
The Roman Catholic Church had roughly the same 

structure during the twelfth century that it does to-

day. Local priests ministered to lay people. Bishops 

had authority over the churches and priests with-

in their diocese, archbishops over several adjacent 

dioceses. At the top of  the magisterium was the 

bishop of  Rome, the pope. Abbots and abbesses 

were also under the authority of  the pope through 

the hierarchy of  their religious orders. From time 

to time, councils and synods were held to sort out 

the Church’s position on controversial issues.

While the Church had roughly the same structure 

as today, the society it operated within was very 

different from ours. There were no nation states 

or political systems as we know them. Economies 

were not based on legal currencies or cash, but land 

ownership and the produce and rents they gener-

ated. There were few legal codes and no indepen-

dent courts. Infrastructure was much more limited, 

and communication across distances was slow and 

difficult.

Within this culture, Hildegard’s influence is even 

more remarkable. It would be a mistake to view 

Hildegard through a modern lens, putting her into 

one of  our cultural categories. She was a product 

of  her time who understood and had mastered 

how to operate within it. She corresponded direct-

ly with popes, with other Church figures both high 

and low, and with Bernard of  Clairvaux, probably 

the most famous and influential Church leader of  

his time. This went far beyond what was normal 

for an abbess, not only for the volume of  her cor-

respondence, but for the working relationships she 

formed with other leaders outside of  the Benedic-

tine monastic system, both secular and ecclesias-

tical. She mastered the formal style of  medieval 

letter writing, allowing her to influence discussions 

and controversies far more effectively than many 

other monastic leaders, and more than any other 

woman of  her generation. 

In Hildegard’s day, the Church was riddled with 

corruption and simony, or the buying and selling 

of  ecclesiastical offices. Because the economy was 

based on land rather than cash, the Church ac-

cumulated quite a bit of  wealth through its land 

ownership. This wealth attracted many people for 

all the wrong reasons, including secular political 

leaders who wanted access to the land, rents, and 

privileges that went with Church offices. Arch-

bishoprics, bishoprics, abbacies, and other Church 

positions had become secularized and came with 

power, wealth, and influence. As a result, unscru-

pulous men purchased the 

higher offices from the sec-

ular authorities, and in turn 

they sold the lower offices 

that reported to them. Spir-

itual and moral uprightness 

were often not required. Si-

mony was not only common-

place, but widely considered 

acceptable. Not even the pa-

pacy was immune.

The Church of  Hildegard’s time was engaged in 

a constant struggle with the Holy Roman Empire, 

which controlled much of  Europe. Emperors oc-

casionally appointed anti-popes to rival the head of  

the Church and further their political aims. Freder-

ick Barbarossa, who ruled the Empire during most 

of  Hildegard’s lifetime, appointed three. Hildegard 

was caught in the middle of  this conflict between 

church and state, and she corresponded with com-

batants on both sides of  the fight, including Fred-

erick. Her letters often contained advice and even 

admonitions for those in power.

The Medieval Church

What Was the Church of St. Hildegard’s Day Like?

The medieval Church was a 

complex institution with a huge 

influence in European culture



As an important leader within the Benedictine mo-

nastic movement, Hildegard had to engage with all 

of  these controversies. In her preaching and corre-

spondence, she was a strong advocate for cleaning 

up abuses and reforming the Church. She fought 

for improvements in the monastic system, reem-

phasizing the vows of  poverty, chastity, and obedi-

ence, and realigning monastic life with the Rule of  

St. Benedict.

Hildegard harshly criticized lazy clergy who were 

reluctant to preach the gospel. She saw this as 

largely responsible for the spread of  heresy, par-

ticularly the Cathar movement, which denied the 

significance of  the material world. God called Hil-

degard to preach, and the Church allowed her to do 

it, which was remarkable, since she was a woman. 

While some abbesses preached within their con-

vents to their nuns, public preaching by a female 

leader was highly unusual. She conducted four 

preaching tours throughout Germany, speaking 

to both clergy and laity in chapter houses and in 

public, mainly denouncing clerical corruption and 

calling for reform. During these tours, she traveled 

widely, building relationships with many other ab-

bots and abbesses. They asked her for prayers and 

for her opinions about a variety of  issues, which 

increased her influence even more.

The First and Second Crusades are among the 

most significant events during Hildegard’s lifetime. 

While much could be said about these events, it is 

worth noting that Hildegard lived during a time 

of  tremendous change. Although Hildegard has 

not left us any particular writings on the subject 

of  the Crusades, it is safe to assume that she was 

aware of  and discussed them. It is quite possible 

that the apocalyptic tone of  some of  her writings 

(she believed that her generation was living a the 

beginning of  the end times) can be attributed to 

the world-shaping events taking place around her.

The accomplishments of  the twelfth century, in-

cluding the precedents set by people like Hildegard 

and Bernard, set the Medieval Church up for the 

glories of  the next two centuries, the great age of  

the Gothic cathedrals, the high scholastic universi-

ties, and the founding of  new religious orders like 

the Dominicans and Franciscans.
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While the Church had 
roughly the same structure 
as today, the society it oper-
ated within was very differ-

ent from ours.

Discussion Questions
1. In what ways did the Medieval Church 

resemble churches in 21st America? In 
what ways are they different?

2. In your opinion, was the Medieval 
Church a force for good in its society? 
What did it contribute or accomplish? 
What problems did it create or fail to 
solve?

3. How does the Medieval Church help 
you to better understand St. Hildegard, 
her views, or her accomplishments?

4. Would a person like St. Hildegard have 
the same influence and impact today 
that she did in the twelfth century 
Church?
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Glossary of Terms
Bishop: a person who supervises a num-
ber of  local churches or a diocese,being in 
the Greek, Roman Catholic, Anglican, and 
other churches a member of  the highest 
order of  the ministry.

Magisterium: the authority and power of  
the church to teach religious truth.

Religious Order: in Christianity, a group 
of  men or women who live under religious 
vows.The three vows commonly taken are 
to relinquish all possessions and person-
al authority (vows of  poverty and obedi-
ence) and not to engage insexual relations 
(a vow of  chastity).

Simony:  the act of  selling church offices 
and roles. The practice is named after Si-
mon Magus in the New Testament, who 
offered two disciples of  Jesus payment in 
exchange for their empowering him to im-
part the power of  the Holy Spirit to any-
one on whom he would place his hands.

Holy Roman Empire: a Germanic em-
pire located chiefly in central Europe that 
began with the coronation of  Charlem-
agne as Roman emperor in a.d. 800 and 
ended in 1806, and was regarded theoret-
ically as the continuation of  the Western 
Empire whose spiritual head was the pope.

Scholasticism: the system of  theological 
and philosophical teaching predominant 
in the Middle Ages, based chiefly upon the 
authority of  the church fathers and of  Ar-
istotle and his commentators.

Recommended  
Reading
Additional Resources:

The Letters of  Hildegard of  Bingen, vol. 1, trans. Baird 

& Ehrman

Hildegard and the Bible, an interview with Dr. Bever-

ly Kienzle on the Hildegard of  Bingen and the Living 

Light DVD

Eibingen Abbey, Germany


