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FOREWORD 

In 1980, Father Henry van Rooijen, 0. S . C., completed a manuscript which, he later 
told me, contained the final results of all his efforts to recover the mysterious origins of the 
Order of the Holy Cross. Two years later, Father Myron Effing heard of the manuscript's ex- 
istence, asked Father van Rooijen if a copy of it could be made available for translation into 
English, and asked me if I would be willing to undertake the translation. Thus began a three- 
year collaboration between Father van Rooijen and myself which, by September, 1985, had 
produced an English version of his work. 

- Translating the manuscript made it clear to me, however, that the book was also in 
need of extensive revision. Father van Rooijen seems to have written it quite quickly and, to 
some extent, in piecemeal fashion. It contained repeated and scattered discussions of the vari- 
ous topics treated, which needed to be consolidated, and its nine very lengthy chapters needed 
to be reduced to more manageable size and focused subjects. Because of his long absorption in 
the questions surrounding Crosier origins and early history, Father van Rooijen had also fre- 
quently made reference to various texts from memory, often failed to note the source of his 
references, and neglected to cross-reference his treatment of a topic to materials which ap- 
peared elsewhere in the book or its lengthy appendices. 

The press of other responsibilities kept me from undertaking the needed editing of the 
translation for several years, and the challenge of doing so properly, when at last I could, was 
enormously increased by Father van Rooijen's death in November, 1987. When I last spoke 
with him about the book, in the spring of that year, and told him what I yet hoped to accom- 
plish, he merely smiled, gave me his encouragement, and assured me of his confidence that I 
would do a fine job. That conversation has remained with me as both commission and legacy. 
When I was finally able to take up the text once more, in 1990, the preparation of this edition 
proved as daunting as I had feared, for I am by training neither a church nor Crosier historian. 
Unwilling to abandon my con~n~ission, however, I have done what I could with the materials 
which were entrusted to me, and here apologize for whatever glaring defects remain. 

My sincere thanks for invaluable assistance and encouragement in completing this pro- 
ject are owed to many more of my confreres and friends than I could possibly mention here. 
Nevertheless, I wish to take this opportunity to publicly thank certain of them: Father van 
Rooijen himself, whose fraternal encouragement, assistance and patience were unstinting; my 
former confrere, Father Myron Effing, who never doubted that the task could be achieved; 
Master General Lambert Graus, O.S.C., and the members of the Order's Historical Commis- 
sion, who have brought the results of my work into print; three friends, here and abroad, who 
have patiently endured numerous reports on the work in progress; and most especially my 
sister and brother-in-law, Mary Ellen and Larry Hunt, whose home provided the quiet and lov- 
ing environment in which the translation could be completed. 

Michael Cotone, 0 .  S . C. 



PREFACE 

In 1936, the Crosier Order solemnly celebrated the seven-hundredth anniversary of the 
death of its founder, a man known for centuries as Theodore of Celles. I was asked, as part of 
the preparations for the celebration, to compile a biography of this enigmatic figure, about 
whose very existence the great historian of the Belgian monasteries, Ursmer Berlikre, 0.S .B., 
had expressed serious doubts. ' 

Twenty-five years later, I published in Clairlieu, the periodical devoted to Crosier his- 
tory, a new and indeed quite revolutionary view of Crosier origins and early history.* This 
matfrial was published under some duress. Because the Order celebrated the 750th anniver- 
sary of its foundation in 1961, Clairlieu's editors wanted something special for that year's is- 
sue. Despite the plea that my work was not yet ready for publication, the editors insisted, ar- 
guing that, were they to wait until it was, I would never finish. In the end I agreed to publish 
what I had, but I still felt under pressure and was quite certain that the material needed addi- 
tional work, even complete revision. This book is the result of that certainty. In it I will pro- 
pose things even more radical than what I published in 1961, but which have grown out of cer- 
tain conclusions already reached by that date. 

Much of what follows is little more than hypothesis, and that is unavoidable. The re- 
covery of a religious order's real origins is often incredibly complicated, for in the earliest 
stages of its existence the new community lives rather than records its foundational impulse. 
The case of the Crosiers is further complicated by the pious modesty of their founders, who 
had absolutely no preoccupations with what we would call scientific history. In addition, dur- 
ing the two centuries after their foundation, there came a point in the Crosiers' evolution when 
one of their Belgian monasteries felt compelled to take control of or, perhaps more correctly, 
assume hegemony over the Order. The process was gradual but, once begun, naturally led to 
some resistance: the other monasteries did not want to submit to this hegemony, probably be- 
cause of their own inner workings. The monastery which had assumed hegemony then found 
it necessary to modify or cause to disappear those documents which revealed what it had done. 
These Crosiers did not act out of malice; rather, believing they were in the right and unable to 
prove it, they thought it best to at least be prudent. They were not, as they saw it, doing 
something wrong but merely providing a formality which had been overlooked. 

The historian who would reconstruct these events six or seven centuries later must care- 
fully read between the lines if he hopes to recover the truth. His task is the assembly of a puz- 
zle which lacks many of its pieces, some of which have been deliberately destroyed. Thus, 
groping his way through the material, he extrapolates from what he knows toward what he 
hopes will be a complete and satisfying solution. For this reason I ask the sympathetic under- 
standing, and forgiveness, of my critics. Experience has taught me that, in a hazardous under- 
taking such as this, one is sometimes too quickly criticized by those who do not bother to clear- 
ly grasp the foundations of the argument nor the contents of certain key documents.' 

This book is also the result of a deeply-held personal conviction which has steadily 
grown over the years: the history of a religious order cannot be properly understood unless 
one begins with its spirituality. Each religious order has begun with some sort of "spiritual 



drama," and I believe that I have now discovered the source and nature of the Crosiers' drama. 
I also believe that an order's history can never be reduced to some kind of pattern. Although 
some orders do share common traits, it is equally true that each came into existence because of 
special circumstances which have contributed to its uniqueness. 

The insightful studies about eremiticism and the common life of clerics published in re- 
cent years4 further convince me that my view of the place of the Crosiers among the Church's 
religious communities is in harmony with current research and have provided me valuable sup- 
plementary materials, although much of it came to n ~ y  attention only after I had already 
reached my own conclusions. Such studies show that the Crosiers are not easily assigned to a 
wider category of religious communities: while they share important traits with other orders, 
there is much about them that is uni ue and unshared. a Of these studies, Ludo Milis came to my attention only after I had made my own syn- 
thesis of the materials but is so essential that I reckon it the complement of my own ideas at 
many points. Rather than changing my mind, Milis has only reinforced my conviction that I 
have indeed discovered what is behind the origins of the Crosiers and he has enabled me to set 
those origins into a larger framework. I am more than ever convinced that the Crosiers are 
unique among the orders of canons regular and that the story of their origins reveals the tenaci- 
ty of certain spiritual values which of late have begun to reclaim their rightful place in the 
Church's life. - 

In 1961, I set out to show how a kind of curtain had been drawn across the story of 
Crosier origins. Above I claimed that this was deliberate: the preeminence of the Order's 
mothe-r house required that certain pieces of evidence be suppressed. Now, however, I believe 
that we can draw the curtain aside almost completely and boast that we are at last beginning to 
understand how the Order of the Holy Cross was born. 

The telling of the tale, however, requires more than a simple recovery and recounting 
of the facts. Facts make sense only in a certain natural, historical and cultural context. We 
live in a world limited by space and time, and the limits of this world determine our existence. 
One does not, for example, film a movie about the Middle Ages in twentieth-century settings, 
nor one about Germany in the Sahara, nor one requiring a tropical setting in the Arctic. But 
there always remains a mystery. The more we investigate and understand and do all those 
things required by historical investigation, the more we become aware of an organic growth 
and find ourselves always confronted with the mysterious workings of life, which arise from 
hidden depths and never totally reveal themselves. 

Here I must also acknowledge the great debt which I owe to two of my deceased con- 
freres, A. van Asseldonk and A. van de Pasch. Their publication of certain texts and their 
personal comments and observations have been of enormous help to my work, and I wish to 
take this opportunity to express my gratitude for their interest and assistance. My only regret 
is that neither of them is still alive to receive my thanks. Their invaluable assistance demon- 
strates how this book is but one fruit of the many efforts surrounding Clairlieu, 

This book has no doctrinaire or apologetic purpose; it is meant to be nothing more than 
a historical study. Its nature, however, has also made it a history of spirituality, and therein is 
a certain ambiguity, for spiritual realities always elude the historian. 

H. van Rooijen, O.S.C. 



INTRODUCTION 

1.  The Spiritual Drama 

This book has been subtitled, with just a touch of the sensational, "a spiritual drama. " 
Although this drama should properly unfold in the course of the book, a brief reflection here 
on the dramatic elements seems appropriate, for they are things profoundly rooted in human 
nature and life. 

Human life always exists between two poles. One of them is nature, the spontaneous 
blossoming of vitality in the actions and struggles of life. Such vitality can be either natural or 
supernatural, and thus a growth of either nature or grace. (The latter, of course, is a reality 
beyond the reach of scientific study.) In either case, human actions arise from some vital im- 
pulse or inspiration deep within human nature. The other pole of life is law, the codification 
of things which must be done, the realm of institutions and statutes. 

Human life cannot escape either pole. It longs for spontaneity and freedom; it wishes 
to be itself, to follow whatever springs from the depths of its being. But human life is never 
lived in splendid isolation, for it always finds itself confronted with "others" and can, in fact, 
only be lived in a community of "others," all of whom also long for spontaneity and likewise 
experience the presence of "others" and their needs. If there were no law, if each were free to 
follow his or her own inclinations, human life would be impossible: law is necessary "for the 
good of all." Life thus requires and presupposes the possibility of balancing spontaneity and 
law. 

This is true for both individuals and societies, for a society assumes the existence of so- 
cii, of comrades, who march together and are motivated by the same ideals. But a society also 
requires spontaneity. Even where there is unity, society violates the nature of human life if it 
is not a society of free individuals or if it becomes entrammeled in rules which suffocate the 
heart's spontaneous vitality. Each society, in fact, experiences precisely this phenomenon as 
part of its birth-pangs: arising from a vital impulse and challenged to enliven its members, 
each society eventually learns that it must restrict them and must impose limits which it, like 
all societies, needs. 

Each religious order, or society, is born of an ideal or, more correctly, of an authentic 
Christian impulse. In the case of the Crosiers, there seem to have been two such: the realiza- 
tion that military crusades were a mistake and that a medieval society and feudal Church, in 
which the divine had become unacceptably mixed up with the all-too-human, were un-Chris- 
tian. The first Crosiers sought a renewal of Christianity, a return to the perfection preached by 
Christ. The juridical structure of the Church -- its accumulated institutions, rights, and laws -- 
struck them as a pretext for maintaining abuses and for protecting a Church of power which 
could scarcely be called Christian. 

It was these insights, I believe, which formed the spiritual drama at the roots of the 
Crosier Order: having found abhorrent a Church which seemed to be only a facade for human 
ambition and greed, the first Crosiers sought a vital Christianity and strove mightily for perfec- 
tion. In the first two centuries of their existence, their evolution seems to have been marked 



by a passionate effort to find a healthy mean between restrictive legalism and unbridled li- 
cense. The first members sought that redemption which is the true freedom of the children of 
God but needed the guidance of the Holy Spirit to find the balance which would guarantee the 
unfolding and preservation of their vocation to holiness. My aim, therefore, is to uncover how 
the Crosiers arrived at a form of religious life which guaranteed both freedom and balance. 

2. The Stage 

If we truly wish to understand a medieval religious order, we must realize that we will 
never penetrate its heart unless we can come to understand it within the reality of medieval 
Christian Europe. We must learn to think as medieval Europeans. 

Medieval Europe was a Christian world doubly divided into two parts. The south prid- 
ed itself in being heir to the Roman Empire and Hellenistic culture. The north had just 
emerged from a fierce primitivism, now mollified by the influence of Christianity and by con- 
tact with the earlier Mediterranean cultures, which themselves had become increasingly shot 
through with Christianity. But there was also a division between east and west, each of which 
mistrusted the other and pursued its own course, but each of which also needed the other, be- 
cause the non-Christian power of Islam threatened the whole Christian world, which it called 
the "Roman" world. 

Western Europe had launched a powerful assault on the Islamic East, especially in the 
Holy Land, and for somewhat less than a century had been able to dominate it there. But Is- 
lam Bad retaliated, and was steadily advancing toward the center of what had once been the 
eastern Roman Empire. Western Europe, meanwhile, was readying itself to drive the forces of 
Islam from Spain and Sicily, stop them at the gates of Vienna and topple them back into the 
Balkans. 

Western Europe also faced internal problems which were intimately connected to its 
claim to be Christian. The most serious of these was where to locate the center of power (an 
inevitable consequence of the very structure of human nature). Western Europe claimed to be 
a unity called Christendom and, for a brief and splendid time not long before, it had even been 
politically united under the military and legislative genius of Charlemagne. Even now, there 
still existed an impressive union of its Christian peoples. 

But only with difficulty do human beings escape the duality which attends their exist- 
ence in the physical world, which demands the satisfaction of physical needs, and their rela- 
tionship with the transcendent world of the Divine. How were these Europeans to make sense 
of this dualistic unity without surrendering either aspect? Indeed, these two elements of human 
existence presupposed each other: the body could not live without the soul, the soul could not 
flourish without the body. Even if the body was incorporated into the state (regnum), the soul 
still required the guidance and protection of that other power called the Church (sacerdotium): 
human beings needed both. The problem was how to find that balance which enabled both re- 
alities to exist together in harmony and mutual understanding. 

Achieving the balance caused no few tensions for the medieval mind, which was still 
somewhat primitivistic and one-sided. Medieval Europeans harbored within them both a sin- 
cere Christianity and deeply-rooted ethnic feelings, and so felt themselves pulled in opposite 
directions. The Pope claimed primacy in spiritual matters and the subordination of princes to 
his supreme spiritual power. The Emperor, himself a holy figure crowned and anointed by the 
Pope, claimed a certain control over the Church, whose bishops were often his vassals. Thus 
confronted with what seemed to them an impossible choice, some Christians simply refused to 
choose. They claimed to live according to the Gospel alone and held themselves aloof from all 
choices, clinging to a life of moral perfection which did not reject mystic experiences but did 
hesitate over certain institutional forms. Sometimes, after a period of groping and searching, 
such Christians moved back towards the more traditional forms of their faith and thus gained 
the Church's approval. That such a drama might be part of the evolution of a religious order 
should not overly surprise us. 



There was, however, a second duality and a second source of tension in western me- 
dieval Europe: the Roman south and Germanic north did not always understand each other. 
The Roman world tended to prefer institutional structures in which direction came from above. 
The Germanic world preferred to emphasize the rights of the individual and natural develop- 
ment over the imposition of laws; it respected spontaneity in human society and looked to cus- 
tom (consuetude) as the foundation of legislation. Nor should we forget the Celtic element in 
European culture: a world characterized by supramundane dreams, by a trembling eagerness 
for the mysterious and a taste for the fantastic, but also by a profound sense of balance. 

All these dramatic elements play a part in the story of Crosier origins. The Order's 
founders were bound to a prince-bishop, himself a vassal of the Emperor and the subject and 
brother-bishop of the Pope. Their inner development also reached a point when they hesitated 
to choose between the two powers of European society before settling on an authentically 
evangelical life. In the end a papal decision would fix them firmly within the great Christian 
tradition, but they would wish to live it in their own fashion. They were not unaware of the 
eastern tradition of Christianity, either: they read, for example, the Scala Paradisi of John 
Climacus, the lives of the Desert Fathers, the works of Dionysius the Areopagite, St. John 
Chrysostom, St. Gregory Nazianzen, St. John Damascene, Abbot Ephraim, and Abbot Isaac of 
Syria. They were also sensitive to the tensions between the Germanic and the Roman tradi- 
tions, and their way of life even reveals some characteristics of the Celtic spirit. 

But even all this does not provide a con~plete framework for the story of Crosier origins 
within a European context. Although the elements we have described above characterize much 
of western medieval Europe, we must recall that during the eleventh and twelfth centuries Eu- 
rope was shaken by a serious crisis. The split between the churches of the east and west 
played a role in it, as did the bitter struggle against Islam. But these events only reinforced 
and accelerated an important process within contemporary society: the death of the feudal sys- 
tem. 

That system had structured European society for centuries and had seemed permanent 
and unchanging. Under it, the nobility dominated society, for they were the domini (the lords, 
die Herren, les seigneurs), absolute masters of all they surveyed from their castle fortresses. 
The peasants or tenant-farmers were considered part of their domains, and the serfs their per- 
sonal property. Now something new was afoot, something which gathered those without rights 
or power within sheltering walls. Such people began to sense that, together, they in fact had 
both power and security. The commune or community was being reborn, and it gave these 
people a certain independence and autonomy vis-a-vis the princes and lords which the solitary 
individual or villager (the villein) could not claim. The very structure of society was changing 
and, because it was basically a Christian society, that meant a renewal of the values of Chris- 
tian life. 

This renewal was complex, and involved two seemingly contradictory movements. On 
the one hand, it had to take account of the need which Christian perfection has for solitude, 
where the individual encounters God; on the other, it began to recognize, especially in an age 
of growing communities, that the great tradition of the apostolic life, that is, of the kind of life 
lived by the Apostles, requires a community of hearts and goods. There was, in short, a 
struggle to combine withdrawal from the world with communal charity as western Christian 
Europe sought a new and hitherto-unknown balance. The ideals and the realities of this inner 
struggle are also part of the eventful history of Crosier origins. 

Although our concrete knowledge of the Crosiers' origins remains tenuous, we will see 
that the circumstances of the thirteenth century caused their founders to be both caught up in a 
love of solitude and impelled toward communal life. Their search was one for a "rule of the 
heart," and that gave them a share in the wider history of the period. This characteristic of the 
Order's foundational period endowed the Crosiers with a spiritual flexibility which has enabled 
them to survive into the modern world. Small and insignificant as the Crosiers sometimes 
seem, they nevertheless possesses a source of vitality which is far from exhausted. With that 
assertion, however, the historian must acknowledge his limits and fall silent. 



PART I 
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SPIRITUAL, MYTHIC AND HISTORICAL ROOTS 



Chapter One 

THE CROSS AS AN ARCHETYPE 

To properly understand the history of the Belgian Crosiers, we must note that their ear- 
ly documents sometimes designate their con~munity the ordo sanctae cruets and elsewhere the 
religio sanctae crucis.' In thus proclaiming their Order's dedication to the cross and to him 
who had been the first crucifer,* these early Crosiers also proclaimed their belief that the cross 
was not merely the cruel instrument of Christ's suffering and death but also a symbol of the 
Redemption and a summary of Christianity. In other words, the cross was for them a true 
archetype, with which they had sealed themselves, so that everyone might realize that their en- 
tire lives were to be characterized by an imitation of their Crucified Lord. 

Two very different texts bear witness to the early Crosiers' conception of the cross as 
an archetype. 

The first of these is the poem Ad colendum mente pura, our oldest source of informa- 
tion about Crosier origins. The next chapter will discuss the poem in some detail: here we 
need consider only the introductory verses. 

Let people now alive and yet to be born assemble with me at the sole ar- 
ena of the Supreme King to offer worship with pure hearts. The cross is the 
tree whose rights surpass those of the laurel and which reveals salvation by its 
golden teaching. 

This, I say, is the blessed cross which has been made holy by the loving 
price of Christ's blood: strengthened by faith in him and raised on high by the 
honor shown him, this religion flourishes.' 

Several points in these verses deserve comment. 
The opening phrase, ad colendwn, is most satisfactorily translated as "to offer 

worship." In 1248 the Crosiers asked the bishop of Liege for permission to build a church at 
Huy "in order to increase worship of the Divine Name" (ad cultum divini nominis mplian- 
durn). Divine worship seems to have been a primary purpose of their Order, and they saw no 
better way to purify their hearts than to gather "at the sole arena of the Supreme King. 'I 

That arena is the cross. To portray the cross as an arena of combat was not unusual in 
the age of chivalry and crusades. One of the gable panels of the reliquary of St. Hadelin of 
Vise, a masterpiece of the Huy goldsmith, Godfrey of Claire, portrays Christ as a warrior 
armed with a spear, with which he crushes a serpent and a dragon. The caption reads, "The 
Lord is mighty in battle: 0 Noble Warrior, the dragon and the cunning serpent and the lion 
submit to you, 0 King who suffered on the cross.lr4 

The poem calls Christ the "supreme king," which is also a reflection of the high feudal 
period, when the king was, above all, a warrior under whom his vassals -- dukes, counts, bar- 
ons -- served. Over all such kings was Christ, the supreme king. In a similar vein is the coun- 
ter-seal of King Amalric of Jerusalem, where a crude representation of the city is captioned, 
"the city of the king of all kings" (civitas regis regum omnium).' 



We should also note the poem's use of "sole" (unicorn), even if it does not appear in the 
caption of St. Hadelin's reliquary. The word implies that Christ did battle only on the cross, 
and may hint at a condemnation, or at least rejection, of military crusades and suggest that the 
poet preferred a "mystical" crusade, like those of the poor, children, or shepherds. A similar- 
ly careful choice of words occurs in the poet's statement that one must assemble at or come to 
the foot of (subinirare) the cross in order to offer worship with a pure heart. 

These introductory verses are of crucial importance, for at the very beginning of the 
poem its author presents the central element of Crosier spirituality. The cross is a culmination 
and a place of victory, surpassing even the laurel tree (from whose leaves the ancients fash- 
ioned the victor's wreath) and revealing salvation by a "golden teaching." 

Note carefully the curious juxtaposition of ideas in that last phrase. Among the prero- 
gatives (iura) of the cross is that of revealing a teaching, something an object can do only if it 
is a symbol or the symbolic expression of a truth. In this case the truth must be a very pre- 
cious one, for the poet describes it as a golden teaching. The adjective is used allegorically, of 
course, to indicate an inner or spiritual rather than a monetary value, and in the medieval sys- 
tem of allegory, gold symbolized divinity. 

This divine teaching of the cross is then explained more fully. The cross has been 
made holy b the loving price paid in Christ's blood and is thus intimately connected with the 
Redemption! that is, the cross has been sanctified by the touch of Christ's blood, which was 
the price of our ransom. Such a veneration of the cross must be viewed under the perspective 
of the cult of relics which was so important to medieval popular devotion and which reflected 
the deeply-rooted human desire to make tangible things which by their very nature are beyond 
all sense-experience. The poet's point, however, is that we ought not be concerned with touch- 
ing something physical but with understanding a spiritual teaching. For this reason he con- 
cludes, "strengthened by faith in him [Christ, who has shed his blood for us] and raised on 
high by the honor shown him [Christ, whom the cross n~irrors], this religion [the Crosier Or- 
der] flourishes. " 

Although the poet has chosen religio rather than ordo for this last phrase in the interest 
of meter and rhyme, we should ask ourselves if he thought "religion" and "order" had different 
connotations, since for all practical purposes he has used them to mean the same thing. 

My suggestion is that "religion" refers to an inner reality. Let us note, however, that 
the Romans themselves disagreed about the real meaning of the word religio. Cicero, for ex- 
ample, thought that it derived from relegere or re~igere.~ If so, the religious person is one 
who "reads and rereads," or contemplates, everything about the worship of God in order to 
enter more deep1 into it. Lactantius, on the other hand, held that the word derived from reli- 1 gare (to bind to) and thus implied the bond which ties or attaches us to God. If so, religion 
would refer to the state of those who wish to bind themselves to God in a special way. It was 
this connotation Arnold Hertzworms O.S.C., had in mind when he described his Order as 
''the religion of the most holy cross," and such a connotation enables us to most easily under- 
stand the archetypical nature of the cross. 

The word "order," on the other hand, refers to the exterior forms through which the in- 
terior life of the religious community manifests itself, and above all to the Rule, the governing 
principle which shaped that way of life. Thus the oldest documents about the Crosiers call 
them "the Brethren of the Holy Cross of the Order of St. ~ u g u s t i n e . " ~ ~  But "order" did not 
only refer to the Rule. All of religious life was subject to order, especially the community's li- 
turgical life, which was regulated by the liber ordinarius, and its daily discipline, which was 
regulated by ordinationes, statutes enacted by its general chapters. In the medieval world the 
word "order" was also used to mean "a state of life":" hence the characterization of knights 
as members of the "order of chivalry," of those going on crusade as the "order of crusaders" 
(ordo crucesignatorum), and of the Knights of the Round "fable as the "Order of the Holy 
Grail. " One entered these states of life by a public action or a special initiation: the religious 
by profession of vows, the knight by dubbing, the crusader by taking the cross. 

