
In the Roman Catholic Church, a saint is some-

one formally recognized as having practiced heroic 

virtue, living an exceptionally holy life in faithful 

devotion to God and his grace. After their deaths, 

saints are especially close to Christ in heaven and 

thus able to more effectively pray to God for affairs 

on earth. Thus, the Church looks to the saints as 

models for faith and intercessors in times of  need. 

The saints offer fresh hope and vitality to the life 

of  the Church during dark times.

St. Hildegard is a good example of  this sort of  

renewal. During the twelfth century, Western Eu-

ropean civilization was emerging from a long era 

during which fragmented political leadership, poor 

infrastructure, and endless small wars had made 

accumulating and sharing knowledge very difficult. 

Hildegard’s visions inspired the Church to renewed 

faith, while her writings, musical compositions, and 

monastic leadership contributed to the Church’s 

renewed energy and creativity.

Hildegard had great influence during her lifetime, 

writing over three hundred letters to popes, heads 

of  state, royalty, bishops, and common people. 

Dozens of  her sermons were copied by her nuns, 

making her one of  the first well-known female 

scholars of  Western Civilization. Despite these 

accomplishments, it took many centuries for the 

Church to formally acknowledge her influence and 

recognize her as a saint and doctor of  the Church. 

Why did it take so long?

The Roman Catholic Church recognizes saints 

through a process known as canonization. Candi-

dates for canonization must exercise heroic virtue 

in their lives. A saint must also be deemed holy by 

popular acclaim, conclusive arguments, and the 

approval of  Church authorities. To prevent saint-

hood from being granted due to mere misguided 

popularity or used to promote political heros in the 

spiritual realm, by the eleventh century a formal 

process had been established for granting official 

status. Local bishops could nominate candidates, 

but only the pope in Rome, as the head of  the 

Church, would have the authority to canonize a 

saint.

This always takes place after death—no one is ever 

declared a living saint—and even in the most rapid 

cases it takes decades after a saint has died. During 

that time, representatives of  the pope investigate 

the candidate’s life, looking for evidence of  ex-

ceptional moral and spiritual leadership, as well as 

accomplish-

ments and 

i n f l u e n c e . 

C a n o n i z a -

tion usually 

also requires 

v e r i f i a b l e 

evidence of  

m i r a c l e s , 

proving that 

God worked 

through the saint to bless the Church. Canoniza-

tion proceedings have rigorous legal standards to 

prevent sentiment or agendas from influencing the 

outcomes. These legal requirements are one of  the 

reasons why Hildegard’s canonization was held up 

for so many centuries.

German Catholics began honoring Hildegard as 

a saint immediately after her death on September 

17, 1179. Her sisters reported that her death was 

accompanied by atmospheric signs, and that mira-

cles were wrought at her grave site and through her 

relics. As a result of  this popular sentiment, Pope 

Gregory IX opened proceedings for her canoniza-

tion in 1233. However, this process was carried out 
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haphazardly and was never concluded. The inquisi-

tors conducted their investigation poorly, failing to 

record names, dates, and places in their accounts of  

Hildegard’s miracles. The proceedings did not go 

well; despite the pope’s support, the investigation 

was hurt by the fact that most eyewitnesses were 

now dead. Trithemius of  Sponheim records that 

further attempts were made to canonize Hildegard 

in 1243 and 1317, but to no avail. Consequently, 

only a few monks and scholars took an interest in 

Hildegard’s work for hundreds of  years. To use an 

analogy, her application was not completely filled 

in and her case was incomplete for lack of  docu-

mentation.

But the German people continued to venerate Hil-

degard. Despite lack of  official recognition from 

the Vatican, German Catholics considered her a 

saint, and she became known as St. Hildegard in 

Germany. She was found on most of  the lists of  

Roman Catholic saints published through the end 

of  the twentieth century.

In 2005, a German cardinal named Joseph Ratzing-

er was elected pope and took the name Benedict 

XVI. He was very familiar with Hildegard’s case 

and the nearly nine hundred years of  devotion she 

had inspired. In fact, on several occasions he quot-

ed her in his writings. On May 10, 2012, Benedict 

XVI used a special procedure called “equivalent 

canonization” to waive the normal judicial require-

ments and declare her St. Hildegard.

Five months later, Benedict again used the equiv-

alent canonization procedure to declare Hildegard 

a “Doctor of  the Church,” an especially rare hon-

or. Over the last two thousand years, the Roman 

Catholic Church has only bestowed that title on 

thirty-six people. Doctors of  the Church are the 

rarest of  individuals who display the most eminent 

learning, the deepest holiness, and the greatest in-

fluence in Church history and world affairs. The 

three requirements are listed as eminens doctrina, in-

signis vitae sanctitas, and Ecclesiae declaratio (i.e. emi-

nent learning, a high degree of  sanctity, and proc-

lamation by the Church). Although St. Hildegard 

was the fourth woman to be declared a doctor, she 

lived earlier than any of  the other three women, 

and thus was in fact the first female doctor of  the 

Church in history.
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Although St. Hildegard 
wasn’t the first woman to be 
declared a doctor, she was in 

fact the first female doctor 
of  the Church.

Discussion Questions
1. In your opinion, do St. Hildegard’s 

accomplishments qualify her for saint-
hood? How much should sainthood 
be based on accomplishment, and 
how much on personal holiness and 
miracles? 

2. How much should the popularity of  
a naitonal hero like Hildegard of  Bin-
gen be considered in the canonization 
process?

3. Putting St. Hildegard’s accomplish-
ments into context, should the ti-
tle Doctor of  the Church have been 
granted? Is she among the three dozen 
most important leaders in church his-
tory? Have there really only been four 
women who deserved the title?
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Glossary of Terms
Intercessors: In Christianity, intercession 
or intercessory prayer is the act of  praying 
to God on behalf  of  others, and interces-
sors are those who perform this prayer. In 
Roman Catholicism, saints who have died 
and gone to heaven intercede in prayer for 
the Church and affairs on earth.

Canonization: the act by which the Or-
thodox, Roman Catholic, or Anglican 
Church declares that a person who has 
died was a saint, upon which declaration 
the person is included in the canon, or list, 
of  recognized saints.

Miracles: an effect or extraordinary event 
in the physical world that surpasses all 
known human or natural powers and is as-
cribed to a supernatural cause.

Venerate:  (Latin veneratio or dulia), or 
veneration of  saints, is the act of  honor-
ing a saint, a person who has been identi-
fied as having a high degree of  sanctity or 
holiness.

Beatification: is a recognition accorded 
by the Catholic Church of  a dead person’s 
entrance into Heaven and capacity to in-
tercede on behalf  of  individuals who pray 
in his or her name. It is the last step in the 
canonization process before declaration 
of  sainthood.

The Vatican: the central governing body 
of  the Catholic Church, located in Rome 
but a sovereign entity recognized by inter-
national law, consisting of  the Pope and 
the Roman Curia.

Recommended  
Reading
Additional Resources:

Hildegard’s Canonization, an interview with Msgr. Mi-

chael Hall on the Hildegard of  Bingen and the Living 

Light DVD

Sister of  Wisdom by Barbara Newman (Berkeley: 

University of  California Press, 1987)

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

& Ehrman
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