Marie of Oignies: Mother of the Church

Her name is linked to the place of her death in Oignies in 1213, but Marie was born
in Nivelles (in 1177), at the shadow of the great collegiate church. In this town,
situated in French-speaking Brabant, about thirty kilometers south of Brussels
(Belgium), the name of Saint Gertrude (+ 659), the first abbess of the adjacent
abbey, is still a glorious memory.

Since_alive, Marie was venerated as a saint, and her fame crossed borders. Thomas
of Cantimpré attests it in the prologue of his Supplement, added to what had already
been written by her hagiographer Jacques de Vitry: "In almost all Christian
countries, the very famous example of the servant of Christ shone" (p. 75).

It is said that even Francis of Assisi was an admirer of Marie and wanted to meet
her. We also know that Pope Ugolino (Gregory IX, 1227-1241) wore the relic of one
of her fingers around his neck. Curiously, as reported by academic medievalist
Chiara Frugoni, "he stopped swearing only by putting the finger of Marie around
his neck” (Vita di un uomo, Einaudi, p.44).

Yet, how many people today know the name of this woman who made the Beguinal
movement famous at the time, and who, thanks to her exemplary life, procured,
through the diplomatic work of Jacques de Vitry (1170-1240), who cited her as
“Mother of the Church”, the first papal bull of protection for the Beguines by
Honorius I in 12162

My purpose

In this text are gathered the most significant elements of her impressive
life, taken mainly from the Vie de Marie d'Oignies (the original in Latin: Vita
Mariae Oigniacensis) by Jacques de Vitry.

Giuseppe Fornasari wrote: ” The Vie of Marie d'Oignies constitutes, according to
the authoritative opinion of André Vauchez, one of the most important texts of
medieval hagiography. It is in fact the first mystical biography written in the West,
which later served as a model for numerous others” (Fornasari, p.1249).

It is worth remembering that the biographer Jacques de Vitry was not an obscure
confessor monk, but a famous cleric, an academic from Paris, who interrupted his
career to follow her.



Mario Sensi writes that Jacques de Vitry dedicated this Vie de Marie d'Oignies to
Foulques, bishop of Toulouse, who took refuge in Liége to escape the heretics.
Foulques had been greatly impressed by these Beguines women, who could serve
as an example for preaching against the heretics of southern France (Sensi, p.28)

This presentation also draws on the studies of contemporary Jesuit André
Wankenne, author of the preface to the Vita published in 1989, on the catalog of the
exhibition Le jardin clos de I’dme (The garden of the soul), on the book The
Wisdom of the Beguines by Laura Swan, and the contribution by Giuseppe
Fornasari. All these works are quoted at the end of the text.

The following presentation of Marie of Oignies is run on two levels. First her
historical-biography and second the main aspects of her mystical life, as
reported in her hagiography.

First level: Marie "in the century"

Marie was born in Nivelles in 1177 from ambitious and wealthy parents, interested
to improve their wealth. Her mother later revealed to Marie that she was in hell
for practicing usury. They quickly became disillusioned by a very "different"
daughter, indifferent to clothes and jewelry and concerned only with people in
need.

At 14 years old, she was forced to marry Jean (John), also from a wealthy family of
Nivelles. After the wedding, finally out of her parents' orbit, Marie began intense
ascetic practices of fasting, sleep deprivation, prayer, and charity.

A few months after their marriage, Jean experienced a conversion that brought him
closer to God. Then, together they opted for an “apostolic life” that also involved a
commitment to chastity, living their conjugal relationship like brother and sister,
without sexual relations.

After that, they left their home in Nivelles and joined an informal community of
apostolic life near a nearby leper colony in Willambroux. They remained there for 12
(or perhaps 15) years.

Jean's brother, Guido, was the chaplain of the local church and the spiritual director
of this community. They care for lepers, as well as other sick people, feed the poor,
educate children, offer religious formation, and pray together.

They operate with donations received from the wealthy. "Marie was reluctant to
feed herself with the money that the wicked rich gave for her sick. And so she often



prepared for her a dish of wild herbs" (de Wankenne, p. VII).

