
throughout. 
86 Kim, “Hunger, Need,” 159-166. 
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valence necessarily lies, for we know, as does Langland, that these actions can be 

legitimately justified in the manner of Aquinas. This possibility is left open. Instead, 

Wille falls asleep and sees the vision of Antichrist. 

However, the literal level of this question may be compromised by the presence of 

the paradiastolic vices represented by the figures of “the kyng and othere” of the previous 

passus. Like these figures, Wille is making the decisions and actions that living in the 

world requires, gifted and burdened with the needs that his kynde offer. Each of these 

people are faced with the decisions asked of them by virtue of their previous actions, their 

own needs, and their role in the community, and each responds by justifying his own 

actions as appropriate and even more specifically virtuous, in this justification displaying 

a willful self-deception, an avoidance of confessional self-knowledge, in fact, a failure of 

meekness. Like these figures, Nede participates in self-justification: “So nede at greet 

nede may nyme as for his owne / Withouten consail of Consience or cardinale virtues / 

So that he sewe and saue Spiritus temperancie” (XXII.21-22). In distancing himself from 

Conscience, Nede’s words crucially ignore the necessary self-examination needed to 

adequately face and determine the full extent of one’s neediness.  

Langland further unpacks this project of self-justification in Nede’s content and 

grammar. Nede proclaims: 

God gouerneth all gode vertues 
Ac Nede is nexst hym, for anoen he meketh 
And as louh as a lamb for lakkyng that hym nedeth, 
For Nede maketh neede fele nedes louh-herted (XXII.34-37) 
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The role played by Nede grammatically in each of these sentences varies—from subject 

to object, noun to adjective, Langland plays with Nede’s law unto himself and his self-

referentiality.87 Nede’s first question to Wille equally reflects this self-referentiality in 

spirit and grammar. It is oneself excusing oneself. Nede, subjective, stands alone. Again, 

this grammatical self-justification could be read twofold: it need not be a morally 

disapproving comment on the figure of Nede in this passus, but a clever reflection of our 

own inability to understand the need of others. Humans only ever have total access to 

their own individual need—and have an incomplete ability to communicate that need to 

others. But even this fact is troubling, given Langland’s manifold commitment to the 

flourishing of the community.  

Ironically, given Nede’s eschewal of Conscience and the other cardinal virtues, 

here he insists that Nede “meketh,” Nede of necessity produces the low-heartedness 

necessary in both beginning to be formed in the virtuous life and contrition for 

sacramental penance. This is very close to Patience’s teachings on meekness. Nede’s 

discourse here brings us back into questions that we have already discussed extensively 

in earlier sections of this chapter: the relationship of defaute to producing meekness. 

Nede uses this argument to justify his own importance. Why again, why now? One 

potential answer is that Langland considers that given humankind’s impressive ability to 

justify and legitimize their vices, that perhaps need is the only way left, within the 

                                                                                                                

87 Margaret Kim has made a similar point, “Hunger,” 165. Jill Mann notes the shifts from one 
grammatical form of need to another and argues that they “call attention to the different modes in 
which need appears in the world—now as substance, now as accident, now as modal…a thread 
woven through the texture of the universe,” 14. 
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apocalyptic failure of the church, to bring folks to their senses, much like the divine 

punishment of pestilence or famine. But Langland withholds that reassurance, if we 

understand need as voluntary poverty or poverty alone, as we see in the circularity of 

Nede’s argument above. Poverty itself does not create safety from temptation. Nede’s 

reasoning in this moment emphasizes the opacity of need, its superiority to Conscience, 

and its singularity. Adams and Szittya were not incorrect—Nede of necessity presents a 

kind of temptation. By that I mean to emphasize the challenge that Nede presents to both 

Wille and the reader. Nede demands an answer to the question of what the reader will do 

with her own need: use it to justify placing herself at the center of the moral universe, 

alone and a rule unto herself, or, alternatively, acknowledge dependence and limitations 

within the community. The actual action of taking food and clothes could fit either 

category, depending on one’s state. Langland leaves room for both. Nede’s more blatant 

suggestion to excuse oneself through an appeal to starvation may not be wrong, 

depending on the circumstance, but his justification, ignoring Conscience and the 

cardinal virtues besides temperance, is certainly wrong. Preceding this question 

immediately are portraits of sin, each a response to neediness by way of dominion and 

taking control of others. But further back, the founding of the church, and further back, 

the Crucifixion and the Harrowing of Hell, God humbling himself to become a man and 

die on the cross, something Nede invokes himself explicitly in XXII.40-3, as well as 

implicitly, with his construction “low as a lamb,” a phrase closely associated with Christ. 