In one sense, then, being a member of a "religion" and being a member of an "order" 
would mean the same thing; in another, such membership refers to two different realities: "re- 



ligion" to the existential aspect, and "order" to the institutional. In the case of our poem, how- 
ever, both words would focus on the same archetype: the glorious cross of Christ. 

The second document which illustrates the Crosier sense of the cross as an archetype is 
the famous short chronicle of Henricus Russelius, 0. S . C., a seventeenth-century conventual of 
the monastery at Huy. Russelius' chronicle was published in Cologne in 1635 with the title A 
Chronicle of Memorabilia Concerning the Order of the Holy Cross.12 On the frontispiece, 
however, the title appears as A Chronicle of the Crosiers with the subtitle (emphases added), "a 
synopsis of the memorabilia of the Holy and Canonical Order of the Holy Cross."13 This repe- 
tition of "holy" should make us suspect a reference to an archetype, a suspicion which is con- 
firmed by the short chapter, "On the Holy Cross," which forms the introduction. Consider the 
following passage: 

All people once judged the Cross to be the instrument of the most horri- 
ble punishment and the mark of the most shameful death. Even so, its Mystery 
could not be concealed nor kept from being foreshadowed in figures and cel- 
ebrated by oracles. 

For the Mystery of the Cross, undeniably the most sublime of all myster- 
ies, was revealed to the prophet Ezekiel when he saw those six men in whose 
midst was one to whom God gave the command to mark a Tau on the foreheads 
of those mourning and weeping over all the abominations being committed in 
Jerusalem. According to St. Jerome, the Tau represents the Cross, for he says 
that in the ancient Hebrew alphabet, which even today is used among the Samar- 
itans, the last letter of the alphabet, the Tau, has the shape of that cross which 
Christians frequently trace on their foreheads with their hands. The Egyptians, 
too, wished to show that it is needful to know this Tau, this Cross, for they ever 
portrayed their gods with this cross in their hands, on their heads, and on their 
clothing. According to Ruffinus, the Egyptians consider the sign of the Lord's 
Cross one of the letters which they call priestly letters and they say that it means 
THE LIFE WHICH IS TO COME. Isidore tells us that the T was a sign of 
prosperity anlong the Romans, and I pass over in silence what might be said of 
the Gauls, the Arabs, the Abyssinians, and so forth.14 

Russelius concludes this passage with some verses attributed to the Erythraean Sibyl, which the 
Emperor Constantine understood to be an explicit reference to the saving death of Christ on the 
cross. 

He then quotes several New Testament texts and notes how the paradox of the cross -- 
the honor, splendor and graciousness of this horrible and shameful death -- set on fire the 
hearts of believers. His chief example is an account of St. Andrew's death, which he follows 
with others about the Apostles and those early Christians who withdrew into the desert. Final- 
ly he  comes to Judas, that Jew who guided St. Helen to where the cross was buried and who 
afterwards became its devoted follower. When the cross was rediscovered, Russelius says, 
monks especially began to venerate it. l6  

For this seventeenth-century Crosier, the cross was a profound archetype and the un- 
conscious heritage of all people, and his expression of such an awareness is merely the reflec- 
tion of something which all Crosiers have sensed. Thus, an Order of the Holy Cross is not the 
result of a particular devotion which arose at some isolated moment of history; its members 
know that their Order is the manifestation of a deep longing, buried like a mysterious legacy, 
in all human hearts. l 7  



Chapter Two 

A CHANSON DE GESTE ABOUT CROSIER ORIGINS 

In 1961' I argued that the earliest literary record of Crosier origins is the poem Ad co- 
lendurn mente pura in MS. 6 L 21 (fol. 4r0-5V0) of the Grand Seminaire in Liege. The inter- 
vening years have not modified that opinion, and I am more certain than ever that this poem 
was composed in the first quarter of the thirteenth century, around the time of the Order's 
foundation. My reasons for this will be made clear in what follows. 

I am also certain that this poem should be classified as a chanson de geste,* but one 
written in Latin on a religious theme. Granting that the poem is much shorter than other works 
of this sort, which are usually so wordy that the shortest of them is over a thousand lines long, 
the contents are strikingly similar. The central figure is a queen who chooses twelve paladins 
to protect the most precious of all relics "in a venerable place." The paladins are later attacked 
and killed by unbelievers, but after a long dormancy, their Order miraculously rises from its 
ashes to flourish anew. Other features of the poem also place it within the genre of the chan- 
son de geste. Such poems were the chief form of chivalric literature, were often connected 
with centers of pilgrimage (Jerusalem, Rome, Compostella), and offered heroic examples of 
great Christian knights who performed bold deeds (acta bond) in the face of total defeat (dis- 
pendium). In this story, however, as befits God's glory, a miraculous rebirth causes the Order 
to flower afresh. 

The tale of Crosier origins thus seems to have as its backdrop the world of chivalry. 
Just as Francis of Assist and his first brethren wished to be troubadours or trouveres of God, 
so the first Crosiers found a minstrel to sing the deeds of the simple brethren who thought 
themselves successors of the ancient "knights" of God who had accepted martyrdom for love 
of their Crucified Lord and his cross. 

Ad colendum meme plira consists of thirteen strophes and antistrophes. The strophes 
are in a metrical form which appears in Latin poems of the eighth century and after;3 the anti- 
strophes in that of the Dies irae, the Stabat mater and the twelfth-century hymns of Adam of 
St. ~ i c t o r . ~  This use of two different meters suggests that the poet was a man of some culture. 
The text gives no clue to his identity, but it seems not unreasonable to suppose that he was a 
Crosier. Whoever he might have been, he has organized the thirteen strophes and antistrophes 
of his work into four parts, giving it an interesting structure and leading to a glorious climax. 

1. (First and second strophes and antistrophes.) An introduction invites the reader to 
venerate the cross, the sole arena of the Supreme King, and praises the Order which found 
growth and honor through faithful service of that cross by poverty and holiness. For this rea- 
son, says the poet, he must tell the story of the Order's origins and the fortunes of its history. 

2. (Third through fifth strophes and antistrophes.) The poet tells how the Order was 
founded by Queen Helen, who built a holy shrine for the cross which she had discovered and 
carefully selected twelve men to care for it. These were true knights, who wore the cross on 
their clothing and were called the Brethren of the Holy Cross. Through divine grace, their 
Order enjoyed a marvelous growth. 



3. (Sixth and seventh strophes and antistrophes.) Then came the time of trial. Amid 
persecution by unbelievers, the twelve holy men were put to death. The Brethren of the Holy 
Cross died as martyrs and their Order fell into oblivion: the Roncesvalles of the ~ r o s i e r s . ~  

4. (Eighth through thirteenth strophes and antistrophes.) Because God did not want 
this Order to disappear forever from the Church, he raised up five men, clerics or canons of 
Alamannian origin. They dedicated themselves to holiness of life through chastity, simplicity 
of dress and diet, and frequent fasts, and lived the traditional life of canons regular, working 
and praying the Divine Office. They appealed to Pope Innocent, who gave them his approval 
and imposed on them the Rule of St. Augustine, the traditional Rule of canonical and apostolic 
life, and directed them to live under the protection of the holy cross. The Pope gave them an 
official document confirming all this and, with his blessing, the five men returned to Alaman- 
nia, where they found a home and strove to grow in grace through their holy way of life. 

More realistically, the poem has two parts. The first, our numbers one through three, 
sets the Order's remote origins at the time of St. Helen and tells of its subsequent suppression, 
something later sources attributed to the apostate Roman emperor Julian. This part of the story 
is usually dismissed as pious legend, but we should beware of heedlessly judging it to be en- 
tirely so. The second part, our number four, recounts the emergence of the historical Order of 
the Holy Cross in the thirteenth century. 

We must begin by separating the historical data about St. Helen from her legend in or- 
der to understand how the first Crosiers could have believed, probably from their earliest years 
as a small eremitic community, that she was their founder. 

* 

1 .  SAINT HELEN IN HISTORY AND LEGEND 

Eusebius of Caesarea's Vita G'onstantini6 is our primary source of biographical informa- 
tion about Helen. An extraordinary woman, she was one of those women whom Leclercq de- 
scribed as significant for knowing how to fulfill their historical roles without fear of posterity's 
judgmentn7 Helen is, in this respect, comparable to Blanche of Castille or Isabella of Spain. 

Born in 248 or 249, she was of undistinguished origin, the daughter of an innkeeper 
(stabularia) according to some. The cities of Drepanum in Bithynia, Edessa in Mesopotamia, 
and Naissus on the Danube have all claimed to be her birthplace; legend later added Trier in 
Germany and Colchester in England. Her beauty caught the eye of Constantius Chlorus, a 
high-ranking Roman officer whom she married around 270. Their son Constantine was born 
in 272 or 273, and the names of no other children are recorded. When Diocletian appointed 
Chlorus the western Caesar in 293, the latter was ordered to divorce Helen and to marry Max- 
imian's daughter, Theodora; whereupon Helen ten~porarily disappears from the historical 
record. 

When Constantine came to power in the west in 306, he summoned his mother to court. 
Although many of his actions may be criticized, Constantine deeply and sincerely loved his 
mother. She was given the title Augusta, and there were even coins struck with her image. 
Her son so trusted her that he allowed her to draw from the state treasury at will, confident 
that she would not abuse her privilege. Helen is known to have counseled her son in some 
matters and to have been especially fond of her grandson Crispus, whom Constantine later put 
to death because of the intrigues of his wife Fausta. 

Before Constantine's conversion experience, Helen knew nothing of the Christian God; 
thereafter, she herself became devoutly Christian. The building of the magnificent city of 
Constantinople seems to have inspired her to do something of the same sort for the places 
where Christ had lived and, in 326, when she was almost eighty years old, she set out for the 
Holy  and.^ Eusebius says9 that she built a basilica in Bethlehem, over Christ's birthplace, 
and another on the Mount of Olives, from where he had ascended into heaven. She died short- 
ly after her return from the Holy Land, perhaps in 329, but not in Rome, where Constantine 
later had her buried. Both history and legend speak highly of her charity, her kindness, her 
exceptional intelligence and uncommon piety. 



The astute reader will have noted that we have thus far said nothing of the deed for 
which she is most famous in Christian tradition, her discovery of the cross. On this point, the 
separation of history and legend becomes extremely difficult. 

We know that in the early fourth century Christians were prevented from venerating the 
site of Christ's tomb by the presence of a temple of Venus, built there by Emperor Hadrian. 
Constantine demolished the temple, laid bare the site of Calvary and the tomb, and built two 
churches: a circular structure called the Anastasis (Resurrection) over the site of the tomb and 
a basilica called the Martyrion (Testimony) on Calvary. Between the two churches was a 
courtyard, and the whole complex was surrounded by a portico. The churches were dedicated 
at the end of the Council of Tyre, in 335, whereas Helen had died in 328 or 329. 

Neither the Bordeaux pilgrim's description of the holy places,I0 written around 333, nor 
Constantine's letter to Bishop Macarius of ~erusalem" mention the cross or its discovery. In 
347, however, Cyril of Jerusalem noted that Christians were eager to obtain relics of the 
cross.12 The cross must therefore have been discovered between 335 and 347, several years 
after Helen's death. 

The pilgrim Egeria, whose account of her visit to Jerusalem was written in 385, speaks 
of the finding of the cross but neither she nor any other contemporary source claim that Helen 
made the discovery.13 Only in 395 and 398 do ~ m b r o s e ' ~  and John ~ h r ~ s o s t o r n ~ ~  attribute the 
finding of the cross to Helen, but their versions of the story do not agree, nor do those of Pau- 
linus of ~ o l a , ' ~  in 403, and Sulpicius i ever us,'^ who derived his information from Paulinus. 
From the end of the fourth century on, however, the belief that Helen had discovered the cross 
became embedded in popular imagination. 

We can conclude that Helen's journey to the Holy Land to explore the holy places even- 
tually led to the discovery of the cross, and that this is the historical reality which gave rise to 
the legends: no one could imagine the discovery of the cross without the glorious presence of 
"Queen St. Helen."" In Christian tradition she thus became the great exemplar of pilgrims 
bound for Jerusalem but also the model or archetype of the crusader, of the heroic individual 
completely dedicated to an ideal, for it was she who had first gone in search of the cross. 

There is something very profound in all this. The crusader ideal was a masculine one 
but seen to be most especially embodied in a woman. Those men who went east with sword in 
hand were, in their hearts, following that heroic woman who had set out to find the cross, the 
sole object which revealed the real heart of Christianity: that fearful and bitter death which 
was the source of life and redemption. Here we may have found why the first Crosiers, who 
had been real cru~esignati,'~ say nothing of their crusade in recounting their origins but focus 
instead on the royal lady who had gone in search of the cross. She was their founder in a mys- 
tical or, better, archetypical sense rather than in a literal one. Their Order had been born of 
Helen's ideal, of the image of that imperial lady which lived on in the hearts and souls of be- 
lieving Christians. She was the anima -- the soul, the mysterious prototype -- who caught the 
imagination of the Crosiers at the time of their foundation. 

But that image could not be separated from the two other great archetypes which domi- 
nated Christian thought. 

The first of these is the cross itself, that "most inhumane and disgusting form of pun- 
ishment,"" which had become the sign of triumph18 and the pearl beyond all price in which 
was hidden the Mystery of Life. The cross is thus comparable to that other mysterious object 
so ardently desired and passionately sought by the medieval world, the Holy Grail, which was 
safely guarded in a majestic temple and castle called Montsalvat (the Mountain of Salvation). 

The second is Jerusalem, the "city of the Great King," as Jesus himself called it: the 
city where the whole drama had unfolded, from Abraham to David to its culmination in Jesus, 
the city which the Pauline writings and the Book of Revelation portray as the image and the 
dawning of heaven. In 1576 a Crosier general chapter determined that on the fourth Sunday of 
Lent, the liturgy of which began with the antiphon Laetare Jerusalem (Rejoice, 0 Jerusalem), 
Crosiers would henceforth sing the Kyrie eleisofl of Easter to celebrate "the mystery of this 
day, for it represents the Great Sabbath and the joy of all the elect in the heavenly 
Jerusalem. I' 



Ad colendum meme pura says that Helen not only found the cross but placed it in a 
shrine, the Martyrion, and chose twelve honorable men to protect it and promote its venera- 
tion. 

Indeed, [the Order] took its origins from Queen Helen, whose praisewor- 
thy faith gave fort11 the lily's sweet fragrance; fair and serene, she ruled the em- 
pire; like a champion in the arena, she carried off the victor's palm in triumph. 

When she had found the cross and set it in a venerable place, she would 
have believed that she had done nothing at all had she not found a lasting group 
of servants for that cross. 

And thus she carefully chose twelve men in whom there was neither de- 
ceitfulness nor foolishness and over whom the lure of wealth had no power: 
with them she took prudent counsel about the memorial of the cross. 

These the lady chose, men of pure hearts and solid faith, like the vine 
[cl~ooses] its branches, so that they might serve the cross of Christ with eager 
spirits, forming a crown above it, having become true soldiers. 

To them she gave the sign of the cross to be worn on their clothing, so 
that they might be able to triumph over the malicious Enemy by their ap- 
pearance, and especially because she believed it fitting that the wood of the 
cross be shown forth, through a sign, to the eyes of believers. 

Thus were they called Brethren of the Holy Cross, to which be praise 
*- forever and ever; and when the fame of these men s read abroad, the Order 

flourished with marvelous vigor through God's grace. if 
A list of the Jerusalem clergy from the Carolingian period tells us that in processions, 

twelve priests always preceded the patriarch of this holiest of earth's cities.jl This practice 
may have given rise to the legend about Helen's choice and foundation of a guard of twelve 
men (clerici) for the cross: it does not imply or prove a relationship between the two groups, 
for the number twelve can be explained equally well by other models, e.g., the twelve tribes of 
Israel descended from the twelve sons of Jacob, or Jesus' choice of twelve apostles to be his 
witnesses and to judge "the twelve tribes of Israel" at the end of time. Christianity had long 
since endowed the number twelve with archetypical significance, which is why Charlemagne 
had twelve paladins and King Arthur twelve knights of the Round Table who went in search of 
the Holy Grail. "Queen" Helen thus had to have twelve faithful men, too, and they were also 
called knights. 

A sixth-century legend claims that the cross was found in 233.22 Precisely one thou- 
sand years later, according to one early account of Crosier origins,23 the Order of the Holy 
Cross appeared as the rebirth of St. Helen's Order. In the eyes of these early Crosiers, their 
foundation by St. Helen was not legend; it was a historical fact and linked their Order with 
archetypical figures who profoundly shaped the vision of Christians of their time. We cannot 
understand Crosier origins unless we appreciate the living power of that legend, for the first 
Crosiers saw their origins incorporated into something ancient and holy. 

The seemingly legendary character of this poem is not, therefore, an argument for a 
later date of composition. Quite the contrary: the poem must date to a period prior to the en- 
try of the mendicant communities into the part of Europe once known as Alamannia, for it re- 
veals no influence of their ideals. Since the Franciscans arrived in Alamannia around 1221 ,24 
the poem must date from then or shortly afterwards. As we shall see, dating Ad colendum 
mente pura to the first quarter of the thirteenth century has significant implications for what 
follows. 

The poet says that Helen's twelve men were not deceitful or foolish, implying that they 
were honest and intelligent or wise, and that "the lure of wealth had no power" over them, im- 
plying that they preferred poverty. In attributing these qualities to Helen's Order, the poet has 
obviously prefigured in their remote ancestors what he most admired in the Brethren of the 
Holy Cross who were his conten~poraries, and has further identified the two groups by giving 



them the same name. In light of the poem's date of composition, this argues that the title 
"Brethren of the Holy Cross," also found in the oldest Crosier historical records, dates from 
the earliest period of the Crosiers' existence. 

Finally, note again the poem's close linking of chivalry and religious life. Like some 
other religious orders, that of the Holy Cross owes its origin to the world of chivalry. Because 
the image of the true knight has long since been established as a Christian one, we ought not be 
surprised to discover that, in this anonymous poet, the first Crosiers had found their minstrel. 

2. ANASTASIS AND MARTYRION 

Medieval popular belief held that between the Anastasis and Martyrion lay the navel of 
the earth, the omphalos or umbilicus mundi which the Romans had located in the Forum. 
This, too, is profoundly symbolic: the center of the earth, which popular belief also held was 
where Adam had died, was thus flanked by the two sites where human destiny had been decid- 
ed. The Martyrion commemorated the death of God's Son upon the cross, the promise of 
eternal life for all, and marked the spot where Jesus had given the ultimate testimony of his 
love for humanity. The Anastasis commemorated the victory of life over death and marked the 
spot where mortality had given way to eternal life. The center of the earth was thus surround- 
ed by the two poles of Christian existence, each of which presupposes the other: ignominious 
death on the cross blossoms into eternal life. The Resurrection is the inescapable conclusion 
and necessary fruit of sorrowful suffering, something totally incomprehensible by human stan- 
dards but proclaimed fortunate and blessed (beaia passio) by the Church. 

Eusebius of Caesarea' s claim that Constantine built these two churches is supported by 
what we know. Helen visited Palestine in 326 and died somewhere in the western empire two 
or three years later. That this elderly woman could provide for the construction of two basili- 
cas in Bethlehem and on the Mount of Olives was itself quite extraordinary. Construction of 
the two churches in Jerusalem, however, required the demolition of a temple, removal of the 
debris covering the site, preparation of plans, the collection of funds (all the empire's eastern 
provinces contributed) and clearing the ground around the building site, especially on Calvary. 
Helen may have foreseen all this and discussed it with her son, but the actual construction, 
which was completed only six or seven years after her death,25 must have been Constantine's 
work. Indeed, until the ninth century, the complex was called "Constantine's basilica" (basili- 
ca Constantiniana), the only name by which the Venerable Bede, for example, knew it.26 
Nevertheless, from a very early date, the building of the two churches was attributed to Helen. 
Here, too, we need to examine the pertinent texts. 

Paulinus of Nola's thirty-first letter, written in 403, would have us believe that Helen 
was responsible for building both churches. Paulinus claims (emphasis added) that, at his 
mother's request, Constantine had given her 

full power to excavate and bring to light the holy places, so that the Church 
might obtain fitting splendor for herself in her native land. Thus, the Empress 
Mother, with the eager support of her son the Emperor, brought these remains 
to light through her holy works; she made use of the entire public treasury; and 
with all possible expense and honor, the Queen enclosed and adorned by means 
of the basilicas which she built in those places which the Lord our Redeemer 
had filled with the mysteries of his love the sacraments of his Incarnation and 
Passion, his Resurrection and ~scension . " 

Paulinus' contemporary, Sulpicius Severus, is equally certain of Helen's role. "Helen, who 
was the mother of Emperor Constantine and who shared his power as Augusta, wished to visit 
Jerusalem. There she demolished the idols and temples which she found and, using the financ- 
es of the realm, built some basilicas on the places of the Lord's Passion, Resurrection, and As- 
cen~ion."*~ Finally, Rufinus of Aquileia wrote, in 402, that after finding the holy cross 



"Queen Helen" saw her desires realized and "with royal zeal, built a marvelous church on the 
spot where the cross had been found. 'c9 

All three texts are from the early fifth century. The last reappears in a homily about 
St. Helen delivered between 845 and 882 by the monk Altmannus of the Abbey of Hautvilliers, 
in the Archdiocese of Reims, which claimed to have relics of the holy empress.30 In view of 
the claims made by these texts, we should not be surprised that the early Crosiers also be- 
lieved, quite sincerely, that the Martyrion, later known as the Church of the Holy Cross, was 
Helen ' s work. 

We must emphasize the existence of two churches, for it is key to our entire study. For 
the medieval Christian, whose beliefs were ultimately rooted in those of the early Church, the 
absence of either church was unthinkable; the one was as necessary as the other. In time, the 
Crosier Order centered itself on a church which its members called the Church of the Holy 
Cross de claro loco. My contention is that this title refers to that church which Ad colendum 
mente pura says Helen built "in a venerable place" (loco venerabili), that is, in Jerusalem on 
Mount Calvary. My thesis is that the name of the Crosier church outside of the city of Huy, 
known for centuries as the Church of the Holy Cross of Clairlieu (Ecclesia Sanctae Crucis de 
clam loco), is to be translated more correctly as "the Church of the Holy Cross of the famous 
place" and that the title de clam toco is equivalent to the poem's loco venerabili. Acceptance 
of this identification is fundamental to a correct understanding of the origin and early history of 
the Crosiers, and is one of the central themes of this study. 

To understand what is involved, we would do well to remember that the first and prim- 
ary meaning of "church" is not "a building" but a group of people who have been called or 
chosen and have assembled in a certain place.31 This process is interactive: the place of as- 
sembly is sanctified by those who have been called, but the latter also subject themselves to the 
holiness of a place, especially if the place has been blessed by the presence of him who incor- 
porated in his own person all holiness in heaven and on earth. 

3. RUIN AND RESTORATION 

Jerusalem's place in Christianity can be best understood by comparing it to Rome. 
While the latter might be considered nothing more than the Church's administrative center, a 
certain ambiguity surrounds the Apostolic See, for the individual who governs the Church as 
Peter's successor has something of a mystical aura about him: he represents something etern- 
al, as the Church's Founder intended, but the presence of the eternal is revealed by a temporal 
reality. Jerusalem, too, is a center. To call it a historic center would not be far wrong, for it 
was there that God's Son touched the earth, that the drama of the Redemption was played out, 
and the old creation gave way to the new. But precisely because of this, Jerusalem is, as it  
were, "veiled in a cloud of mystery." Consequently, we could call it a "mysterious" center, 
but would be more correct if we said it is that "mystic" center where the great events which 
shaped the course of human history are somehow present as eternal realities. 

Constantine's two great churches, attributed by legend to his mother, must be viewed 
from just such a perspective. Those two buildings manifested Jesus: his shameful death on the 
cross and his triumphant Resurrection. Here he laid down his life on the cross, there in his 
tomb he was freed from the bonds of time and space and opened a door which invites all those 
of good will to enter. 