Marie became a "living saint", despite her still-unclear canonization. Many people
spoke of her and wanted to see her. She had a reputation for effective prayer for
obtaining graces, she could read souls, even recognizing their state of salvation or
sin, and she called people to repentance.

She also assumed the then-unusual role for women of spiritual guidance,
accompanying the recluse Helvide in Nivelles.

Too disturbed by these crowds arriving from the city and its surroundings, in 1207,
she got the agreement of her husband, of whom we hear nothing more from then,
and she moved near the priory of St Nicolas in Oignies (about 45 km south-east of
Nivelles). There she lived as a recluse in a cell, next to the church choir.

The priory of Oignies, whose statutes were approved by the bishop of Liege in
1198, was founded on the initiative of four brothers, three of whom were priests,
and their mother. They came from Walcourt and were fatherless. Their elder
brother, Gilles, became the prior. Their lay brother, Hugo, worked as a religious
goldsmith, while their mother lived in the nearby Beguinal settlement. Marie
herself attended this community of Beguines, under the aegis of the Walcourt
brothers' mother. Soon after her arrival, the priory gained considerable prestige.

It was forcibly evacuated during the French occupation and closed in 1796. It was
later used for industrial purposes. A fire destroyed the east wing in 1973. The
church demolished in 1836 was replaced by the current one dating from 1909.
Today, thanks to the Centre for the Interpretation of Proto-Beguinage in Qignies
(CIPO), a major redevelopment of this entire site has been carried out.

In 1208, Marie met Jacques de Vitry, a canon who, attracted by her fame, came
from Paris to meet her and eventually became her disciple. Marie encouraged him
to return to Paris, where he was ordained in 1210, and then to return to Oignies to
serve the lepers and the needy. While serving as canon regular of the extremely
poor Augustinian priory in Oignies, Jacques becomes Marie's confessor and
spiritual director. But Marie becomes his "teacher," establishing a compelling
spiritual bond in which they are each other's guides. Because he was a vehement
preacher, Marie constantly reminds him of restraint. And Jacques tempers some of
Marie's overly radical choices.

He assisted Marie at the time of her death and then returned to Paris.in 1216.
After preaching in favor of the 5th Crusade, he became bishop of St. John of Acre.
Returning from the Holy Land, he was coadjutor, from 1226 to 1229, in the
principality of Liege. He then went to Italy, although Marie, who appeared to him



in a dream, dissuaded him from doing so. There, he became bishop of Frascati
and then cardinal in Rome, perhaps also Patriarch of Jerusalem, but without
working there.

He died in Rome in 1240. He had a "bright ecclesiastical career (which went in some
way against the life of asceticism and renunciation practiced from his protégé of
Oignies)...but he maintained continuous connections with Marie, to the point that he
wanted to be buried in the church of Qignies” (Fornasari, p. 1249).

Jacques' request that his body be transferred to the parish church of Oignies,

under the altar of Mary, is testimony to this strong bond that had marked his life.

Considered a great saint of Belgium, Marie is so esteemed that she is considered the
"first Beguine", as an illustrious member of the first historically attested Beguinal
community. A liturgical Office for Marie was sung in the abbey of Villers la Ville, in
1230 and 1240, commemorating her "as the initiator of this new path of Beguinal
life"” (Swan, p. 28). It should be remembered that the Cistercian monks of Villers la
Ville were in close contact with the nascent Beguine movement, who often chose
them as confessors.

Second level: Marie's mystical life

Her mystical life is described in the hagiography. The salient points are transcribed
here as they are reported in the Vita.

Since she was a child she showed the desire for a religious life, hindered by the
family. After having forced herself'to get married, within a few months, the couple opted
for marriage. Jean's conversion was undoubtedly a profound sign of her charisma,
and their union was a rare example of conjugal love within the typical vows of
religious life (chastity, poverty, obedience). The mystical experience would
therefore no longer be the sole preserve of the monastic world.

