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Since no biographer has written a "Vita" of Mechthild of Magdeburg (c.1208-c. 1282-
c.1294), for learning something about her life we must refer to her book and to some
notes added by the Latin translator of the original text written in Middle Low
German. However the book itself is lacking in bibliographical information.

Her book Das fliefsende Licht der Gottheit translated into English under the title 7he
Flowing Light of Divinity, was born thanks to the collection of Mechthild's "flying
sheets" by Brother Heinrich of Halle, her father confessor. This man, whom
Mechthild herself describes as "learned and virtuous ”(V,22), will have received great
reward for this book: his soul will be seen by her in heaven, with the book in his
hand, exulting in radiant happiness at the presence of God.

The work is divided into seven parts. The lack of a narrative thread connecting them
or a development of arguments that could explain this division suggests that this
division into seven parts is primarily a metaphor. The number seven was considered
celestial and perfect as the seventh day represented the completion of creation. And
so it is with the perfection of this work, a gift from God himself.

Mechthild, her biography

Mechthild was born into an aristocratic family of Saxon knights, in the diocese of
Magdeburg around 1208 (Schulze Belli,p.10). Her patrician origins are deduced from
what she writes about the education that her brother Balduin received (1V,26).

At the age of 12, she already had her first mystical experience (IV,2). While still very
young, this event prompted her to leave her family home. Rather than a convent for
girls of high social rank, she preferred a community of Beguines in Magdeburg.
There she led a life dedicated to prayer, penance, and her extraordinary encounters
with God. For 20 years, she followed an intense itinerary in which she "never found
peace in her flesh" (1V,2, p.152), due to the severe toil of asceticism as well as serious
physical illnesses.

During 30 years, she had not spoken about her experiences, during which ones she
knew the powerful force of the Minne (perfect Love) who deprived her of her
strength and filled her with miracles. Only in 1250, following the advice of her
confessor, the Dominican Heinrich von Halle, did she begin to leave traces of these
mystical experiences on scattered sheets of paper that would later be collected, as we
already said, by Heinrich himself. Around 40 years old she published a visionary
treatise in prose and verse (vision was considered one of the means of divine



communication), written in Middle Low German (and not only because she did not
know Latin: “now the German language fails me. Latin I do not know”, 11,3). She
completed it only at the end of her life.

This work, highly representative of Brautmystik (nuptial mysticism), earned her
admirers, but also numerous opponents, especially among the high clergy, whom she
had criticized without hesitation. This hostility forced her to leave the Magdeburg
community in her sixties (in 1261) to seek protection elsewhere; first at her family
and then at the Cistercian monastery of Helfta, under Abbess Gertrude von
Hackerbon. In this place, where she arrived aged, nearly blind and exhausted by her
voluntary privations, she found a very favorable living environment and a circle of
high spirituality. Although plagued by successive illnesses, she lived there for
approximately 12 years (Schulze p.12). Here she completed her work and died in
1282, after having become a Cistercian. Some scholars, McGinn among them, believe
she lived into the 1290s. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mechthild of Magdeburg).
Her fellow nun Gertrud the Great, also later abbess of Hefta, having been educated in
the monastery by Mechthild herself from the age of five, left behind in Legatus
divinae pietatis (The Herald of Divine Love) a testimony to this "eternal wedding," in
which "divine virtue absorbed her like the burning sun dries a drop of dew" (Schulze,
op. cit. p. 12).

Many literary critics believe that her work, which spread rapidly, inspired Dante
Alighieri the fascinating character of Matelda, introduced in Purgatory (Canto
XXVIII, 34-48). Others, however, believe that the character of Matelda must be
related to Matilda of Hackeborn, whose Book of Special Grace was known in
Florence as Praise of Lady Matilda, evoked by Boccaccio, along with the fame of its
author.

I checked my feet, and with mine eyes passed

on beyond the little stream,

to gaze upon the great variety of flowering trees;

and there, as when aught suddenly appears

that turns through wonder every thought aside,

a Lady all alone appeared to me,

who singing went her way, and picking flowers,

wherewith her path on every side was painted.

“Prithee, fair Lady, thou that in love s beams art warming thee,
if outward looks I trust, which use to be a witness to the heart,
let it thy pleasure be” said I to her, “to draw thee forward toward
this stream so far, that I may understand what thou art singing.

Online Library of Liberty: The Divine Comedy, Vol. 2 (Purgatorio) (English only trans.) XXVIII, 34-48
https://oll-resources.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/oll13/store/titles/2310/Dante_0045-02_EN_EBk v6.0.pdf



Mechthild, sensual poet of Divine Love

The nuptial mysticism, typical of the Beguines world, expresses the unitive bond with
God through the spousal model borrowed from the Song of Songs and all the
commentaries on it from the earliest Christian times, made by Origen and Gegory of
Nyssa, to the 11th and 12th centuries, by Hugh and Richard of Saint Victor, until the
celebrated commentaries of Saint Bernard.

