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Introduction – Who was Julian?

When Julian of Norwich wrote her book “The Revelations of Divine Love” about 600 years
ago, she told her readers to forget her and to look to Jesus.  A number of editions of her
book have been published and translated into several foreign languages. Some major
critical works have been accomplished and all over the world scholarly and devotional
studies have been written. 

Julian has been included in the Liturgical Calendar and for some people she has become
virtually their ‘patron saint’. In America a religious Order has been founded bearing her
name, and in the UK well over a hundred ‘Julian Groups’ encourage the practice of
contemplative prayer. Thousands of pilgrims visit her shrine in Norwich each year with
many linking themselves to the work there by becoming ‘Friends of St Julian.’

So, how is it that the theology of an obscure Norfolk woman, almost forgotten for 600
years, has become so influential? What is it about the vision of a 14th Century recluse – 
a style of life which seems so alien to our contemporaries – that speaks so clearly to the
condition of 21st Century people?

I believe that the answer to these questions may well lie in the similarities between her
day and ours. Hers was an age of aggression – the Hundred Years War; unemployment,
high taxes and political unrest in England. Julian’s time was also an age of fear and social
distress – the Black Death ravaging the population, and questions were being asked about
existing structures. Hers was an age when the Church was in some disarray – religious
rivalries, rival popes, and doctrinal controversies. 

I believe that the answer to these questions may well lie in the similarities between her
day and ours. Hers was an age of aggression – the Hundred Years War; unemployment,
high taxes and political unrest in England. Julian’s time was also an age of fear and social
distress – the Black Death ravaging the population, and questions were being asked about
existing structures. Hers was an age when the Church was in some disarray – religious
rivalries, rival popes, and doctrinal controversies. 

Yet, in spite of her overwhelming adversities, Julian was clearly a woman of courage.
Although she was enclosed in her cell, she demonstrated a freedom of spirit as she
reflected on the challenges in her day. Her stability, patience and assurance are matched
by an adventurous, bracing and inquiring spirit. 

Julian was unafraid to push at the boundaries of doctrinal orthodoxy, yet she remained a
faithful daughter of the church. As Julian faced the paradoxes and sufferings of Christian
life, we see that she is grounded in that peace which can only come from total belief in,
and acceptance of, the all-embracing love of God.



Reconstructed Cell at St Julian’s Church Norwich

Julian was unafraid to push at the boundaries of
doctrinal orthodoxy, yet she remained a faithful
daughter of the church.  As Julian faced the
paradoxes and sufferings of Christian life, we
see that she is grounded in that peace which
can only come from total belief in, and
acceptance of, the all-embracing love of God.

Julian writes ”God did not say ‘you shall not be
afflicted, you shall not be tempest-tossed,’ but
God did say ‘you shall not be overcome.”  This
blessed assurance comes from the visions she
was granted by God on 8 May, 1373.  After a
week’s illness involving great physical and
spiritual distress, and which it was thought
could culminate only in death, she received
sixteen ‘shewings’[Middle English spelling for
‘showings’] or understandings, of the amazing
love of God, whilst she gazed at a crucifix. 

Julian was a realist about the human condition and although a mystic, she was completely
down-to-earth, even whilst her heart and mind were so utterly in heaven.  

It seems to me that it is likely that these are the qualities that make Julian’s thought and
theology so helpful and relevant for us in our time.  Julian understood that God is concerned
with the whole person – body, mind and spirit – and I believe that it is her insistence on the
fundamental unity of our being with the all-embracing love of God, that has so much to offer us
today.

What Julian Tells US

‘This revelation’ she writes in referring to her mystical experience, ‘was made to a simple
unlettered creature…..the year of our Lord 1373, on the eighth day of May.’ She also tells us that
she was thirty and a half years of age at the time, so we know for sure that she was born in the
year 1342. There are a few minor details about people who came to visit her on that momentous
day, which also have some significance.

There are remarks about the characteristics of God which lead us to think that she have had had
splendid parents and there are some references to Saints, and several quotations from other
writers. 
 
But that is all she tells us.

Even her real name may be unknown – certainly her surname is – for even the ‘Julian’ 
by which we know her may well come from the dedication of the church 
where she lived in Norwich, St. Julian the Hospitaller or St Julian of Le 
Mans. The scribe of one manuscript adds a prologue in which he says 
she is a recluse at Norwich and still alive in the year 1413.



Inside St Julian’s Church, Norwich, Norfolk - Door to Cell (right)

Sketch of St Julian’s Church at Norwich circa 1800's

W h a t  O t h e r  S o u r c e s  T e l l  U s

I n  t h e  a r c h i v e s  o f  t h e  C i t y  t h e r e  a r e
s e v e r a l  W i l l s  l e a v i n g  l e g a c i e s  t o  J u l i a n  b y
n a m e ,  o r  t h e  a n c h o r e s s  S t  J u l i a n ’ s
C h u r c h .  T h e  f i r s t  o f  t h e s e ,  b y  W i l l i a m
R e e d  i n  1 3 9 4  m a k e s  i t  c l e a r  t h a t  b y  t h i s
d a t e  s h e  w a s  c e r t a i n l y  o c c u p y i n g  h e r  c e l l .
O t h e r s  u p  t o  1 4 1 6  r e f e r  t o  h e r  b y  n a m e ,
a n d  a s  l a t e  a s  1 4 2 9  a  f i n a l  W i l l  l e a v e s
m o n e y  t o  a n  a n c h o r e s s  i n  t h e  c h u r c h y a r d
o f  S t  J u l i a n ’ s .  

