Christina of Stommeln (1242-1312)
Amor omnia vincit (Love conquers all)

Many points diverge regarding the beguinal movement, but one upon which experts
agree is that its origin certainly goes back to the end of the 12th century and that its
hub was located in the then very large diocese of Liege. However, they do not agree on
precisely where (Li¢ge or Nivelles) the first “mulieres religiosae” established their
unprecedented presence as women who could exist outside cleared by male civil or
religious guardianship.

But if the beginnings take us to present day Belgium, it is certainly Germany that has
seen the most considerable numberi. A letter from the Pope John XXII in 1321
reports to the Bishop of Strasbourg the presence of 200,000 beguines in Western
Germany alone. For cities like Cologne or Strasbourg cited very high rates; in 1243 the
chronicler Mathieu de Paris noted in Cologne the presence of 1000 beguines, the
equivalent to 6% of the then population. In the 14th century, 85 Beguinal convents were
noted in Strasbourg and 169 in Cologne with approximately 1170 beguines.

It is not surprising then what Paul Marchal points out, namely that “The very
first written mention of the word “beguine” dates back to the year 1223 and
appears in a historical document, preserved in the Municipal Archives of
Cologne”(Marchal, p.1).

And it is precisely to Cologne that the story of the beguine Christina Bruso, known
as Christina of Stommeln from the name of the village where she was born, takes
us. Stommeln is today (in 2021) a town of 8,462 inhabitants located about
thirty km northwest of Cologne.

Christina was born in 1242, and at the age of 10, she promised herself to Christ,
knowing she would live among the Beguines, the only ones allowed to welcome
women of modest means and without education. At 13, to escape an arranged
marriage (Lu, p.74), as her mother opposed her choice, she knocked on the door
of'a Beguines community in Cologne. After 4 years, in 1259, at 17, she was
expelled because of her manifestations, which were considered mad,
hallucinatory, or perhaps even simulated. She returned to her family, but was also
expelled from there.



It was the parish priest of Stommeln, Johannes, one of her future confessors, who
came to her aid, opening the doors of the presbytery where her sisters also lived.
Finally, in 1269, thanks to his insistence, the Stommeln beguinage welcomed her,

maintaining towards her “a veneration steeped in compassion” (de Dacie, p. 13).
She lived there until his death in 1312.

But why did Christina's presence create so much fear, discomfort and repulsion
among the Cologne beguines that it led them to distance themselves from her?

Christina was a victim of the devil and his unspeakable violence: wounds on her
feet and knees from which nails protruded, repeated deep scratches on her torso
that caused sores, a flayed back, bleeding cross-shaped wounds on her hands,
stigmata on her hands and feet, and on her head the wounds of the crown of
thorns, objects that were thrown at her with no one around.

Christina was soiled with excrements so many times that she had no clothes left to
change into. For 6 nights, her body was burned with hot stones, her bed was
violently shaken...not to mention the deafening whistles, screams, curses,
nauseating odors, and the climate of terror that this entire ordeal, which lasted
nearly 30 years, instilled in those around her.

Not even Father Wipert's exorcisms could prevail.

But behold, where all are immersed in anguish and dismay, for the Dominican

Peter of Dacia, who on December 20th, 1267, accompanying the Brother Walter
visited Christina and witnessed her torments, the unthinkable happens: "aflame tears
him away from the boredom that has sapped his strength since childhood (ibidem, p.
23), "he finds a full answer to the hunger of his heart" (p. 24). From this encounter,
Peter is born to a new life and "never again feels the taste of death"” (p. 29).

By her mere presence, this woman, whose face was always hidden by a veil,
completely overturned his being. And during the night vigil in the curse room, Peter
relives within himself the power of Psalm 139, "Oh happy night...the night will be
bright." And he will say, "Christina had planted the seed of a new life in my soul"

(p. 29). "The effort she made to bend to divine will brought peace of heart to others"
(p.30) because it attested to the boundless trust of this woman who knew how to trust
unconditionally, to the point of seeing a divine plan even in these torments. Peter is
struck by this abandonment that Alessandra Bartolomei Romagnoli describes so well:
"It is the silence of love, of acceptance without reservations and without conditions."”



A "mystical idyll”

During his approximately 3 years at the Dominican Studium in Cologne,

Peter visited Christina 13 times, then continued on to Paris for further studies,
and finally returned to his homeland, Sweden, where he taught philosophy and
theology, serving as prior in several monasteries. 3 more meetings, which
occurred during periods of transition, the last in 1287 on the return journey from
Bordeaux for the General Chapter, would add to the previous 13.

Despite Peter's insistence that she move to Sweden, the last of which came
through a beguine from Visby who invited her to join her beguinal community
(ibidem, p.14), Christina remained in Stommeln until the end of her days.

In Sweden, Peter wrote the "Vita Christinae Stumbelensis" (Life of Christina of
Stommeln), a collection of 38 letters (hers were dictated) they exchanged during
their more than 20 years of separation. Peter died in 1289, 2 years after his last
visit to Christina. She survived him by another 23 years, but from 1288 onwards
her torments ceased. It was almost as if the terrible experiences she endured had
the purpose of sparking and sustaining a dimension of faith in which the feeling
of spiritual love restored the fervor of this learned Dominican, marked by
melancholy and the rigor of discipline.

In his introduction, Vincent Fournier finds in their lyrical and spiritual bond
similarities that draw him closer to the Song of Songs.

Ernest Renan didn't hesitate to call their relationship a "mystical idyll”, and
their bond certainly nourished them both.

Peter found it in transcending doctrine toward more mystical horizons, and
Christina found it comforting in having found someone the — only one, she
believed — who could interpret the terrifying assaults she was suffering from
in a luminous light, without ever asking to be freed, except when the
highest plan dictated it.

On the occasion of their 14th visit, while they were questioning each other about
their mutual spiritual affection, no less imbued with the pain of separations,
Christina confided to Peter what the Lord had revealed to her at the time of
their first meeting: “He will be your friend and will do much for you. And you
will do for him as no other mortal. And then know that it is with you that he will
dwell in eternal life” (p. 96).



And yet in another confidence of hers on the occasion of their 15th visit in 1279,
when Peter came to Cologne for healing heart problems, Christina reveals to
him something that transcends us: since childhood she had known of Peter's
existence and had abandoned herself to this very strong love (“I have loved you
more than all other men...) (p.111), only after having had the certainty that the
Lord was at the origin of this intertwining. God in fact told her “I have rooted
your mutual love in me and I will preserve it” (ibidem, p.112). In this
kaleidoscope of subtle events, we will no longer be surprised to read that she,
meeting him for the first time at the age of 25, recognized in Peter's voice and
features those that had been revealed to her since she was a child.

Christina was declared blessed (by equipollence *) in 1908 during the papacy of
Pius X and her feast day is set on November 6.

* Canonization by equipollence is a special procedure of the Catholic Church by
which the Pope extends to the universal Church the cult of a Servant of God
already venerated locally for some time. Unlike the formal process, this method
does not require a regular judicial process or proof of a specific miracle. The
Pontiff approves this cult through a decree, conferring on the candidate the title of
saint with the same spiritual validity. (Source: Department for the Causes of Saints)
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