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All Will Be Well; Every Manner of Thing Will be Well

 Some books are meant to

be read meditatively, even

prayerfully, perhaps copying

sentences from them in a journal

and chewing over their wisdom and

poetic imagery. The fathers of the

church and the early monks had a

name for this kind of prayerful

reading, lectio pia. It is a quiet  and

yet simple way of praying. Lectio

pia often refers to a prayerful

reading of the scriptures, pausing to

let a phrase or word seep in to the

senses as a kind of mantra. But other kinds of books also call for lectio pia. One of them

is Julian of Norwich’s classic mystic book, The Showings – or alternately named,

Revelation of Love ( cf. for one edition of the text, Julian of Norwich, Revelation of

Love, John Skinner editor and translator, New York: Doubleday Image Books, 1996).

I first lingered prayerfully over Julian’s Revelation of Love in the summer of

1979 when I was working at the British Library in London. I began merely with a desire

to read the book but found myself returning to it meditatively during that entire summer. I

repeated that experience this summer, thirty years later. Julian was an anchoress in
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England ( an approved hermit who lived in a cell attached to a church who, oftentimes,

also did spiritual direction for people who sought him or her out). She was born in 1342

and on May 8, 1373 when she had nearly died, upon recovery, had sixteen revelations or

mystic experiences which included bodily visions, direct words given to her from the

Lord and spiritual enlightenment. Julian did not doubt that these revelations were from

God in Christ—she speaks of “ a sure knowing” that what had been shown to her was

from God. But she felt it was given less for herself than for others. She always felt the

need to submit her teachings ( which she held to be true anyway, prescinding from her

revelations) to the teachings of the church. Julian died around 1428.

Thomas Merton said of Julian: “ She is the greatest of the English mystics”. C.S.

Lewis, the famous Christian writer was less enthusiastic. He wrote to a disciple that he

thought The Showings was “ a dangerous book. Clearly I’m glad I did not read it much

earlier in my life”. I side with Merton on this.

Basically, The Revelation of Love is a long contemplation of God’s love which

we find it so difficult to accept and let transform us. As Julian notes: “ God is nearer to us

than our own soul. For he is the ground in whom our soul stands, and he is the mean that

keeps the substance and the sensuality [ roughly, this refers to body and soul] together.

Our soul sits in God in very rest and our soul stands in God for very strength and our soul

is kindly rooted in God in endless love…. We may never come to full knowing of God

until we first know our own soul”

Like many medieval women mystics, Julian had a profound experience of Christ’s

suffering and passion which revealed to her God’s great love.  The book ( written over a

twenty year period, consistently re-edited and re-thought) ends with a peon to God’s love:
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“ Know it well. Love was his meaning. Who showed it to you ? Love. What did he show

you ? Love. Wherefore did he show it you ? For Love. Thus was I taught that love was

our Lord’s meaning. And I saw full surely in this and in all, that before God made us, he

loved us: which love was never slaked, nor never shall be.”  Julian laments that we allow

ourselves to become too busy to fathom God’s love although “ in truth, no human alive

can fathom how much, how sweetly and tenderly our maker loves us.” After her mystic

experience, Julian asked for three blessings in life or, as she called them, three wounds:

“ that is to say the wound of true contrition, the wound of kind compassion and the

wound of willful longing to God.”.  In the copy of the book I read this summer, someone

wrote in the margin after these words: the wisdom of the 12 step program.

Julian follows many of those in the monastic tradition, including Saint Bernard, in

calling Christ our mother:” Our savior is our true mother in whom we are endlessly born

yet we will never come out of him”. She saw a mysterious and powerful great “ one-ing

between Christ and ourselves.”  Julian extols prayer as a seeking, a longing and a

thanking and trust in God. Yet the soul draws back from God’s love which never fails us,

even when we sin: “  For some of us believe that God is almighty and may do everything;

again, that he is all wisdom and can do everything but that he is all love and will do

everything, there we hold back”.

C,S, Lewis’ hesitation about Julian may stem from her view of sin. I often try,

personally, to read or remember Julian on sin before hearing confessions. Julian looks at

the vast cosmos in God and Christ and can find no place for sin. Sin is, as even Augustine

notes of it, primarily a negation, a lack, not a something that has place or substance of its

own. Julian is puzzled about her inability to see sin in God’s plan since she knows it has
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been and continues to be real. But she notes that in God’s sight, not even sin can diminish

his love for us. Our Lord “ wants us to listen readily to his gracious touching, more

rejoicing in his whole love than sorrowing in our frequent falls.”. Sin, in Julian’s view,

like that of the great hymn at the Easter Vigil, is a felix culpa—a happy fault which

shows us the depth of Christ’s love.

God tells Julian: “ Sin is necessary but all shall be well . All shall be well and all

manner of thing shall be well.” As she sees it, “ the same blessed Trinity shall make all

well that is not well.”. Echoing the Pauline saying that, in Christ, where sin did abound,

there did grace more abound, Julian repeats what she claimed to hear from God: “ Seeing

that I have made well the greatest harm [ Adam’s original sin], I want you to know that I

shall make well all that is less.”. Indeed, for those who have sinned ( all of us) but been

healed:” its wounds are seen by God no longer as wounds but as trophies. His servants

should not despair of their grievous falling, for when we fall, he is not hindered from still

loving us.” Again, echoing Paul, Julian insists that nothing—not even our sins—can

separate us from the love of Christ for us. Jesus, Julian asserts, “ saw and grieved with us

for every human sorrow and desolation from his kindness.”  There is no wrath or anger in

God or Christ only love. We can flee it but can not hinder its loving gaze at us, even

when we are in sin. As she ends her treatise, she says: “ He loves us endlessly and we sin

habitually and he shows it to us full mildly”.

At the heart of Revelation of Love we hear these words spoken to Julian:

“ I it am: the might and the goodness of the Fatherhood.

I it am: the wisdom of the Motherhood.

I it am: the light and the grace that is all blessed Love.
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I it am: the Trinity.

I it am: the Unity.

I it am: the sovereign goodness of all manner of things.

I it am: that makes you to love.

I it am that makes you to long.

I it am: the endless fulfilling of all true desires.”

I feel certain I will return again for a prayerful sojourn with Julian. She makes me

want to linger in God in thankfulness, to praise God for his gracious and courteous love,

to turn to prayer and acceptance that God is all in all. I strongly recommend a prayerful

reading, a lectio pia, of Revelation of Love to others too.


