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Conference abstracts

Virginia Bainbridge, University of the West of England,  
The Bridgettine Sisters of Syon Abbey: Patterns of Vocation, 1415-1600
Syon Abbey, founded in 1415 by King Henry V, was the only English house of the order founded by St Bridget of Sweden (1303 – 1373) to bring about Church reform.  The prayers of the enclosed contemplative nuns were considered powerful and Henry V sought access to Divine favour through his foundation.  The community is renowned for the learning of its members, their stand against the Reformation, and the continued existence of the house in exile until its return to England in the 19th century.

A prosopographical study is being undertaken of the 500 sisters, priest-brethren who served their sacramental needs, and benefactors commemorated in the Syon Martiloge.  

Geographical origins of the inmates reflect different phases of Syon’s history.  Seven Swedish nuns came from the Mother house of Vadstena, and a number early on from Northern England, where St. Bridget’s cult was popular.  Syon’s establishment in Middlesex drew recruits from the Thames Valley and Home Counties.  Others came from the West Country and Sussex, where Syon had extensive estates.  

Political loyalties are reflected in the type of families from which the sisters came.  Few aristocratic women became nuns, most were from powerful gentry or London merchant families.  Many of these were associated with the Royal household, government and law, and their daughters served their patrons, the monarchs, through prayer.

Evidence suggests that many nuns were highly literate and book ownership among them increased over the period of study.  They came from families which patronised universities and schools, and by the mid-16th century, women who themselves had received a humanist education were joining.  Until 1598 Syon was the only English women’s community in exile, and so attracted vocations from leading recusant families.  Relatives of several nuns were priests involved in the English mission.

Patterns of vocation at Syon Abbey, the last great religious house to be founded in pre-Reformation England, show why women were drawn to contemplative life, and provide important information about religious change 1415 – 1600.

Nancy Cho, University of Durham  
Dora Greenwell (1821-1882): Victorian prophetess

In her 1926 biography of Dora Greenwell, Constance Maynard declared that: ‘Dora Greenwell was of the order of the prophets.  The actual years of her life were from 1821 to 1882, the sixty years that form the middle of the last century, but, true to prophetic tradition, her heart and her thoughts ran in advance of her age.’  This paper will consider the prophetic nature of Dora Greenwell’s faith and work.  A woman whose own life was restricted, not only by the sexual politics of her time but by the limitations placed upon her by her unsympathetic family, Dora Greenwell’s faith encouraged her to seek freedom for the oppressed and marginalized in society.  I will examine her extraordinary essay ‘Our Single Women’ (1862), written in response to unsympathetic discussions on the topic such as William Rathbone Greg’s article ‘Why are Women Redundant?’ (1862). In this essay, Greenwell advocated more opportunities for women’s social work which she saw as female ministry: ‘It is evident that we have among us many valuable women, ardently desiring to spend and to be spent in Christ’s service’.  In this context, I will consider her philanthropic work among the poor, both in the workhouse and in prison, as well as her remarkable and progressive essay ‘On the Education of the Imbecile’ (1869) which advocated humane treatment of the mentally disabled.  The ecumenical nature of Dora Greenwell’s spirituality will also be discussed.  Greenwell recognised strengths in different Christian traditions including Catholicism, Methodism and Revivalism.  However, at the time, her brother, a Canon of Durham Cathedral, concluded that, ‘She was not even a good steady Churchwoman’.  I will consider her response to such antipathy in her hymns including her Christmas carol ‘If ye would hear the angels sing’, and ‘An Invitation (Mission Hymn)’ which welcomes oppressors, as well as the oppressed, to find love and freedom in Christ.

Sarah Glover, Bradley University, Peoria, Illinois, USA,  
Picturing Penance: the Construction of Penitential Models in Mary de Bohun’s Psalter-Hours.

Around the year 1380, Mary de Bohun, daughter of the 7th Earl of Hereford, received a lavishly and unusually illustrated Psalter-Hours, Bodleian Library Auct. D. 4.4.    While most fourteenth-century Hours were decorated with passion or nativity cycles, Mary’s devotional text was punctuated by large illuminations depicting the Miracles of the Virgin.  The Bodleian miracle cycle is unusual, not only in terms of its dominant placement on the painted page, but also in terms of the types of tales it contains.   In most of the miracle scenes, the recipients of the Virgin's protection are women and children.  This is striking as women and children are not the central protagonists in the majority of medieval miracle tales.   Collections of Miracles of the Virgin, whether literary or pictorial, are dominated by stories in which the Virgin intercedes on behalf of men. 

