How Did St. Hildegard Live as a Nun?

Monastic Life
In 410 AD, the city of Rome was sacked by the
Visigoths, a pagan people from Northern Europe.
By this time, Christianity had been the official religion of the Roman Empire for nearly a century.
The fall of Rome unraveled the fabric of Western
Civilization and left many, if not most, of its citizens culturally and religiously adrift.
Ninety years later, a young Roman nobleman
named Benedict, barely twenty years old at the
time, resolved to change his life by turning his back
on the social decay and immorality he saw around
him. Without setting out to do so, he launched a
movement that would profoundly shape Western
Civilization for a thousand years and make St. Hildegard of Bingen’s accomplishments possible.
Benedict moved into the mountains about forty
miles outside Rome and became a hermit in the
wilderness, devoting himself to prayer and to
working to provide himself the simple necessities of life. After a few years, a number of other
young men, inspired by his example, asked him to
lead and teach them. They formed a small monastic community that took vows of poverty (monks
owned everything communally), chastity (they did
not marry or engage in sexual relations), and obedience to their abbot (the senior monk in the monastery).
Benedict wrote a document to guide their lives
together. It laid out specific rules for everything,
from eating and sleeping to worship and work. In
fact, the Rule of St. Benedict was based on two
foundational principles for monastic life in what
became known as Benedictine monasteries: physical labor and worship. The motto of the Benedictine life was ora et labora: “work and pray.”
St. Benedict’s Rule saw these two elements as in-

separable: physical labor to provide the necessities of life was a form of prayer, and prayer was
the work of the godly monk. Life in a Benedictine monastery was organized around a carefully
scripted schedule of community worship, including prayer and singing, that took place every few
hours throughout the day and night (the Divine
Office or Liturgy of the Hours). Woven through
these services, the monks worked at their assigned
tasks, shared communal meals, and slept in short
stretches in dormitories. With this culture, Benedictine monasteries were (largely) self-contained
and self-sufficient communities. Although they did
trade and interact with the outside world in limited
ways, for the most part they grew their own food,
made their own clothes, built their own
buildings, and copied their own manuscripts.
Benedictine
monasteries
spread
throughout Western Europe and became important centers of culture,
learning, and technology in a time of
political upheaval, invasion, and constant low-grade warfare. And with a
community of men sworn to poverty,
chastity, and obedience who spent nearly every waking minute praying or working, they
became relatively wealthy by building prosperous
farms, manufacturing various goods, and trading
with nearby towns. Eventually, women began to
form their own monastic communities based on
the Rule of St. Benedict. While a monastery was
led by an abbot (from abba, the Greek word for
father), a convent or abbey of nuns was led by an
abbess.
Six hundred years after Benedict formed the first
Benedictine monastery, probably during her early
teenage years, Hildegard was sent by her parents

St. Benedict giving his Rule to
generations of future monks
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tional being, his works and character can be understood through rational investigation.

The motto of the Benedictine life was ora et labora:
“work and pray.”

to enter the Benedictine life at Disibodenberg in
the Palatinate Forest in what is now Germany. She
spent her first years in isolation with the abbess,
Jutta, who practiced a more severe form of the
Rule of Benedict. During these years, enclosed in a
hut on the edge of the monastery walls, Hildegard
learned to read the Bible, to pray the Psalms, and
to play and compose music on a ten-stringed musical instrument called a psaltery. They worked in
the garden, where Hildegard learned the qualities
of various herbs and plants, and tended to the sick,
where she learned the principles of medicine.
When Jutta passed away, the other nuns unanimously elected Hildegard to their leader. The abbot
of the monastery at Disibodenberg asked her to
become the prioress of the convent, a position less
than an abbess, in which she would be under his
authority as abbot of the men’s monastery. But Hildegard wanted more independence and a simpler
life for her twenty nuns. For almost fourteen years,
she tried to convince the abbot and the archbishop
to let her and her nuns establish a simpler and more
isolated community. Eventually, she was given approval and established convents at St. Rupertsberg
and Ebingen.
Hildegard considered her role of spiritual teacher
to be her creative work and her moral responsibility. In her visionary book Liber Divinum Operum, she
writes, “The duty of teaching involves singing righteousness into the hearts of human beings through
the voice of rationality.” This sentence perfectly
captures the integrated worldview of the medieval
mind, with its conviction that because God is a ra-

Although it is natural to consider Hildegard from
our modern perspective, she was very much a
product of the Benedictine monastic system, and
her accomplishments are the product of its values
and lifestyle. She lived her life according to Rule of
St. Benedict. Her medical studies, writings, musical
composition, leadership, and visions took place in
the context of days of structured work and prayer.
Hildegard’s political and ecclesiastical influence
was a function of her position as the abbess of two
important German convents and her status within
the Benedictine monastic system.

Discussion Questions
1. Was the monastic movement a constructive way for men and women to
deal with the problems of a corrupt
culture and their desire to be closer to
God?
2. What would it have been like to live in
a Benedictine monastery or convent?
What about it would you have liked
and not liked?
3. Is there anything valuable that we
could learn from the Benedictine culture to apply to our modern lives?
4. In what ways does St. Hildegard’s life
within a Benedictine convent help you
to understand her significance or accomplishments, or make sense of her
views?
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Glossary of Terms
Rule of St. Benedict: a book of precepts
written by St. Benedict of Nursia (c.480–
547) for monks living communally under
the authority of an abbot.
Ora et Labora: in Latin, literally, “pray
and work.” The motto ora et labora refers to the Christian monastic practice of
working and praying expressing the Christian commitment to balance prayer and
work in monastic settings.

Recommended
Reading
Additional Resources:
Hildegard of Bingen: Homilies on the Gospels, translated with introduction and notes by Beverly Mayne
Kienzle
Hildegard and the Bible, an interview with Dr. Beverly Kienzle on the Hildegard of Bingen and the Living
Light DVD
“Abbess,” Voice of the Living Light, pg. 30-51

Divine Office or Liturgy of the Hours:
the official set of prayers marking the
hours of each day and sanctifying the
day with prayer. It consists primarily of
reciting or singing psalms, hymns, readings, and other prayers. Together with the
Mass, it forms the structure of time within
Christian monastic life. Sometimes called
the Opus Dei, the Work of God.
Abbot or Abbess: from the Greek word
abba, for father, an abbot is the leader or
superior officer of a Christian monastery,
usually elected by the other members. An
abbess is the female equivalent in a convent. A prior or prioress is one rank below
an abbot or abbess.
A Benedictine abbess with her nuns

Psaltery: a harp-like musical instrument.
From the 12th through the 15th centuries
in Europe, they vary widely in shape and
the number of strings.
Abbey: a monastery under the supervision of an abbot or a convent underthe
supervision of an abbess.

