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St. Norbert

Apostle of the Blessed Sacrament

Sketch of Norbert’s Life


Born sometime between 1080 and 1085, Norbert grew up during the period following the first Crusade.  Being the second son of Count Heribert of Gennep, he was destined for the clerical life and was given a benefice at the Collegiate Church of St. Victor in Xanten.  Whether born in Gennep on the Meuse (as the Dutch claim) or Xanten on the Rhine (the German preference), Norbert was a Rhinelander from Lorraine.


We really don’t know too much about Norbert’s early life but most likely he was educated in Xanten at the Collegiate School of St. Victor.  When we first encounter him in the two biographies
 written about him he is already a canon of St. Victor’s Church and a subdeacon.  He was a chaplain to the court of Frederick I, the Archbishop of Cologne and to the Emperor, Henry V.


It is at this point in time that we find Norbert, accompanied by a single servant, hastening secretly, as the biographer tells us, to a place called Freden. The year is 1115.  This day is destined to become very important for Norbert.  From this day forth he would never be the same.  On his way to Freden a storm comes up, lightening strikes the ground and Norbert is thrown from his horse.  He is stunned, shaken and changed.  Until now he had lived a rather secular or worldly life.  He returns home and begins to live a penitential life.  He goes to the Benedictine Abbey of Siegburg and places himself under the direction of Abbot Cuno.  Later in that same year he asked Archbishop Frederick to ordain him to the diaconate and priesthood on the same day.  Frederick accedes to his request even though it is against church law.


After his ordination Norbert returns to Siegburg to further prepare himself for ministry.  When he returns to Xanten, however, he begins to preach to his fellow canons there about the way they should be living their lives.  The canons of St. Victor lived according to the Rule of Aachen
, which allowed private ownership and, by comparison to the monastic Rule of Benedict or the Rule of Augustine that Norbert would eventually adopt for his community at Prémontré, was quite lax.  This preaching against the lifestyle of St. Victor’s does not make him popular and eventually he gives up his efforts at this, leaves and goes to a little church owned by him or his family at Fürstenberg.  He remains here for almost three years.  During this time he continued to visit the monks at Siegburg
, but he also visited the canons of Rolduc
 and a hermit named Liudolf.  He also went about preaching during this period.


In 1118 lightening strikes again, so to speak, for Norbert is called before a church synod held at Fritzlar to answer why he is preaching without explicit permission and why he is living and dressing like a monk yet still living by his own financial means.  With his tail between his legs Norbert returns home, divests himself of all benefices, sells whatever he owned and keeps only whatever he needed for Mass and a small amount of money.  Then with two companions he heads south to St. Gilles in the south of France.  On the way he gives away even the little money he had kept.  It is actually uncertain whether he intended to meet the pope in St. Gilles or continue his journey elsewhere.  In any case Norbert meets with Pope Gelasius II, who after absolving him for the canonical irregularity of receiving the diaconate and priesthood on the same day, gives him permission to preach anywhere and confirms it in writing.


Armed with papal permission to preach, Norbert returns north with his two companions.  At Orleans they were joined by a third man, a deacon.  When they reached Valenciennes all three companions fell ill and died.  Valenciennes is a turning point for Norbert because it is here that he met his old friend Burchard, now bishop of Cambrai.  Burchard’s secretary, Hugh of Fosses, joined Norbert on his preaching tour.  Eventually, after the death of Pope Gelasius, Norbert went to Rheims, where the new pope, Callistus II, was holding a council.  Norbert’s goal was to obtain a renewal of his preaching license.  At Rheims Norbert met Bartholomew the bishop of Laon.  Bartholomew, backed by the pope, convinced Norbert to settle down in his diocese.  After being shown various places Norbert chose Prémontré in the year 1120 to settle and found a community.  A year later as the community was preparing for profession Norbert chose the Rule of St. Augustine for them inasmuch as, says his biographer, most of them were clerics and canons.  Thus Prémontré became a reform branch of Augustinian Canons.


Norbert founded several other houses and in 1124 was invited by his friend Bishop Burchard to come to Antwerp to preach against a Eucharistic heresy begun by Tancheln, who denied the real presence.  Tancheln was already dead but the heresy was still thriving.  It is basically because of this that Norbert is known as a “Defender of the Eucharist” and eventually an “Apostle of the Blessed Sacrament”.