A f t e r  t h i s  t h e r e  i s  s i l e n c e .  S o ,  p e r h a p s  s h e  d i e d  t h e n ,  a t  t h e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  a g e  o f
8 7  y e a r s .  W e  a l s o  k n o w  t h a t  M a r g e r y  K e m p e  o f  L y n n ,  a n o t h e r  m y s t i c  –  a l t h o u g h  a
v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e  o f  m y s t i c  t o  J u l i a n  –  v i s i t e d  h e r  s o m e t i m e  a r o u n d  t h e  y e a r
1 4 1 5 .   M a r g e r y  t e l l s  u s  i n  h e r  b o o k  o f  t h e  w i s e  c o u n s e l  s h e  r e c e i v e d ,  s o  q u i t e
c l e a r l y  b y  t h i s  t i m e  J u l i a n  w a s  w i d e l y  k n o w n  a n d  r e s p e c t e d .  N o  o t h e r  e x t e r n a l
m a t e r i a l  m e n t i o n s  J u l i a n .

T h e  A n c h o r e s s

T h e  c e l l  w h e r e  J u l i a n  l i v e d  w a s  u n d e r  t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  B e n e d i c t i n e  N u n s  o f
C a r r o w  A b b e y ,  a b o u t  a  k i l o m e t e r  d o w n  t h e  r o a d .  I t  h a d  b e e n  o c c u p i e d  b e f o r e
J u l i a n  a n d  w a s  o c c u p i e d  a f t e r  J u l i a n .  I t s  e x a c t  c u r r e n t  l o c a t i o n  i s  d i s p u t e d  f o r
s o m e  e v i d e n c e  s u g g e s t s  i t  w a s  o n  t h e  e a s t e r n  o r  w e s t e r n  s i d e  o f  t h e  c h u r c h y a r d ,
w h i l e  o t h e r  e v i d e n c e  i n d i c a t e s  i t  w a s  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  C h u r c h .  T h e  p r e s e n t  c e l l
w a s  r e b u i l t  i n  1 9 5 2 ,  d u r i n g  t h e  p o s t - w a r  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  c h u r c h ,  o n
f o u n d a t i o n s  u n c o v e r e d  i n  1 9 0 6  w h i c h  h a v e  s t r o n g  c l a i m s  t o  b e  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s i t e .

W h e r e v e r  i t  w a s ,  w e  m a y  s u r m i s e  t h a t  J u l i a n  b e g a n  t o  l i v e  t h e r e  a b o u t  t w o  y e a r s
a f t e r  t h e  e v e n t s  o f  1 3 7 3 ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  t h e  n o r m a l  w a i t i n g  p e r i o d  f o r
a n y o n e  w h o  h a d  a s k e d  t o  e m b r a c e  t h e  s o l i t a r y  l i f e  o f  a n  a n c h o r e s s .

T h e  f a c t  t h a t  C a r r o w  c o n t r o l l e d  t h e  c e l l  h a s  l e d  s o m e  s c h o l a r s  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  J u l i a n
w a s  h e r s e l f  a  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  C a r r o w  C o m m u n i t y  w h e n  s h e  r e c e i v e d  t h e
r e v e l a t i o n s .  T h i s  h a s  a l s o  l e d  t o  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  t i t l e  ‘ D a m e ’  J u l i a n  w h i c h  i s  t h e
c u s t o m a r y  w a y  o f  a d d r e s s i n g  B e n e d i c t i n e  N u n s .

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  h e r  ‘ c u r a t e ’  a t  
h e r  s u p p o s e d  d e a t h - b e d ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  
c h a p l a i n ,  s u g g e s t s  s h e  w a s  a  l a y w o m a n  a t
t h e  t i m e .  I f  J u l i a n  w a s  a  p a r i s h i o n e r  o f  S t  
J u l i a n ’ s  t h e n  t h a t  c u r a t e  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  
F a t h e r  T h o m a s  W h i t i n g ,  t h e  V i c a r .  I f  s h e
l i v e d  i n  t h i s  a r e a  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  s h e  
h a d  r e c e i v e d  s o m e  e d u c a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  n u n s ,
o r  t h a t ,  a s  t h e  d e v o u t  y o u n g  w o m a n  s h e  
u n d o u b t e d l y  w a s ,  s h e  h a d  v i s i t e d  t h e i r  h o u s e s .