These churches drew pilgrims from all over the Christian world, and Eusebius was not 
alone in praising the magnificence and beauty of the holy places. The Bordeaux pilgrim com- 
posed a panegyric about them in 333, and in 387 the Spanish abbess Egeria described the im- 
pressive ceremonies which took place on feast days. On the anniversary of their dedication, 
believers gathered from all over, and especially, one might imagine, from the Empire's eastern 
provinces. The presence of fifty bishops with their clergy and monks was hardly thought 
worth mentioning. The Christian world believed that it had found lasting glory in the holy 
places of Jerusalem, where one stood at the threshold of heaven. 



But there was a certain danger inherent in the special status which Jerusalem enjoyed. 
Authentic worship of God had been freed from attachment to a specific place, and Christian 
holy places in Jerusalem were not to replace the ancient Jewish temple. As Christ had told the 
Samaritan woman, "Believe me, woman, an hour is coming when you will worship the Father 
neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. . .. An hour is coming, and is already here, when 
authentic worshipers will worship the Father in Spirit and truth" (John 4:21-23). Still, such 
places held a powerful attraction for the ancient or medieval Christian, often a simple and un- 
sophisticated person easily drawn to the privileged places where he or she could touch physical 
reminders of Christ's presence. Indeed, even modem Christians eagerly travel to Jerusalem, 
although they know that authentic worship is not bound to particular times and places and that 
they need not go to Jerusalem to find God or God's only-begotten Son made man. True be- 
lievers know, with St. Paul, that they must transcend space and time and penetrate the realm 
beyond this world. "Since you have been raised up in company with Christ, set your heart on 
what pertains to higher realms where Christ is seated at God's right hand. Be intent on things 
above rather than on things of earth. After all, you have died! Your life is hidden now with 
Christ in God" (Col3: 1-4). 

The repeated destructions of Jerusalem ' s holy places in later centuries helped foster 
such an attitude. The first of these was by the Persians in 614, which Vincent and Abel have 
described in their magisterial book on the city. 

After their capture of the coastal cities, including Caesarea, Serapeion 
(modern Arsuf) and Lydda, the Persians arrived before Jerusalem. They exam- 
ined the city's fortifications and studied the ground. Before undertaking the 
vigorous efforts demanded for an assault, however, they offered terms of sur- 
render. These the Patriarch Zechariah was disposed to accept, for he wanted to 
protect his people and the holy places. His opponents, however, proclaimed 
that God would protect the city and forbade him to treat with the enemy. Were 
he to leave the city to do so, they threatened, they would see that he died like a 
traitor. Protesting that he refused any responsibility for their actions, the Pa- 
triarch was forced to accede and to send Modestus, the Prefect of St. Theodore, 
to summon the garrison from Jericho. 

The Persians, enraged by the resistance, began to prepare for a violent 
assault against the walls and made terrifying threats against the city's inhabit- 
ants. Frightened by the sight of the vast number of besiegers, the Jericho garri- 
son took to its heels without the slightest pretense of an attack. On May 20, 
614, the walls were finally breached. Maddened with fear, the citizens fled to 
aqueducts, cisterns, churches and caves. A horrible pursuit followed: fanning 
out in all directions, the Persian troops burst into houses and other hiding 
places, massacring all who came within reach of their swords. Jerusalem suf- 
fered all the horrors of a city taken by storm. The great churches were set 
aflame at the suggestion of the Magi, who were only too pleased to make this 
offering to their god, Fire. The burning churches collapsed in flaming ruin, en- 
gulfing the crowds who had gathered around their altars in the grip of unspeak- 
able terror. At last wearied with slaughter, the Persians ordered their heralds to 
announce that all those in hiding might come out without fear. Their leaders set 
aside for deportation to Persia those survivors who knew a trade; the rest were 
shut up in the Baths of Mamilla and suffocated or were handed over to the Jews 
for sale as slaves. Whenthe deportation began, a long line of chained captives 
set out from Jericho on the march north to Damascus. In their midst was Pa- 
triarch Zechariah and the large relic of the holy cross. According to the chroni- 
cler, those Jews left in Jerusalem demolished and set afire the churches which 
were still intact. 

Such was the end of the splendid Byzantine city. Those who rebuilt it 
would not succeed in restoring its former glories.32 



Emperor Heraclius returned the relic of the Holy cross to Jerusalem on March 21, 630. 
Patriarch Zechariah had probably died in Persia, but his successor Modestus, appointed that 
same year, had begun to rebuild Jerusalem's churches while he was still Prefect. With the 
help of Patriarch John the Almoner of Alexandria, he was able to restore the churches of 
Mount Calvary, the Anastasis, the Martyrion, Holy Zion, the Basilica of the Ascension and 
other buildings. The rebuilt Anastasis and Martyrion were thereafter known as the Modestine 
Basilica. Modestus was succeeded in 636 by Sophronius, who was patriarch until 639. In Fe- 
bruary, 638, the Muslim caliph Omar entered the city. 

The rebuilt Anastasis and Mart rion stood from the seventh to the eleventh century, as 
we know from contemporary sources!3 Around 6'70, the Frankish bishop Arculf visited the 
holy places and, on his way home, was driven ashore by a storm on the island of Hy, the site 
of the famous Monastery of Jonah. His subsequent conversations with the Abbot Adamnanus 
provided the latter with the information for his book about the Holy Land (De locis terrae 
sanctae libri tres), which in turn was the source of the Venerable Bede's De situ Hierusalem et 
locis sanctis. Arculf had visited the holy places every day for nine months (cotidianis visita- 
tionibus peragrans) and said that near Calvary was a basilica called the Martyrium, built by 
'King" Constantine. Two centuries later, around 870 the Frankish monk Bernard also men- 
tions the existence of the "Church of the Holy Cr~ss . ' '~ '  

Charlemagne was able to maintain relatively peaceful relations with the Muslims. Be- 
cause most of the population of Jerusalem was Christian or Jewish, the caliphs preferred peace 
with the Frankish princes, even if they mistrusted the rulers of Constantinople and Cordoba. 
But peaceful relations gradually declined and in 935, although Christians were still a majority 
in the city, a mosque was built in what had been the courtyard of the Constantinian Basilica. 
The Muslims eventually came to fear that Christianity would prevail and, under Caliph Hakim 
the Suspicious, initiated a lengthy and savage persecution (1008-1020) which caused many 
Christians to give up their faith. A period of relative calm followed, but in 1009 the Anastasis 
and Martyrion had again been destroyed. 

The princes of the west had done little to help their co-religionists during the persecu- 
tion, and the duties of the Carolingian protectorate now passed to the Byzantine emperors. 
Under their care, the institutions of the Latin church in Jerusalem revived during the eleventh 
century, helped significantly by the generosity of King St. Stephen of Hungary and the House 
of Amalfi, who built churches, monasteries and hospices for pilgrims. Constantine Mono- 
machus rebuilt the Anastasis, and there was also some reconstruction of the courtyard of Con- 
stantine's complex, but the Martyrion was left in ruins. The Crypt of the Finding of the Holy 
Cross, under what had been the floor of the Martyrion and accessible by a flight of steps, stood 
outside the surviving parts of the church. 

Hakim's persecution had thus destroyed one of the two poles of the Christian mystery. 
Although a chapel remained on Calvary, the Martyrion, the Church of the Holy Cross, lay in 
ruins. Something precious was missing: the Martyrion demanded the presence of the Anasta- 
sis, just as the cross proclaims the resurrection, and the Anastasis demanded the presence of 
the Church of the Cross. Henceforth pilgrims who came to Jerusalem could visit Calvary and 
its chapel but would not know that the dome of the Anastasis once had its counterpart in the 
great basilica where the relic of the cross had been preserved. 

Confirmation of the Martyrion's destruction is to be found in a record of the First Cru- 
sade known as the Gesta Francorum expugnantium Jherusalem: "a little further on was the 
place called Calvary, where St. Helen found the Tree of the Lord by means of directions pro- 
vided by Judas in the 386th year after the Passion, and where that same queen built a church of 
marvelous size and workmanship. The treacherous pa ans later destroyed it, but the ruins 
which still exist show what sort of building it once was. 1155 

This is the church which the poet of Ad colendum mente pura has in mind when he says 
that, after finding the cross, Helen "had set it in a venerable place" and whose destruction was 
also the fall of her Brethren of the Holy Cross. His account of their deaths says: 



But when the zealous followers of the leader of idolatry dealt harshly 
with the adherents of Christian grace, they cast the innocent men into prison for 
torture, condemning them to the sufferings of hunger and misery. 

Thus the brethren named above, struck down but not conquered, were 
slain by the sword: suffering the pains of fire and water as well, these blessed 
men win unfading crowns. 

Thus an order so pious, so devout, so filled with holiness, became un- 
known to all the world (a most horrible thing): for the order of which we 
have often spoken perished completely when the cruel enemy, infuriated by its 
holiness, raged against it. 

Oh, how terrible, how inexorable, how cruel and how savage was that 
rage, because of which so great a splendor, blessed and without flaw, melted 
away like wax before a flame.25 

The only history in these verses is that there was once a large church in Jerusalem 
where a relic of the cross was preserved and that this church had been destroyed. If the first 
Crosiers mistakenly believed that this church had been built by St. Helen, they were only ac- 
cepting something which reputable Christian authors had been repeating since the early fifth 
century. Although it is not explicitly stated in the poem, these Crosiers also thought that this 
church had been destroyed during the time of the apostate emperor Julian. This, too, is no 
surprise: Julian had entered medieval tradition as the prototype of all persecutors of the 
Church. The version of events we find in the poem is probably a conflation of Julian's perse- 
cution and the Persian destruction of Jerusalem: both traditions were known and gradually 
amalgamated. 

The first seven strophes and antistrophes of Ad colendum mente pura are, therefore, a 
mix of history and legend. The death of St. Helen's twelve paladins who had worn the cross 
on their clothing has no real historical foundation. In the medieval mind, however, the exist- 
ence of a church required the presence of its clergy, and its violent destruction implied that its 
clergy had also perished. This supposition was confirmed by a vague but established tradition 
which had circulated through the Christian world. The first Crosiers, then, thought that the 
events recounted in the first half the poem were historical facts; only when we have accepted 
that will we be able to correctly interpret the second half. 

Our classification of this poem as a chanson de geste is justified precisely by its account 
of the slaughter of the first Brethren of the Holy Cross. Just as the twelve paladins of Charle- 
magne perished at Roncesvalles, so St. Helen's twelve Brethren who had worn the cross on 
their breasts perished in Julian's persecution. The Order of the Holy Cross had begun with 
them, for they were the twelve apostles of the finding of the holy cross. 

A second point further supports our classification of the poem, but is not so explicit. 
That is the parallel between the glorious Christian Helen and her ancient pagan counterpart. 
Helen ' s medieval biographer, Altmannus of Hautvilliers, proposed just such a parallelism bet- 
ween the great Christian lady, whose beauty won the love of a Roman ruler but whose true 
greatness lay in her journey to the east to unearth the glory of Jerusalem, and the incredibly 
lovely Helen of Homeric epic, who also went east, but for an earthly love. Both were also the 
cause of a war. Helen of Troy occasioned a war which arose from human jealousy and led to 
the deaths of many heroes and the destruction of Troy; Helen of Trier, as Altmannus believed 
her to be, occasioned a war against her Christian faith, which led to the deaths of the twelve 
knightly men to whom she had entrusted the Holy cross. In both cases, events center on a 
woman whose name contains the Greek word for "sun" (helios): Helen of Troy was a setting 
sun, but Christian Helen was paradoxical, for the setting of her sun would lead to a new and 
indomitable dawn. 



Chapter Three 

PRELIMINARY HISTORY 

4, ALAMANNIA 

The second half of Ad colendwn mente pura begins with the eighth strophe and anti- 
strophe. 

Rejoice: when it pleased the Glory of the Divine Majesty to give life to 
those in despair through the Tree of victory, he put an end to their disgrace in a 

* most wonderful way, increasing the gifts of freedom in balance with justice. 
For in his mercy he raised up five men and adorned them with silent 

prudence, clerics whom, as it is known, rich Alamannia prepared and trained.' 

In honore summi reels, an account of the Order's foundation composed around 1248 ,~  
says that these five men sought the help of a cardinal who had been sent to Alamannia (in par- 
tibus alemanicis) and the twelfth antistrophe of Ad colendum mente pura tells us that, after an 
audience with the pope, they returned to Alamannia (pergunt alern~niam).~ In 1961 I did not 
think the Alamannian origin of the five clerics who "renewed" the Order of the Holy Cross 
problematic, and simply identified Alamannia as the Holy Roman Empire of the German peo- 
ples, to which the diocese and princedom of Liege belonged. There was, in other words, no 
reason to question the tradition of the Crosiers' Belgian  origin^.^ Since then, however, addi- 
tional study has convinced me that the matter is far more complicated than I had supposed and 
that such a facile identification was probably incorrect. 

Originally Alamannia was "the land of the Alamanni," the federation of tribes which, 
by the third century, had settled in the southern part of the lands inhabited by the Germanic 
peoples. Until the end of the tenth century it corresponded to modern Alsace, Baden, Wur- 
temberg and the German area of Switzerland. The inhabitants of these lands called themselves 
Swabians (Latin, Suebi) but foreigners usually called them Alamanns. Because the French- 
speaking peoples bordered on the German-speakers precisely where the Alamanns lived, they 
began, in the late tenth century, to call all Germans Allemands and their country Allemagne. 
But there was an exception. 

In 843 the Peace of Verdun split Charlemagne's vast empire into three parts, of which 
the central piece became known as Lotharingia or Lorraine after its ruler, King Lothar. It did 
not long survive as an independent kingdom and was soon absorbed by its more powerful east- 
ern neighbor. But a part of what had been old Lotharingia retained the name: the French- 
speaking dioceses of Liege, Cambrai and Verdun. The twelfth-century Muslim geographer 
Idrisi, who traveled extensively in Europe, placed Trier, Cologne and Utrecht in Germany, but 
Liege in Luhrinka (~otharingia).' As we shall see, the thirteenth-century inhabitants of the 
Princedom of Liege did not at all like to be thought of as Alamanns. 

If Liege was not part of Alamannia during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we ob- 
viously must look elsewhere for the birthplace of the founders of the Crosier Order. In doing 
so, we will find that they were not from the area of Liege but from Germany, and most prob- 



ably from ancient Alamannia. On the other hand, we ought not make overmuch of this, for 
Crosier origins cannot be divorced from Liege. Nevertheless, the first Crosiers seem to have 
been Alamanns and very probably made their second foundation in the south of Germany rath- 
er than in ~ e l g i u i n . ~  

I am well aware of the gravity of such statements, but hasten to point out that some 
very reputable historians support my identification of Alamannia as somewhere other than the 
area of Liege. Pirenne's history of ~elgium,' for example, says that there was a distinction 
between Lotharingia and the German empire in the twelfth century, but even more important 
for my position is J. Lejeune's magisterial Liiige et son pays, which points out that thirteenth- 
century Liege realized that it was politically dependent on the "King of Alamannia," and dem- 
onstrated this in various ways, but that for the people of Liege Alamannia remained a foreign 
country, to which one went or from which one came. Consequentl.y, if Liege did not reckon 
itself part of Alamannia in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, Ad colendwn mente 
pura's reference to Alamannia is not to Liege, and the in panibus uZemunicis9 of In honore 
summi regis means Germany, not Liege. 

While this may not constitute decisive proof that the first Crosiers were of German ori- 
gin, it is not unimportant, especially when we realize that it is only part of a larger discussion 
and must be set against the background of all the information available. But it does add weight 
to what I have proposed and suggests that it cannot be lightly dismissed. Further support for 
my hypothesis will follow. 

Although the centuries-old tradition of the Belgian origin of the Crosiers' founders re- 
quiresradical modification, one must still recognize that, even if these men were not Belgian, 
the- influence of Liege and the deep roots which the Order sank into her soil remain. 

5. A MARRIAGE OF THE NOBILITY AT THE ORIGINS OF A RELIGIOUS ORDER 

There is the odd, even surprising, possibility that Crosier origins may be intimately 
bound up with a marriage contracted in the third decade of the twelfth century. 

In this age of high feudalism, the physical absence of the Holy Roman emperors en- 
couraged constant competition among their vassals for increased political and military in- 
fluence. The prince-bishops of Liege, the dukes of Brabant and Limburg, and the counts of 
Namur and Hainault put their predominance in old Lotharingia to good use, and frontiers often 
shifted back and forth across various disputed territories. 

Around 1095, the prince-bishops of Liege ruled an area roughly bounded 

by the Geer to the north; by the Petite-Gette and the Meuse to the west; by the 
domains of St. Hubert to the south; and to the east by the Heure, the Ourthe, 
and the Meuse as far as the district of Maastricht. A second, considerably 
smaller piece of territory, oddly separated from the rest, corresponded to Entre- 
Sambre-et-Meuse, Malonne, Fosses, Thuin, Lobbes and Florennes. A final and 
still smaller piece centered on the city of Theux. From 1095 to the middle of 
the thirteenth century, when the Princedom achieved roughly what were to be its 
definitive boundaries, it absorbed the duchy of Bouillon, the territory of Couvin 
(from the Meuse to Chimay) and reannexed many intervening lands: the coun- 
ties of Clermont-sur-Meuse and Moha, the town and abbey of St. Trend, and 
the abbatial holdings of Waulsort and Hastiere. lo  

Political competition with the prince-bishops came chiefly from the dukes of Brabant and the 
counts of Namur. All Namur was under Liege's spiritual jurisdiction -- Brabant only partially 
so -- and the counts could see that Liege was gradually encircling their domain. In 11 19 Fred- 
erick, the son of Count Albert I11 of Namur, became bishop of Liege but died two years later. 
Bishop Alberon I1 was also "of the lineage of the Counts of Namur, which stretched out its 
branches from sea to sea, and the son of its sister was duke of Louvain."" The author of Tri- 
umphus sancti Lamberti de castro Bullonio may have written this knowing full well that the 



Count of Namur's daughter had married the son of the Duke of Zahringen in Alamannia, and 
that the latter claimed Carolingian ancestry. 

That marriage must have taken place between 1120 and 1130. The families probably 
negotiated the contract during a visit to Namur by Duke Berthold I11 of Zahringen when he 
was in the Rhineland. Although we do not know the date of the marriage, we do know the 
names of the couple: Berthold's son, Conrad, and Count Godfrey 's daughter, Clkmence. 

The political ambitions of both families probably played a significant role in the ar- 
rangement of this marriage. The Zahringens were a prominent family of Alamannia, second 
only to the Hohenstaufens who held both the royal and imperial crowns. They already had 
numerous dependents and vassals and undoubtedly hoped to extend their influence north into 
the French-speaking part of the Empire, for they gave every sign of insatiable ambition. They 
seem to have usurped their ducal title on the grounds that there had once been a duke in the 
family (there was no duchy of Zahringen) and, like all great families of this time, pursued a 
clever policy of territorial expansion and extension of influence. The counts of Namur, on the 
other hand, must have reckoned that a liaison with the great ducal family of the south would 
reinforce their prestige against the prince-bishops of Liege. Godfrey ' s son, Henry the Blind, 
would prove capable of increasing his holdings in surprising ways, becoming Count of Luxem- 
bourg, Namur, Durbuy and Laroche, and thus one of the most powerful princes of Lower Lor- 
raine. 

Five sons and one daughter were born to Duke Conrad of Zahringen and Clkmence of 
Namur. Their eldest son, Conrad, died in childhood; the second became Duke Berthold IV of 
Zahringen; and the third,Radulf, with no prospect of inheriting land, was destined for a career 
in the Church. Of the two younger sons, Adalbert became the ancestor of the dukes of Teck; 
the other, Hugh, also died young and without issue. dementia, the daughter of the family, 
married Henry the Lion and afterwards Count Humbert of Savoy. The real importance of this 
marriage, however, is that it links old Lotharingia with Alamannia. 

6.  THE GRANDIOSE DREAMS OF RADULF OF ZAHRINGEN 

The link was further strengthened by the career of Conrad and Clemence's third son, 
Radulf, born probably between 1125 and 1130. The death of his eldest brother effectively 
made him the second son. Since Berthold would succeed their father as duke, Radulf was left 
to make his way by either an advantageous marriage or a career in the Church. He chose the 
latter, but why he did so is not clear, since his life was often more typical of a secular prince 
than a man of religion. He was both ambitious and greedy, so greedy that he was nicknamed 
t'Clobelsuch,'t12 but his greed may have been nothing more than a sign of his ambition. He 
was a true Zahringen: the inheritor of his proud family's dream of ever-increasing political in- 
fluence which, at some future time, might win it the imperial crown. He was also a hard- 
nosed realist who knew that influence was acquired with money, and sometimes had no scru- 
ples about how he obtained the money he needed. 

Perhaps Radulf's career in the Church was his parents' decision. It has been suggested 
that he was sent to the chapter school of Mainz,13 then directed by Canon Precentor Hugh, the 
brother of St. Hildegarde of Bingen. Radulf's later election to the archepiscopal see of Mainz 
and his relationship with Hildegarde would support such a connection. He first enters the his- 
torical record in documents of 1152 acknowledging his father's gifts to the Abbey of St. Peter, 
but his next appearance is as part of a disgraceful criminal episode. 

In 1160 the Archbishop of Mainz, Arnold of Selenhofen, was assassinated by his own 
clergy, who then elected Radulf to succeed him. Although they had no right to hold the elec- 
tion, the murderous clerics probably thought that electing a man of such distinguished family 
would protect them from imperial vengeance. Radulf took possession of his new see, and 
promptly sold off the cathedral's greatest treasure to purchase support for his election in the 
papal and imperial courts. (This was a crucifix called the Benna. The corpus was of pure gold 
and mounted on a gold-plated cedar cross decorated with precious stones. The gold alone 
weighed six hundred pounds.) His efforts were in vain; neither emperor nor pope was inclined 



to ratify such blatantly illegal actions. Radulf's family tried to help by asking the French king 
to support his election with the pope against the emperor.14 To have their son on the throne of 
the chief prince-elector, the most powerful of the German princes, would have greatly en- 
hanced the Zahringens' glory and influence, but this time their plans came to nothing. 

When the see of Liege became vacant in 1167 following the death of Alexander of Oer- 
en, Radulf sought the help of his maternal uncle, Count Henry the Blind of Namur, who was 
only too happy to exert his influence on his nephew's behalf. Thanks to Henry's efforts, the 
canons of St. Lambert chose Radulf their new bishop. The emperor accepted the election, the 
Zahringens were reconciled to him, and a real Alamann took his seat on the episcopal throne 
of Liege. 

But there were shadows around Radulf's episcopacy. He supported the emperor and 
the latter's anti-pope, Victor IV, and exerted himself to continue and extend that schism, at- 
tending the Diets of Wurzburg (1 168), Mengen (1 170), Nijmegen (July, 1170) and Aachen, 
and serving as an imperial ambassador to the courts of France and England to undermine their 
allegiance to the legitimate pope. He may even have dreamed of succeeding Victor and don- 
ning the papal tiara himself -- as the emperor's loyal subject, of course. 

Subsequently Radulf came to regret his actions. One of his surviving letters is a re- 
quest for guidance addressed to the Abbess of Bingen. Although short, it gives us insight into 
his personality. 

Radulf, by the grace of God, bishop' of the people of Liege, to Hilde- 
garde, servant of Christ, of St. Robert of Bingen, continually serving the King 
of Kings and grasping the crown of eternal happiness, greetings. 

Finding myself in the greatest confusion of body and soul, I have decid- 
ed to write to you, because I have great need of God's mercy. I do not deny 
that I have offended him and have put him to the test. Because I know that God 
is truly with you, my dearly loved sister, I implore and beseech you, by his 
mercy, that in your holiness you may be willing to kindly reach out your hand 
to me, who am totally in confusion and seeking recourse to you. Keeping vigil 
in solitude and pious prayer, you must know how to drive out my carelessness, 
and you must write to me all that has been shown to you of the inexhaustible 
and living light, in order to wake me from my sleep. May God, who is so full 
of mercy, allow me to receive in your letter a sure consolation and through your 
intercession the final dwelling place of eternal rest. 

Hildegarde's reply opens to us the special world of a saint and poet who, despite the 
oddities of her mixed imagery, quite probably guided the Prince-Bishop and former knight to- 
wards a new, clearly defined goal by the use of an unusual metaphor. She begins by alluding 
to what he had said about divine light. . 