In 1126 Norbert was elected Archbishop of Magdeburg in Saxony.  Norbert was archbishop for eight years.  The first four years were spent in reforming his diocese.  The last four were mostly given over to the support of Pope Innocent II in the aftermath of the schismatic papal election of 1130.  In 1133 Norbert journeyed to Rome with Bernard of Clairvaux in the company of the German King Lothair III for the purpose of ousting the antipope, Anacletus II.  Norbert fell ill on the return trip – probably infected by malaria – and died the following year on June 6, 1134.

Norbert’s Conversion


So much for the broad strokes to outline Norbert’s life.  I would like to return now to that day in 1115 when Norbert was struck from his horse.  Many have described Norbert’s conversion as similar to that of St. Paul’s.  Perhaps the biographer had the story of St. Paul in mind when he wrote about Norbert.  As in the case of Paul there was a bright light/lightening, both Paul and Norbert fell to the ground.  One biographer
 has Norbert coming to his senses and asking, “Lord, what do you want me to do?”  And immediately, as if in response, Norbert heard the words of the psalmist, “Turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.”  However, in Norbert’s case there is one significant element that is different.  It comes from another source.  In a work entitled “The Restoration of the Monastery of Saint Martin of Tournai”, the monk Herman describes how King Henry V of Germany went to Rome in 1110-1111 to be crowned emperor.  Norbert, as a chaplain of Archbishop Frederick of Cologne, was part of the entourage.  After explaining how the king mistreated the pope, Paschal II, Herman continues:



A cleric by the name of Norbert, who had been the emperor’s



chaplain during the seizure of the pope, was led to such great



repentance when he saw the wickedness of his lord, the king,



that he prostrated himself at the feet of the pope.  Having re-



ceived absolution from him, Norbert abandoned secular life. 



He went to France and found an isolated spot called Prémontré 


in the diocese of Laon.  He began to serve God there under the 


Rule of St. Augustine, but more rigorously and austerely
.


It is my belief that Norbert’s conversion was not so sudden as that of St. Paul.  I believe that Norbert’s conversion began in Rome when his eyes were opened to the harshness of the world as seen in the abuse leveled against Pope Paschal.  We don’t have any information about Norbert between 1111 and 1115 when the biographers take up the story.  But I think that this was a period of great reflection on the part of Norbert.  And what we see in those two descriptions are the beginning and end points of his conversion, not two separate descriptions or two separate conversions.

Iconography of Norbert


The title of this presentation is “Norbert:  Apostle of the Blessed Sacrament”.  We might ask why he has this title?  Has he always had this title?  Most of the images of Norbert that we see today have Norbert standing holding a monstrance or some Eucharistic symbol, perhaps a chalice, or kneeling in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament.  Sometimes he is pictured dressed as an Archbishop with the pallium and archiepiscopal cross.  Occasionally he is holding an olive branch, the symbol of peace.


The use of the monstrance, however, in the iconography of St. Norbert is anachronistic.  The monstrance first made its appearance in Europe in the 14th century – two centuries later than Norbert.  The monstrance was designed to display the Eucharist when devotion to the Real Presence became strong as a result of the institution of the Feast of Corpus Christi.

If we look at the earliest iconography of Norbert he is pictured holding a book.  The first image
 that we know of comes from the former Norbertine abbey of Schäftlarn near Munich and portrays Augustine handing Norbert the Rule.  A 14th century fresco from the former Norbertine abbey of San Severo in Orvieto, Italy shows Norbert simply holding a book (scripture?).   Then there is an early woodcut (1482) from the Norbertine abbey of Schlägl in Austria, which shows Norbert dressed as an archbishop and holding a book.  There is even a print of Norbert from the mid 16th century portraying him as archbishop with a palm branch and a basket of bread, symbolizing most likely his feeding the poor.


Both early biographies of Norbert describe him as “a minister of peace and concord”, not as an “Apostle of the Blessed Sacrament”.  These biographies were written between 20 and 30 years after his death.  It is not until the 17th century that Norbert is stereotyped as a eucharistic saint by both hagiographers and in iconography.  So Norbert considered as a eucharistic saint is rather late.  Being represented in this way, however, is based on a number of miracle narratives and stories that are already contained in the early biographies.