Neediness, in the created body, is a shared human condition—and an incarnational one. 
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As Jill Mann argues, Nede the figure should not be cordoned off from the role of need in 

the rest of Piers Plowman.88 

Like Patience, then, Nede calls attention to particular and widespread 

understandings of the condition he allegorically represents. Need is, in middle English, an 

expansive term. Though certainly it means material lack, it can also include the 

limitations of being human—sexual, physical, spiritual, and mental.89 Wille himself, as I 

have noted, ails in heart and is heavy-cheered, and it seems not only from hunger. When 

Nede confronts him, his solitary state and true sense of being alone are indicative of his 

neediness as a social and embodied creature. Langland will remind us further of the 

variety of bodily need later in this passus, when Wille bemoans his old age, failing wits, 

and sexual inabilities (XXII.80-109, 175-203). Langland portrays the very broad array of 

neediness in the human life within this section.  

Within the dialectic movement of Piers Plowman, where questions and teachings 

are taken up only to appear again in different settings and with different speakers, 

revealing an unforeseen problem or answer, only now are Wille and the reader better 

equipped to answer the question of what one’s need entails truthfully—and they will need 

it for the church’s catastrophic encounter with Antichrist and his friars in this last passus. 
                                                                                                                

88 Mann, “Need,” 15. 
89 Middle English Dictionary, s.v. “nede, n.,” accessed July 2018, quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-
english-dictionary/. Nicolette Zeeman calls attention to Gregory the Great’s gloss on good 
egestas, need: “This is the need of the elect: when the true riches of the divine homeland become 
present again to their mind, they, situated in this miserable exile of the present life, remember that 
they are poor. They certainly sigh for those riches without ceasing…And meanwhile, because 
they do not yet see them, they groan keenly in the tribulation of this poverty,” Moralia, 34, iii, 5, 
cited in Zeeman, Desire, 279. As Szittya notes, “it is with the problem of Nede’s definition that 
Will—and his readers—must grapple,” Antifraternal, 269.  
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When Need questions Wille and the reader, and in return need itself is explored, one is 

forced to take a closer look at one’s own defaute, the endless ability to justify oneself and 

make one’s exceptionality clear. Need, in effect, plays an ironically pastoral role here. 

While Piers Plowman’s interaction with Hunger, and the conversations between Patience, 

Wille, and Liberum Arbitrium interrogate the models of formation behind these 

presentations of meekness and the initiation of the virtuous life, Nede finally offers the 

question straight to Wille and reader. 

Piers Plowman, in passus VII, had taught that one must go through meekness to 

reach conscience. One must acknowledge need to reach meekness and an awakened 

Conscience. The prominent place of Nede, a baffling, brief period of waking and 

confronting one’s creaturely, embodied nature sandwiched between two catastrophic 

episodes of ecclesiastical critique, becomes the beginning of formation post-revelation of 

grace—but only if confessionally acknowledged. Need challenges and forms the ends of 

the poem.  Langland makes two of the myriad responses to need and its challenge clear. 

This final confrontation between Will and his own need opens out into the eschatological 

ending of Piers Plowman, and its implicit comparison between the failure of Conscience 

and undoing of Contrition at the hands of the friars and its wandering, searching 

Conscience, looking for Piers Plowman and crying out for grace.  

 

Langland and the Ends of Meekness 

In the battle for Unity, the barn become church in the world, one of the most terrible 

weapons is the unleashing of the friars among the “parsches of Yngelond” offering more 
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comfortable confessions for the folk “aschamed in here schrift” (XXII.280, 284). As 

Pearsall notes, in these final scenes Langland returns to “one of the fundamental themes 

of the poem—the way in which friars, by taking over the role of confessors, undermine 

the efficacy of confession and the penitence that must accompany it.”90 The friars 

undermine penance through helping people, ashamed by their sin, shirk the confessional 

self-knowledge that stimulates contrition and leads to a full confession by allowing 

“superficial formal confession.”91  

Langland makes clear that it is the friars’ failed understanding of their own need 

and subsequent sinful justifications that prompt them to these easy and cheap 

confessional tactics. Nede has already warned Conscience that “they cam for 

couetyse…Thei wol flatere, to fare wel, folk that ben riche” (XXII.233-235). Nede urges 

Conscience to make them labor for their livelihood or starve as beggars. Again, Nede 

calls attention to his own self-justifying techniques—because they do not have a proper 

livelihood, these insidious friars are willing to do anything to earn their food and more. 

Erring Conscience scoffs at this advice.  

As it turns out, this is a catastrophic undoing of the sacrament of penance. 

