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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARGARET

WINFRIED CORDUAN*

In 1310, before an emotional crowd in Paris, Margaret Porette was
burned at the stake. She had been charged with and convicted of being a
relapsed heretic. Specifically she had authored a book that, according to
high ecclesiastical authorities, had been determined to be full of errors
and false teaching. Even though the book was burned she disseminated it
further. Her execution drew many spectators, possibly including Meister
Eckhart, who had yet to reach the peak of his popularity. There is good
reason1 to believe that the book in question was The Mirror of Simple
Souls.

The point of this article is to call attention to the contribution made by
Margaret Porette. Of necessity this task involves primarily addressing the
question of the orthodoxy of the Mirror. I am going to make the following
case: Margaret’s views were such that by the standards of the day it is not
surprising that the inquisition would find her guilty. But beyond those
strictures Margaret made a lasting contribution to Christian spirituality
that eventually may have been one factor in the coming of the Reforma-
tion. To that extent, calling attention to her thought is also to commend
her thought to Christendom at large.

I. ESSENTIAL BACKGROUND

When it comes to identifying her biographical facts, Margaret fares no
better than most medieval figures. In addition to the various spellings of

* Winfried Corduan is professor of philosophy and religion at Taylor University, Upland, IN
46989.

1 Margaret Porette [note numerous spelling variations, e.g. Marguerite Poretel, Mirouer des
simples ames (ed. R. Guarnieri), Archivio Italiano per la storia della pieta 4 (1965) 351-708, is
an edition of a manuscript copy of the French original. There are several Middle English ver-
sions edited in The Mirror of Simple Soules: A Middle English Translation (ed. M. Doiron),
Archivio Italiano per la storia della pieta 5 (1968) 243-356. E. Colledge and R. Guarnieri accu-
mulate the charges against Margaret in their appendix, “The Glosses by ‘M. N.’ and Richard
Methley to the ‘Mirror of Simple Souls’” (357-382). Possibly more easily accessible is the dis-
sertation on which this published edition is based: M. M. Doiron, The Mirrour of Simple Souls:
An Edition and Commentary (dissertation; Fordham University, 1964). This edition also con-
tains invaluable historical sources in Appendix A (214-218). Translations into modern English
are by C. Kirchenberger, The Mirror of Simple Souls (London: Orchard, 1927), and C. Craw-
ford, A Mirror for Simple Souls (New York: Crossroad, 1981; rev. [to include Margaret’s author-
ship] 1990). My references to the Mirror will be by listing the page number in the Doiron
dissertation and the page number of the 1990 Crawford translation. Translations from the Mid-
dle English, however, are my own.
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her name, the case has been made that she is also to be identified with a
“Maria of Valenciennes.”?

Picture Margaret in a long gray cowl with her head covered by a simi-
larly drab veil—the customary habit of the Beguines. This loose, quasi-
monastic organization of women toward the end of the middle ages never
ceased to test the Church’s ability to maintain her flock pure and under
control. The Beguines typically lived in communal houses under unofficial
vows of poverty and chastity, but not usually of obedience. At its best they
constituted a voluntary sisterhood displaying all of the virtues of a reli-
gious order at a time when the officially sanctioned religious orders were
of highly uneven spiritual temper. The male counterpart to the Beguines
were the Beghards. The Church’s relationship to these alternative groups
was ambivalent. Neither outright suppression nor annexation proved suc-
cessful in trying to control their existence, practice or beliefs.

Margaret acquired her reputation as an itinerant preacher. She trav-
eled in northern Europe in the company of a Beghard, her “guardian an-
gel,” and instructed groups of pious men and women in her views.
Sometime along the turn of the century she wrote her book, which, given
the fact that manuscripts survived even after suppression, must have
been copied several times almost immediately. Margaret took the precau-
tion of having the book checked for theological orthodoxy by three compe-
tent authorities. They agreed that there was nothing invidious contained
therein, though they cautioned her not to disseminate the book to undis-
cerning folks.?