O n e  s c h o l a r  w h o  h a s  s t u d i e d  t h e
l a n g u a g e  o f  J u l i a n ’ s  b o o k
“ R e v e l a t i o n s  o f  D i v i n e  L o v e ”
h o w e v e r ,  c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e
t r a c e s  o f  n o r t h e r n  d i a l e c t ,  w h i c h  i f
t r u e ,  m a k e  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  h e r  o r i g i n s
e v e n  m o r e  c o m p l i c a t e d .  T h e  t r u t h  i s
w e  d o  n o t  k n o w  h e r  o r i g i n s .
D e s p i t e  J u l i a n ’ s  d i s c l a i m e r  t h a t  s h e
i s  ‘ u n l e t t e r e d ’  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t
s o m e h o w  s h e  h a d  r e c e i v e d  s o m e
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d  t h i s  s u g g e s t s  s h e
c a m e  f r o m  a  w e a l t h y  f a m i l y .

Squ in t  ins ide  S t  Ju l ian ’ s  Church  on  wa l l  o f  Ce l l  
where  Ju l ian  wou ld  have  been ab le  to  rece ive  communion .

 I t  h a s  e v e n  b e e n  c o n j e c t u r e d  t h a t  s h e  b e l o n g e d  t o  t h e  e m i n e n t  N o r f o l k
f a m i l i e s  o f  E r p i n g h a m  o r  D e  B l i c k l i n g .

C e r t a i n l y ,  s h e  w o u l d  n e e d  t o  h a v e  h a d  s u f f i c i e n t  m e a n s  t o  s u p p o r t  h e r s e l f
i n  t h e  s o l i t a r y  l i f e ,  f o r  b e q u e s t s  f r o m  w i l l s  w o u l d  o n l y  h a v e  c o m e  m u c h
l a t e r  w h e n  h e r  r e p u t a t i o n  b e c a m e  k n o w n  a s  a  s p i r i t u a l  a d v i s o r  a n d
a n c h o r e s s  a n d  w a s  w e l l  r e s p e c t e d .

J u l i a n ’ s  L i f e - S t y l e

T h e  s o l i t a r y  l i f e  h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n  a c c e p t e d  a s  o n e  v o c a t i o n  f o r  C h r i s t i a n s .
F r o m  e a r l i e s t  t i m e s  r i g h t  u p  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  d a y ,  b o t h  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  h a v e
r e s p o n d e d  t o  s u c h  a  c a l l .  I n  t h e  E n g l a n d  o f  t h e  M i d d l e  A g e s  i t  w a s
p a r t i c u l a r l y  p o p u l a r ,  a n d  N o r w i c h  b o a s t s  t h e  s i t e s  o f  o v e r  4 0  h e r m i t a g e s  o r
a n c h o r h o l d s  a t t a c h e d  t o  c h u r c h e s ,  c i t y  g a t e s ,  a n d  o t h e r  p l a c e s .  S o m e  h a d
m o r e  t h a n  o n e  r o o m ,  a s  i s  p r o b a b l y  t h e  c a s e  w i t h  J u l i a n ’ s  c e l l ,  f o r  w e  k n o w
t h e  n a m e s  o f  t w o  p e o p l e  w h o  l o o k e d  a f t e r  h e r  a t  v a r i o u s  s t a g e s .  O n e  o f
t h e m ,  S a r a ,  h e r s e l f  b e c a m e  a n  a n c h o r e s s  a t  S t  G i l e s ’  i n  N o r w i c h  i n  l a t e r
y e a r s .

T h e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  l i f e  w a s  ‘ w i t h d r a w a l ’ .  S o m e  p e o p l e  l i t e r a l l y  w e n t  a w a y
t o  r e m o t e  p l a c e s ,  a n d  t h e y  a r e  u s u a l l y  c a l l e d  h e r m i t s .  B u t  s o m e  w i t h d r e w
w i t h i n  s o c i e t y ,  a n c h o r i t e s  a n d  a n c h o r e s s e s ,  w h o s e  ‘ a n c h o r e d  p r e s e n c e ’
a m i d  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  w a s  s e e n  b o t h  a s  a  c h a l l e n g e  t o  t h e  a c t i v i s m  o f
o r d i n a r y  p e o p l e  a n d  a  k i n d  o f  s y m b o l  o f  s t a b i l i t y  i n  f a i t h .   

T h e i r  l i v e s  o f  p r a y e r  a n d  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  w e r e  h i g h l y  r e g a r d e d  b y  t h e i r
f e l l o w - C h r i s t i a n s  ( h e n c e  p e r h a p s  t h e  m a n y  b e q u e s t s  t o  s u c h  m e n  a n d
w o m e n ) .  S o l i t a r i e s  w e r e  o f t e n  u s e d  a s  c o u n s e l l o r s ,  s e e i n g  p e o p l e  i n
d i f f i c u l t i e s  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  g u i d a n c e  a n d  d i r e c t i o n .

T h e  l i f e  w a s  c o n s i d e r e d  a n  ‘ o r d e r ’  i n  i t s e l f  a n d  t h e r e  w a s  n o  n e e d  t o  h a v e
b e e n  a  m e m b e r  o f  a  R e l i g i o u s  C o m m u n i t y  b e f o r e h a n d .  