She received visions that she knew to interpret with a "spirit of wisdom," that
is, with "the ability to perceive and understand the ways of the Lord or divine
intentions"” (de Vitry, p. 28). Following a vision, she was assured of the
perpetuity of her marital bond: "later the Lord appeared to Marie and assured
her of her union with Jean even in heaven" (de Wankenne, p. VII).

Her radical love for Jesus was expressed in the devotion of the Eucharist,
combining intimacy and compassion. During the night she often slept at the foot of
the altar "in praesentia Christi (at the Christ presence)”. Thanks to her subtle
perception of the Eucharistic presence, Marie knew how to distinguish consecrated
hosts from those not consecrated.



She lives in permanent asceticism: she takes neither wine nor meat, often only
black bread so harsh that it used to hurt her mouth. She was walking barefoot. As
for clothing, she used to wear a simple white wool tunic, a cloak, and a veil of
the same color, maintaining a sense of cleanliness and hygiene. However, they did
not allow her to dress in rags and beg.

She displays a purity of conscience, hence her propensity for confession, even for
things that, Jacques writes, were almost laughable in their triviality.

She developed a heroic virtue of love in the embrace of the Cross: flagellation,
evidenced by the scars found on her body at her death, and fasts that reduced her to
incredible emaciation. One lasted three years uninterrupted on bread and water,
and the last lasted 53 days. At her death at the age of 36, she weighed 33 kg.

Even before Francis of Assisi, she had attained and experienced the madness of the
Cross in imitating the immolated Christ. However, contrary to what is sometimes
written, she did not receive the stigmata.

She had a great devotion to the Virgin Mary, as demonstrated by her regular
pilgrimage to the Oratory of Heignes, a journey accompanied by various

miracles.

She devotes herself to study, listening to sermons and reading the Scriptures.

She has an intense prayer nourished with the continuous reading of the Psalter.

Marie has the gift of prophecy, as attested by several examples.

Several of her prodigious interventions are also reported while alive and after
her death.

Marie is also remembered for her preaching, a practice adopted by the beguines at
least before Gregory IX banned it in 1228.

Jacques also reports on Marie's authority over both lay people and clerics, in
dissuading them from accumulating benefits, privileges and wealth and never
offering a teaching service with a view to financial gain or profit.

To conclude



Marie was a lay mystic who combined apostolic life with respect for
ecclesiastical authority and order. Her Vita contains the first official and
confirmed mention of the existence of the Beguines, presented by Jacques de
Vitry as Mothers of the Church and possible examples of evangelical
radicalism and rigor to counter the rampant Cather heresy. This earned them
a first papal bull of approval (in 1216) which was later overturned by the
Council of Vienne (1311-1312) which declared them heretics

Marie's mystical life, with her extreme asceticism, raises many questions
today, but already then Jacques de Vitry wrote that hers and similar
examples "should be admired, rather than imitated” (de Vitry, p. 12). They
are reserved for people who, while maintaining a firm adherence to reality,
enjoy a particular connection with the divine.

Today, these practices, removed from their religious cultural context, are
sometimes mercilessly labeled (only) as psychological deviations: anorexia,
masochism, or other psychiatrically codified ones, as Mattia Zangari's study
highlights. Captured in the spirit of the times, they transcribe the desire for an
Absolute and radical love that cannot ignore the body and that wants to share
the imitation of Christ even to his extreme suffering.

Although unrealistic today, they maintain a universal principle that remains
valid: "Love transforms into the Beloved," and mystical research always
remains oriented toward this goal. But how can we include the body in this
journey? They had found a path; it is up to us to seek, and hopefully find,
ours.

These women, whether in Belgian Brabant or in Italian Umbria, "much more than
other conquests, or supposed conquests, of medieval civilization, shape the
awareness of the modern world. The awareness of the role of interiority and of the
only Jerusalem that matters, the inner Jerusalem" (Fornasari, p. 1263).
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A previous Italian text was published in Appunti di viaggio, no. 179, Nov.-Dec.
2023.

Many thanks to Brother Bernard Delcourt for revising the English translation.
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