Nevertheless in 1306 Guy II, the bishop of Cambrai, declared the book to
be full of error, and it was publicly burned. Margaret was instructed not to
publish it any further. When she had a copy sent to Bishop John of Chalons-
sur-Marne she was arrested and incarcerated in Paris. The inquisitor’s name
was William Humbert who was, as was customary, a Dominican. For a year
and a half the Beguine remained in prison, withstanding various pressures
to confess and recant. Eventually a commission was appointed that decreed
the Mirror to contain numerous errors, and another panel ruled that conse-
quently she was a relapsed heretic—apparently a charge that could be main-
tained apart from her confession. Margaret was turned over to the secular
authorities and burned on May 31, 1310. According to contemporary accounts
the large crowd was moved to tears as they watched the Beguine succumb to
the flames in serenity.

Margaret is frequently linked to the so-called Brethren of the Free Spirit.
In fact Edmund Colledge has referred to her as “the high priestess of liberty
of the spirit.”* This ill-defined group that persisted into the fifteenth century
was often directly associated with the Beguines. Actually we know very

2R.E. Lerner, The Heresy of the Free Spirit in the Later Middle Ages (Berkeley: University
of California, 1972) 165-166. Lerner’s work also contains some of the best summaries of Marg-
aret’s life and work (71-78, 200-208).

8 Mirror 5-6; 19-20.

4E. Colledge, “Historical Data,” Meister Eckhart: The Essential Sermons, Commentaries,
Treatises and Defense (New York: Paulist, 1981) 8.
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little of the Free Spirit movement.5 It was first described by Albert the Great
in a scholarly list of errors (not intended as an historical report), and for two
hundred years afterward the Church used this list to deduce what anyone
who came under suspicion of being a part of the movement must believe. The
inventory of sins supposedly perpetrated by the Free Spirits includes pan-
theism, antinomianism, the total disregard for the authority of the Church.
In fact the movement tended to serve as label for anything dissonant or un-
wanted in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in much the same way as
“modernism,” “secular humanism,” and “new age” have been used in the
twentieth. Unfortunately almost all of our information about the movement
comes from its enemy, the Church. (Imagine what we would “know” about
the Reformation if all of our information about it were derived from anti-
Luther and counter-Reformation polemic.) When we look at the actual
sources in which people conceivably associated with the movement speak for
themselves a different picture emerges, as we shall see.

Margaret’s book, The Mirror of Simple Souls, remained known from the
middle ages on. A total of fifteen manuscripts in various languages have
survived. Of course the story of Margaret Porette was a matter of ecclesi-
astical record. But it was not until 1946 that Romana Guarnieri demon-
strated that the Mirror was in fact the book for which Margaret was
condemned.® A parallel case would be if Huckleberry Finn had remained
in circulation as having been written by an anonymous American and it
were known that Mark Twain wrote a novel about a boy’s travel down the
Mississippi until finally someone realized they were the same book. Simi-
larly on the basis of evident historical confluences and the identity of the
propositions for which Margaret was condemned with the content of the
Mirror it is quite clear (within the limits of historical methodology) that
Margaret Porette was the author of the Mirror.

The Middle English manuscripts we have are derived from the transla-
tion by a certain M. N., about whom we know not much more than that he
was a fourteenth-century Englishman. This translation, which was his sec-
ond effort for the same book, is occasionally interrupted by his commentar-
ies (signaled by “M.” at the beginning and “N.” at the end) in which he
attempts to defuse particularly controversial remarks made by Margaret.
Colledge and Guarnieri hypothesize that M. N. made his second translation
specifically to stave off potential charges of heresy against the book and
that, further, the specific points on which he comments are exactly the prob-
lem passages that may have constituted the evidence against Margaret.
This hypothesis is certainly plausible inasmuch as there can be no doubt
that the passages that M. N. selects for commentary are fairly explosive.

5 See Lerner, Free Spirit. Cf. also the earlier, now more questionable, discussions in
N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millenium (Fairlawn: Essential, 1957) 149-194; G. Leff, Heresy in
the Later Middle Ages (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1967) 1.308—407. Lerner’s work in par-
ticular serves to throw fresh positive light on E. H. Broadbent, The Pilgrim Church (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan-Pickering, 1931) esp. 103--106.