Nor was the life necessarily particularly rigorous. It is thought that it may have been a good
deal more congenial than the life of a peasant in the Middle Ages – as at least one had some
space and privacy. However it had its own trials – notably the staying-put, though it is
unlikely that many would have been literally unable to leave their cells. It was certainly
meant to be a disciplined and austere life of prayer.

One of the most popular programs for such a life was the Ancren Riwle [Anchoress Rule]
written in the 13th century. It is at very likely that Julian lived by that rule. Certainly the
theory that she did gives rise to the inclusion of a cat in several images of her, for a cat was
the only creature allowed by the rule, and it would doubtless have been useful in keeping
down the rats which would have been common in an area so near the port.

It is also the Ancren Riwle which gives rise to the highly probably idea that Julian’s cell had
three windows, for the rule gives considerable detail about their construction and
appearance. Once would have looked into the church (in the spot where the present cell
window is – the Squint) so that she could hear the services and receive the Sacrament. One
would look onto the churchyard path so that she could counsel those who visited her and
one communicated with her servant’s room so that she could receive human company and
care. The humanity and sanity of the Ancren Riwle would certainly have been suitable for
the woman whose character shines so clearly through her book.

What made Julian? 

Although we can say that the revelations themselves were given by God, yet they were
given to an ordinary human-being whose background, upbringing and character must have
influenced both how they were received and how she transmitted them.
We may know little of her early life, and little of her later years beyond the fact that she
lived as an anchoress for a long period and wrote a book, but we do know a great deal
about the circumstances of the age in which she lived. It was a time of aggression,
insecurity and turmoil. And while she says nothing about contemporary events, they must
have been to some degree formative and significant. They also make it the more remarkable
that she is best known for that glorious assurance that ‘all shall be well.’

Social, political and theological change was in the air. She lived during five reigns and the
                                      monarchy often changed hands by violent means. For the whole of
                                      her lifetime England was engaged in the Hundred years War and
                                      she surely heard of its triumphs and disasters.

                                     When Julian was six years old the first outbreak of the Black Death
                                     occurred, and Norwich, being an important commercial centre and
                                     port was badly affected. Historians have claimed that half the
                                     population died. Not even enough priests survived to bury the dead,
                                     and we may imagine the effects upon a young mind of seeing piles
                                     of rotting corpses in the lanes and yards of the city. 

                                     Pictures of the Doom, to be seen in many English churches over the
                                     chancel arch, with tormented souls being carried down to the flames
                                     of hell, must have acquired a particular vividness. The terrible plague
s                                   struck twice more in Julian’s early life.Doorway  in to  Ju l ian ’ s  Ce l l  

f rom ins ide  church  



One of the effects of the Black Death was to
exacerbate bad social conditions and the
oppression of the poor. Shortages of labour, high
taxation, and the bad harvests of the period sent
prices soaring.  Civil unrest was bound to follow.
The Peasant’s Revolt in 1381 marked its
highpoint.

The causes of the revolt are complex but the
imposition of a Poll Tax to finance the war in
France acted as a trigger for the rioting. The rich
institutions like the monarchy and the Religious
Houses which had attracted antagonism by their
corruption provided handy targets for looting and
carnage.  The church was in turmoil. The various
Religious Orders were often at logger-heads, and
the parish clergy and the mendicant friars
threatened each other. 

The Papacy was in exile at Avignon, puppet of the secular power, and in 1377 the Great Schism
produces rival Popes with all the confusion about obedience which that entailed. 

The Lollards had begun preaching with their doctrines being regarded by the religious
authorities as dangerous and heretical so they were ruthlessly put down. By the time Julian died,
many were being burned alive in the Lollard’s Pit which lay just a kilometer from her Cell on the
other side of the river. The smoke and flames may well have been visible from her Church cell.

The ferment which issues later in the Reformation, was beginning, and already new ideas were
spreading on the Continent. In a port like Norwich, the latest thought from abroad was not long
in arriving. Within a city which contained Franciscan, Dominican, Augustinian and Benedictine
Religious Houses, there was fertile ground for new ideas to be either accepted or rejected.

It is possible that when Julian was young, she may have attended some of the many churches
for which Norwich is so famous. There she would have heard sermons reflecting the growing
controversies.  And gossip of the street-corner and merchants’ houses could have easily reached
her ears - both before and after - she entered her cell.  It was a stimulating but frightening time
in which to live. Geoffrey Chaucer, her contemporary, paints a vivid picture of both the horrors
and glories of the age.

Julian’s Cultural Background

Although it seems highly probable that Julian could read English, it is considered to be unlikely
that she could read Latin.  As most of the important works, particularly theological ones – were
written in Latin, together with the reality that such books would have been rare and precious,
Julian’s access to them would have been limited.  Popular devotional works had been available
since about 1300 and the Bible was translated in 1377. However, the whole matter of the
extent to what knowledge Julian had gained is very controversial.