Ah! the living Light says: the ways of the Scriptures lead toward the 
high mountain, where the flowers propagate their most precious scents and 
where a most sweet wind blows among them, making abundant perfume from 
them, and where the roses and lilies raise their bright faces. In times past that 
mountain had been hidden by the shadows of the blind living air, for the Son of 
the Most High had not yet illumined the world. Then the Sun rose up from the 
dawn, illuminating this world, and all peoples saw its scents. And the day was 
well-adorned and the sweet report arose. 0 shepherds, you must weep and la- 
ment, for in our time this mountain has been covered with those darkest clouds, 
so that a perfume does not arise from it. But conduct yourself as a good and 
noble shepherd. And, as an eagle looks upon the sun, so be mindful and see 
how you can recall the slothful and the wandering to their fatherland, and bring 
some light into this world, so that your soul may live and that you may hear that 
most loving sentence of the Supreme Judge, 'Well done, you are an industrious 



and reliable servant,' and so that your soul may shine upon that height, as a sol- 
dier shines in battle when his comrades rejoice with him because he stands forth 
a victor. Wherefore, 0 leader of the people, fight for the good victory . . . 

Radulf emerges from this correspondence a typical twelfth-century man and Christian. 
Enslaved by his ambition and greed, he is entranced by the spiritual splendor of a holy woman, 
from whom he seeks both illumined counsel and the support of her prayers. 

An incident from the life of St. 1vette,16 the pride of Huy, further illustrates Radulf's 
spiritual sensitivity. Ivettels husband died in 1176 and she declared that she would forego 
another marriage and remain a widow in order to better serve God. Her father, the Bishop's 
administrator and confidential clerk (rerum dzspensator et expensarum creditor), totally op- 
posed this decision. When Ivette resisted, her father turned to his famous master, hoping that 
episcopal authority might succeed where paternal authority had failed. 

Radulf agreed to interview the young woman, who was understandably unnerved by the 
sight of the dignitaries and knights around his throne. Despite the Bishop's arguments, she 
firmly persisted in her intent to remain a widow in God's service. Radulf was so impressed by 
her determination that he eventually sided with her and upheld her right to follow her choice. 
The written account of the incident says he then asked the young widow to declare, before the 
whole assembly, which of the two she chose, marriage or widowhood. She modestly and ti- 
midly replied that she wished to have Christ for her spouse; she rejected all mortal men and 
would not betray her heavenly bridegroom. The Bishop declared he would not oppose her. 
He irrecorded as saying to her, "Be persevering and do not fear, my daughter. Trusting in the 
Lord, I believe that he who has begun this good work in you will also bring it to completion; 
yes, for his honor and to your good in the end." This incident shows us Radulf the believer, 
who knew how to anoreciate true love of God. 

The prince-Bishop added to his prestige by building a new,,large, and impressive pal- 
ace where. one chronicler tells us. he "sat enthroned like a kine. Such indeed would have 
been his style. But Radulf was often away from Liege: he felt himself a foreigner 
there. His frequent absences kept him from becoming well-known in the city, caused the high- 
er nobility to spend less time there, too, and left to others the tasks required of him by his rank 
as a secular prince. Although Radulf did meet his episcopal responsibilities, such as the con- 
secration of churches and ordinations, and contributed to the support of churches and monas- 
teries he often practiced simony to amass the money he needed. According to the Vita Odi- 
l i a e ,  not always a reliable source, a butcher named Udelin actually bought church offices at a 
public auction held in the Bishop's name. E. de Moreau questions the truth of this story, but it 
seems undeniable that unworthy and greedy men were able to acquire church office in Liege. 
The moral standards of the clergy declined and they began to disregard celibacy. 

Such things were typical of a medieval diocese where an ambitious prince-bishop ad- 
vanced his proud purposes through simony, and seem to have been unavoidable. But actions 
always produce reactions, and it was not long before one occurred. 

7. THE TRIALS OF A LIVING CHURCH 

There appeared a preacher named Lambert li Beges (probably a corruption of beguin, 
hood), the pastor of St. Christopher's, a small and insignificant church at the edge of Liege on 
the far end of the bridge leading to Avroy. Lambert had begun to preach against abuses in 
Liege during the episcopacy of Alexander of Oeren but vigorously renewed his efforts 1175, 
while Radulf was off in Italy with the emperor. Of common birth, Lambert was uncommonly 
well-educated for his time and possessed of more than uncommon eloquence, a gift he turned 
against the flagrant abuses disfiguring the diocese of Liege. 

These abuses had begun in the time of Bishop Otbert (1091-1 119), a loyal supporter of 
Henry IV and a notorious simoniac. During his episcopacy, the church of Liege entered a pe- 
riod of decadence which lasted through three-fourths of the twelfth century. The Antigraphurn 
Petri, composed in the second half of the century, tells us that greed, drunkenness, luxury and 



corruption flourished among the clergy, that the poor were oppressed, the interests of the 
common people subverted, and good people led astray.I9 The laity followed the example of 
their clergy, surrendered themselves to levity and dissolute living, and even profaned Sunday 
in "holy Liege," once renowned as a city of piety and prayer. 

Lambert condemned all such behavior, of course, but Giles of Orval (writing after 
125 1) says that he was especially concerned with "the merit and reward of chastity. lt2* In his 
comments on this, J. van Mierlo suggests that this element of Lambert's preaching reflects a 
certain affinity with Albigensianism, 

in which such an exaltation of continence formed what might be called the es- 
sence of the movement in the popular mind. The chronicler's words are very 
specific: Lambert directed the common people toward the ideal of chastity, and 
specifically toward beguinism. From this we see why Lambert has been con- 
nected with Albigensianism, why he was accused of being an Albigensian, and 
why there has been a constant tradition which attributes to him the origins of 
beguinism, i.e., to his surname, which was not li Beges but Ie Begum. 
Although he cannot be considered the movement's founder, he must have at 
least directed it toward the ideal of chastity and the forms or external practices 
of Albigensianism. That does not necessaril mean, however, that he or the 
women he guided were actually Albigensians. J' 

Albigensianism or, more correctly, Catharism was in the air of the time. This was not doc- 
trinal Catharism, for the average medieval Christian was hardly so dogmatically sophisticated, 
but moral Catharism. The Greek katharos means "pure," and it was purity to which the peo- 
ple felt themselves drawn and which they so admired in the Cathar perfects. This desire for 
purity led them to criticize their unchaste priests and the wealth which they saw as the chief 
cause of that unchastity. 

Lambert's preaching soon had all Liege in an uproar. Crowds of common folk, espe- 
cially weavers and furriers, flocked to the little church outside the city to hear the new preach- 
er. (For some reason, tendencies to Catharism turned up among weavers everywhere. Per- 
haps, because they traveled from city to city, weavers were the natural disseminators of these 
doctrines.) Lambert did not restrict himself to the topic of chastity. He attacked the practice 
of extorting "gifts" for baptism, extreme unction, viaticum and funerals and inveighed against 
the abuse of ordaining priests' sons. 

A regular canon then accused Lambert of denying Christ's real presence in the Euchar- 
ist and the need for baptism. If true, such accusations would have been highly advantageous to 
the higher clergy who opposed him. When Radulf returned from Italy in March of 1175, he 
imprisoned Lambert but soon had to release him, on papal orders. Lambert then set off for 
Rome to defend himself, and there satisfactorily proved his trustworthiness and orthodoxy. He 
died some two years later, probably in 1177. His opponents had been unable to convict him of 
Albigensianism, and he seems to have initiated a reformation soon to bear fruit in ~ i e g e . ~ ~  

Simony continued to exercise a harmful influence in the diocese until Cardinal Henry of 
Albano arrived on a mission which would change many hearts. The Muslims had regained 
control of the Holy Land: Christian Europe shuddered at the thought of Jerusalem, the city of 
God, being once more in the hands of unbelievers. Before becoming a cardinal, Henry had 
been a Cistercian monk and had recently refused election to the papacy in order to devote him- 
self to preaching a new crusade. At Liege his summons addressed a simoniacal clergy and its 
bishop and led to a startling conversion. Seized by sincere contrition, the Prince-Bishop, along 
with many lords, knights and churchmen of his realm, took the cross. 

8. THE COURTIERS 

The son of a French-speaking mother, Radulf may have learned that language as a 
child. The suggestion has also been made23 that, in twelfth-century German schools, a knowl- 



edge of French was already a mark of good manners and that educated Germans who could not 
read or write it could have spoken and understood it. If so, there is every possibility, even 
likelihood, that Radulf knew enough French to manage when he became bishop. On the other 
hand, he probably still have wanted to have some Germans in his entourage. 

In 1179 he attended the Third Lateran Council and, on the way home, passed through 
Bingen, where St. Hildegarde lay dying. That some young Alamanns joined Radulf's entour- 
age as he passed through his homeland on the way to Liege, then or earlier, seems almost nec- 
essary. In 54 I argued that we can no longer ascribe a Belgian origin to the Crosiers' five 
founders but must look for them in ancient Alamannia. Given the context, the presence of five 
Alamanns in the court of a Alamann prince-bisho is not problematical, and a line in the Cro- 
siers' first Rule, which will be discussed below,&uggests that the text was addressed to men 
who had abandoned courtly life. 

Only one of the five is identified by name. Some four hundred years later, the chroni- 
cler Russelius recorded a tradition which claimed that their leader was known as Theodorus de 
 elli is.^' I propose that the Latin form of his name was in fact Theodoricus de Cellis. Theo- 
dore is a Greek name not used by western Europeans during this period, as a review of the col- 
lected sources for western medieval history shows,26 whereas Theodoric was fairly common in 
the German world. If my proposal is correct, this young man would have been known as 
Thierry de Celles in French and Dietrich von Zell in ~e r rnan .~ '  

Russelius tells us that he was of frail health but deep piety and suggests that he had at- 
tended the famous schools of ~ i e g e . ~ ~  Ad colendum mente pura however, expressly states that 
the Crosiers' five founders had been educated in ~lamannia," which should remind us that 
Radulf had perhaps once been a student at the famous chapter school of Mainz. My suspicion 
is that Russelius has made an unsuccessful conjecture about the education of the first Crosiers, 
although it is certainly possible that these young Alamanns might have wanted to round out 
their schooling at Liege, especially their linguistic training. 

To wonder about their schooling, and especially whether it included the so-called eccle- 
siastical disciplines, raises another important question. Were these men clerics or were they 
young knights attached to Radulf's civil and military staff? Not all his courtiers were clergy- 
men. Among his court officials, the seneschal, majordomo, chief cup-bearer, senior coun- 
cilor, chief squire, and head chamberlain were from the secular nobility and would have been 
assisted by a large number of laymen. For reasons which will follow, I am inclined to think 
that the young Alamanns were laymen. 

But, returning to what influence the schools of Liege might have had on them, we 
should note that the education offered in Liege was a very traditional one. The "learned cler- 
ic" (docttis clericus) of Liege was not an Aristotelian nor a system-builder but was intimately 
familiar with the Church Fathers and the sources of canon law. The early Crosiers shared this 
tradition, especially its patristic element, as the influence of Liege spread within the Order. 
On the other hand, these Crosiers were somewhat mistrustful of canon law and of the institu- 
tional Church, as we shall see: only in 1410 did the Crosiers realize that law might have a 
positive, even indispensable, value. 

What kind of world did these young noblemen, perhaps young knights, live in? That is 
best answered by saying that it was paradoxical, for they lived in two worlds simultaneously 
and experienced them as one. One world was that of Christianity, the world of the holy, of 
God, of angels and saints, of cathedrals, churches and monasteries, of the suffering and vic- 
torious Christ who offered his body and blood as spiritual food, of transcendent visions, of 
miracles and sin, where heaven beckoned and hell threatened, where devils played demonic , 

tricks but angels kept protecting watch and saints made intercession. The other was the world 
of chivalry, a world of prowess and courtesy, of pride and violence, of integrity and tender- 
ness, which had its own mysteries and wonders, such as impenetrable forests and ghostly cas- 
tles, mysterious wells and ensorceled animals. To the uncritical mind of a simpler age, these 
two worlds were one: the knight who rode in quest of the Holy Grail entered a church to re- 
ceive the Body of ~ h r i s t . ~ '  



This mentality is best illustrated by the twelfth-century chivalric romances, in particular 
by the story of Percival's Good Friday visit to a hermit who turned out to be his uncle. As 
Christian de Troyes tells the story,31 Percival lived for nothing but knightly gallantry for five 
years and, in doing so, forgot about God. Confronted with his sin by three knights and ten 
noble ladies dressed in mourning and reminded that that very day was Good Friday, Percival 
sought out a hermit to confess his sins. He wept the whole way and, when he arrived, de- 
clared himself ready to perform any penance which the holy solitary might impose on him. 

A striking representation of the unity of the medieval world can be found in a Gradual 
owned by the Crosier monastery of St. Agatha in the  etherl lands,^^ in which an early six- 
teenth-century illuminator has drawn for us the Crosiers' coat-of-arms. Their red-and-white 
cross appears on a blue shield with the three nails of the Crucifixion set between the beams of 
the cross; above the shield is a knightly helm surrounded by a crown of thorns and surmounted 
by the Order's cross, from which hangs a tattered cloak, the symbol of a fierce struggle. The 
image of helm, crown of thorns, and tattered cloak unites knightly prowess and religious disci- 
pline and is a remarkable image of the spiritual evolution of the Crosiers during their early his- 
tory, when knights became religious. 

The Crosiers' five young founders are also described as being "of handsome ap- 
pearance" (decori specie).33 The medieval knight was required to manifest his human great- 
ness in both physical beauty and spiritual integrity, for in this way he revealed something of 
the new and redeemed world, in which the grace and beauty of the human body have their 
rightful place. He was also to be a man of physical courage, for whom prowess was part of 
the normal course of things; his training included the practice of arms and taught him that 
cowardice was unthinkable. 

One final question remains. If the first five Crosiers were Alamanns come to Liege in 
the service of Radulf of Zahringen, were they influenced by the zealous preacher whose career 
we summarized above? Were they caught up in the mighty undercurrent of Catharism, that 
great popular movement nearly devoid of dogma but filled with a longing for the purification 
of Christ's Church, which had become deeply enmeshed in a medieval world where power and 
riches shaped and supported each other? We have, unfortunately, no way of answering that 
question, but we ought not exclude the possibility of such influences. After their experience 
on crusade these five men seem to have embraced beliefs very similar to those of the Cathars. 
But that was in the future; now they followed their bishop's example and, with him, became 
crusaders. 



Chapter Four 

THE GERMAN CRUSADE 

9. THE CRUSADES 

For most modern Christians, the crusades are nearly incomprehensible. How could 
good Christians be so terribly narrow-minded? Christ taught love of neighbor, even of one's 
enemies, was himself an example of meekness and humility who blessed the humble and the 
peacemaker, and never advocated armed conflict. Instead, he told his followers, 

- But what I say to you is: offer no resistance to injury. When a person strikes 
you on the right cheek, turn and offer him the other. If anyone wants to go to 
law over your shirt, hand him your coat as well. Should anyone press you into 
service for one mile, go with him two miles. . . . Love your enemies, pray for 
your persecutors. This will prove that you are sons of your heavenly Father, 
for his sun rises on the bad and the good, he rains on the just and the unjust 
(Matt 5: 39-40, 44-45). 

With such clear Gospel teachings, how could anyone justify war, let alone call it holy? Even 
more astonishing, how could Christian saints -- Gregory VII, "the most warlike Pope who ever 
lived";' Bernard of Clairvaux, the great mystic; and King Louis of France -- have promoted 
and organized these wars? Christ's injunction, "if a man wishes to come after me, he must 
deny his very self, take up his cross, and begin to follow in my steps" (Matt 16:24), was used 
to enlist crusaders. While emphasizing the exhausting journey, the risk of losing one's life and 
the martyrdom of those who fell, no one seemed to have considered the incongruity of military 
success won through the slaughter of those who were also called to be children of God. 

Whether heirs to the Graeco-Roman culture of the south or to the Celtic and Germanic 
prowess of the north, medieval men were always warriors and reckoned the profession of arms 
the only calling worthy of a man. Christianity had mollified this attitude somewhat, but the 
warrior's image was too deeply ingrained in European tradition to be eradicated in a few cen- 
turies. So, like human passion, war was judged to be good or bad in terms of its objective 
and, as a human action, could even be judged good and praiseworthy when directed against 
evil. The insight that "converting the pagans" was preferable to killing them required the wis- 
dom of a Francis of Assisi. The average medieval, who thought Muslims were the devil's 
henchmen, had not yet come so far. 

But the crusades were not simply wars; they were first and foremost pilgrimages @ere- 
grinahones), and thus holy acts deeply rooted in religious faith. Claiming otherwise wrongs 
the sincerity and generosity of medieval Europeans, for whom the business of the cross (negot- 
ium crucis), as the crusades were called, still held all the chill and terror, triumph and power 
of an archetype. Christ had suffered but also conquered on the cross and thus was, as the old 
Latin psalm said, the God who "reigned from the tree" (regnavzt a ligno Deus, Ps 96: 10). 
Nevertheless, the crusades also truly were and always remained wars, military enterprises, 
with all the relevant demands and consequences. Acts of cruelty, hatred, violence and treason 



were mixed with friendship, camaraderie and self-denial into that blend of human greatness 
and diabolic cruelty which characterizes all war. 

Such an unlikely blend of war and religious pilgrimage can be best understood against 
its proper background, the medieval Church. Because the Church's mission is carried out in 
the world, she herself is part of the world. Thus, although fiercely persecuted by the Roman 
Empire, the Church never denounced the empire's existence, for she believed that it was the 
world as God then wished it to be. Although her members suffered greatly because they re- 
fused to acknowledge the imperial claim to divinity, she never refused to recognize the legiti- 
macy of imperial authority and even boasted that her members were and remained loyal impe- 
rial subjects. The medieval Church likewise accepted the structures of the feudal world: lords 
and vassals were a new version of the Roman Empire and, because they and their subjects 
were believers, could even be called a holy Roman empire (sacrum Romanwn imperium). Be- 
cause bishops were often imperial vassals, the Church sometimes puzzled over whether the 
balance of power lay with the empire (regnum) or the papacy (sacerdotium) and had difficulty 
distinguishing temporal from spiritual means. The emperors sometimes thought they were en- 
titled to interfere in the purely ecclesiastical matters of their episcopal vassals, and the Church 
at times believed she had to make use of purely temporal or human means. Several centuries 
of intellectual and spiritual development were needed to resolve the complexities satisfactorily. 

The crusades began amid such unresolved questions. Because the appeal came from the 
popes, the crusades were significant acts of religion; because military arrangements were left 
to kings and nobles, they were subject to jealousy, ambition, and human greed; because they 
began as a popular, impassioned, and often heedless movement, the crusades were soon en- 
trammeled by difficulties. Left to the management of the great and powerful, the military en- 
terprise often fell apart in  pettiness, quarrels and base treachery, despite the most careful pre- 
cautions . 

But this analysis should not be pushed to extremes. For thousands of Christians and 
their rulers, a crusade was a real pilgrimage and act of Christian devotion. If crusading meant 
adventure, a chance to display knightly prowess and a journey to the mysterious and fascinat- 
ing world of the unknown East, it was still fundamentally a knightly service (militia) rendered 
to Christ. The Church had carefully nurtured the concept that true chivalry was rooted in 
faith, and the twelfth-century knight saw his calling as both martial and spiritual. Taking the 
cross enlisted him in the company of the suffering Christ, and its in~position by bishop or pri- 
est on his shoulder, marking him as a crusader (crucesignatus), was a ritual to be undergone as 
if entering into a sacred mystery. Taking the cross was a kind of conversion or change of life, 
almost a second baptism; those who had done so felt ready for martyrdom. 

The first Crosiers shared this. Their lives also took a new direction and they would 
forever feel themselves marked by the cross of Christ. Their later writings would refer to "the 
cross with which you have been reverently marked" (crucem per quam estis reverenter signah) 
and, eighty years later, their spiritual descendants would be known as "brethren marked with 
the cross" (fratres ~rucesignati).~ The Crosier Order began when these five men took the 
cross, but their experiences during the crusade would be the purification and growth needed 
for their maturation. 

10. THE EAGER MARCH TO THE  EAST^ 

The shock of Jerusalem's capture by the Muslims and the call for a new crusade had 
roused fresh enthusiasm in western Europe. Radulf of Zahringen took the cross in 1188: 
some chroniclers say at Liege on Ash Wednesday, March 2; others at Mainz on the fourth 
Sunday of Lent, March 27, during the Curia Christi. Hildegarde's letter may have led the old 
Prince-Bishop to become a soldier once more, so that he might "shine and stand forth a 
victor," but another incident reveals that, ever a practical man, Radulf took no unnecessary 
chances. To guarantee his safe return, he took with him the skull of St. Lambert, patron of the 
Liege cathedral, for surely the saint would want to see his skull returned to his own city. As it 



turned out, as Radulf lay dying at Herderen after his return, he willed the relic to the cathedral 
which his father had built in Freiburg, the city of the mringens. 

Dietrich von 2e1l4 went with his Bishop. Because Russelius explicit1 mentions "the 
cross which [the first Crosiers] had taken in defense of the Catholic f a i t h , '  the other four 
Alamanns of Ad colendum mente pura were probably members of Radulf's military entourage 
(~omitatus)~ too. If so, the Third Crusade was the only such expedition to have any role in the 
story of these five young brothers-in-arms. Russelius also says that Dietrich "undertook and 
completed that pilgrimage with great eagerness."' If this repeats something he found in an 
older source, it provides a significant insight into the attitude of the five men and confirms our 
suggestion that they may have been prompted more by faith than eagerness for adventure. As 
young warriors, they would have been scarcely able to restrain their eagerness to cross swords 
with the enemy; as Swabian knights, they would have been totally loyal to their lord and 
bishop; but as devout Christians, they would have been thoroughly committed to the "business 
of the cross. " 

One wonders what impression their Bishop's attitude may have made on his young 
knights. The Crusade of Landgrave Louis, a chanson de geste about the siege of St. John of 
Acre, frequently mentions "the Bishop of Liege and his people. " "That blessed man, " the au- 
thor says, did not refrain from combat. Forbidden use of the sword because a priest was not to 
shed blood, Radulf wielded a mace. With brutal humor, the author observes that the Bishop 
used it to "administer a sacrament" which he himself would not like to receive, for with it the 
Bishop "was not saving the Saracens but sending them to Hell. " Criticism of "warrior clergy" 
and even of crusades was already being voiced in the Church, and perhaps that also shaped the 
later beliefs of these five young men. Among them, Dietrich seems to have been unlike his 
companions. Perhaps his frail health made him less of a warrior, a more gentle and reflective 
man or something of an introvert: eager, but more quiet and preoccupied with the interior life. 
In time he would profoundly influence the other four, who may have been more rough and 
ready: brave and fearless young knights caught up in the camaraderie of a great adventure but 
also filled with the spirit of authentic Christianity. 

Insofar as the Third Crusade followed an overland route, it was a German enterprise. 
The First Crusade had been largely a French affair and was in fact often described as "God's 
accomplishments through the French" (gesta Dei per Frances). In 1189, however, it was a 
German army which crossed Europe to the East. Philip I1 of France and Richard Lionheart of 
England participated in the crusade and eventually captured St. John of Acre, but they reached 
the East by the less difficult sea route. Germans led the overland expedition and the most 
prominent among them were Alamanns: Emperor Frederick Barbarossa; his son, Duke Fred- 
erick of Swabia; and the Bishops of Liege, Basel, Ratisbon and Passau. As the Duke of Zah- 
ringen's brother, Radulf was second in rank only to the Emperor and his son. Many other 
bishops and princes of the Empire followed, and one has the impression that the German char- 
acter of the crusade significantly influenced the enthusiasm of its members. 

After taking the cross in March, 1188, Radulf returned to Liege, where his presence is 
recorded in early April, 1189. Soon after, he entrusted the administration of his diocese to its 
Provost, Albert of Rethel, and set out for Ratisbon, where the army was to assemble on April 
23, the feast of St. George, patron of crusaders. Many of Radulf's knights would have gone 
with him, such as one Godescalcus de Morealmeis, who is identified as liegeman (ligius homo) 
of the Bishop of Liege. Although we do not know the exact size of Liege's contribution to the 
army, the city and its territory enjoyed a reputation for enthusiastic participation in the cru- 
sades and had been the homeland of the leader of the First Crusade, Godfrey of Bouillon. We 
can hardly expect the presence of the five young German knights to be recorded but can be 
fairly sure that these compatriots and members of the Bishop's entourage would have been with 
him. 