Hypocrisy, at the gate of the church, has “wounded wel wykkedly many a wys techare” 

(XXII.302), and one of these wounded wise teachers is Contrition himself. In response to 

Contrition’s wounding by Hypocrisy (a potent image, underscoring the relationship 

between a true account of one’s sins and the first step of confession), Conscience calls 

                                                                                                                

90 Pearsall, Piers Plowman, XXII.284-9n.  
91 Pearsall, Piers Plowman, XXII.284-9n. 
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upon “a leche that couthe wel shryue…Shrift schupte scharp salue and made men do 

penaunse” (XXII.304-306). But many do not like this sharply slicing shrift, the pain and 

humiliation of facing one’s worst self. Contrition begs Conscience to let Friar Flatterer 

into Unity. Again, Langland uses need to consider the ability to deceive oneself—

Conscience states that “We haen no nede [italics mine]” to call upon the friar, for the 

doctor they have is best save Piers Plowman (XXII.318). But since Contrition “desires” 

so, Conscience acquiesces. Langland’s subtle shift from need to desire to justify the 

calling of Friar Flatterer gestures back to the paradiastolic vices of the previous passus. 

One so avoids confessional self-knowledge that needs and desires become conflated, 

almost without a fight. 

Now with Contrition drunk and ineffectual as a result of Friar Flatterer’s 

ministrations, Conscience is left to acknowledge and confess the very real need of the 

church, including himself, for Grace. In the final dramatic lines of the poem, Conscience 

declares his intentions to leave Unity and seek Grace: 

‘By Crist,’ quod Consience tho, ‘Y wol bicome a pilgrim 
 And wenden as wyde as the world renneth 
 To seek Peres the ploughman, that Pruyde myhte destruye, 
 And that freres hadde a fyndynge that for nede flateren  
 And countrepledeth me, Consience. Now Kynde me avenge, 
 And sende me hap and hele til Y haue Pere ploughman.’ 
 And sethe he gradde aftur Grace tyl Y gan awake. (XXII.380-6) 

 
This is the response of a chastened Conscience acknowledging need. I believe that 

Langland here presents us with an Augustinian moment of humility seeking grace.  
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In his magnificent De Trinitate, Augustine writes of returning from the far 

country of his human heart. The pathway of return is the road of Christ, the humility of 

his incarnation, a revelation of the love and truth of the Godhead: 

But we were exiled from this unchanging joy, yet not so broken and cut off from 
it that we stopped seeking eternity, truth, and happiness even in this changeable 
time-bound situation of ours—for we do not want, after all, to die or to be 
deceived or to be afflicted. So God sent us sights suited to our wandering state, to 
admonish us that what we seek is not here, and that we must turn back from the 
things around us to where our whole being springs from…So he dealt with us in 
such a way that we could progress rather in his strength; he arranged it so that the 
power of charity would be brought to perfection in the weakness of humility. This 
is the meaning of the psalm where it says, O God, you are setting apart a 
voluntary rain for your inheritance, and it has been weakened; but you have 
perfected it (Ps. 68:9). What he means by voluntary rain is nothing other than 
grace, which is not paid out as earned but given gratis; that is why it is called 
grace. He was not obliged to give it because we deserved it; he gave it voluntarily 
because he wished to. Knowing this, we will put no trust in ourselves, and what is 
what to be weakened means. He however perfects us—as he said to the apostle 
Paul, My grace is enough for you; strength is made perfect in weakness (2 Cor 
12:9). So we needed to be persuaded how much God loves us, and what sort of 
people he loves; how much in case we despaired, what sort in case we grew 
proud.92  

 
Passus XXII has been revelatory—terribly so—of the state of the church and the places 

and acts it hurtles toward in willful blindness. Langland’s erring Conscience, 

overestimating his powers, unwilling to admit “what sort of people [God] loves” in their 

total weakness, lets in the friars without caveat. But there is the chance, given recognition 

of utter need and clear-sighted vision of divine love, of grace. Prompted by 

acknowledgment of need via the grace of revelation in the figure of Piers Plowman, 

Conscience must set out for Grace even in the direst of circumstances. 