One popular image is that in which a spider fell into the chalice while Norbert was saying Mass.  Rather than remove the spider and possibly lose some of the precious blood, Norbert chose to consume the spider along with the precious blood.  Thinking that the spider was poisonous, Norbert expected to die.  While he awaited his death he suddenly sneezed and the spider was ejected.  Not a great story for refectory reading during a meal, if indeed these biographies were used as such!  The other event that iconographers found popular was Norbert’s preaching against the eucharistic heresy of Tanchelm in Antwerp.  Again, from the 17th century Norbert is depicted holding a monstrance with a defeated Tanchelm under his feet.  From this last story there developed, at least in the Belgian abbeys, a new feast, the Triumph of St. Norbert.  There are frescos and stained glass windows depicting Norbert carrying the Eucharist in procession similar to the feast of Corpus Christi.

Around 1625, the Flemish artist Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) was commissioned to design a series of tapestries (Triumph of the Eucharist tapestries).  The cartoon or design for one of these tapestries, which is entitled “Defenders of the Eucharist” includes the figure of St. Norbert, along with Sts. Jerome, Thomas Aquinas, Clare, Pope St. Gregory, Sts. Augustine and Ambrose.  It is in the Ringling Museum of Art in Sarasota, Florida.  Rubens himself was from Antwerp and thus there is a connection with the trend to make Norbert a Eucharistic saint.

Eucharistic References in Norbert’s Biographies

In spite of the fact that Norbert’s depiction as a eucharistic saint comes late in time, there are solid grounds for doing so.  At different periods of time in the history of the Church different devotions have been fostered.

Without a doubt Norbert had great devotion to the Mass and the Eucharist.  He was a man of deep devotion.  Some people leave writings behind when they die and so we have a good idea of their thinking on certain things.  Norbert left us no writings.  Norbert was a man of action and although a man of prayer, not a contemplative.  Some of his contemporaries have left us volumes of letters describing their work and activities.  The only writings we have from Norbert are documents where, in the process of his reforming his diocese, he transferred a house of secular canons to either his own Order or to the Benedictines.  There are a couple of responses to letters that he wrote asking for information about the papal schism of 1130, but his own letters have been lost.  And because we have to depend on what others have written about him rather than hearing from Norbert himself, we don’t always understand why he did certain things.

Norbert has been accused at times of being changeable and not being consistent.  His life’s journey did not necessarily lead him in a straight line.  But we should look at these breaks or changes in his life as innovative steps.  His ultimate goal – to reform the church in the spirit of Christ – remained unchanged.  I’ll refer to this a bit later.

If we read through the biographies of St. Norbert we find a number of instances where Norbert is celebrating Mass and preaching.  His celebration of Mass, however, is not merely devotional.  He drew strength from the Eucharist not only for himself but for others as well.  A “minister of concord and peace”, he frequently preached on reconciliation and about the healing of quarrels.

At the beginning of Norbert’s preaching career, after he had received papal permission to preach, he began to go about from town to town with his companion Hugh of Fosses.  When they came to Hugh’s hometown, they were met by a gathering of clergy and laity who had heard about Norbert.  They asked him to remain with them because there was currently a feud in which many had been killed due to the hatred involved.  While they were speaking, one of the leaders of the feud came along.  Norbert asked the man to forgive his enemy and he agreed to do so.  The following Saturday members of both sides of the feud gathered in a nearby town and many gathered to see what would happen.  Norbert remained inside in prayer for a long time and then came out and offered the Mass of the Blessed Virgin Mary and then a Mass for all those who had died because of the feud.  Norbert then preached on peace.  Finally, in typical medieval fashion, the relics of the church were brought out and the members of the two feuding parties renounced their enmity and swore an oath to keep peace.  There are other instances of Norbert celebrating Mass and preaching on peace.  It can only be that Norbert saw a strong connection between Eucharist, preaching and reconciliation.  Norbert is credited by his biographer as having great faith.  Norbert is said to have been an eloquent preacher who drew his strength from Christ.

At other times while Norbert celebrated Mass, healings took place.  On Easter Sunday, while Norbert celebrated Mass at Würzburg, just after he had consumed the precious blood, a blind woman approached him.  He breathed on her eyes and soon after she regained her sight.  When you read the story it is as though the breath or the aroma of the blood of Christ healed the woman.  Other healing stories involve exorcisms and the celebration of Mass.  These healings involved people who were believed to be possessed by the devil.  Perhaps some were possessed; perhaps others had psychological problems.

The Source of Norbert’s Strength

The images of Norbert that we recognize from our own time present Norbert as somewhat static.  He was anything but static.  He moved actively from place to place, in and through the Eucharist he drew on the words of Christ.  He was Christ in action among the people.