By May 11, the troops had been inspected and the army began its march east. This was 
probably the five young Germans' first long journey, but it would not be their last. In the 
coming years they would journey north and south, sometimes for months at a time, for religi- 
ous or apostolic reasons. Despite the difficulties of medieval communications, religious trav- 



elers were not all that infrequent. Norbert, Dominic, Francis of Assisi, even Bernard, that 
great fugitive from the world, were all great travelers, driven by faith and love to challenge 
difficult roads and dark forests. 

Eyewitness accounts of the crusade enable us to follow the army's progress on an al- 
most daily basis. The displacement created by an estimated hundred thousand men and their 
need for supplies naturally caused great difficulties. Among the divisional commanders were 
the Archbishop of Tarrentaise, the Bishops of Basel, Liege, Meissen, Osnabriick, Ratisbon, 
Toul and Wiirzburg, the Dukes of Daln~atia, Merano and Swabia, and a host of counts, mar- 
graves, burgraves, and other nobles. Compared to earlier crusader armies, this one's behavior 
was exemplary, for Emperor Frederick was an implacably severe disciplinarian. 

Marching along the Danube, the crusaders came to Vienna and thence on to the Hun- 
garian border. At Gran, they celebrated the betrothal of the Emperor's son, Frederick of Swa- 
bia, to the daughter of King Bela of Hungary. They then turned south, crossed the Drave and 
Save rivers, and arrived in Belgrade on June 29. The next part of the journey was the difficult 
march through the Balkans, where their road led through gloomy forests and amid towering 
heights. Here the crusaders faced constant harassment by bandits and the ambushes of the sus- 
picious Greeks. The Byzantine emperor, Isaac Angelus, had solen~nly promised safe passage 
through his lands, but the arrival of the huge German army aroused his suspicions. Not daring 
to attack openly, he sent his forces to harass the crusaders in various cunning ways, which 
failed to inflict any serious harm but did force them to winter near Philippopolis and Adriano- 
pie. 

- The records of the march occasionally mention the Bishop of Liege. At Nissa, for ex- 
ample, the army was split into four columns and Radulf is recorded as one of the commanders 
of the third column. When the army reached Philippopolis, in the valley of the Maritza, he 
and several other bishops were assigned to occupy it. On one occasion, three hundred Greeks 
attacked Radulf, "Arnold of Hornberg and five knights" near Philippopolis. In the sharp en- 
gagement which ensued, three Greek leaders were slain, three others unhorsed and their 
mounts captured; the rest fled. One would like to know if the five young knights of Radulf's 
entourage were with him that day, but it seems unlikely; such an exploit requires the skills of 
veteran soldiers. 

In the spring of 1190, the crusaders intentionally bypassed Constantinople and arrived 
at Gallipoli on Palm Sunday, March 18. They began crossing the Dardanelles on Holy Thurs- 
day and ferried the last of their contingents across the straits three days after Easter. 

The road now led into Turkish domains, where nearly every step of the way had its 
own special difficulties. These reached serious proportions around May 7, when the crusaders 
passed Akshehr (ancient Philomeliun~) and started for Konya (ancient Iconium). Famine soon 
raised the price of a loaf of bread to one silver mark, that of a cow from five to nine marks (in 
Germany three marks bought a dozen oxen). The soldiers were reduced to eating the hides of 
horses and donkeys; horse meat became a delicacy only the rich could afford. Constantly har- 
assed by forces of the Sultan of Konya, many crusaders succumbed to starvation or disease 
while others simply laid down on the ground in a cruciform position, recited the Our Father 
and the Creed, and waited for their martyrdom. 

The chronicles also record several incidents with a supernatural or miraculous aura 
about them. Near Adrianople, the Duke of Swabia's troops saw a large red cross appear in the 
sky around sunset. Intoning an enthusiastic Kyrie eleison, they spent the entire night singing. 
During a battle on May 14, Louis of Helfenstein had a vision of a knight on a white horse, 
whom he took to be St. George or an angel. One evening the sentries saw a flock of birds fly 
around the army three times, stop and hover over a dying pilgrim, then fly up into the heavens 
and vanish when the pilgrim died. A scientific historian cannot evaluate the historicity of such 
phenomena or include them in his account, but can note how the circulation of such stories 
among the crusaders lent their enterprise a miraculous aura, strengthened their faith, and gave 
them the courage to endure. They needed such courage, for their distress increased daily. 

The famine became so desperate that a dish of flour cost fourteen marks. By now, all 
the horses had been slaughtered for food and their caparisons and soldiers' personal effects 



burned as fuel to cook the meat. Thirst was even worse. Some sucked on a pebble or small 
clod of earth to alleviate their torment, others did not hesitate to do the most disgusting things 
imaginable in order to have a bit of liquid for their parched mouths. Despite their agony, the 
crusaders steadily drove the enemy forces back and slowly cut their way toward Konya, where 
they arrived on May 18. 

There the Turks finally offered battle. Weakened by starvation and nearly without 
horses, the crusader army had to divide itself in two to engage the numerically superior Turk- 
ish forces. Despite its exhaustion, the army won a double victory. With the battle cry, 
'Christ reigns, Christ conquers, Christ is Lord," the crusaders under Frederick's personal 
command defeated the Sultan and an army of about 200,000, while the Duke of Swabia and his 
forces captured Konya, which was about the size of medieval Cologne, and its market-village. 

Defeat made the Turks more amenable. They returned their prisoners, sold the crusad- 
ers horses at reasonable prices, and provided the supplies they had earlier promised. Re- 
freshed, the crusaders marched on into Christian Armenia, which welcomed them with joy and 
hospitality. Approaching the Taurus mountains, however, their difficulties reappeared: food 
again became scarce, and the road led up steep heights and along dangerous cliffs. Their 
courage and endurance remained unbroken, however, for each day brought them closer to Jer- 
usalem. "Stern as death is love," says the Song of Songs (8:6), and the crusaders meant to 
succeed in the face of all obstacles. Little did they realize that a venture's success often de- 
pends on one man. 

.e. 11. DISILLUSIONMENT AT ST. JOHN OF ACRE 

That man, the very heart of the crusade, was Frederick Barbarossa, a legendary figure 
even in his own time and reputed to be Charlemagne returned from the dead. He was, in a 
way, the last hope of the crusades. Experience had taught that this business of the cross nearly 
always ended in failure, but this time, people thought, the leadership of the greatest ruler in 
Christendom would bring success. The future of the Holy Land as a Christian realm seemed 
assured. 

In a letter to saladin8 Frederick had boldly demanded that the great Sultan surrender his 
conquests in the Holy Land or face the wrath of the mighty Roman Empire. He then listed all 
the ancient Romans' victories in the East, including those of Antony and Cleopatra, and all the 
countries in his own empire which stood proud and ready to contribute soldiers for this war, 
including "Lorraine, a land unacquainted with peace" (nescia pads Lotaringia) . Proclaiming 
that he intended to wage war "in the power of the life-giving cross" (in vinute vivifice crucis) 
and in the name of the real Joseph (Saladin's given name was Yusuf), Frederick warned Salad- 
in that his right hand, which the Sultan may have thought weakened by age, "had learned to 
make a sword sing. '' 

Saladin replied with ironic courtesy "to the King, his great and sincere friend, the ex- 
alted one, the King of Alamannia" that he was unimpressed by Frederick's list of countries, for 
the Saracens could compile an even more impressive one. Although separated by the sea from 
the Christians, Saladin went on, the Saracens were not at all separated from each other and 
could also rely on the aid of the Bedouin and the Turkemans. Should the Germans wish to 
make war on him, they would all have to come to his land, which would leave their country 
abandoned and open to conquest by whoever wished to do so. The letter, which reflects much 
of the depth and sincerity of Saladin's beliefs and the boldness of his faith, concluded with his 
claim to have the same divine assistance given to the Prophet Muhammed. 

The Sultan must have been impressed by the arrival of the German crusaders overland 
instead of by sea. At the time, the Christians held only three eastern cities: Antioch, Tripoli 
and Tyre. St. John of Acre, or Akko (ancient Ptolemais), was in Saracen hands and had been 
besieged for thirteen months by an army of Christians from several countries. All their as- 
saults had been futile thus far, but word of the approach of a huge Christian army commanded 
by the Emperor himself had raised new hopes. 



Then a very ordinary sort of accident occurred. Having taken a roundabout way to- 
ward the valley of the Saleph river in Lycia, Frederick had grown impatient.9 On June 10, 
1190, his advance patrols were not moving fast enough to suit him, so he decided to look for a 
better route himself. Intending to swim the Saleph and get ahead of his patrols, he was sud- 
denly caught by the violent current. His knights rushed to his aid but were unable to save him, 
only recover his body from the water. His army was heart-broken: 

0 sea, earth and heaven! Thus was lost the ever-majestic ruler of the Roman 
Empire, through whom the glory of ancient Rome flourished anew, through 
whom honor was reborn, through whom power was increased, swept away, 
alas, by the waters. Though help rushed to him from every side, ever-eager and 
ever-watchful Death extinguished life's spark in this aged man. If the moun- 
tains of Gilboa, where the heroes of Israel were slain, deserved to be deprived 
of dew and rain, what curse is fit for this deadly stream, which overthrew the 
chief bulwark of all ~hristendorn?'~ 

The crusades died with Frederick. All subsequent efforts were stillborn, even that led by the 
great and knightly St. Louis of France. To the Muslims, it was clear proof of Christianity's 
failure. 

The immediate impact of Frederick's death was the damping of everyone's enthusiasm. 
The soldiers were inconsolable over the loss of their leader. The army dissolved; many turned 
bacfc7 the rest continued on by whatever ways they could find. The Duke of Swabia held the 
largest surviving piece of the army together, led it to Mamistra by way of Tarsus, and reached 
Antioch by June 21. There Frederick's mortal remains were laid to rest in the church of St. 
Peter, and the army paused to recover its strength. Weak from famine, many crusaders were 
unable to retain normal food; many of those who had survived the march were carried off by 
an outbreak of the plague. 

Only two months later, in late August, did Duke Frederick start the remnant of his 
army on its way. Joined at Tripoli by Marquis Conrad of Montferrat, the crusaders marched 
overland as far as Tyre. There, further weakened by the attacks of the Malik al-Zahir and the 
Malik al-Muzaffar, they took ship for St. John of Acre. 

Guy of Lusignan, the king of Jerusalem, had pitched his tents before St. John of Acre 
in late August, 1189, and was soon reinforced by a detachment of Pisans. These were fol- 
lowed by the Frisian and Danish fleets and by ships from England and Flanders. The arrival 
of additional Italians and the Germans and French increased the besieging army to nearly a 
hundred thousand men, but its year-long efforts had proved futile. Saladin himself had come 
to the city's aid and had pitched his camp on the hill of Kison. The Muslim garrison put up a 
stubborn defense, while Christian pride and greed often had the besiegers at odds with each 
other and reduced all their efforts to naught. 

Already disheartened by news of the Emperor's death, the besiegers had any remaining 
illusions shattered by arrival of Duke Frederick's tiny army on October 7.12 The remnant of 
the once-mighty imperial army was a group of weak and impoverished pilgrims who disem- 
barked without incident. 

Radulf of Liege had accompanied Duke Frederick on the last stages of the journey and, 
upon his arrival, was joined by a small detachment from Liege which had come by sea with 
men from Cologne. The overland route had truly been the more difficult road, the choice of 
those who wanted to experience the bitterness of the cross on their pilgrimage and to share in 
the sufferings of Christ. 

The men of Liege pitched their tents in the great plain before the city, among the other 
German bishops -- Henry of Basel, Conrad of Ratisbon, Diepold of Passau, Arnold of Osna- 
bnick -- and near the Hospitalers of St. John and the Teutonic Knights. Duke Frederick soon 
tried his hand at siege warfare, but without success: the Saracens' Greek fire destroyed his 
siege-machines, Cat and Mouse. Operations dragged on until mid-November, when winter 
began, bringing with it hunger and the plague or some other kind of epidemic. Many brave 



and excellent men died: the Bishop of Passau in early November, the Bishop of Osnabriick on 
December 15, and Duke Frederick himself on January 10. Leaderless, the battered remnant of 
Frederick's army melted away. Some went to Haifa, in search of ships to take them home, 
and then returned to Acre; others sought in vain for a new commander, and then disappeared 
into the nameless and faceless crowd of pilgrims. 

Those who remained encamped before Acre would have endured a bitter winter: viol- 
ent squalls, gray skies, rains beating down on the tents, and an occasional light snowfall cover- 
ing the plain with a deceitfully peaceful mantle for a day but bringing with it a bone-chilling 
cold. Each of the five young knights would have taken his turn on sentry-duty before their 
Bishop's tent. The days passed slowly, the cold nights brought little rest. They would have 
talked with each other, visited their friends, and borrowed books to learn about Jerusalem and 
to prepare for an eventual assault on the city. They may even have known that Jerusalem was 
no more than two days' ride away. But Muslim-held Acre was the key to Palestine and kept 
them from going any further. Sometimes they may have rebelled, wondering what their efforts 
had achieved and if the cross on their cloaks, taken as a sign of hope and honor, had not be- 
come a syn~bol of impotence and despair. Pope Urban I1 had once proclaimed, "God wills it!" 
The five were, perhaps, no longer so sure of that and maybe even tempted to tear off the con- 
tradictory and deceitful cross they wore. 

I believe that, during those gloomy winter days, Dietrich von Zell began to formulate 
the ideas which would eventually become the Crosiers' first ~ u 1 e . l ~  Reflecting on their frus- 
tration and disillusionment, Dietrich may have suggested that they first had to understand the 
truemeaning of the cross, and may have spoken to his companions words similar to what we 
find in that Rule, which he may have written: "The cross which you wear fully reveals the 
cross of Christ. Therein are three central mysteries, from which all else can be derived, for in 
them are to be found every form of repentance and perfect endurance." 

Dietrich believed, I think, that he and his companions had to recapture the original 
meaning of the cross, which first teaches repentance and how to endure suffering well. Their 
first Rule would be an analysis of Christ's sufferings, which the true crucifer ought to imitate: 
the real reason for taking the cross was to do penance, to suffer by disciplining oneself for the 
sake of Christ. Dietrich's insight was that, to be one with the suffering Christ, his follower 
need do nothing more than refrain from war and bloodshed and imitate the crucified Lord in all 
aspects of life: a real crusader needed to join a purified and spiritual crusade. 

But the concept of a religious "order of crusaders" born in that bitter winter camp be- 
fore St. John of Acre was probably not entirely the result of meditation on the sufferings of 
Christ. The Latin patriarch of Jerusalem and his clergy, including the regular canons known 
as the prior and brethren of Holy sepulcher,14 were also in the crusader camp before Acre, 
having fled Jerusalem when the Muslims retook the city. Most of these canons were French 
and, since Radulf's young knights probably spoke their language, it is not unlikely that the two 
groups met and talked. Knowing from the Gesta Francorurn expugnamium Jherusalem that the 
First Crusade found the Martyrion, the Church of the Holy Cross, in ruins when it entered 
Jerusalem, the young knights may have asked the canons of Holy Sepulcher if it had been re- 
built. If the crusades were indeed the business of the cross, one of the crusaders' first tasks 
should have been to repair the damage done that famous church. The canons would have told 
them that the Martyrion still lay in ruins and that there was no plan to rebuild it; only part of 
the ancient basilica still stood, the choir or chancel where its canons had sung the Office. 

I believe that such a discussion did take place and that it gave birth to a goal and ideal, 
the rebuilding of that Church of the Holy Cross which, these men thought, Helen had once 
built "in a venerable place" (loco venerabiti), that famous place (darns locus) of Mount Calv- 
ary in Jerusalem. The two ancient churches would be restored to their original dignity and 
there would again be a prior and brethren of Holy Cross to match the prior and brethren of 
Holy Sepulcher. Fulfillment of this dream would take years, but I believe that it was first con- 
ceived of during the Third Cnisade. If so, the ancient Crosier formula, prior et fratres Sanc- 
tae Crucis de claro loco, takes on an entirely new meaning. 



12. THE JOURNEY HOME 

For the moment, the young knights were preoccupied with the siege of Acre and per- 
haps with the hope that, within a few months, they would march to the capture of Jerusalem. 
Whatever their hopes, they proved vain: their Bishop became ill and, when he had recovered 
somewhat, decided to return home? His young knights would have gone with their aged and 
ailing Bishop, now exhausted and broken by what he had endured, as his escort on that long 
journey home. This must have been the climax of their disappointment and frustration: their 
enthusiasm and readiness to sacrifice had proved vain; they had been defeated. Returning 
home they would have to admit that they had never reached Jerusalem. 

One wonders what Dietrich's influence on his companions might have been at this 
point, for he would prove to be the quiet but wise man who would lead them onto a new and 
liberating road at a critical juncture in their lives. He may have already realized that, if the 
crusades were not God's will, he and his friends had nevertheless learned a worthwhile lesson 
from their disappointment, one that could guide them into a spiritual and Christian path more 
in accord with their crucified Lord. Such musings are not purely speculative; they are a logi- 
cal prelude to events whose confirmation is found in the emergence of the Crosiers as an "or- 
der of crusaders. '' 

Radulf's final destination suggests that he and his entourage took ship for Venice, a 
journey which could have lasted as long as a month and might have included many stops, such 
as the islands of Cyprus and Crete and the ports of Durazzo and Split in Dalmatia. Arriving in 
VeniCe, they would have visited the basilica of St. Mark, with its splendid domes and won- 
drous golden mosaics, and perhaps been enchanted by that rich and sumptuous city on the wa- 
ter, shining in the summer sun. Venice would have been their last taste of the East, for the 
road next took them north. Exhausted by the hazards and demands of the crusade, the aged 
Bishop probably wanted to push on across the Alps to the peaceful surroundings of his home- 
land as quickly as possible. 

The first stage of the journey took them to Vicenza, a see city about forty-five miles 
from Venice, where the local ordinary would surely have welcomed the renowned bishop of 
the important see of Liege and scion of one of the Empire's leading families. Radulf and his 
entourage would have also visited the Vicenza's cathedral, I think, and there would have seen 
the tomb of a saint from the family of the counts of Champagne who had ended his days as a 
hermit near the city. 

Theobald of Provins and his friend, Walter, had left their homes as young knights and 
later become hermits; they had died near Vicenza (Theobald in 1066) and were buried there. 
Their example must have impressed Radulf's companions, themselves generous and devout 
Christians of knightly rank, for they seem to have learned about Theobald in Vicenza and nev- 
er forgotten him. St. Theobald would enjoy a significant place in Crosier life and history as 
patron of that Crosier monastery which eventually assumed leadership of the Order. '' 

Radulf and his companions did not stay long in Vicenza. The road next took them 
across the plain of the Po, where they would have seen the beauty of Italy in summer: olives 
and vines, laurels and oleanders, fertile fields and grasslands, all under a gentle blue sky and a 
gloriously bright sun. From there they climbed into the treacherous mountains around the Val 
di Sugana and arrived at Trent. Proceeding up the valley of the Adige to Bolzano, they at last 
reached a German-speaking area. They then would have followed the valley of the Eisach up 
to the Brenner Pass and down to Innsbruck, whence an easy road led them to Lake Constance, 
the Rhine, and at last to the Black Forest and the homeland of the Zahringens. 

The ill and aged Bishop would have spent much of this journey in a carriage while his 
clergy and knights rode. Radulf had crossed the Alps before, but his young knights must have 
been delighted by their first sight of the beauty of these imposing mountains in high summer 
and their white glaciers shining in the sun. We cannot be sure of how long the whole trip last- 
ed, since the overland journey was preceded by a voyage of unknown length. Estimating that 
the overland journey took about five weeks, we may suppose that Radulf and his companions 
reached the castle of Herderen, near Freiburg, around July 27. This was Radulf's own hold- 



ing, a part of his share of the lands belonging to the house of Zahringen, to whose glory his 
nephew, Berthold V, the last Duke of Zahringen, had contributed by a brilliant victory over 
Burgundian rebels at Grindelwald several months earlier. 

On August 5, 1191, the exhausted old Bishop closed his eyes for the last time. His five 
young knights, who had followed him in glorious advance and painful defeat and who had 
shared so much with him along the way, must have grieved deeply. But perhaps Radulf's 
death also opened a new horizon to them, and was both an end and a beginning. 

13. FIVE CLERICS OF LIEGE 

Five young German knights, devout Christians, had followed their Bishop to the Holy 
Land on a great crusade preached by a Roman cardinal to recover the Lord's homeland from 
Muslim hands. This, they thought, was God's work, for Pope Urban I1 had proclaimed it so at 
Clermont-Ferrand a century earlier. Taking the cross had been an act of knightly daring, for it 
required time, money, abandonment of their friends and family, a journey to a distant and in- 
hospitable land, and even the risk of their lives. But, because they believed it was God's will 
and truly a supernatural enterprise, they and their fellow-crusaders were ready to sacrifice all 

. - in fidelity to their cause. 
Therein is the explanation of the joy, the boldness and the devotion of thousands of cru- 

saders, many of whom were seeking pardon for their sins. If the Holy Land had fallen into 
Muslim hands because of the sins of Christian Europe, there was also was the possibility of 
expiating the sin and recovering the Lord's homeland. But all their enthusiasm and generosity 
seemed to have gone for naught. God had not responded to Christian devotion with miracles; 
instead, disappointment followed disappointment . Frederick' s death, the famines and awful 
plagues, the quarrels among the Christian leaders all suggested that "God does not will it," un- 
til the whole series of disasters came to be seen as divine punishment for their presumption. 

The conclusion that the founders of the Order of the Holy Cross were crusaders totally 
disillusioned by their experience thus seems inescapable. As far as the two thirteen th-century 
literary sources for Crosier origins1' are concerned, the Third Crusade never happened. Had it 
made some positive contribution to Crosier history, these sources would have made some men- 
tion of it. Instead, their negative experience of the crusade led the Order's founders to believe 
that something in the Church's life was very wrong. That they never mentioned their crusade 
again suggests they had come to see it not as supernatural enterprise but gross human error, 
whose most important lesson for them was, "not that way!" In this sense, the crusade was not 
the origin of their Order, and they wanted nothing more than to consign their memory.of it to 
complete oblivion. 

If God did not will it, they had to search for God's will elsewhere: not in arms and 
violence, but in love of God, inner purification, contrition and conversion. Such vacillation 
between the profession of arms and a religious vocation (the militia Christ!) was not unusual 
for medieval men; St. Albert of Louvain, for example, changed the direction of his life several 
times. In this sense, the crusade became an avenue of grace for Radulf's five young brothers- 
in-arms, for it  opened their eyes and enabled them to choose a vocation to the clerical state. 

Although I am quite certain that such was the conclusion which the five reached, it is 
extremely difficult to determine how it came about. Perhaps they had discussed their future 
with the Bishop during the long journey home, telling him that they now realized their destiny 
was not knighthood and that they wished to enter the clerical state. If so, tonsuring them may 
have been the last episcopal function the old Bishop performed. 

Ad colendum mente pura may offer the slightest bit of a clue about their entry upon 
their new vocation. It tells us that Helen chose twelve men (viros), who became true knights 
(facd veri milites), to guard the relic of the cross. Because the five young men were to renew 
Helen's knightly band, the poem's assertion that they were "clerics whom, as it is known, rich 
Alamannia prepared and trained" may mean that they were tonsured in Alamannia. 

Later sources consistently identify them as members of the clergy of Liege or of the 
diocese of Liege (clerici Leodienses or Leodiensis diocesis). Unlike many other bishops, Ra- 



dulf enjoyed the right of appointing his cathedral's canons. If the five received this office from 
him, there are unresolvable questions about their status. Only canons ordained to the subdia- 
conate and able to reside at Liege and fulfill their canonical duties enjoyed full canonical 
rights. Younger appointees were called can.on,ici scolares or exspectantes and enjoyed no can- 
onical rights until they reached legal majority and could assume their full responsibilities. 
Without more concrete information about the five, such as whether or not they had received 
the minor orders and the subdiaconate, we have no clue to their status. We may be fairly sure 
that, after two years on crusade, they were at least twenty and thus old enough to qualify as 
full canons, but may have not yet received any of the major orders. 