St  Ju l ian ’ s  Church  a t  Norw ich  today  
(F ront  V iew)



S h e  q u o t e s  f r o m  l i m i t e d  s o u r c e s ,  y e t
s h e  s e e m s  t o  h a v e  c o n s i d e r a b l e
a w a r e n e s s  o f  h e r  s p i r i t u a l  f o r e b e a r s .
C e r t a i n l y  h e r  t h o u g h t  i s  s t e e p e d  i n  t h e
w r i t i n g s  o f  S t  P a u l  a n d  h i s  l e t t e r s .
H o w e v e r  h e r  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  s u c h
w o r k s  m a y  w e l l  h a v e  c o m e  f r o m
h e a r i n g  r a t h e r  t h a n  r e a d i n g .  

T w o  g r e a t  f i g u r e s  i n f l u e n c e d  t h e
m e d i a e v a l  m i n d :  S t  A u g u s t i n e  o f  H i p p o
a n d  S t  B e n e d i c t .  T h e i r  i d e a s  w e r e  

St  Ju l ian ’ s  cu r ren t  church  a t  back  v iew w i th
 recons t ruc ted  ce l l  on  r igh t .

m e d i a t e d  t h r o u g h  s u c h  p e o p l e  a s  H u g h  a n d  R i c h a r d  o f  S t  V i c t o r  a n d  S t  B e r n a r d
a n d  W i l l i a m  o f  T h i e r r y  o n  t h e  o t h e r .  F r o m  t h e  A u g u s t i n i a n  s o u r c e  c a m e  a n
e m p h a s i s  o n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r e c i s i o n  a n d  a  d e e p  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  G o d  a n d  t h e
B e n e d i c t i n e  s o u r c e  o f f e r e d  k n o w l e d g e  o f  a  b a l a n c e d  o r d e r  i n  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  l i f e ,
w i t h  a  w a r m  d e v o t i o n  t o  t h e  s a c r e d  h u m a n i t y  o f  C h r i s t .

A u g u s t i n i a n  a n d  B e n e d i c t i n e  H o u s e s  s t o o d  v e r y  n e a r  t o  S t  J u l i a n ’ s  C h u r c h  a n d  t h e
F r a n c i s c a n  H o u s e  w a s  a l s o  c l o s e  b y .  T h e  F r a n c i s c a n s  l a i d  g r e a t  s t r e s s  o n  C h r i s t ’ s
p a s s i o n  a n d  d e a t h .  N o t  f a r  u p  t h e  r o a d  w e r e  t h e  D o m i n i c a n s  a t  t h e  B l a c k f r i a r s
C h u r c h  a n d  t h e y  e m p h a s i z e d  c l a r i t y  o f  t h o u g h t ,  p r e c i s e  d o c t r i n e  a n d  t h e  s a n c t i t y
o f  r e a s o n .

T h e  t e a c h i n g s  o f  o t h e r  g r e a t  E n g l i s h  m y s t i c s ,  R i c h a r d  R o l l e ;  W a l t e r  H i l t o n  a n d  t h e
a n o n y m o u s  a u t h o r  o f  T h e  C l o u d  o f  U n k n o w i n g ,  w e r e  a l s o  w e l l  k n o w n  a t  t h e  t i m e .  

A s  a  t r a d i n g  c e n t r e ,  w i t h  m a n y  v i s i t o r s ,  c i t i z e n s  o f  N o r w i c h  m a y  h a v e  a l s o  h e a r d
r e p o r t s  o f  t h e  m y s t i c a l  w r i t e r s  o n  t h e  C o n t i n e n t  l i k e  C a t h e r i n e  o f  S i e n a ;  B r i d g e t  o f
S w e d e n  a n d  M e i s t e r  E c k h a r t .

T h e  i d e a s  o f  D i o n y s i u s  t h e  A r e o p a g i t e ,  w h o m  J u l i a n  m i s t a k e n l y  r e f e r s  t o  a s  S t
D e n i s  o f  F r a n c e ,  b y  a  p o p u l a r  m i s c o n c e p t i o n ,  w e r e  c o m m o n  t o p i c s  o f  d i s c u s s i o n  i n
s p i r i t u a l  c i r c l e s .  W a y  b a c k  i n  t h e  6 t h  C e n t u r y  h e  h a d  t a u g h t  t h e  T h r e e  W a y s  –
p u r g a t i o n ,  i l l u m i n a t i o n  a n d  u n i o n  –  a s  t h e  n o r m  o f  s p i r i t u a l  p r o g r e s s .  A l t h o u g h  i t
c a n n o t  b e  c l a i m e d  w i t h  c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  J u l i a n  k n e w  s u c h  w r i t e r s  a t  f i r s t  h a n d .  