Quite often in the biographies of Norbert certain events are not necessarily in chronological order.  So, for instance, several healing stories might be clustered together in one place and several reconciliation stories in another place.  There are quite a few stories about demonic interference with the work of Norbert and the foundation of his community.  Several times in the biographies it is mentioned that when the weather became nice or in springtime Norbert went out to preach.  The healings and reconciliation events would take place during these preaching journeys.  Then, Norbert would return to find that the devil had been at work in his absence.

After Norbert settled at Prémontré he spent almost a year gathering members for his community during his preaching trips.  After he had instructed them and prepared them for the life that they would lead at Prémontré they made their profession on Christmas Day, 1121, according to the rule of St. Augustine, which he had chosen for them.  The biographer seems to indicate that there was some discussion about this rule and comparisons made to other rules.  Then the biographer mentions several things about clothing – they were to wear white woolen garments – and mentions the use of linen whenever handling the Blessed Sacrament.  Linen was to be used due to cleanliness and respect.

Then there is a paragraph, which is found in both biographies, and the wording is almost identical.


Frequently Norbert recommended the observance of three things,


namely, cleanliness about the altar and the divine mysteries, cor-


rection of excesses and negligences in chapter and elsewhere,


hospitality and care of the poor.  At the altar, one exhibits faith and


love of God; in the cleansing of one’s conscience, care of oneself; 


in the reception of guests and the poor, love of neighbor
.

It is only recently that the real meaning of this passage struck me.  It is found in all three of the synoptic gospels.  In Mark (12:28-31) we read, “One of the scribes…now came up and put a question to Jesus.  ‘Which is the first of all the commandments?’  Jesus replied, ‘This is the first:  Listen, Israel, the Lord our God is the one Lord, and you must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength.  The second is this:  You must love your neighbor as yourself.  There is no commandment greater than these.’”  We have here, in Norbert’s words, love of God, love of self, love of neighbor.

Norbert’s personal love of God is clear from the fact that he never deviated from seeking after God from the moment of his conversion.  He heard the words, “turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it”.  He turned from the evil ways of his life and sought to bring about peace, through reconciliation, through healing.  The rule which Norbert chose for his community begins with the words, “Dearest brothers, let us love God above all things, then our neighbor, for these are the chief commandments given to us.”  And what is the source of this ideal expressed in Augustine’s rule?  In the Acts of the Apostles we read about the early Christian community, “These remained faithful to the teaching of the Apostles, to the brotherhood, to the breaking of bread and to the prayers. … The faithful all lived together and owned everything in common; they sold their goods and possessions and shared out the proceeds among themselves according to what each one needed.  They went as a body to the Temple every day but met in their houses for the breaking of bread; they shared their food gladly and generously….” (Acts 2: 42-47)

“Seek peace and pursue it.”  We think of peace as the opposite of war or at least the absence of war.  Peace is more than that in the Scriptural sense.  It is harmony; it is what happens when all things work together as God intended at the time of creation.  Norbert’s goal was to bring the church back to the harmony found in the Acts of the Apostles.  This is a theory that is proposed by Professor Stefan Weinfurter of the University of Heidelberg
 who attempts a solution to some of the changeableness of Norbert, which was mentioned above, primarily his refusal to accept a diocese early on in his life and later his acceptance of the Archdiocese of Magdeburg
.  According to Weinfurter, this was an attempt to have control over a large enough territory in order to put his reform plans into action.  Unfortunately, Norbert did not live long enough for us to see where he would go with this.

Norbert’s Legacy

Norbert passed on his ideals and devotion to the Eucharist to his followers at Prémontré and the other abbeys, which were to be founded according to his reform.  Understanding Norbert’s drawing strength from the Eucharist, Philip of Harvengt, the second abbot of Bonne Espérance (1157-1182) in present day Belgium, was inspired to write the following in his magnum opus De dignitate clericorum.  “Lest the church grow weary through the labor of its journey it contains among its mysteries a great support, the saving sacrament of the body of Christ.  It would appear that the church protects this sacrament, but in fact it is protected by the sacrament
.”

Just as Norbert came to be known as a eucharistic saint in the 17th century, just so in that same century the Order began to adjust its view of itself.  The Order began to highlight the five ends of the Order:  praise of God in choir; zeal for souls; spirit of perpetual penance; devotion to the Blessed Sacrament; and devotion to Mary.  I stress here “devotion to the Blessed Sacrament”.