But their entry into the clerical state, perhaps out of respect for and at the urging of 
their old Bishop, was neither the beginning of their conversion nor the last of the choices they 
would make. Radulf represented the institutional Church and choosing to emulate him in the 
clerical state aligned them with the Church, but they seem to have felt called to something 
more. They had set out as soldiers who combined knightly and Christian ideals, but disillu- 
sionment had opened their eyes and forced them to reflect on the essentials of Christian life, 
and perhaps on Christ's admonition to Peter, "Put back your sword where it belongs. Those 
who use the sword are sooner or later destroyed by it" (Matt 2652).  Now they wanted to fol- 
low Christ and to carry his cross, but in the depths of their hearts, not merely on their cloth- 
ing. 

The five had, like Helen, gone in search of the cross. They had found not the physical 
relict, which was in Muslim hands, but an interior cross, the carrying of which has much to do 
with Christian life. Their two years of travel and war had taught them something else: they 
had known expectation, hope and joy, but also disappointment, deprivation and sorrow. 
Above all, they had experienced Christ's poverty and come to realize that following him meant 
sharing that poverty, a realization which later appears clear and unmistakable in Crosier tradi- 
tions. 

One wonders, then, what hesitation and doubt might not have filled them when they re- 
turned to Liege to take their places in an influential chapter of land-owning canons. Although 
already touched by an ideal which all regular canons shared, that of truly being "Christ's 
poor," for the moment they felt bound to the cathedral of their old Bishop in Liege. The refer- 
ences which identify them as clergy of Liege or its diocese suggest that they never completely 
lost their sense of loyalty to the cathedral of St. Lambert. 

Some will claim that the foregoing reconstruction of what happened to these five men 
lacks adequate proof. There are, however, four facts which give it solid foundation. First, 
both the oldest texts and the circumstantial evidence we have examined make it clear that the 
Crosier Order's five founders were Germans or Alamanns, something which will be further 
confirmed by what follows. Second, Russelius, Ad colendwn mente pura and the brief citation 
above from their first Rule clearly show that the five wore crosses on their clothing, i.e., they 
had once been real crusaders.'* Because there is nothing to suggest that this was the later red- 
and-white Crosier cross, we may infer that it was an ordinary crusader's cross. Third, al- 
though we are left to wonder how Alamann crusaders became canons of Liege, we are told that 
such was the case. The most obvious link, of course, is Radulf of Zahringen, Alamann bishop 
of Liege and member of the Third Crusade. Fourth and foundational to everything else, we 
have Russelius' explicit testimony to the spiritual development or conversion of the Order's 
founders by their experiences on crusade. l 9  Although my reconstruction of events is hypothet- 
ical, the unprejudiced reader must agree that the available clues lend it a certain credibility and 
that, perhaps, events really did occur this way. 



PART II 

THE FORMATIONAL PERIOD 

1191-1208 



Chapter Five 

THE CHOICE OF A NEW ROAD 

Radulf's five companions probably attended his funeral at St. Peter's Abbey in the 
Harzwald, where he was buried next to his father. Preparations, transfer of the body and the 
funeral itself probably took a week to ten days. The five men probably did not go on to Liege 
immediately thereafter to assume their posts as canons of the cathedral: their families would 
have been anxious to see them after a two-year absence. Because the vassals of the Zahringens 
were scattered from Wurtemberg in the north to Switzerland in the south, their homes may 
have been near Freiburg or as much as a week's journey or more away. 

We have no way of knowing, then, whether or not they were in Liege when a large ma- 
jority of the canons of St. Lambert chose Albert of Louvain to be the new bishop of Liege on 
September 8. Nor can we assume they participated in that election, even if they were present, 
for we know nothing about their status in the canonical chapter nor what requirements they 
might have had to fulfill in order to vote. Present or not, they would have been greatly inter- 
ested in the results of the election, which seems to have had no small impact on their future. 

14. THE TRAGEDY IN LIEGE 

The choice of a new bishop of Liege was a matter of some consequence. The twelfth 
century had witnessed a bitter clash between the two dominant powers in medieval society em- 
bodied in the Holy Roman Empire and the papacy. Although the Concordat of Worms had 
temporarily reduced the tensions, the emperors sought ways of recouping their influence and 
the popes of protecting the rights of the Church which that treaty acknowledged. Both powers 
retained their influence in society and kept a close eye on their interests. Because feudal 
bishops were often princes as well, the imperial court and its vassals saw them as bearers of 
personal and dynastic interests and ambitions; because Aachen, Charlemagne's capital and the 
imperial coronation city, was in the diocese of Liege, the see was one of the most important in 
the Empire. 

The two leading candidates in the episcopal election of 1 19 1 drew their support from 
the four noble families whose lands bordered the realm of the prince-bishops and from other 
influential groups, all of whom were much concerned for their own interests. The conver- 
gence of all the interested princes and their entourages on Liege for the election resulted in so 
many visitors to the city that its chronicler, Larnbert the Short, opined that "the people might 
have thought their city was coming under siege.'' 

One of the candidates was Albert of Rethel, the archdeacon and provost of St. Lambert. 
He enjoyed the support of his first cousin, Count Baldwin of Hainault, and probably that of 
Count Henry the Blind of Namur, who had earlier designated his cousin Baldwin heir to Na- 
mur. Hainault's chronicler, Gislebert of Mons, says that Albert was "a worthless fellow 
whose chief merit was his birth. " 

The other candidate was Albert of Louvain, canon of St. Lambert, archdeacon of Brab- 
ant, and brother of Duke Henry I of Brabant (old Lotharingia) to the west of the lands ruled by 
the prince-bishops. One would imagine that Henry vigorously supported his brother's candid- 



acy, but the monk of Lobbes who was Albert's biographer accuses him "of not having support- 
ed his brother's cause strongly enough." Albert also enjoyed the support of two noble uncles, 
Duke Henry IV of Limburg, to the east of Liege, and Count Albert I11 of Dasburg-Moha. The 
canons of St. Lambert, who held noble rank in the city and enjoyed the support of the local 
populace, also favored Albert, but were not entirely free of the influence of the neighboring 
princes. 

Albert was young, "certainly no more than twenty-six when elected bishop of Liege," 
and had been a canon of St. Lambert since he was a boy of twelve. His father Godfrey had 
persuaded the canonical chapter to give the youthful Albert a house to which the family had no 
claim but which the canons presented to him, they said, "because of the love which the church 
of Liege" had always shown the Duke. In late October, 1187, Albert had gone to the Count of 
Hainault and made an unusual request: he wanted to be dubbed a knight. Despite the hostility 
between the houses of Brabant and Hainault, Baldwin agreed. Some months later, during Car- 
dinal Henry of Albano's Lenten synod at Liege, Albert just as impetuously renounced his 
knighthood, resumed his clerical garb and benefices, and for a while enrolled himself as a cru- 
sader, although he did not accompany Radulf to the East. Between 1188 and 1191, he was 
archdeacon of Brabant and provost of those members of the canonical chapter attending the 
schools of St. Peter and St. John in Liege. During this same period, he and his father Godfrey 
quarreled about a donation which the latter had made to the abbey at Tongerloo and which Al- 
bert wanted returned. Until his episcopal election, Albert was "impetuous, ambitious, selfishly 
independent, even in dealings with his own father, and always ready to exploit his position to 
obtain what he wanted, even when he had no right to it."' 

Although Albert received a majority of the votes cast (only five or six went to his op- 
ponent), the subsequent sudden death of the Archbishop of Cologne, Philip of Heinsberg, 
brought his election into contention. Philip had been an ally of the dukes of Brabant and might 
have persuaded Emperor Henry IV to confirm Albert in office. But when the canons of Liege 
presented their new bishop to the Emperor for confirmation during the Diet of Worms in Janu- 
ary, 1 192, some of the Emperor's clergy argued that, according to the law of lapsed right, the 
see of Liege had devolved into Henry's hands and that he was free to bestow it upon whomev- 
er he wished. One of the Emperor's favorites, Dietrich of Hochstade, persuaded Henry to ap- 
point his brother Lothar, also a canon of St. Lambert and the provost at Bonn, to the see of 
Liege. Skillfully exploiting Henry's vanity and his grudge against the house of Brabant, Die- 
trich made much of Albert's inadequacies and his brother's personal worth and loyalty. The 
two principal sources for the incident say that Dietrich's arguments were also buttressed by a 
certain amount of money. 

Lothar's appointment provoked a storm of protest at Worms; even Albert of Rethel 
upheld the claim of his erstwhile opponent. The Emperor, however, maintained that the elec- 
tion had been questionable and insisted on his right to appoint Lothar. Albert protested that he 
had been canonically elected, and then set out to appeal the dispute to Rome. 

The legal principle which Henry had used to support Lothar's appointment was someth- 
ing Frederick Barbarossa had defended but never made use of. The popes refused to recognize 
it, and those German bishops who did so were either afraid of their emperor or eager to please 
him. "By refusing to submit to the Emperor's decision, the Bishop of Liege may have shown 
more concern for his own interests than those of the Church, but his stance was also a defense 
of the Church's freedom. l t 2  

Backed by the Emperor and the Count of Hainault, Lothar assumed the episcopal throne 
of Liege. In Rome Pope Celestine I1 confirmed the validity of Albert's election, ordained him 
a s~bdeacon,~  and sent instructions to the Archbishop of Cologne to ordain Albert to the 
priesthood and consecrate him a bishop. Similar instructions went to the Archbishop of Reims, 
lest fear of the Emperor deter the Archbishop of Cologne. Albert journeyed to Reims, by way 
of Lobbes, Nivelles and the castle of Limburg, and on September 19 and 20, 1192, was or- 
dained to the priesthood and consecrated a bishop by Archbishop Guillaume aux Blanches 
Mains. Emperor Henry meanwhile went to Liege, where he silenced the opposition and rallied 
the hesitant to Lothar's cause by burning the homes of Albert's supporters. 



After his consecration, Albert stayed on in Reims, living in great poverty and receiving 
no help from his brother, the Duke of Brabant. His experiences seem to have profoundly 
changed him, for he now acquired the reputation of being a good and gentle man whom Gisle- 
bert of Mons calls "pious and generous" in this part of his narrative. 

The theory that the plot to assassinate Albert was formed in Maastricht strikes me as 
highly unlikely. All we definitely know is that "some evil men from Alamannia" journeyed to 
Reims to get rid of the bothersome bishop. Their vocal criticism of the Emperor who had ex- 
iled them soon enabled the three Germans to win Albert's confidence. Then, on November 
24, they accompanied the unsuspecting "bishop of God" outside the city and murdered him. 

Although we have no hint of what impact the news of this murder may have had on Ra- 
dulf's five companions, it seems safe to assume that they would not have condoned it. Of 
more significance, however, is what it might have meant for their situation in Liege. The Vita 
Alberti uses very strong language about the assassins, calling them "vile and criminal Ala- 
m a n n ~ , " ~  and we are left to wonder if such indignation was directed at all Germans indiscrimi- 
nately. Even if it was not, the possibility should be considered, for- it seems to be reflected by 
clear tendencies toward closer ties between France and the Princedom of Liege in subsequent 
decades. Bishops Hugh of Pierrepont, John of Eppa and Robert of Thourotte were all French; 
the sole exception, Henry of Guelder, was promoted by Rome for political reasons. 

Even without conclusive proof of anti-German sentiments in Liege, I suspect the five 
young Alamanns no longer felt much at home there after Albert's death. Even if nationalism 
and their identity as foreigners and compatriots of the Bishop's assassins played no part in their 
decision to leave Liege, the murder would have increased their mistrust of the feudal Church 
and its disturbing blend of the sacred and the secular. The debacle of Albert's election and 
murder had made clear to them the evils of the Church's involvement in politics and may have 
very well led them to conclude that Christianity itself was in need of purification. They, on 
the other hand, had returned from the East reborn and matured by what they had suffered. 
They had visited the cradle of primitive Christianity and the home of the Desert Fathers, whom 
they had come to know in John Cassian's Collationes. They had first-hand experience of Pal- 
estine's heat, aridity and simple fare. Changed forever by their experiences, their thoughts 
may now have turned to the sin~plicity of early Christianity and to the austere and solitary life 
of the Fathers, far away from the world and its temptations. 

15. THE ADVENTURE IN LOMBARDY 

Because our sources offer no clue to their movements after returning from the East, we 
can only speculate about what the five men decided to do. Of one thing I am sure: they left 
Liege. Perhaps they took to the road as pilgrims or rootless men and then found themselves 
going south. I am also sure that, in time, they crossed the Alps and settled in Lombardy, the 
part of northern Italy which had been much influenced by Patarine ideas. 

Medieval Lombardy lay north of the Po, between the Mincio and Ticino, and was cen- 
tered on Milan. It was a beautiful and captivating land, especially in the spring and summer. 
To the north was the backdrop of the snowy Alpine peaks sparkling in the sun. From the shel- 
tering mountains many small streams flowed into the plain and formed numerous lakes. The 
population was descended from the Longobardi, a Germanic tribe which had settled in the area 
during the great sixth-century migrations, and was distinguished from the other peoples of Italy 
by its greater height and industriousness. 

Although part of the Holy Roman Empire since the time of the Ottonian emperors, the 
Lombards retained something of their earlier independence. Likewise, despite their loyalty to 
the Church of Rome, they also claimed their own ecclesiastical traditions. Rome might boast 
of Peter and Paul, and her primacy was recognized in Lombardy, but Milan had been Ambro- 
sets city and still had its own liturgy and ecclesiastical customs. This sense of uniqueness was 
enhanced by the nature of medieval feudalism. 

The prerogatives and independence of the Milanese church had led to abuses during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries. The higher clergy, drawn from the city's noble and wealthier 



citizens (the capitanei and valvassori), followed the life-style of their class, which often meant 
simony and concubinage. Sometimes these clerics did not even bother with the pretense of 
concubinage and simply married. In short, the higher clergy lived pleasant and worldly lives. 

Many Europeans had expected the world to end in 1000. When it did not, a new sense 
of things emerged, as if the dawning of a new day had driven away a bad dream. A fresh 
awakening of conscience was accompanied by a belief in the possibility of achieving a new 
level of spiritual development and a true rebirth of the Gospel message. But this, it was 
thought, would require a thorough purification of the Church and especially of its leadership. 
It should be emphasized that this movement did not aim at the reformation of society, although 
there was something of that, too, in the air of the times. Movements like which would soon 
appear in Lombardy were predominantly religious: people believed that it was the Spirit of 
Christ which was at work in their world, not an impulse toward a new humanity or new form 
of society. 

Amid such hopes and expectations, there appeared in Milan in the middle of the elev- 
enth century a group known as the Patarini. They began with the activities of a deacon named 
Arialdo, a subdeacon named Landolfo Cotta, and the latter's brother, Erlembaldo, who was a 
layman and knight.' Like Lambert li Beges a century later in Liege, Arialdo publicly criti- 
cized unworthy clerics. He and Landolfo swore an oath to no longer tolerate the sale of ordi- 
nations and church benefices nor clerical concubinage. Many supported them, giving rise to a 
movement of the laity against their unworthy priests and archbishop. Although the movement 
at first enjoyed papal support, its opponents, mostly the higher clergy and the noble and 
wealthier citizens, contemptuously labeled its members patarimi (ragamuffins). A bitter con- 
flict ensued; both Arialdo and Erlembaldo were killed and afterwards venerated as  saint^.^ 

Although the subsequent development of the movement cannot be traced precisely, a 
kind of "Patarine spirit" suffused itself across Lombardy. The Patarini still existed in the late 
twelfth century but by then had conlpletely broken with the institutional Church. We should 
not judge them too harshly: their mistrust of the Church had been prompted by a corrupt cler- 
gy which remained in control of the Milanese church a century and a half after the deaths of 
Arialdo and his companions. 

Over time the Patarini came to be deeply influenced by the Cathars, a heretical group 
who believed that God was completely good and could not, therefore, have had anything to do 
with the evil which they saw in the world around them. They concluded that the source of evil 
in the world must be the Devil, whom they construed as a kind of "anti-God." The world thus 
became for them a battlefield where God and the spiritual world struggled against the Devil 
and the material world. However erroneous and perverse such a view might seem, it was of- 
ten accepted precisely because it was condemned by an unworthy clergy.' 

The Patarini and Cathars did not rule Lombardy in the late twelfth century, but their 
ideas were in the air. Innocent Ill's and Honorius Ill's efforts to counter these ideas reveal 
Rome's concern about wealthy and turbulent Lombardy: doctrines which appeared at the 
crossroads of medieval Europe's major east-west and north-south lines of comnlunication were 
capable of profoundly affecting the Church for good or ill. Then, too, the Patarine and Cathar 
movements also had their fanatics, who should not be forgotten, nor should the evils which 
they perpetrated be overlooked. 

I am convinced that, after leaving Liege, Dietrich von Zell and his four companions re- 
turned to Lombardy. A more detailed examination of some of the evidence for this will have 
to wait, but the main lines can be sketched here. There is, first of all, an unmistakable refer- 
ence to the Patarini in In honore summi regis, the thirteenth-century account of the Order's 
foundation.' Second, an odd reference to one Peter of Milan also suggests a connection bet- 
ween the Crosiers and northern ~ t a l y . ~  Third, there is the account of a Crosier from Toulouse 
with a penchant for Catharism who ran off to Verona, the movement's center, in 1273. l o  

Fourth, Crosier veneration for St. Theobald, the patron of their churches at Huy and Suxy, ar- 
gues for some sort of link with Vicenza." Fifth, the history of the Fourth Crusade, prepara- 
tions for which began around 1200 and which sailed from Venice, may also have some impli- 



cations for a Crosier sojourn in Lombardy." Finally, there is Russelius' repeated linkage of 
the Crosiers with the Italian cruciferi. l 3  

In choosing to settle in Lombardy, the five companions remained in Europe, and even 
within the Empire, but managed to withdraw to a foreign land. When they crossed the Alps, 
they entered the cultural and linguistic world of the Roman south. They did not go there as 
missionaries, for their whole intention was to separate themselves from human society. If they 
were to preach, they would do so by how they lived. Like many of their contemporaries, their 
goal was poverty and the life of "Christ's poor" (pauperes Christi). This would have required 
a real sacrifice of young noblemen who had probably come to Liege as knights and courtiers of 
Radulf of Zahringen, for their choice would have required them to renounce whatever dreams 
they might have had of military glory and an advantageous marriage, whatever comfort and 
love the world could offer, and whatever cosmopolitan outlook they might have gained from 
their march across Europe and visit to the East. All adventure was now forsworn: henceforth, 
their adventures lay in the realm of the spirit and their greatest adventure would be to experi- 
ence Christ's poverty. Thus, somewhere in the plain of the Po, or at the foot of the moun- 
tains, perhaps even on some mountainside, they built simple huts and lived in the light and 
peace, the presence and silence of God. There they would evolve a way of life and give it ex- 
pression in their first Rules. 

The first Crosiers' sojourn in Lombardy was, I now believe, far more important for the 
evolution of their Order than I ever suspected when I first surmised it. Unfortunately, a full 
appreciation of those years requires much information which we simply will never have. We 
need; for example, much more precise information about their attitudes and actions around the 
time of Radulf's death. What we have examined thus far suggests that they experienced a pro- 
found conversion in connection with the crusade, but are left wondering how and when it came 
about. We have also speculated about when and why they entered the clerical state and about 
what led them to break with the church of Liege, but we cannot be sure of the sequence of any 
of these events. Likewise, if they simply wished to withdraw from the world and pursue a life 
of solitude and poverty, there were many places around Liege where they could have done so: 
not far away, for example, were the hills, woods and streams of the Ardennes. That they seem 
to have returned to northern Italy suggests that they already had something in mind when they 
passed through the area on their homeward journey and that it was drawing them back. I will 
propose that they had found a spiritual ideal in northern Italy which was instrumental in their 
conversion. If not, there was no reason for their choice to return to Lombardy. 

To satisfactorily deal with all the problems which we have thus far unearthed requires a 
much closer examination of the spirituality permeating Lombardy during the late twelfth and 
early thirteenth centuries. But what have so far discovered suggests that we have found some 
pieces of concrete evidence about the Crosiers' mysterious past and encourages us to hope for 
additional results from further efforts. History may at last give up some of its secrets and al- 
low us to fully draw aside the curtain which thus far has so completely hidden the story of 
Crosier origins. 

16. THE DESCENT INTO SILENCE 

The surprising adventure of the first Crosiers in Lombardy can, I think, be best charac- 
terized as a descent into magnum silentium, the silence of contemplative religious life, and had 
to be the result of a long process. They had been knights, which meant they were courageous 
and high-minded but also hard and fearless, for they had been professional warriors, schooled 
in the practice of arms since their youth. Ideally a knight was unacquainted with delicacy or 
fear. He wore leather and metal, was master of horse and blade, and was unaffected by heat 
or cold, rain or snow, or even fatigue. He was above all a man of honor: he spoke the truth, 
showed no sign of fear, and advanced toward his objective without guile or treachery; with 
women, he was respectful and courteous. Being courageous, he could also be merciful, and he 
opened both his heart and his purse to the poor, sometimes with surprising generosity. Such 



attitudes were rooted in the knight's faith, in his awareness of his God and Savior, for true 
chivalry was a uniquely Christian phenomenon. 

Even while the five men lived by such ideals, they also would have been aware of a 
way of life other than this chivalric blend of military prowess and knightly idealism, a way of 
life apart from war's tumult and for which a man laid aside his armor and renounced glory, 
heroism, coats-of-arms and undying fame. When they chose this other way of life, knightly 
splendor would have vanished as a new world opened before them. Indeed, they seem to have 
thought of their entry into religious life as a kind of death, and to have thrown themselves into 
their uncertain and perilous future freely and without hesitation, for as Christians they also 
would have known that death always leads to new life. 

At some point they had to choose, and the choice would have presented them with a 
real dilemma, for there was no third way. Both ways of life required idealism: one called for 
prowess and gallantry, the other demanded a total surrender of the self to God, a descent into 
oblivion and the complete stripping away of all prerogatives. To choose religious life must 
have involved a fierce inner struggle, for they knew that, once the choice was made, it would 
be irrevocable and would demand a lifelong effort. In the end, they made their choice like true 
knights, for they chose to set their lives at risk and so to win them. They chose to root their 
lives in mystery, which is perhaps why the old documents sometimes identify the Order of the 
Holy Cross with the mystery of the holy cross. Heedless of the world's disbelief, they de- 
scended into silence, where they would hear the music of eternity. 

When I entered the ancient and venerable Crosier monastery of St. Agatha in 1920, at 
the age of seventeen, one of the first things I learned was to observe the silence. There were 
two kinds of silence in those days, the ordinary quiet which prevailed throughout the day and 
major silence (magnum silentiwn), which began after the community's evening gathering and 
lasted until after Mass the next morning. The old Crosiers of St. Agatha were quite strict 
about the observance of major silence, and in the Crosier statutes of 1868 there was an article 
emphasizing its importance: "In each house, an inspector shall make the rounds of all the 
work areas and other parts of the house after the end of evening recreation, at a time set by the 
prior. He shall take note of all whom he finds moving about and talking without the superior's 
permission and shall give their names to the prior the next morning, so that they may be prop- 
erly disciplined for having committed the fault of breaking major silence.''14 This article was 
printed in quotation marks, indicating that it had been enacted by a general chapter (that of 
1494).15 But neither the chapter's decree nor in the Crosier statutes of 166016 use the words 
'major silence. " It was, in other words, the nineteenth-century Crosiers who modified the old 
text and made it a reference to major silence. 

This modification is significant, for it suggests a shift in the Order's thinking during the 
last century. St. Agatha and the other more contemplative Crosier houses had been quite scru- 
pulous about silence, but this changed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when strict ob- 
servance of silence was confined to the late evening, night and early morning and was desig- 
nated "major silence." Those who can still recall the old days at St. Agatha remember how 
special major silence was. It was not a law to be obeyed but part of the very atmosphere of the 
place: a bit of heaven and the suggestion of an ineffable Presence and mysterious Fullness. 

Such was the silent fullness which the first five Crosiers chose for themselves, that pro- 
found silence wherein God speaks. Withdrawing to their sim le huts, they entered the "great 
cloud of unknowing, to hear words which no one can speak.'" ? 

17. IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF ST. THEOBALD 

To better understand what they had chosen for themselves requires some reflection on 
the place in the Church of the eremitic way of life. 