S h e  q u o t e s  S t  P a u l  a n d  S t  P e t e r ,  t h o u g h  h e r  t h o u g h t  a p p e a r s  t o  e c h o  W i l l i a m  o f
T h i e r r y ,  a n d  s h e  a p p e a r s  t o  h a v e  h a d  a t  l e a s t  s o m e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  G r e g o r y  t h e
G r e a t ’ s   L i f e  o f  S t  B e n e d i c t .   I n  t h e  m a i n  h o w e v e r ,  h e r  c l a i m  t o  b e  ‘ u n l e t t e r e d ’  m a y
w e l l  b e  a  s e r i o u s  o n e .  

I t  i s  t h o u g h t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  J u l i a n  w a s  a  w o m a n  o f  h e r  d a y ,  a s  i n  h e r  w r i t i n g s  w e
s e e  h e r  g r a p p l i n g  w i t h  m a n y  i d e a s ,  c o m m o n  t o  h e r  t i m e  a n d  o f t e n  c o n t e n t i o u s .  S h e
f r e q u e n t l y  p r o t e s t s  h e r  w i s h  t o  b e  a  t o t a l l y  l o y a l  a n d  o b e d i e n t  d a u g h t e r  o f  t h e
C h u r c h  ( a  w i s e  c o u r s e  i n  d a y s  w h e n  t h e  c h a r g e  o f  h e r e s y  w a s  s o  b r u t a l l y  d e a l t
w i t h ) ,  b u t  s h e  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a n  a d v e n t u r o u s  p e r s o n .   J u l i a n  i s  n o t  a f r a i d  o f  d i f f i c u l t
i s s u e s .



Map o f  Norw ich  in  t imes  o f  Ju l ian  o f  Norw ich .  Source  -   Nor fo l k  Women in  H i s to ry .

I  t h i n k  i t  i s  h e l p f u l  f o r  u s  t o  b e a r  i n  m i n d  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  J u l i a n ’ s  R e v e l a t i o n s
m a y  w e l l  h a v e  c o m e  a s  a  d i r e c t  g i f t  f r o m  G o d ,  s h e  i s  n o t  a b o v e  t h e  l o n g
s t r u g g l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e i r  m e a n i n g .

T h e  O u t l i n e  o f  t h e  B o o k
A s  s h o w i n g s  a n d  m e d i t a t i o n s  s u c c e e d  e a c h  o t h e r  i n  d u e  o r d e r ,  J u l i a n ’ s
t h o u g h t  m o v e s  f o r w a r d .  I t s  d e v e l o p m e n t  i s  n o t  t o o  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f o l l o w .
1 .  T h e  L o v e  o f  G o d  S h o w n  i n  t h e  C r o s s
2 .  L o v e  t r i u m p h s  o v e r  S i n
3 .  L o v e  U n i t e s  t h e  S o u l  t o  G o d
4 .  L o v e  B r i n g s  u s  t o  h e a v e n

T h e  E v e n t s  o f  8 t h  M a y  1 3 7 3
I n  h e r  b o o k ,  R e v e l a t i o n s  o f  D i v i n e  L o v e ,  J u l i a n  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  s o m e  t i m e
e a r l i e r ,  s h e  h a d  d e s i r e d  t h r e e  g r a c e s  f r o m  G o d :  
1 .  T o  h a v e  t h e  c o n s t a n t  r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  C h r i s t ’ s  P a s s i o n ;  
2 .  T o  e x p e r i e n c e  b o d i l y  s i c k n e s s  w h e n  s h e  w a s  t h i r t y  ( C h r i s t ’ s  a g e ,
a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  t e a c h i n g  o f  h e r  d a y ,  w h e n  C h r i s t  s u f f e r e d ) ;   a n d  
3 .  T o  h a v e  t h r e e  ‘ w o u n d s ’  

i .    T h e  w o u n d  o f  t r u e  c o n t r i t i o n ;  
i i    T h e  w o u n d  o f  l o v i n g  c o m p a s s i o n ,  a n d   
i i i .  T h e  w o u n d  o f  l o n g i n g  f o r  G o d .  

T h e  f i r s t  t w o  g r a c e s  w e r e  a s k e d  f o r  o n  c o n d i t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  a c c o r d i n g  t o
G o d ’ s  w i l l .  T h e  t h i r d  g r a c e  w a s  a s k e d  f o r  u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y .   T h i s  t h i r d  r e q u e s t
f o r  t h e  w o u n d s  r e m a i n e d  i n  J u l i a n ’ s  m i n d  c o n s t a n t l y ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e
c o n d i t i o n a l  o n e s  f a d e d .

A t  t h e  a g e  o f  t h i r t y  a n d  a  h a l f  y e a r s ,  t h e  c o n d i t i o n a l  w o u n d  r e q u e s t s  w e r e
f u l f i l l e d .  



For a whole week she was ill. So ill that it was thought she was at the point of death. On
the third night – Wednesday – she received the Last Rites of the Church. Then very early
on Sunday morning, May 8th, the third Sunday after Easter, her parish priest came again
to her bedside. He brought a Cross, and he asked her to set her gaze upon it. 

Although she was reluctant to do so at first, because she tells us she had composed
herself for death,  she obeyed.  After a short period in which she felt herself to be dying,
her pain suddenly left her and series of wonderful ‘showings’ (visions) as she calls them,
began.