The Order continued to be known for its devotion to the Eucharist even into the 20th century, a devotion inherited from its founder.  In 1932 Pope Pius XI in an audience granted to Norbertine abbots after the Eucharistic Congress held in Rome spoke of our Order as “gloriously eucharistic and eucharistically glorious”.

For many centuries (1290-1947) the Statutes of our Order, now called Constitutions since the 1968-1970 General Chapter, the reform chapter after Vatican II, began with a chapter entitled “On the Sacrament of the Altar”.  It was only removed in 1947 when items of spirituality were removed from the Statutes to bring them into conformity with the Code of Canon Law.  The spiritual matters that were removed from the Statutes were brought together in a Spiritual Directory composed by Abbot Emmanuel Gisquière of Averbode in Belgium and published in 1959.

The General Chapter of 1968-1970, in the aftermath of Vatican II, thought that the Statutes of 1947 were too juridical.  There was a desire to give a more spiritual and inspirational tone to the Statutes.  These could then be complemented from a juridical aspect by Canon Law.  Since this reform chapter our Constitutions (as they had begun to be called) have undergone some additions and revisions.  In the latest edition of our Constitutions, the Eucharist takes pride of place in the day order of Norbertine Abbeys.  We read in #58 of these Constitutions,


In all of our communities in the midst of the people of God


the Eucharist is to be celebrated daily with the faithful parti-


cipation of the members since it is the culmination of our com-


munion.  Indeed, no “Christian community can be built up


unless, as its root and keystone, it has the celebration of the 


Most Holy Eucharist, from which all formation toward the 


spirit of community must take its origin,” “since the loaf of 


bread is one, we, many though we are, are one body, for all


partake of the one loaf” (I Cor. 10: 17).

Conclusion

Sometimes successive generations and ages tend to look at people and events in a slightly different way.  Norbert’s contemporaries viewed him as a “minister of peace and concord”.  In the 17th century he took on a persona connected with the Blessed Sacrament.  In art that image has come down to us in the present.  But Norbert has various views, like a kaleidoscope.  We live in a time of change, a time that lacks harmony, a time that seeks peace.  We need the Eucharist for strength and courage to seek after peace.  Perhaps the world needs to hear the voice of Norbert again today.

The Holy Father has declared this year to be “The Year of the Eucharist”.  Those of us who are followers of St. Norbert, either by profession or in the various ways in which we are connected to Norbert and his Order, have a model to imitate in living out our lives in a Eucharistic way.

To view Norbert as an Apostle of the Blessed Sacrament is beneficial for us as long as we do not view him in static adoration.  We must view him rather as active, very active, drawing his strength from the Blessed Sacrament to build up the Body of Christ, to reform and renew the Body of Christ, and heal the breaches that divide the Body of Christ.  Then, and only then, can he truly be called the Apostle of the Blessed Sacrament.

Theodore J. Antry, O. Praem.
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� This talk was given at St. Norbert Abbey in De Pere, Wisconsin on November 16, 2004 as part of the celebration of “The Year of the Eucharist”.


� Vita Norberti A, MGH.SS. XII, pp. 663-704 (English translation in the “Communicator”, June 1996, pp. 5-58); Vita Norberti B, PL 170, cols. 1255-1344 (English translation in an undated supplement to the “Communicator” published in 1999.


� This rule was composed for canons at the synod held in Aachen in 816.  It was based on an earlier rule written by Bishop Chrodegang of Metz in the 8th century.  It allowed for private ownership.


� Reformed Benedictine abbey near Cologne.


� Also called Klosterrath or Kerkrade not far from Aachen.  This was a reformed house of canons.


� Vita Norberti B.


� The Restoration of the Monastery of Saint martin of Tournai, translated with introduction and notes by Lynn H. Nelson.  The Catholic University of America Press:  Washington, D. C., 1996, pp. 120f.


� It is in a 12th century manuscript of Vita Norberti B.  It is presently kept in the Bavarian State Library of Munich, clm 17144, fol. 30.


� Vita Norberti A, chapter 12; Vita Norberti B, chapter 25.


� The English translation of Prof. Weinfurter’s talk, given in 1991 and published in 1992, may be found in the December 2002 “Communicator”, pp. 25-50.  It is entitled “Norbert of Xanten in the Judgment of his Contemporaries”.


� Also mentioned is Norbert’s strictness at Prémontré vis-à-vis his more modified approach to the lifestyle at Magdeburg, e.g. the use of linen rather than wool.


� PL 203, col. 668f.