The foundations of the eremitic tradition are biblical, for "in the beginning" the world 
itself was an eremum, a "formless wasteland," over which the Spirit brooded and out of 
which it hatched, as it were, all reality. Even after the appearance of the earliest civilizations 
along the banks of the great rivers, most of the world remained an uncultivated eremum, the 



realm of mysterious and impenetrable nature. It was there that Moses led the Israelites, there 
that the prophets meditated, there that the Baptist prepared the way of the Lord, and there that 
Jesus readied himself for his ministry. 

Eremiticism dates from the earliest Christian centuries. The third-century persecutions 
and the perceived decadence of Hellenistic culture prompted thousands of anchorites to with- 
draw into the deserts of Egypt and Syria in search of an environment where they could more 
readily encounter God. Some preferred a fixed residence, others wandered from place to 
place; some sought solitude, others grouped themselves into communities or laura, which ul- 
timately gave rise to the cenobitic or monastic way of life. By the tenth century, the two ways 
of life were often confused with each other and the terms often interchangeable. Monasticism, 
however, found it easier to adapt to the feudal system and in time acquired a taste for large 
monasteries and magnificent churches. Institutionally, then, monasticism became part of the 
"imperial Church" of the Middle Ages. 

At the beginning of the second Christian millennium, the ancient eremitic tradition en- 
tered a new period of vigorous growth. Before then, belief in the imminent end of the world 
had rendered any new developments or efforts to renew the life of the Church meaningless. 
When medieval Christians realized that their expectations of the end of the world had been 
misplaced, the possibility of a renewed Christianity seemed to open before them like a second 
chance. The eleventh and twelfth centuries witnessed a revitalization of eremiticism, which 
became in many ways a sort of protest against the existing order. In converting the west 
Christianity had become identified with the structures of western society, especially with those 
of power, and the Church which dominated western culture thus became an imperial Church. 
Despite the dictum that the emperor was "anointed of the Lord," the popes increasingly 
claimed supremacy over Christendom and sovereignty over all Catholic kings and princes as 
wielder of the "two swords." Bishops, too, were usually secular as well as ecclesiastical rul- 
ers, and even canonical chapters and large monasteries enjoyed the rights of the nobility. 

But this period also witnessed the Christian rediscovery of the poor and humble Christ 
who had "nowhere to lay his head" and who had made his triumphal entry into Jerusalem rid- 
ing on a donkey: the Christ of the manger, the Christ who withdrew into the desert, the poor 
Christ who died on the cross stripped of everything. The crusaders' discovery of the Holy 
Land during the eleventh and twelfth centuries advanced this process, for it enabled Christians 
to follow Christ's footsteps through the fields and small towns of Palestine, along the Sea of 
Galilee, through the streets of Jerusalem and into the Judean wilderness. 

These images of Christ provoked an ever-growing flight of Christians to the forests and 
mountains of Europe where, next to a small well, they built huts and a chapel (ecclesiola) in 
the shade of tall trees and where, far from the civilized world and surrounded by the beauty 
and silence of the forests and unsettled land, they sought the peace which leads to God. Their 
days were spent in manual labor, which provided the little needed for their own sustenance and 
their welcome of needy travelers "as if they were Christ himself, " and in prayer, their constant 
encounter with the God who revealed himself in the magnificence of the natural world around 
them. 

Such was the goal of the five clerics of Liege. As men of their time, they readily un- 
derstood that they had to choose between being members of the respected chapter of land- 
owning canons of St. Lambert, where they would eventually be accepted and honored, and be- 
ing something else. Life at St. Lambert's was not without religious fervor, such as the beauty 
of the chanted choral Office, but they wanted something more. Thus they chose to follow the 
poor Christ and, having made their decision, set off on a spiritual adventure. Their decision to 
withdraw into solitude was a serious one and fraught with radical consequences. Even if the 
attitudes which led them to it were part of the atmosphere of the twelfth century and even if 
many others had made a similar choice, the gravity and difficulty of their decision is not less- 
ened, for their choice was that paradoxical death which leads to new life. 

Although we cannot to trace their movements precisely, I am quite certain that they 
eventually went south, irresistibly drawn back to Italy by the example of St. Theobald, whom 
we earlier identified as a knightly scion of the counts of Champagne. With his companion, 



Walter, Theobald had left his ancestral. home, withdrawn into the forest of Chinv. and settled 
near Suxy, where the Crosiers would also have a small monastery which was actually more of 
a hermitage. The two eventually left their sylvan retreat and moved to Pettingen in Luxem- 
bourg where, still in search of solitude and the eremitic life, they built huts and supported 
themselves by working as charcoal-burners, day-laborers or farm hands. They next became 
pilgrims, going first to Compostella and then, after a brief return to Luxembourg, to Rome. 
Their visit to the holy city of the west inspired them to visit Jerusalem, the holy city of the east 
and, indeed, of the whole earth. En route, however, Walter fell sick in northern Italy and the 
two friends settled in a hermitage at Salanigo, near Vicenza. 

There Walter died two years later and was soon venerated as a saint. Theobald's ex- 
ample attracted followers, and he was soon ordained a priest by the Bishop of Vicenza. To- 
ward the end of his life he entered the eremitic Camaldolese Order. He died in 1066, at the 
age of thirty-three, was buried in the cathedral of Vicenza, and canonized seven years later. 
His remains were later transferred to the Camaldolese abbey at Vangadice and then to his na- 
tive city, Provins . 

We have already hypothesized that Radulf's five courtiers learned about this knight- 
turned-hermit when they passed through the diocese of Vicenza, to which both Salanigo and 
Vangadice belonged, on their way home. They were perhaps struck by certain similarities 
between themselves and the two saints. Theobald and Walter had wanted to go to Jerusalem 
but had been prevented by Walter's illness. They then gave up their pilgrimage in order to re- 
sume their life as hermits and had settled in a remote part of the forest near Vicenza. Radulf's 
courtiers had also set out for Jerusalem but had failed to arrive there and had been forced to re- 
turn home because of the Bishop's illness. 

Here, then, many things come together. We have proposed that the debacle of their 
crusade and the murder of Radulf's successor had led the five men to an experience of conver- 
sion and convinced them that they were to serve God by a life of poverty and penitence instead 
of glory and war. Medieval men who turned to religious life preferred to leave their native 
land, and these ex-crusaders and canons of Liege would have been no different. They wished 
to bury their names in obscurity and to find an out-of-the-way place where they could escape 
the world which they knew and where they were known, for they also wished to die to that 
world. Before them was the example of a privileged young knight's total response to God's 
call, and the lure of a beautiful land (natural beauty seems to often have played a part in such 
conversions, especially in those who chose the eremitic life). Thus, soon after reaching their 
decision, the five men must have thought of Italy, a pleasant and gracious land blessed with 
beauty and with many saints, and a perfect retreat for hermits because of its gentle climate, 
mountains and woods. 

Although we cannot determine precisely when the five men went south, we should re- 
call that these were idealistic young knights and that the young do not wait: when they have 
seized upon an ideal, they wish to realize it at once. Young noblemen enjoyed extensive free- 
dom in medieval Europe. Moreover, Dietrich and his four companions seem not to have felt 
especially bound by any institutional ties and their experiences on crusade may have weakened 
whatever obligations they felt toward court and family even further. They had chosen spiritual 
adventure and, like Theobald and Walter, they felt free to take control of their lives. If they 
were not bound to stay in Liege -- indeed, the opposite seems to have been the case -- they 
were free to leave; only something very serious would have detained them. My conclusion, 
then, is that their own choice and the circumstances in Liege after their return from the East 
soon set them on their way. 

We will see below that Dietrich and his companions reached a second turning point in 
their vocations in 1208 and that, by then, they had been hermits for many years. This would 
further support the notion that they began this way of life sometime in the 1190s. Their broth- 
erhood had been formed by the time they returned from the crusade: that experience had made 
them intimate friends, old comrades and companions, who had endured danger, suffering and 
privation together, traveled together and had come to know each other's hearts and minds. If 



Dietrich had already shown some ability to lead and inspire the others, they were probably 
ready to acquiesce to whatever he proposed. 

Thus they left Liege, where the local people considered them untrustworthy Alamanns 
and foreigners. Familiar with the road south and the Alpine passes, these five sons of the 
nobility, as the Paris manuscript of In honore summi regis tells us, went barefoot and clad in 
rough garments but full of exuberant joy. Their road soon brought them to Verona on the 
bank of the Adige, the most important city in the Venetian hinterland. It was also near the 
Lombard border and a center of the most extreme form of Patarinism, that which had absorbed 
Cathar ideas and which seems to have had some influence on the first Crosiers, even if they 
did not fully accept Patarinism ' s unorthodox beliefs. 

18. TO VICENZA, SOUTH OF THE ALPS 

The conclusions reached thus far suggest a closer look at the city near which the five 
ex-crusaders began their spiritual adventure. 

Although Vicenza lies in the plain of the Po, the city's own river is the Bacchiglione, 
which flows directly into the Adriatic. About twenty miles northwest are the Lessini moun- 
tains, whose highest peak, the Cima Carega, rises to about 7,400 feet. Six miles to the south 
are the much lower Berici mountains, rising to around 1,300 feet. 

In the plain formed by the protecting mountains and watered by the Bacchiglione is a 
city whose origins go back to the early sixth century B.C. and which was originally named Vi- 
cetiar Even then the area was a rich agricultural area, especially famous for its wine and 
grain. The local people were Veneti, members of the western branch of the Indo-European- 
speaking peoples, with linguistic ties to the Illyrians across the Adriatic and to other groups 
ranging from the Vistula to Asia Minor and across western Europe, but whose closest linguis- 
tic relatives were the peoples of northern Italy. 

During the Roman period, the territory of the Veneti had enjoyed the status of a munic- 
ipal colony. Evidence for the existence of a Christian basilica in Vicenza dates from as early 
as the late fourth or early fifth century of our era. The tradition of a resident bishop predates 
available records, which list Horontius as bishop of the area in 590. 

Medieval Vicenza experienced shifting fortunes. In the Lower Middle Ages the city 
was the capital of a Lombard duke. During the tenth century it became part of the March of 
Verona and, after 1 1 15, a small republic. Shortly after 1 164, Vicenza freed itself from the po- 
litical control of the local bishop and in 1167 became a member of the Lombard League 
against the Holy Roman emperors. The latter were nevertheless very kind to Vicenza, prob- 
ably because it was the first city of any importance which they reached after crossing the Alps 
by the Brenner Pass on their journeys into Italy. Either their desire to show goodwill to their 
Italian subjects or their need for a reliable base of operations had induced them to heap the city 
with favors and privileges. 

If the five hermits were looking for solitude, one may assume that they did not settle in 
Vicenza itself. But they must have had some contact with the city, especially of a spiritual 
son, for Theobald had lived nearby and his body was still buried in the local cathedral. In 
time their veneration of that saint would accompany them back to northern Europe, and he 
would become the patron of the first Crosier church at Huy.19 



Chapter Six 

THE DESERT ROAD 

Here we begin the daunting task of recovering what we can of the years which the five 
hermits spent in Lombardy. For this, we will rely heavily on the short narrative called In hon- 
ore summi regis, probably first composed sometime in the first half of the thirteenth century1 

but later extensively revised in light of subsequent events in Crosier history. Here we need not 
concern ourselves with the narrative's whole textual tradition but only with the two redactions 
which carry the primary tradition. The first is on the fly-leaves of MS. 692 of the Bibli- 
othQue Mazarine, Paris, and once belonged to the Crosier monastery in that city. The second 
is in MS. 6 L 2 1 of the Grand Seminaire, Liege, and once belonged to the Crosier monastery 
at Huy, the monastery traditionally identified as the Order's mother house. The Paris redac- 
tion dates from the fourteenth century, probably before 1378; the other from the second half of 
the fifteenth centurye2 

19. THE LANDS OF THE PATERNI 

The narrative's version of Crosier origins agrees with that found in Ad colendum mente 
pura. A brief introduction is followed by an account of how St. Helen "moved" the relic of 
the holy cross to Jerusalem and formed a guard of twelve holy men to protect it, which con- 
cludes with the story of their deaths at the hands of those who "practice tyranny." Thus, the 
author notes, the Order of the Brethren of the Holy Cross "passed many years in the oblivion 
of the tomb. " 

The second part of the narrative begins with the observation that this was like "the 
grain of wheat which is buried in the earth" and that, after a long entombment, the Order was 
reborn and flourished anew, like flowers in the spring. It was then, the story continues, that 
the Pope sent one of his cardinals as an ambassador in partibus alemanicis3 "to seek [men] who 
might infuse the sap of the Word of Life into spiritually withered hearts ad deprimendam afi- 
nibus paternorum contumaciam, to pour God's mercy out upon them, and to make knowledge 
of the mystery of the cross shine forth." This is, as we shall see, a reference to the mission of 
Cardinal Ugolino of Ostia in 1207-1208.~ with Cardinal Leo of Santa Croce, whom the text 
does not mention, Ugolino had come to Germany to restore unity and harmony in the Empire. 
But the text claims he also had a spiritual mission: "to seek [men] who might infuse the sap of 
the Word of Life into spiritually withered hearts ad deprimendam a finibus paternorum contu- 
madam. " 

Part of that sentence has purposely been left untranslated. When van Asseldonk pub- 
lished this text with a Dutch translation in 1943,' he was unsure of what the phrase meant and 
settled for the rather forced "to suppress rebellion in Christian lands,lt6 which was the best he 
could make of paternorum. My conjecture is that this is a copyist's mistake for paterinorum 
and that the correct translation is "to suppress willfulness [contumaciam] from the land of the 
Paterini" or "Patarini, " i.e., from northern Italy, especially Lombardy. The second part of the 
cardinal's mission then becomes a search for those who could counteract Catharism ' s un- 
healthy influence. 



Such a conjecture is not so far-fetched as it may at first seem. Catharism was the pre- 
dominant heretical movement of the thirteenth century, and in many European languages 
"Cathar" became synonymous with "heretic. "' Nor is it far-fetched that, given such a mission, 
the Cardinal's interest would have been piqued by a meeting with the first crosiers. 

Of more immediate interest to us, however, is the support which this passage gives to 
our hypothesis that the five ex-crusaders had spent some time in or near Lombardy and been 
influenced by Patarine ideas. Immediately after describing the Cardinal's mission, the narra- 
tive introduces the "five clerics, " whom it claims "had left those lands" (a finibus illis egressi). 
The inescapable conclusion is that they had spent some time in northern Italy and then returned 
to their homeland in Germany, where they met this cardinal.' 

Here we must digress for a moment to ask ourselves how the first Crosiers' sojourn in 
northern Italy could disap ear so completely from the Order's history. I propose something 
along the following lines.' The Patarini were confined to northern Italy but were probably 
known of in southern Germany, just across the border, though not farther north. The earliest 
Crosiers, who seem also to have settled for a time in southern Germany, where the first ver- 
sion of In honore summi regis was probably composed, would have understood a reference to 
the "lands of the paterini" without difficulty. But sometime after they returned to the diocese 
of Liege, taking this narrative with them, a northern copyist was left wondering who these pa- 
terini were and, uncertain of the word's meaning, changed it to the more familiar parerni. If 
he was one of the Huy Crosiers, who later sought hegemony over the Order, and knew the real 
meaning of the word, he was content to let it be forgotten. By then, the Order's membership 
was probably more French- than German-speaking, too. There is a certain irony in this: the 
Patarini, who were Italian in origin and a product of the south's Roman culture, were better 
known among the neighboring German peoples than among the French, who shared a cultural 
heritage with Italy but were too far away to be familiar with this unorthodox group. 

After introducing the five clerics from the lands of the Patarini, the narrative sketches 
something of their way of life, but here the two redactions differ. Note that the first few lines 
of this description exist only in the Liege manuscript," and that the older version of the text in 
the Paris manuscript preserves details which that from Liege does not. 

And there five clerics who had left that land and who were men eager of coun- 
tenance, adorned with virtues and knowledge, of handsome appearance, so 
drawn within to be like John the Baptist that not even with an idle 

[Paris version] word could they stain their lives, men of high merit and dwellers 
in the desert, approached the aforesaid Cardinal to consult with him about their 
way of life. They indeed lived a life of very great austerity and were seeking to 
have it confirmed; humbly did they ask that he assent, determine and confirm 
for them that they might forever dwell in desert places, flee cities and towns, re- 
frain from the use of meat, clad themselves in rough garments, possess nothing 
of their own and go barefoot, bearing suffering about in their bodies like 
Christ's Apostle, having abandoned all those things whose possession and sight 
bring joy and pleasure to the eyes of mortals. 

[Liege version] word could they stain their lives, men of high merit and dwell- 
ers in the desert, approached the aforesaid Cardinal to consult with him about 
their life, and in order to undertake a life of such great austerity they asked to 
be confirmed. 

The Latin forms corn and circornferentes in the Paris text betray the hand of a French- 
speaker, which suggests that the text was copied before the beginning of the Great Schism in 
1378, when the French Crosiers broke with their confreres at Huy and elected the prior of the 
Paris monastery their prior general. My conjecture is that, sometime before 1378, a prior of 
Paris and some of his confreres took this manuscript with them as reading material when they 



went to Huy for the annual general chapter. There one of them copied the text of In honore 
summi regis onto its fly-leaves, perhaps intending to disseminate it among his confreres in oth- 
er French monasteries. 

Of more importance, however, is the date of the additional details in the Paris text 
about the first Crosiers' manner of life. A basic principle in textual criticism holds that the 
shorter text is usually older, but in this case the opposite may be true. I first thought that these 
additional details reflected the influence of the mendicant orders, who first reached southern 
Germany around 1221. Milis has shown,I2 however, that the ascetical practices described in 
the Paris text were common among hermits of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Thus, desp- 
ite the closer agreement of the Liege version of this text with Ad colendum mente pura, the 
austerity described by the Paris text is not incompatible with the eremiticism of the first Cro- 
siers. My conjecture, first proposed in 1961, is that the Crosiers revised the account of their 
origins given in In honore summi regis after the 1410 reformation of the Order for the sake of 
aligning it more closely with their new practice, and removed from it any mention of the ascet- 
ical practices which they had abandoned and whose demise left the impression that the refor- 
mation of 1410 had weakened their primitive austerity. 

20. ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST 

Everything we have pieced together about the five men thus far suggests that they 
wanted to start their lives over, in the belief that such a total reformation of their lives was 
necessary and was to spread throughout Christianity. This, in turn, had led them to choose the 
eremitic life away from human society. Their attitude was founded on the perception that 
Church and society had become so entangled in and dominated by this world that they had to 
completely immerse themselves in a new way of life modeled on the example of the Crucified 
and governed by the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the Beatitudes, which Jesus had taught were 
the height of perfection.13 If such was their motivation, we can better understand why they 
chose as their model John the Baptist, the precursor of Christ and the inspiration of many me- 
dieval hermits, especially during the eleventh and twelfth centuries: John had also chosen to 
live outside his culture, and that separation from his culture was the foundation of his holiness. 

The Baptist was one of the great archetypes of the Christian world. In the eastern 
Church he was frequently portrayed with wings, like an angel. An angel had announced his 
birth to his father Zechariah, priest of the Jerusalem temple. His conception and birth were 
miraculous because his mother "Elizabeth was sterile" and past child-bearing age. Even in his 
mother's womb the Baptist had sensed the presence of him whose herald he was to be and had 
leaped for joy. From his youth he had lived an austere life in the desert, wearing a garment of 
camel's hair and eating grasshoppers and wild honey. l 4  

Why was John the hermits' model? Why not Anthony, Paul, the two Macarii, or the 
many others who had chosen the eremitic life and whose stories were referred to by all the 
medieval spiritual writers and continued to attract imitators? The answer is that the Desert Fa- 
thers, too, considered themselves emulators of the Baptist. John was the biblical figure whose 
very mission placed him in both Old and New Testaments. His moral exhortations made him 
the last of the ancient prophets and his very way of life proclaimed complete detachment and 
respect for God's Law; his announcement of the advent of the Christ was the first ray of the 
new dawn rising over the world. Although his was a baptism of penance and a summons to 
repentance, it also foreshadowed the baptism of the one who would follow him and would 
"baptize in the Holy Spirit and fire."15 John was, in short, a symbol of zealous expectation. 
And that is precisely what one does in the desert: one waits for the One who is to come, for 
the self-manifestation of God, for the revelation which is not a miraculous apparition but an 
event in the depths of the soul. " 



21. THE DESERT DWELLERS 

In honore summi regis introduces the five by comparing them and their way of life to 
the Baptist's years in the desert,17 for Dietrich and his companions were, like John, real desert 
dwellers (eremi whores) or hermits. Like the thousands of believers who once fled into the 
deserts of Egypt and Syria, they SO wrapped themselves in anonymity that only one of them is 
known by name. But the text of In honore summi regis does give us some insight into their at- 
ti tudes. 

They were, it says, joyful: men "eager of countenance" (vultu alacres), which echoes 
Russelius' description of Dietrich as he set out on crusade. l 8  This quality is also frequently 
mentioned in their first ~ u l e s , ~ ~  which exhort the Crosier to purify body and soul and not to 
claim to have done so "unless you can endure all this for Another's sake, with great eagerness 
and joy." The Crosier will know that he has conquered sadness, which these Rules consider 
seriously sinful, "in that moment when even the memory of previous sins has disappeared, be- 
cause the passions themselves have been extinguished and destroyed, while [he] perseveres, 
full of eagerness and joy, in the grace of confidence." Discussing fortitude (fortitude), the 
Rule says that the Crosier must "devote himself to acts of fortitude with spiritual eagerness and 
joy." Joyful eagerness, then, seems to have been an essential part of primitive Crosier spiritu- 
ality. 

The five are next described as "adorned with virtues and knowledge" (virtutibus et sci- 
entia decorati). Their Rules leave no doubt that they pursued heroic virtue intensely but does 
not help us understand the second half of this phrase. "Knowledge" in this case seems not to 
be the learning of the medieval universities, which was expanding and soon to reach a peak in 
Paris, but what one might expect of the "learned cleric" of Liege: a thorough knowledge of 
the Scriptures and the Church Fathers (the Rules give one the impression that their author had 
memorized the Bible). They seem, on the other hand, not to have been equally interested in or 
concerned about church law.20 

The description continues with a comment which probably surprises most twentieth- 
century believers, for it says they were "of handsome appearance" (decori specie). The ex- 
aggerated spiritualism popular in the early seventeenth century so emphasized the worth of soul 
that it cultivated a certain contempt for physical appearance. The medievals, however, had a 
more balanced perception, which is reflected in the Crosiers' early Rules: "When grace is 
present, it is nothing other than the perfect health and holiness of the two sides of the human 
(utriusque horninis). " These latter are defined as "the flesh and the spirit" and their perfect 
unity, especially through purity or chastity, "obtains from the Father all that they ask." 

This description, which concludes with the observation that the five were extraordinary 
men ("of high merit"), also allows us to propose a date of con~position for the original version 
of the narrative, viz., sometime after 1236 and before 1248. The detailed information in the 
text suggests that it may have been acquired from one of the five first Crosiers and that the au- 
thor may have known one or all of them, at least slightly. Assuming that he did not want to 
eulogize them during their lifetimes and knowing that Dietrich von Zell died in 1236,~' the 
choice of that date as a terminus a quo seems logical. Since the narrative's version of the 
Crosiers' approval by Pope Innocent (probably in 1208, as we shall see) claims that they were 
directed to live according to the Rule of St. Augustine and makes no mention of the Crosierst 
adoption of the Dominicans' statutes and liturgical practice in 1248, the latter seems a logical 
terminus ante quern. 

22. PRAYER, SOLITUDE AND POVERTY 

But if such was their attitude, we must still ask what they sought in the desert. The an- 
swer depends, in some measure, on whether they withdrew into solitude as clerics or laymen. 
The clerical state is not a different form of ~hris t iani ty~~ but does entail a specific obligation to 
prayer. From the beginning of the Christian era, and in imitation of the Judaism which had 
been Christianity's cradle, there had developed a special form of prayer which in the sixth cen- 



tury St. Benedict labeled the opus Dei, a succinct phrase most handily translated as "that work 
which concerns God." Centering on the daily celebration of the Eucharist, the opus Dei or of- 
ficium divinum (Divine Office) had developed into a lengthy round of prayers for various hours 
of the day and night, each of which called for the chanting or recitation of a number of psalms, 
accompanied by antiphons, hymns, versicles, responsories, prayers and readings from the 
Scriptures, the Church Fathers and the lives of the saints. In the great cathedral, collegial and 
monastic churches of Europe, the opus Dei was celebrated with splendor and solemnity. 