Over the next twelve hours, Julian received 15 revelations of God’s love, centering on the
Cross of Christ. Then there followed a gap of some hours during which time she says she
was terribly afflicted by evil. And then in the early hours of Monday morning, on 16 May,
the final (16th)  revelation came to her.

Julian describes her experiences in detail.  She distinguishes clearly between apparently
visual occurrences, mental understandings and spiritual perceptions. She is remarkably
clear and almost matter of fact about what happened. She has a realism and even a sense
of humour about the events. It would be very hard to prove that she was a neurotic or a
mentally imbalanced person.

Sometime after this, thought to be fairly soon, she recorded the sixteen showings and the
meanings that she attached to them, in a short book, the text of which still exists. But then
she went on to contemplate what had happened for twenty years, during which time God
gave her gradually deeper understandings of God’s meaning. 

Eventually another much longer version of the text was composed and of this longer text,
three manuscripts are known to still exist. However, as with the shorter text, they are
copies of a much later date than the time of Julian herself. 

Several of these documents are held in the British Museum. Whether Julian personally
wrote the originals, or dictated them to a scribe – it is hard to tell.

The writing is in Middle English and for most of us requires ‘translation’. Printed versions
of the texts appears from 1670 onward. Although it was not until Grace Warrack’s version
in 1901 that “The Revelations of Divine Love” found a wider public readership. The
Penguin Classics Book edition by Clifton Wolters in 1966 and the 600th anniversary of the
showings in 1973 has led to considerable international interest. 

Since then, there has been a great deal of scholarship about both Julian and her book.  The
book is now translated into many languages and read throughout the world.  Julian was
included in the Calendar of the Alternative Services Book of the Church of England in
1981, under the title of ‘mystic’.  Her book is the first one known to be written in English
by a woman.



Julian’s Thought

“The Revelations of Divine Love” is a profound and complex book which does not lend itself easily
to brief summaries. However, almost every sentence contains wisdom and comfort. It is far from
easy to comprehend the whole and its pattern of thought has been compared to a mesh of
interlocking ideas, and while the development is precise, it is not easy to discern. Julian has been
called one of the greatest of English theologians and her thought repays long and careful study. 
 She was particularly anxious that the book should be read as a whole and not piecemeal.

Julian’s subject is love - God’s love for humanity, shown forth particularly in the Cross of our Lord
Jesus Christ, and the responsive love in humanity towards their Maker, Keeper and Lover. This
love creates all that exists, it sustains and redeems all that is, and it will bring humanity home to
God. 

It is a love which is unfailing; even in times of sorrow or trial, and continues within us. It is a love
beyond all imagining; like the copiously flowing blood of the Saviour on His Cross.  It is all-
powerful and all-embracing.  No trial can overwhelm it, no part of creation is untouched by it.

Julian uses every image possible to underline the wonder of God’s love and in them all –
particularly in her notable image of God as Mother – there is a marvelous sweetness and
gentleness and confidence. God looks on God’s creation with pity not with blame and even sin
plays some mysterious part in the whole purpose of God, which is to bring all into the bliss of
heaven.

It is this apprehension of the fullness of God’s love for humanity, which builds in Julian, a
remarkable assurance, for which she is well-known.  When Julian says that “all shall be well, and
all manner of thing shall be well” she is not just being optimistic. She is reflecting the certainty
that God is in control, even when we may feel from time to time, that life is threatening to
overwhelm us. 

Julian knew suffering, both at the time of her revelations and in her subsequent life, however she
is given confidence through the passion and compassion of Christ. 

This confidence embraces all that exists – not just the human soul – but our whole being. In the
incarnation Jesus entered all of creation – so making it fit again for eternity.  This lays upon each
individual human person, a responsibility to love themselves and to love their brothers and sisters  
“All men are as one man, because one Man was all men.” (translate to “All human persons are as
one because the one person [Jesus Christ] was as all human persons.”)

We may sum up Julian’s thought as she does herself in the great concluding section of her book:

“Would you know our Lord’s meaning? Know it well. Love was his meaning. Who revealed it to
you? Love. What did he reveal to you? Love. Why does he reveal it to you? For Love…… I saw very
certainly that before God made us - God loved us, which love was never abated and never shall
be.” “He said not 'Thou shalt not be tempested, thou shalt not be travailed, thou shalt not be
diseased'; but he said, 'Thou shalt not be overcome.”