Mechthild writes in a passionate outburst of love: "Welcome, Lord, Your spouses...
and lead them into Your bridal chamber, never separating them from the embrace of
Your entire love" *(VII,30). Closely connected to the nuptial mysticism is the fruitio
Dei, the tasting of God. The Middle Low German verb used by Mechthild,
"smecken," includes not only the sense of taste but also the sense of smell. Highest
spiritual pleasure, "sober drunkenness," the food that soothes, like the Eucharistic
experience. "Tell my Beloved that His bed is prepared and that I am sick with love
for Him" (1,3)

Mechthild did not skimp on lovingly bold words. Even in passage 1, 44 alone, we
find: nakedness, warm fire, fires and ardors, the desire to "be belong to Him without
beginning", and more a rendezvous at the shadowy spring in the bed of love, the adult
bride seeking her Lover. Mechthild spread devotion to the Sacred Heart, and this
confirms her as one of the most representative mystics of nuptial mysticism.

Let us savor her in these verses:

I, 17 - The soul praises God for five things

O God, who pours out yourself in your gift!

O God, who flows in Your love!

O God, who burns in Your longing for love!

O God, who merges in union with Your beloved!
O God, who rests on my breast!

Without You I can no longer exist.

I, 19 - God pampers the soul with six things

You are the pillow of my bed,
My bed of love,

My most secret repose,

My deepest desire,

My highest glory.

You are a delight of My Divinity,
a comfort of My humanity,

a stream of My ardor.



Mechthild, Visionary Mystic

Mysticism means seeing with your eyes closed and being able to "initiate" yourself
into a new level of knowledge. Allegories, symbols, and metaphors have always been
the language of mystics. The abundance of expressions and experiences that
Mechthild shares with us is astonishing and impressive. The book is like a firework
display, translating into flashes of light, offering new scenarios and tender metaphors,
such as Holy Spirit playing the celestial harps (II,3) or the white, wounded Lamb
who, resting on her body, sucks her heart, and "the more he sucked, the more she
gave to Him" (I11,4).

Speaking about the mystical union, Pseudo-Dionysius defines it as the level of
consciousness in which the split between subject and object is eliminated and an
unspeakable "being one" is achieved. Mechthild expresses it thus: "When the noble
prince and the wretched servant embrace each other with such intimacy, and are
united like water and wine, then she is annihilated and goes out of herself" (1,4).
Mistress Minne (Divine Love) is the omnipresent interlocutor in the book. "The book
began in Minne; it must also end in Minne" (1V,28). Mechthild offers Her reverent
praise (V,31), but she also has such a familiar relationship with Her that she bids
farewell by saying, "Good night, Minne, now I want to sleep. Hallelujah" (IV,19).
There is no shortage of paradoxical ways to express the inexpressible: "Blessed
Strangeness, how lovingly I am joined to you" (1V,12).

Mechthild, an imaginative theologian

Amidst the very diverse "visions" presented in the book, the most difficult are those
relating to the afterlife. A rich eschatology pervades Mechthild's work. In tune with
her time she emphasizes the importance of Purgatory, and she offers, in this and other
aspects, very interesting eschatological insights. Mechthild "sees" (with the eyes of
her soul) the conditions of those in Purgatory and wants to redeem them (II, 8). She
"sees" the deaths like that of Sister Hildegund (II, 20) with a wealth of descriptions
and elements (e.g. the colors of the successive cloaks, the seven crowns). She "sees"
Hell, the different types of sinners, and their punishments (III, 21). She "sees" the
Choirs of Angels. But she also delves into the mystery of the Trinity (IV, 14).

She describes the Day of Judgment (V, 3) and the features of Paradise, which “will
being abolished when God has held his Last Judgment, letting thus only room for the
Kingdom of God."(V1I, 57)

Mechthild also offers a penetrating vision (VI, 31) of creation and God before
creation: she describes Him as a boundless sphere in which all things were enclosed.
She speaks to us of humanity of Christ as a faithful image of His eternal Divinity
(VIL1).

We have often used the verb "to see" and it is perhaps good to clarify a little more
precisely what Mechthild means by it. She explains it herself: "No matter how much
intellect a person has, one cannot understand things beyond the senses except



through faith, otherwise one gropes, like a blind man in darkness. The loving soul,
which loves all that God loves and hates all that God hates, possesses an eye
illuminated by God. By it, the soul sees the eternal Divinity, (and sees) how the

Divinity has worked in the soul with its own nature and has formed it in its own
image" (VL,31).