This paper discusses the factors that determined the selection and creation of the Bodleian manuscript's unique miracle cycle. It will be argued that the manuscript’s illuminator, under the direction of the Bohun family confessor, constructed an iconographic program that spoke directly to its intended female viewer.  As will be demonstrated, the Bohun illuminator, through the careful selection and editing of the miracle narratives appearing in the Psalter-Hours, created a didactic cycle that transformed Mary de Bohun’s acts of devotion into acts of penance. 

Centred upon female devotees, the miracle scenes provided Mary de Bohun with female penitential models whose devotions she emulated as she recited the prayers of intercession found within the Hours of the Virgin.  The penitential models were constructed, both visually and textually, to address the spiritual and physical concerns of their intended audience.  This paper will address these concerns through an examination of the Bodleian miracle cycle within the context of the manuscript in which it appears, and within the broader context of female piety in fourteenth-century England.

Anita Higgie, Catholic University of Paris

Maternity and Spirituality: the writings of Margery Kempe
Margery Kempe (c.1373-1440) was an English religious mystic whose autobiography is one of the earliest in English literature. The daughter of a mayor of Lynn, she married John Kempe in 1393 and bore fourteen children before beginning a series of pilgrimages in 1414. Her autobiography, The Book of Margery Kempe, recalls the birth of her children, her attempts at establishing a business, and her dramatic call to the spiritual life, complete with visions, pilgrimages and a vow of chastity. While much has been written about the discrete roles in Margery’s life: as mother, pilgrim, prophet, and visionary for example, I would like to focus on her blending of maternity and spirituality. Consequently, in this paper I will not only examine what Margery Kempe’s writings reveal about her sense of maternity, but in particular my aim will be to highlight the extent to which her maternal instincts take on a spiritual significance, both before and after her vow of celibacy.
Laurence Lux-Sterrit, Université de Provence,  
The spirituality of active congregations in seventeenth -century Europe: conventual practices at the heart of the apostate
The anti-clerical writer Denis Diderot gave a literary voice to a popular point of view when the heroine of La Religieuse declared that she feared a cloistered life more than she feared death.  Such a view of contemplation intimated that, since Tridentine decrees had re-enforced the rules on female enclosure, any woman wishing to enter a religious life was coerced into cloistered passivity, in a life which would carry few rewards for her.  Consequently, when Catholic women manifested the desire to pursue active vocations, their endeavours could at first glance be interpreted as manifestations of their rejection of the conventual model.  The apostolate XE "apostolate" , as the opposite of claustration, would therefore synonymous with empowerment and liberation, whereas its counterpart would be reduced to subjection and constraint. 

Yet such interpretations have now been shown to be far from sound: this paper will show that missionary vocations and a conventual type of spirituality were intertwined for new congregations such as the French Ursulines or Mary Ward’s English Ladies; far from being mutually exclusive, they enriched each other and found their raison d’être together.  These proselytizers chose to observe a regularity which was in keeping with medieval traditions; they held chastity, poverty and obedience as the pillars of spiritual perfection and wrote at length on the merits of such monastic virtues. Perhaps more surprisingly, mortification featured as one of the most highly esteemed traditions of the cloister.  This, although extreme asceticism XE "asceticism"  was contrary to teachings of Ignatius Loyola XE "Ignatius Loyola"  or François de Sales XE "Sales, François de" , a spirit of austerity survived right at the core of the female congregations which embraced their evangelizing ethos with passionate dedication.  The teaching nuns, far from detaching themselves from the spirituality of the cloister, placed the essence of conventual piety at the heart of their apostolic mission XE "mission" .  

Linda Martz, American University of Paris,  
Autobiography, gender and spirituality: the case of Amee Semple MacPherson  

In the first decades of the twentieth century, the city of Los Angeles grew exponentially, its population boom fuelled by the arrival of semi-retired Midwesterners who had left behind rigorous winters, farmyard toil and strict Protestant values to find a corner of earthly paradise. Into that socially unsettled and spiritually adrift population came Amee Semple MacPherson, an evangelist with a national and even international reputation who had been told by God that He would provide a house there for her and her two children. On the basis of that divine domestic promise, MacPherson settled in the city and established her own Protestant denomination: the Church of the Foursquare Gospel, complete with missionary training college, commissary for the poor, and the Angelus Temple, a huge place of worship built specifically with both radio broadcasts and the theatrical “Illustrated Sermons” which became her hallmark, in mind. Yet MacPherson was very much a woman in a man’s world, the focus of attacks by civic leaders and the centre of scandals in newspapers across the country, much of which reads as thinly disguised criticism of a woman refusing to remain in her place. MacPherson refers to herself as a “mother evangelist”, but how she perceived the relationship between her social role as a woman and her spiritual role as leader of a Pentecostal, Holiness, and Christian community was rather more complex. Taking Macpherson’s three autobiographies as primary texts, this paper will examine the extent to which MacPherson’s conception of her own gender role influenced her perception of her life and work.