8 Her arguments, originally published in the Osservatore Romana in 1946, are reproduced in
her 1965 edition of the Ms.



518 JOURNAL OF THE EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL SOCIETY

II. THE BOOK

The Mirror of Simple Souls is a rambling dialogue, reminiscent of me-
dieval allegories. The main characters are “Love” (the protagonist), “Rea-
son” (who constantly queries Love for explanations of what she is saying),
and “This Soul” (who has experienced what Love is talking about and at
various times serves to prompt or support Love in her exposition). In addi-
tion various characters emerge to heighten the dramatic interest. The sup-
porting cast includes the “Holy Church,” the “Holy Spirit,” and even the
“Holy Trinity.” They usually only say a line or two to support Love and
then vanish again.

The title of the book is derived from the story of a princess in love with
the great king, Alexander, who lives in a faraway land. She will never meet
him, but she can always see his face in an image of him that she has had
built. The point is that the soul experiences realities of God that cannot be
described by words except indirectly—through a mirror image, as it were.

The overall structure of the book is loosely provided by the idea of the
seven stages of the soul as she ascends into the presence of God, a notion
that Margaret shares with many of her predecessors (e.g. Augustine,
Bonaventure).” Briefly, the stages are:8 (1) The soul is touched by the grace
of God and freed from sin. She sets out to follow God’s commandments and
does so in great fear. (2) The soul follows Jesus in a life of asceticism.
Through punctilious self-denial she attempts to mortify her physical na-
ture. (3) The soul continues on the path of perfection, now by also trying to
mortify her will through love. (4) The soul stops all works and concentrates
only on meditation and contemplation in the perfection of love. (5) The soul
sees what God is. She totally submerges her will in God’s will. (6) Through
the work of God—not the soul’'s—the soul sees that she is nothing. “And
then is a soul in the sixth estate made free of all things, purified, and clar-
ified—not glorified.”® (7) The seventh stage has been reserved by God for
everlasting glory. We do not yet have any idea what it is.

Within the context of medieval mystical piety, all of this is not in itself
very controversial. We must look to the details, such as how the soul pro-
ceeds from stage to stage and the description of the soul in the fifth and sixth
stages that caused the debate and ultimately Margaret’s condemnation.

III. THE CHARGES

In this treatment I want to concentrate on three charges against the
Mirror that played a role in Margaret’s condemnation: quietism, antinomi-
anism and pantheism. A contemporary chronicle (by William of Nangi)
mentions formally only two propositions:

7 Doiron, Mirrour xevii—ci.
8 Mirror 169-177; 127-133.
9 Ibid. 176; 182.
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1. That the sublated’? soul takes leave of all virtues, nor is she any longer in
their servitude, because she no longer has to obey them, but the virtues are
obedient to her.

15. That this soul no longer desires the consolations or gifts of God, nor
ought she to, nor is she able to desire them because she is totally intent upon
God, and her intentness on God would only be hindered thereby.1!

It is further a relatively safe assumption that the standard charges against
the Free Spirits were also adduced against her. Colledge and Guarnieri
make an interesting case that these charges could be substantiated within
the text of the Mirror. They do so by arguing backwards from M. N.’s com-
mentaries to the possible charges against which M. N. could be guarding.12
Of these the standard accusation of pantheism (or “autotheism,” as Lerner
calls it!3), is the only other one on which we will focus.

IV. THE CRUCIAL ISSUE

An appraisal of the legitimacy of Margaret’s views has to involve many
issues, not the least of which are matters of medieval jurisprudence and
politics. Lerner suggests that Margaret may well have been sacrificed on
the altar of political expedience.l4 Other matters would have to involve
theological precedent and legitimate latitude of expression. But there is
one particular issue that is pivotal for making sense of what Margaret said
and why she said it that way. This is the issue of philosophical framework.

I have argued extensively that systematic theology is by necessity an
interplay between the conclusions of Biblical theology and the philosophi-
cal concepts the theologian uses to express them.l® The categories that

10 1 have chosen the word “sublated” to represent a difficult term, “annyentised” and
“noughted” in Middle English, adnachilata in medieval Latin, which has also been translated
as “brought to nothing” and as “annihilated,” the most literal rendering. But because of the
connotations that “annihilation” carries in English theological discourse with condemnation to
nonexistence I thought it wisest to avoid that term. I settled on “sublated” (an intended allu-
sion to Hegel) since it carries the double meaning of negation of self while being absorbed into
something higher. I believe this squares well with Margaret’s intentions.

n Doiron, Mirrour 217. Translation mine. Compare Colledge and Guarnieri, “Glosses” 358—359.