Mechthild, uncompromising admonisher

At the foot of the cross, close to Mary, Mechthild's soul is pierced by sorrow for the
corrupt and inconsistent behavior of certain clerics (II,24). However she speaks
positively of others, such as Brother Heinrich and Saint Dominic, and sees them in
glory. "The falsehood of the clergy was unknown to me, now I must speak in honor of
God" (1V,2). The warnings, which she addresses so often in her book to every
hierarchical rank, even the papal one (VI,21), will backfire. But she cannot remain
silent because "that the clergy are so imperfect is something that can never be
sufficiently deplored" (1V,16) and because the crown of holy Christianity, too decayed
(VIL,21), must be raised again. She then admonishes them for their deviant behavior,
but also for the devastating effects they have on their faithful people: "Because the
Devil still has many cupbearers among the clergy so full of poison that, since they
cannot drink it themselves, they must wickedly pour it on the children of God" (11,24).
These dishonest Shepherds are the ones who have led the lost sheep astray" (II1,2).
She criticizes their duplicity of life (V,11). Because of these reproaches she receives
contempt. But for that the Lord consoles her (I11,16).

There is also no shortage of reproaches towards the Beguines when they "receive the
Body of God so often out of blind habit" (111,15) or more specifically towards one
Beguine "inspired by the flesh" (111,24).

Mechthild, spiritual counselor

Mechthild offers numerous suggestions and even a three-step spiritual growth path
("on this path the soul is free and without pain") to achieve perfection. (1,27):

- submitting oneself to God, freely renouncing all things of own will

- accepting everything wholeheartedly, except sin

- doing all things equally in honor of God.

Alongside the great guidelines, she does not disdain concrete methods, such as when
she admonishes on how to behave in fourteen cases (VI,12), including when eating,
sleeping, being alone, being with others... She instructs us on the 16 kinds of love
(IT1,13), on the 20 false virtues (I11,14), but also on the different paths that lead to
Heaven or to perdition (IV,4). She speaks about the four components of pure love
(IV,15), the four faces of humility (V,4), the threefold form of repentance (V,1), and
also about the seventeen sins that beset people (V,19). Thus, she offers each of us
precious tools for understanding impalpable realities and keys to self-analysis for
one's own spiritual growth, as she says "I know no one so good who doesn't need to



constantly scrutinize his heart, to know what's inside him... in order to do better"
(VIL,3). She also offers important advice for a fraternal exercise of authority, even in
the most everyday aspects, to those who lead religious communities. (VI,1),.

Mechthild's book

After her death in 1282, her work was immediately translated into Latin by at least
two Dominicans of Halle, under the title Lux divinationis semper fluens in corde
veritatis or Revelationes mechthildianae. Between 1343 and 1345, the original Low
German was translated into High German in the Alemannic variant (the language
spoken in Basel) by the circle of the Gottesfreunde (Friends of God), with the
collaboration of the secular priest Heinrich von Nordlingen. The original, however,
has been lost since centuries. The only complete High German translation is
preserved in the convent of Einsiedeln (Switzerland). It is a manuscript from the
bequest of Margret zem Guldin Ring (14th century), a Beguine from Basel. Also
several fragments do exist, the most important of those are the Wiirzburg one, which
contains about a third of the book, and the Colmar one, which contains about a
quarter.

Heinrich von Nordlingen sent the Mechthild’s book as a gift to Margarete Ebner, a
Dominican nun from Medingen, and, referring to the translation they did during
almost two years, he said, "It is the most wonderful German and the most perfect fruit
of love I have ever read in the German language" (Schulze, p. 13). This translation
coincides with the manuscript found in Einsiedeln in the nineteenth century, later
published by Father Gall Morel in 1869.

Mechthild herself gives future readers some instructions for reading the text: the book
must be welcomed with joy; it is addressed to everyone (good and bad as they may
be), and all who wish to understand it they must read it nine times.

The book is the work of God; He Himself chose the title (Prologue 1) and ordered her
writing (I1,26). This book came from the heart and mouth of God (IV,3); it was being
written by His heart's blood (V,34); it "flowed from the living Divinity into the heart
of Sister Mechthild" (V1,43), and she, Mechthild, "sees it with the eyes of her soul
and hears it with the ears of her eternal spirit, and perceives in all the members of
her body the power of the Holy Spirit who guides her" (1V,12).

Mechthild asks: where are you?

"Now I tell you where I am:

I am in Myself,

in every place and in every thing,

as I have been from the beginning.

And I await you in the garden of love...

Protected from all earthly sadness in the shadow of the Holy Spirit" (11,25).



* If no other mention, the Mechthild’s quotes have being translated in English by
myself from the Italian book of Paola Schulze Belli.

The numbers between the brackets indicate the chapter and the section, e.g.(IV,12)
indicate chapter forth, section twelfth.
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