Lucinda Matthews-Jones, University of Manchester  
Religion and women’s history: the Josephine Butler case
The purpose of this paper is twofold. Firstly, it will examine the role of religion in the work of Josephine Butler. Secondly, having demonstrated the centrality of Butler’s spirituality, it will proceed to challenge the secularisation narrative which dominates historiography. The historian, according to Joan Scott, is now learning to illuminate the lives of those in his or her texts. I will question the extent to which the feminist intellectual eye is all-encompassing by considering the relationship between Butler and women’s historians.
Whilst theologians such as Graham Ward have argued that religion is once again haunting the imagination of the west, many women’s historians have perpetuated the belief that ‘God is dead’. In order to gain legitimacy, they have masqueraded as secular beings and constructed their historical actress as the divine body without God. This obscures the pervasive influence of religion in modernity and continues the binaries of maturity and immaturity, secular and religious. In the 1980s Gail Malmgreen suggested religion as the neglected element in the women’s history revival. Today feminism is still considered as a rationalist and universal project.

Josephine Butler thus presents a conceptual dilemma. As an early female activist, she is crucial to feminism’s genealogy, and yet as I will show in this paper, religion was a crucial means by which she gained legitimacy in Victorian culture and society. In particular, I will focus on the ways in which religion facilitated Butler’s use of space and construction of language. Helen Mathers and Jane Jordan have recently begun the critical exploration of Butler’s life. Both have portrayed her as ‘outside’ the Victorian mindset. This paper will suggest that we should situate her firmly with Victorian religious paradigms. This in turn demands a renegotiation of the role of religion in modernity.


Ronald Morgan, Abilene Christian University, Oxford 
Female spirituality and Jesuit self-concept: the life of Mariana de Jesus of Quito
Recent scholarship on the spiritual writings of Roman Catholic women in early modern Spain and Spanish America has tended to emphasize the transgressive in those texts.  In contrast to these individual women who attempted to walk the thin line between institutional obedience and self-empowerment, the clerics for whom they wrote, or to whom they made confession, appear as agents of a monolithic entity of control.  The latter characterization, which flies in the face of much literary evidence to the contrary, not only denies to male clerics the individuality they merit as historical actors, but also implies a larger gulf between male and female spirituality than may have existed in the minds and experiences of many.

In the proposed paper, I examine a late 17th-century vida of Mariana de Jesús of Quito, a laywoman eventually canonized as the Lily of Quito.  The work is much more than a literary argument for the “saint’s” merits, for it is replete with hortatory aimed at several audiences.  As my close reading will show, Mariana’s rejection of an easy, self-indulgent life (vida regalada) provides the Jesuit author with the language he requires in order to exhort, indeed to “shame,” not only female elites of Quito and Greater Peru, but also his fellow Jesuits.  By highlighting the missionary zeal of Mariana and her niece Juana, manifested in both sentiment and deed, the author reveals his own preoccupation with a dilemma that had faced Jesuits, as well as members of the other religious orders, since their arrival in the New World: How were they to reconcile their safe, urban ministries with their Order’s historic commitment to the risky venture of converting non-Christian peoples?  In his treatment of the missionary theme in the life of two laywomen, the Jesuit author seems to rebuke himself and his confreres.  However, he consoles as well, implying that these pious women, shaped as they were by Jesuit ministries, multiplied the labours of the urban-based cleric.  In this sense, the spirituality of both male author and female subject is less “gendered” than we might expect, as their roles and influences intertwine.