12 These are eleven of the propositions brought up by the Council of Vienna against the Breth-
ren of the Free Spirit: “3. That the soul is naturally blessed by the gift of God, and has no need of
Scripture or understanding or intellect to attain to full knowledge of him. 4. That the soul brought
to nothing in the love of her creator neither desires or rejects poverty or tribulation, Masses or ser-
mons, fasting or prayers. 5. That the soul’s true name is ‘Oblivion.’ 6. That contemplatives should
not seek to increase in divine knowledge. 7. That the soul should save itself by faith without works.
8. That everything which men say of God is lies, and that they can say nothing about his goodness.
9. That the soul which has true freedom does nothing which could injure its inward peace, not in
obedience to anyone. 10. That the soul can have a constant vision of the divine nature in this
present life. 11. That souls brought to nothing in union with God must not labour to acquire virtues.
12. That those who love Christ’s divinity no longer love his humanity, or feel or suffer. 13. That
souls which are truly free are in no danger of sinning” (Colledge and Guarnieri, “Glosses” 372).

13 Lerner, Heresy 1.

4 Ihid. 76-77.

15 w. Corduan, Handmaid to Theology: An Essay in Philosophical Prolegomena (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker, 1981).
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she uses to formulate her views will shape them and go a long way toward
determining how they are expressed, frequently even by restating the con-
tent along philosophically suitable lines. Even though we ought not to give
in to the idea that there is no right or wrong for the philosophical frame-
work a theologian uses, it remains a fact that to understand a theologian
correctly and fairly we must take her philosophical framework into ac-
count as given. The philosophy a theologian uses is the language in which
she speaks to us.

For example, an important tenet of the sixteenth-century Reformation
was Luther's dictum: simul Justus et peccator. Given Luther's nominalist
propensities it was not difficult for him to refer to the same person in two
ways, once by pointing to his justified state and once by remembering the
sinful realities of his life. If we want to speak in more Aristotelian lan-
guage we say that there is a new, regenerate nature and an old, sinful na-
ture. But how do you say simul Justus et peccator in neo-Platonic? I believe
that The Mirror of Simple Souls is one attempt to do exactly that.

The Mirror stands in the line of the medieval neo-Platonic mystical lit-
erature that leads us from Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius through Sco-
tus Erigena and Bonaventure. This philosophical language, in its various
dialects, was by and large the mode of theological expression for most of
the late medieval mystics.'® That fact does not mean that as soon as we
have a neo-Platonic "dictionary" everything about the Mirror will become
clear to us—far from it. But it does mean that unless we make reference
to the neo-Platonic framework we have no hope of ever coming to terms
with what Margaret taught.

Among the ideas at the heart of neo-Platonic philosophy are the follow-
ing: (1) the absolute simplicity and nonduality of God, which gives rise to
his ultimate indescribability; (2) God's mediation of himself in creation
and revelation, a mediation that in some way constitutes both an accessi-
bility and an interference in a soul's knowledge of God; (3) the kinship of
the soul to God that gives it the drive to return to its origin—a return,
however, that can never occur through a simple act of will by the soul.

The Church's relationship to this form of thought was (once again) am-
bivalent. Pseudo-Dionysius was venerated. Erigena, despite his thinly
veiled pantheism, only received local condemnation. For many centuries
Platonic thought was the philosophical mode of preference, and someone
as close in time to Margaret as Bonaventure (d. 1274) espoused mystical
ideas not too far removed from those of Erigena (though not pantheistic).
By the time period under our consideration, however, things were chang-
ing. Philosophical schools were multiplying. Aristotle had gained a strong
foothold through the work of Thomas Aquinas. In the process of the contro-
versies of the thirteenth century it had become clear that an unreflective
adoption of philosophical ideas could lead to heresy. A case in point would
be the early Arab-mediated Aristotelianism that first came to Europe bear-

'* It is an essential ingredient to understand Meister Eckhart. Cf. K. G. Kertz, "Meister
Eckhart's Teaching on the Birth of the Divine Word in the Soul," Traditio 15 (1959) 327-364.