H e r b e r t  O ’ D r i s c o l l  w r i t e s  i n  T h e  M y s t i c s  Q u a r t e r l y ,  U S A ,  1 9 8 5 .  ‘ J u l i a n  i s  n o t  o n l y
a  g r e a t  l a d y  o f  t h e  p a s t ;  s h e  i s  a l s o  a  g r e a t  w o m a n  i n  o u r  f u t u r e .  W h a t  T h o m a s
M e r t o n  w a s  t o  s p i r i t u a l i t y  i n  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  1 9 7 0 s ,  J u l i a n  o f  N o r w i c h  i s  t o  t h e
1 9 8 0 s  a n d  1 9 9 0 s . ’

I  w o u l d  a r g u e  t h a t  J u l i a n  i s  a l s o  a  w o m a n  f o r  o u r  t i m e  i n  2 0 2 0 s  –  i n  t h e  3 r d
M i l l e n n i u m  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  

G e n e r a l  I n f o r m a t i o n  -  T h e  J u l i a n  S h r i n e
T h e  C h u r c h  o f  S t  J u l i a n  a n d  L a d y  J u l i a n ’ s  C e l l  l i e s  b e t w e e n  R o u e n  R o a d  a n d  K i n g
S t r e e t ,  a b o u t  o n e  k i l o m e t e r  f r o m  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  N o r w i c h ,  U K .  

T h e  S i s t e r s  a t  A l l  H a l l o w s  H o u s e  ( n e x t  d o o r )  w e l c o m e  p e o p l e  t o  t h e i r  C o n v e n t  f o r
p r i v a t e  r e t r e a t s  a n d  r e s t  p e r i o d s .  ( A p p l i c a t i o n s  m a d e  t o  t h e  S i s t e r  i n  C h a r g e .  A l l
H a l l o w s ,  R o u e n  R o a d ,  N o r w i c h  N R 1  1 Q T ,  E n g l a n d .  U K

R e a d i n g  S o u r c e s / B i b l i o g r a p h y :
J u l i a n  o f  N o r w i c h    R e v e l a t i o n s  o f  D i v i n e  L o v e :  T r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  M o d e r n  E n g l i s h         
                            a n d  w i t h  a n  i n t r o d u c t i o n  b y  C l i f t o n  W o l t e r s .  ( P e n g u i n  B o o k s :  
                            L o n d o n ,  1 9 6 6 )

F r o d o  O k u l a m        T h e  J u l i a n  M y s t i q u e :  H e r  L i f e  a n d  T e a c h i n g s  ( 2 3 r d     
                             P u b l i c a t i o n s :   M y s t i c ,  C T  U S A ,  1 9 9 8 )

G r a c e  J a n t z e n        J u l i a n  o f  N o r w i c h :  M y s t i c  a n d  T h e o l o g i a n  ( S P C K :  L o n d o n ,  1 9 9 4 )

K e r r i e  H i d e           G i f t e d  O r i g i n s  t o  G r a c e  F u l f i l l m e n t :  T h e  S o t e r i o l o g y  o f  J u l i a n  o f
                           N o r w i c h  ( T h e  L i t u r g i c a l  P r e s s ,  C o l l e g e v i l l e ,  M i n n e s o t a ,  2 0 0 1 )

J o h n - J u l i a n ,  O J N    A  L e s s o n  o f  L o v e :  T h e  R e v e l a t i o n s  o f  J u l i a n  o f  N o r w i c h
                          ( U n a b r i d g e d )   D a i l y  R e a d i n g s  ( W r i t e r s  C l u b  P r e s s ,  N Y C ,  2 0 0 3 )

L l e w e l y n ,  R o b e r t   W i t h  P i t y  N o t  W i t h  B l a m e :  M e d i t a t i o n s  o n  t h e  W r i t i n g s  o f
                           J u l i a n  O f  N o r w i c h  a n d  o n  T h e  C l o u d  o f  U n k n o w i n g  ( D a r t o n ,
                           L o n g m a n  &  T o d d ,  L o n d o n .  1 9 8 6 )

L l e w e l y n ,  R o b e r t   J u l i a n :  E s s a y s   E d  R o b e r t  L l e w e l y n .  ( D a r t o n , L o n g m a n  &  T o d d ,
                           L o n d o n  1 9 8 8 . )
l e w e l y n ,  R o b e r t   E n f o l d e d  i n  L o v e  S e r i e s :  D a i l y  R e a d i n g s  w i t h  J u l i a n  o f  N o r w i c h
                           ( D a r t o n ,  L o n g m a n  &  T o d d ,  L o n d o n .  1 9 8 6 )  
 

C o l l i n s ,  L o u i s e      M e m o i r s  o f  a  M e d i e v a l  W o m a n ;  T h e  L i f e  a n d  T i m e s  o f  M a r g e r y
                           K e m p e  ( H a r p e r  a n d  R o w :  N e w  Y o r k ,  1 9 6 4 )

S t a l e y ,  L y n n          T h e  B o o k  o f  M a r g e r y  K e m p e  ( W . W .  N o r t o n  &  C o m p a n y ,  N e w
 ( E d  &  T r a n s l a t o r )  Y o r k .  2 0 0 1 )



QUESTION  01

QUESTION  02

What is it about the

circumstances of the life of

Julian of Norwich that resonates

with us in our time?

What does Julian of Norwich

teach us about life in isolation in

a time of uncertainty during

COVID-19?

QUESTIONS 

FOR STUDY:

QUESTION  3

How does Julian of Norwich

speak to us across the centuries

in terms of her thought,

theology and her place in the

tradition of the Church?