Julia Pitman, Australian centre for Christianity and Culture, 
First in Congregationalism: the ordination of women in international perspective

The ordination of women has a long history and the already-large literature on the topic continues to expand. Although recent debates about the ordination of women and the consecration of women bishops within the Anglican Communion are well known among members of the public, few people realise that the first ordinations of women occurred in dissenting churches. This paper will review themes in the literature on the history of the ordination of women in America, England and Wales, and also in Australia, as an example of a settler society. It will consider how, of all denominations, the ordination of women was possible first in Congregationalism because of the tradition of theological liberalism within the churches, their local autonomy, support from male leaders, and an independent women’s movement. The paper will also explore the arguments women used to justify women’s ordination, the experience of women in ministry, and their relationship to the women’s movement. Ordained women justified access to ordination by modern biblical criticism, the particular tradition of their church, and arguments for the special ministry of women. Their exercise of ministry was often hampered by traditional opposition to women ministers among lay people. Ordained women became involved in the wider women’s movement to varying degrees, often seeing their involvement as an extension of their ministry. In seeking to contribute to a history of women’s ordination in international perspective, the similarities and differences across the experience of women ministers will be explored. While there were many similarities, the different size of the church in the three countries affected the experience of ordained women ministers. Female ministers sought to provide a national perspective to their arguments for the ordination of women.

Uyilawa Usuanlele, Institute for Benin studies

‘Baptism not for Benin Princesses’: an African woman’s struggle to become a Catholic in colonial Nigeria

Most studies of women in the Christian missionary work in colonial Africa have concentrated on the role of women as evangelist and proselytizers, but none seem to have shown their struggle against the Christian missionaries involvement in the perpetuation of supposedly “indigenous customs and traditions” against women. The activities of the Christian missionaries were in most cases self- serving and entailed picking and choosing so called “indigenous customs and traditions” that served their interest, irrespective of their effects on women who were the major victims.  This paper argues that in their self-serving endeavour, the Christian mission also worked towards obliterating customs and traditions that allowed women some level of freedom and choice in their lives. This is illustrated with the story of Princess (Mrs.) Katherine Aiyevbekpen Oronsaye (Nee Eweka) of Benin, Nigeria, who struggled against the local catholic clergy that tried to use so-called indigenous customs to exclude her from becoming a communicant. This is done against the backdrop of examination of the marriage customs of Benin Princesses and women, the activities of the catholic mission in the area and the struggles and contributions of Princess (Mrs.) Oronsaye to the catholic community and social work in the former Midwest region of Nigeria.  

Barbara Walsh, Independent Scholar 
Driven by Faith Alone? Lifting the veil on the empowerment of middle-class women in nineteenth and twentieth century UK Roman Catholic convents
The Roman Catholic Church is not an institution that springs immediately to mind in conjunction with the empowerment of women, yet the phenomenal growth in the number of active communities of nuns and sisters in England and Wales from the mid-19th century onwards introduced a period of unprecedented authority and influence for female religious life.  

Based for the most part in urban areas, the work undertaken by convents helped to shape the nature and characteristics of modern social services. While their schools, hospitals, nursing services and social care in the UK were primarily aimed at serving the needs of an increasing Catholic population, in reality their undertakings provided for a much wider public sector and for many faiths.

Successful expansion was reliant on the high numbers of educated young middle class single women who flocked to embrace the religious life.  As trained teachers, nurses or social workers, women who became nuns were empowered by their professional careers.  They gained status within a male-dominated society which often remained closed to other women. Religious sisters became skilled managers of large institutions and bore responsibility for overseas commitments. They acquired expertise in corporate finance and headed up extensive building programmes. Standards of health care were improved. They recognised the value of education for girls and fought hard for women’s higher education up to university entrance level.

Was their energy and foresight driven solely by the unquestioned commitment to their Faith – or by a belief in their own capabilities as women able to achieve change?    

Linda Wilson, University of Gloucestershire 
Marianne Farningham and nineteenth-century evangelical spirituality.

In 1904 the popular evangelical writer and journalist Marianne Farningham (1834-1909) published a little book entitled ‘Women and their Saviour’, containing thirty-one short meditations on verses of Scripture, designed to be used by women for daily readings. Short and simple, these contain the essence of her spirituality, which sustained her many readers, men as well as women, for over fifty years.  The simplicity, however, is deceptive, as she was far from living in a religious backwater, being aware of and responsive to trends in society and  the wider religious world as well as within evangelicalism. A variety of influences have thus contributed to her spirituality. 

Marianne was well-known in evangelical circles, and it can be argued that her writing was both influenced by, and shaped, the thinking of her many readers. Her books, articles and poetry thus provide insights into popular evangelical spirituality in the second half of the nineteenth century. In investigating Marianne’s thoughts on spirituality, and in particular on ‘Women and their Saviour’, this paper seeks to tease out some of these insights. 
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