                                                                                                                

92 Saint Augustine, The Trinity, translated by Edmund Hill, O.P. (New York: New City Press, 
2012), IV.2. 
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Like the Pearl-poet, like Julian of Norwich, Langland directs his reader back into 

the writing, in both memory and actual reading, to seek truth. Newly humbled through 

reading, or perhaps more aptly, reminded of their limitations in their particular time, 

place, and body, the reader must approach the pilgrimage of narrative with a more fully 

formed habit of interpretation and action. Yet, unlike the other two writers, who in their 

various and differing ways feel confidently assured in Christ’s body present in the 

contemporary church, Langland leaves us caught between a rock and a hard place at this 

point. These sometimes almost experimental probings of formation and community via 

the interrelations of default and meekness yield many unfinished questions. Langland has 

affirmed the utmost importance of creaturely dependency through the charitable 

community. How can weak Wille be formed in the charitable community in the midst of 

creaturely dependence, in his embodied need, when the community itself has been 

corrupted—perhaps beyond repair? Additionally, Langland has corrected teacher with 

teacher, Wille with Wille, reader with reader, in the context of grace and revelation. Who 

and where are the right kinds of teachers to humbly submit to, teachers further formed in 

the practices of charity than oneself? This is an important piece of Langland’s interest in 

the virtue I have hardly directly addressed. These inquiries only provoke further ones 

about the kind of ecclesiology that Langland pursues here, towards which I will only 

gesture.93 The Augustinian and Pauline certainty of grace in the face of need is there, 

                                                                                                                

93 Many others have addressed these kinds of questions, the earliest of which is the prominent 
early modern tradition of reading Langland as a Wycliffite forerunner of the sixteenth century 
reformers. David Aers has most recently pursued the question of Langland’s ecclesiology in 
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ensuring the possibility of salvation, but the state of formation in the body of believers 

that make up the church itself is in doubt. Langland’s queries here certainly anticipate 

other, more extreme versions of these questions that will unfold in the next 150 years. 

What are the conditions of Christian formation unmoored from sacramental penitential 

practice? These are the questions that will preoccupy Christian ethics and theology—and 

inflect humble self-examination in English literature—in the coming centuries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                

  

Beyond Reformation?, arguing that Langland sees a kind of congregationalism as the answer to 
questions such as these within a corrupted beyond repair Roman Catholic church. James 
Simpson, in “Grace Abounding: Evangelical Centralization and the End of Piers Plowman,” 
Yearbook of Langland Studies 14 (Jan. 2000) notes the centrality of humility in its activation of 
God’s mercy, seeing the human agency within humility as defying Protestant theology of grace 
alone and thus resisting readings that put Langland in line with a centralized Evangelical 
understanding of grace, 49-73. For a short discussion of the readings on the ecclesial significance 
of Conscience’s departure from Unity, see Stephen Barney, The Penn Commentary on Piers 
Plowman, Volume 5: C Passus 20-22; B Passus 18-20 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2006), 246-7. Barney disagrees with readings that take Conscience’s departure from Unity 
as reflecting a departure from the magisterium of the medieval church.  
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V. Conclusion: On Readerly Humility 

In reading these great works of medieval writing in one of their many roles, as accounts 

and explorations of moral and spiritual formation, I have studied the humility embedded 

in their content, form, and in the traditions of their shared religious culture. These works 

inquire into the moral and spiritual growth of their communities and share a common 

goal, to instruct their readers, as well as participate themselves, in a “lesson of love.” 

While they pursue contemporary understandings of humility and thereby moral and 

spiritual formation, they frame them in ways that further clarify their inquiry.94 Implicit 

in these accounts of moral and spiritual formation is an understanding of personhood 

defined through its limitations as created, mortal, embodied, and communal. These 

narratives are predicated on an epistemological humility, a practiced confession of one’s 

inability to intellectually comprehend (at least initially) some of the most difficult 

questions that these works raise.  

For Piers Plowman, dialectic opens up willingness to be corrected, to participate 

in better or more complete forms of knowledge, to question the methods of one’s own 

education into the good life. For Pearl, form evokes the workings of memory, of 

cultivating truthful self-knowledge in the reevaluation of one’s actions and past thoughts 

in order to learn from them and be transformed. And finally, Julian of Norwich works 

                                                                                                                

94 They have also reminded me of the words of Thomas Aquinas in a commentary on the Pater 
Noster, recently quoted by David Aers in his latest work on Piers Plowman, Beyond 
Reformation?: An Essay on William Langland’s Piers Plowman and the End of Constantinian 
Christianity (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2015). Aquinas argues that “ex 
modo loquendi datur nobis doctrina,” an admonishment Aers translates, “the teaching we receive 
is inextricably bound up with the mode in which it is composed,” xi.  
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through repetition of her images, examining them from every angle and every small shift 

in language or appearance, to reveal human limitation in understanding and its 

concomitant gift of intimacy with God when this limitation is acknowledged and 

confessed. The modes and forms of these works are inseparable from their doctrines and 

aims. As such, this project implicitly makes a case for readerly humility—for a readiness 

to confessionally acknowledge one’s limitations and misreadings towards the ends of 

greater understanding.  
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