Such celebration, however, required many books: missal, lectionary, gradual, psalter, 
antiphonal, martyrology and others besides, such as a "processional, " which contained the 
chants used during solemn processions. The five would have needed all these books if they in- 
tended to celebrate the opus Dei as clerics, and we are left to wonder how they would have ac- 
quired them. There were, of course, professional scribes in Italy and elsewhere who earned 
their living by copying manuscripts, but that was both expensive and time-consuming, often 
requiring several months' work for a single book. As canons and the sons of noble families, 
the five might have been able to afford these books, but in the final analysis we really have no 
way of knowing the extent or manner of their liturgical prayer. 

The question of whether they withdrew into solitude as clerics or laymen also touches 
on what I have called the spiritual drama at the heart of this book. There were, as we have 
several times noted, no few twelfth-century Christians who mistrusted the whole ecclesiastical 
'system" and longed for a simpler Christianity closer to what they perceived as the ideal of 
primitive Christianity. They rejected all formalism as mere exterior appearance devoid of 
contefit and mistrusted "formulas," which they saw as lacking in vitality. The group which we 
have most often referred to thus far were the patarini of Lombardy, whose search for a purer 
Christianity led them to distance themselves from the Church's usual "forms" (Mass, sacra- 
ments, the opus Dei), increasingly focus on the moral life, and claim that being Christian 
meant pursuing the perfection which Christ had preached and exemplified. In succeeding 
chapters we will see that there is reason to think the first Crosiers absorbed similar tendencies, 
that their "flight from the world" may also have been a "flight from the system," and that they 
subsequently reversed their direction. For the moment, however, we must again pose the 
question of what they sought in the desert, for the answer will clarify their real attitudes and 
their position toward Catholic orthodoxy. 

Above all, it seems, they sought solitude. Their highest ideal was to be alone with God 
and to do so, they thought, they had to strip themselves of everything and to forget everything, 
even themselves, in order to plunge into the cloud of unknowing where they would find them- 
selves wrapped in mystery and face to face with God. They described this in their ~ u l e s , * ~  
which we will examine at length in the next two chapters; here let us note only that they link 
solitude with poverty. 

Begin then, servant of God, to set in place the first stone of this spiritual build- 
ing as if starting from the ground up. The first stone is poverty, and it requires 
you to flee abundance with all your strength, indeed, to be as zealous as possible 
for want. Keep always before your eyes the words of the wise man, "Reduce 
yourself to few possessions, that you may have little to lose.'' Oh how secure, 
oh how lovely, oh how desirable it is to say, not only with your mouth but your 
deeds and virtues as well, "The penniless traveler always laughs when he meets 
the bandit." Oh how sweet, how precious should it be for the servant of God, 
brother of the poor Crucified, to sit, clad in only a tunic, upon the bare ground 
or perhaps on a heap of discarded paper which once served as a fine mattress 
for a nobleman. Oh how secure, how honorable not to be weighed down with 
the baggage of possessions, that preoccupation of the eyes and stumbling block 
for the feet, but to be free, whenever you want, t o  stretch out hands and feet 
here or there, or suddenly stand to pray, to lift your hands to heaven or stretch 
them out in the shape of a cross, to strike your breast, to kneel, to prostrate 
yourself upon the ground and roll yourself into a ball at one moment and stretch 



yourself out in the shape of the Crucified at the next and, as your affections vary 
and moods inspire, to train and form your body to the worship of the Trinity. 
Finally, then, how lovely to see your cell, rich in poverty, empty of all riches, 
lovely in its emptiness, free in its loveliness, gracious in its freedom, and glori- 
ous in its grace. 

These are the words of someone in love with his solitude, wherein he finds an inde- 
scribable happiness. Such a spirituality is not naive, for this man has actually learned to laugh 
at the opinions people may have of him. He lives, so to speak, in another world. His scale of 
values is foreign to ordinary people and is, in fact, paradoxical, for he has turned their values 
upside down for the sake of a hidden treasure worth the surrender of all his possessions. 

The conclusion of the second Rule matches this passage perfectly, for it says that the 
true Crosier "should not think [he] has arrived at [his] noble destination until [he] is found to 
be upright by all men in all affairs and in every detail, more so among [his] confreres, and 
most upright in [his] cell." For the first Crosiers the cell was a kind of climax, for it was there 
one found himself face to face with God. This explains an old Crosier aphorism found more 
than once in their writings: "happy he who has been able to spurn the deceitful world and to 
live with his cell, his book, and the cloister. "24 

It seems, then, that the beginnings of the Crosier Order are deeply rooted in the eremit- 
ic tradition of solitude and silence. Part of what I hope to demonstrate in this book is that the 
Order never completely lost that eremitic element. Here, then, let us note a few of the places 
where it reappears, sometimes quite unexpectedly. 

Several early Crosier foundations have been described as cells built around a chapel or 
a well, and the Order's first statutes fix the height of its houses at fifteen feet, including the 
loft, and of its churches at twenty, "because our brethren should have unimpressive and lowly 
dwellings. 112' The statute uses the words "house" (domus) and "church" (ecclesia), but the lim- 
itations placed on them suggest that they were actually individual huts or cells grouped around 
a small chapel, i.e., typical of an eremitic community. 

Each year during their general chapter, the Crosiers had read to them during meals the 
nine letters of St. Augustine "to the brethren in the desert" (ad fratres in e r e m o p  These let- 
ters are not authentic, but the medieval Crosiers did not know that. They were selected for 
table reading, however, precisely because they were addressed to "the brethren in the desert." 
The Crosiers evidently considered themselves such, i.e., hermits, and quotations from these 
letters regularly appear in medieval Crosier writings. 

A second medieval Crosier text also connects them to the tradition of Augustinian ere- 
miti~ism.~' That is a series of captions meant to accompany frescoes portraying incidents from 
the life of St. Augustine, which were to adorn the cloister of the monastery in Huy. A typical 
fifteenth-century Crosier monastery was built in the form of a square, the four inner sides of 
which were, theoretically, of equal length and formed the monastery's cloister or enclosure 
(claustrum); these four wings would, therefore, have had the same number of Gothic bays. If 
Huy's cloister consisted of four wings, each with twelve bays, there would have been room for 
forty-eight frescoes, one opposite each window; the forty-ninth, the climax of the series, would 
have adorned the back wall of the refectory. It is also important to note that none of the cap- 
tions suggest anything of the fierce rivalry which often existed between Augustinian canons 
and hermits; the case, in fact, is just the opposite, as several selected captions show: 

[13] Here Pontianus tells Augustine about Saint Anthony and the other eremiti- 
cal servants of God. 

[14] Here Augustine, converted by the example of the hermits, wept under the 
fig tree and heard the voice, "Take and read. " 

[23] Here he joins the holy Simplicianus and his eremitical brethren and takes 
their habit. 



[32] Here Augustine built a monastery in the desert, and there established the 
brethren whom he has collected from the forests. Then, aided by Valerius, his 
beloved friend, he built a cloister in the desert where he wished to live accord- 
ing to the lives of the Fathers together with the scattered hermits whom he as- 
sembled and whose hearts he drew into unity. 

[33] Here Augustine gives the Rule to his brethren, which he observes with 
them. Thus, from that moment on, they are rightly called the eremitical breth- 
ren: they are Augustine's own and come, in pairs, from all directions. 

[42] Here Augustine builds a monastery of clerics in his episcopal residence. 

[49] Here the brethren of the two orders, the canons regular and the hermits of 
St. Augustine, together sing the praise of God and St. Augustine in the same 
church of St. Peter in celo aureo at Pavia. 

This text implies that the Crosiers were unaware of any rivalry between the two Augustinian 
orders. They readily recognized the claims of the Augustinian hermits, for they too were her- 
mits of a sort. 

The eremitic ideal of rejecting the world also appears in other Crosier writings. The 
first of the Collationes of John Cocus, O.S.C., a fourteenth- or fifteenth-century prior of the 
Cologne monastery, is entitled "The Rejection of the World and Riches" (De contemptu mundi 
et diviciarum). The second chapter of Peter Pinchar's Mstis Nuptialis treats "the rejection of 
the world" (De contemptu mundi), and one of the poems of Giles de Vriese, 0. S .  C., the prior 
of Ehrenstein who published Pinchar's book in 1639, describes his life in the forests of the 
Rhineland as life in a desert (claudor eremo). The epitaph of a Paris Crosier who died "in the 
odor of sanctity" at the end of the seventeenth century says that he "lived in the royal city of 
light as if he were a hermit in the desert and an angel among men.''28 

This eremitic preoccupation with solitude and silence clarifies the Crosiers' concern 
through the centuries to maintain silence in their monasteries, a practice which deserves a spe- 
cialized study. Soon after the Order was allowed to receive novices again in 1840, after a pe- 
riod when the suppression of religious houses had reduced its membership to four old men, Jan 
van Vlam entered the venerable old monastery of St. Agatha in the Netherlands. One of the 
three old Crosiers at St. Agatha's was guiding him through the building when van Vlam want- 
ed to ask a question. The old Crosier put a finger to his lips and drew the young man into a 
room off the cloister: even after so many years of marginal comn~unity life, the silence of the 
cloister was still sacred. 29 

We can get an idea of the kind of life the first Crosiers would have lived in their Italian 
retreat from the work of Ludo ~ i l i s . ~ '  Hermits sought to unite themselves with the natural 
world and thus preferred to settle near forested mountains where wildlife abounded and at the 
foot of which there was a small stream or brook. Their dwellings, which they built them- 
selves, were very simple huts built of branches and roofed with a light thatch. They dressed in 
wool, and frequently wore a hair-shirt next to their skin (as the Paris text of In honore summi 
regis says the first Crosiers did). Sometimes they wore a chain-mail shirt (lorica): soldiers of 
Christ were to wear the armor of their contemporaries. The citation from the Crosiers' first 
Rule given above tells us that they wore tunics, probably of wool and next to their skins (tan- 
turn tunica interposita) . 

In their solitude, hermits also sought poverty. Their choice of life in the wilderness 
with its coarse food, rough clothing and primitive housing made them poor, but usually that 
was not enough for those who wanted to literally follow Christ's command to sell everything 
and give to the poor. They usually did not even own the small piece of land on which they 
built their huts and chapel. Sometimes this infuriated the local landowner, but sometimes he 
welcomed them with enthusiasm, hoping for a heavenly reward, and even made them a gift of 
the land they had occupied. This, of course, created a dilemma, for owning the land, even 



without an official deed, provided a certain amount of security but infringed on Christ's com- 
m a ~ ~ d . ~ '  Such poverty would have had a special meaning for the first Crosiers, for through it 
they sought to conform themselves to the poverty of Christ crucified, and we shall shortly see 
how important that was for them. 

23. A DESERT VISION? 

There may, however, been something else involved in the first Crosiers' choice to live 
as hermits, and they may have considered their eremiticism merely a state of preparation for 
the fulfillment of their real dream. We have considered the disillusioning impact their crusade 
seems to have had on them but have touched only briefly on something else connected with that 
experience. In i l l  I suggested that they had learned about the ruinous condition of the once- 
magnificent Church of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem while encamped before Acre and that this 
must have struck them as a mutilation of Christianity itself. My conviction is that, in their 
heart of hearts, they dreamed of restoring what they thought St. Helen had built, so that it 
might forever proclaim and represent the mighty paradox at the center of Christianity, viz., 
that the only triumph and only hope of all Christians is the triumph of the cross. 

But how to fulfill such a dream? The experience of the Third Crusade had taught them 
that a military venture was pointless. The only alternative was to hope in blind faith that, 
somehow, God himself would open the way before them. Such faith would have been akin to 
that of those who believed that the peasants' and children's crusades would succeed where the 
military crusades had failed: what brutal soldiers could not conquer would be immediately 
overcome by the appearance of unsophisticated and unarmed innocents whose prayers would 
pierce the heavens. The results of these rash enterprises are well known, but the fanatics of 
every age are not easily discouraged: one must hope against hope, one must wait for the day 
of the Lord. 

I truly believe that these five hermits nurtured some such dream in their hearts and that 
they saw their life in solitude as merely a time of preparation. If so, they must have believed 
that they had to risk all in order to win all and that, above everything else, they needed to ac- 
quire complete and total holiness. 



Chapter Seven 

IN SEARCH OF HOLINESS 

Five clerics from Liege withdrew into solitude to follow Christ crucified, to take up the 
cross and be nailed to it, and thus become like him who had been the first crucifer1 and the 
~ r u c i f i e d . ~  Their Crosier descendants have shared this goal throughout the centuries, but 
those first Crosiers especially wanted to imitate the poverty of the crucified Christ. The evi- 
dence for and the results of that wish are to be found in a booklet which I now believe contains 
the Crosiers' earliest Rules and which I chanced upon in the city archives of cologne3 in 1934, 
while researching my 1936 biography of Theodorus de Cellis. Then I had neither the time nor 
the aBility to make proper use of this unusual and precious document, and not the slightest ink- 
ling that it contained the oldest and purest spirituality of the Order of the Holy Cross. 

24. THE FIRST RULE 

This booklet has been published by A. van de Pasch, O.S.C., with a Dutch translation 
and the results of his research into its origins and evolution. Van de Pasch has shown that the 
first part of the booklet was a meditation of some sort and the rest of it more of a treatise. 
Additional work by J. vennenbusch5 has shown that the meditation was revised at least twice 
and afterwards combined with additional material into the first draft of what appears to be a re- 
ligious rule meant to be a more or less complete treatment of all Christian and religious life. 

The much-revised meditation has come down to us in four redactions. (1) That in GB4 
192 of HASK, which van de Pasch published, is the first. It ends with the sentence, "and in 
all this we see how much each Christian owes to the Lord, who willingly suffered it all for 
us," and is the introduction to what became the final form of the Rule. (2) The second redac- 
tion is the text found in Ludolf of Saxony's Vita Jesu Christi. The author's further reflections 
have expanded the meditation, but this redaction lacks the concluding sentence quoted above. 
Parts of this version have been incorporated into the text in GB4 192. (3) The third redaction 
is found on fol. 45V0-48V0 of MS. Vaticanus Latinus 1058. It reflects further evolution in the 
author's thinking and, like the first redaction, concludes with the sentence about what each 
Christian owes to Christ. (4) The fourth redaction is very short, a summary in fact of the first, 
and is found on fol. 124V0-125r0 of GB4 54 of H A S K . ~  

The first redaction is also the oldest, I think, if it is isolated from the much longer text 
which forms the rest of the booklet and to which it became the introduction. That text, as pre- 
served in GB4 41 of HASK (which contains the second redaction of the meditation), is prob- 
ably older than the version of the booklet preserved in GB4 192, but the expansion of the medi- 
tation in GB4 41 indicates that the redaction found there is later than that in GB4 192. The 
version of the booklet in the Vatican manuscript is definitely later than the version in GB4 41, 
as is its redaction of the meditation. The fourth redaction is later than all the others. 

This evolution of the text will be confirmed by our review of the three separate redac- 
tions in $25, which will demonstrate that the first redaction has not been abridged from the 
second or third and is in fact the source of both. We shall also find that what has been added 
to the first redaction to create the second and third are appropriate amplifications of the origi- 



nal text and that both of the latter are significantly longer than the first redaction (the third, in 
fact, is three times as large). 

After these two revisions (if there were more, they have been lost), the meditation was 
attached to or expanded into yet another text before it became the introduction to the booklet in 
GB4 192, which I believe is the final form of the Crosiers' original ~ u l e . ~  This indicates that 
the meditation evolved in the same milieu in which it originated. Many explanations of how 
and why this occurred are possible, but I believe that something like the following took place. 
It began as a reflection on a way of being marked with the cross (crucesignatus) other than be- 
ing a soldier and was probably something Dietrich von Zell himself propounded to his four 
companions before the walls of Acre, on board ship to Venice, or in their northern Italian 
hermitage. Later he or one of his companions realized that the text could be refined and did so 
at least twice. If such in fact was the meditation's origin and evolution, it allows us to catch a 
glimpse of the interior lives of this little group of hardy ascetics: their need or desire to elabo- 
rate their original reflections would mean that they truly lived by them, which is why I have 
come to believe that this meditation was in fact the Crosiers' first Rule. 

25. A MEDITATION ON THE SUFFERINGS OF THE CRUCIFIED 

The suggestion has often been made that an Order of the Holy Cross must have begun 
with the contemplation of Christ crucified, and this meditation proves that Crosier spirituality 
did in fact begin with a reflection on Christ's suffering and death. But can such a meditation 
be called a a religious "rule" in the usual sense? We should note that, anlong the religious 
rules recognized by the Church, there are a fair number which are not legal charters but delin- 
cations of an authentically Christian way of life, which is precisely the basis of their claim to 
be rules. The author of this booklet, and we should note that the same word (ZibeZZus) is also 
used of the Augustinian Rule, treats the three vows of religious life as reflections of Christ's 
sufferings . 

The meditation is addressed to a crusader, i.e., to someone who wears the cross.* "Ah, 
servant of God, man of God, brother of Christ. The cross which you wear fully reveals the 
cross of Christ, in whose suffering were three central elements, from which all else can be de- 
rived, for in them are to be found every form of repentance and perfect endurance. The first 
of these is the removal and stripping away of all things, the second is contempt and mockery, 
the third is penance and bodily affliction. All are found in Christ in their highest form." 
These three sufferings are understood as corresponding to the three religious vows, and each is 
discussed in turn. 

[ I .  Poverty] He was stripped by those who crucified him, so that not even his 
loincloth remained, which we read was not done to the thieves; it is fittingly be- 
lieved that his loving mother wrapped a cloth about his loins. His naked body 
thus mounted the naked cross, so that if we wish to consider his tomb that earth 
which is the mother of all bodies, then truly might holy Job's words be fulfilled 
in him, "Naked I came forth from my mother's womb, and naked shall I go 
back again. " 
[2. Obedience] Likewise, who can fully tell how great and how many were the 
mockeries endured by one so perfect and so great, who can tell how many and 
what kind of people inflicted them upon him? For we must weigh in our hearts 
who it was that suffered them, who it was that inflicted them upon him, and 
what sufferings were inflicted upon him. Even so, can anyone fitly measure 
them? S e e  what sorts of things he suffered! He was betrayed, he was sold, he  
was seized, bound, blindfolded, spit upon, struck with slaps and blows, charged 
with crime, clothed in white garments for mockery, scourged, clad in purple as 
an object of scorn, crowned with thorns, given a reed as a scepter, struck on the 
head, given mock adoration and acclamation, and after many other mockeries 
and insults was finally crucified. 



Likewise, see who suffered so many wrongs. For we believe that the 
holy evangelists wished to be brief and so described only the kinds and not the 
full number of the indignities inflicted on him. For who could know, who could 
list all that he endured in such a large and populous city as Jerusalem then was, 
a famous royal city of great population, [and] at the hill of Calvary, where mur- 
derers and thieves were executed, and especially at the solemn festival of the 
Jews, when great crowds gathered and among whom our Lord was subjected to 
mockery and made a public spectacle. 

This text gives the impression that the author has visited Palestine, which has made him famil- 
iar with the scene of Christ's life and suffering, even if he has not visited Jerusalem itself. 
Note, too, the emphasis placed on the mockery and humiliation of Christ, which forms the 
foundation of the vow of obedience: such obedience presupposes humility. 

[3. Chastity] Likewise, what shall we say of his bodily sufferings? For Christ's 
body was most holy and pure, and his sensitivity to pain was in direct propor- 
tion to his purity and total freedom from the taint of sin. And so it was in his 
person that Jeremiah lamented, "Come, all you who pass by the way, look and 
see whether there is any suffering like my suffering," as if to evoke the re- 
sponse, "No, there is none like it." Though many martyrs suffered more, none 
of them could be so sensitive to their sufferings because their bodies were cor- - 

rupted by sin. 
Likewise let us consider who it was and how great was he who suffered. 

Is it not he who achieved our salvation at the pole of the earth? Is it not he who 
bore our sins, by whose wounds we were healed? Is it not he who rules over, 
governs, and protects the earth and all that he has made? Is it not he who gazes 
into the depths, before whose eyes all things are laid bare and open, he who 
knows all things before they come to pass? Is it not he who knows the thoughts 
of all angels and saints and those of demons and wicked men, whom he neither 
inspires nor shapes? Is it not he who desires that all be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth? 

Let us consider both who and what caused him to suffer all these things. 
For his sorrows and shame were greater because they were not inflicted by 
strangers but by his own people, not by friends and acquaintances but by his 
own sons and brothers, of whom he had plainly said, "It is not right to take the 
food of sons and daughters. " And, speaking in his person, the psalmist says to 
the Father, "I will proclaim your name to my brethren," that is, to the Jews, of 
whom he was in the flesh. Who his sons and brothers were and what kind of 
people they were he revealed in Isaiah where it says, "Sons have I raised and 
reared, but they have disowned me," and in the Song, "My brothers have been 
angry with me." Often he inveighed against them in the Gospel and threatened 
them with the woe of eternal damnation. See how great and how many were the 
sufferings of the Lord and how many and what kind of people inflicted them 
upon him. 

The second redaction ends here, but the first and third end with, "and in all this we see 
how much each Christian owes to the Lord, who willingly suffered it all for us," which I take 
to be the original conclusion. Before examining the other redactions, let us make some ob- 
servations about this first one. 

The author addresses his reader as, "servant of God, man of God, brother of Christ. I' 
Milis tells us that "man of God" (homo del, or the plural viri Dei) was a widely used term for 
herrni t~.~ The medi.tation is intended, therefore, for hermits who wear the cross. Although 
this is a physical cross, it fully reveals the cross of Christ and is a summary of all his suffer- 



ings; it is a reminder to the ex-crusader who has become a hermit of all that Christ suffered 
through the cross. lo  

This suffering was first a removal and stripping away of everything: Christ was com- 
pletely and perfectly poor, implying that the hermit is also to be one of Christ's poor (pauperes 
Christi). Christ also endured contempt and mockery, and in this humiliation the author sees 
the source of his obedience. The third element of Christ's suffering was penance and bodily 
affliction, which the author sees mirrored in the perfect chastity which renounces the joys of 
married life. 

The enumeration of Christ's sufferings in the second part of the meditation seem 
forced, as if the author were trying to pile them up and show that they were greater than those 
of the martyrs and in fact the greatest suffering a human being ever endured. This is supported 
by his emphasis on the sensitivity of Christ's innocent body. 

The five men must have soon realized that this meditation was a precarious foundation 
for their eremitic enterprise, and that led to the subsequent redactions of the text. The 
second1 of these contains a few interesting variants. A text from Ambrose, for example, has 
been added to the beginning of the part on poverty and is well adapted to what precedes it: 
"we must consider the Lord's appearance as he mounted the cross. I see that he was naked. 
So too should he who aims at overcoming the world mount the cross, so that he will not seek 
the advantages of this world. Adam, who wanted clothing, was overcome; he who put off his 
clothing conquered and mounted the cross as nature formed us through God's power. The 
second man entered Paradise in the state in which the first man had lived in Paradise. " Note 
that this citation reflects on nakedness as the primal condition of humanity. Mv sense is that 
the first Crosiers' serious consideration of such a theme suggests they were deeply concerned 
about finding the real meaning of the Redemption. Their reflection on humanity as it had 
come from the hand of God almost hints at the dawn of the Renaissance, understood in its best 
and most Christian sense. 

Other additions to the second redaction further enrich the text. To the material on the 
cross as the locus of Christ's obedient suffering (second paragraph of #2 above) is added, "he 
was raised upon the cross as a spectacle, between two criminals, while his friends wept and his 
enemies insulted him." To the reflection on chastity (first paragraph of #3 above), the author 
added a thought which would persist into the third redaction, viz., an amplification of the idea 
that none of the martyrs could as sensitive to their sufferings as Christ because their bodies 
were corrupted by sin. "On the contrary, for he not only strengthened his martyrs in their suf- 
fering but also lessened it or often even turned it into refreshment and joy. Although Christ 
conferred these benefits on his martyrs through his divine power, we piously believe and conf- 
ess in faith that he did not do so for himself, that is, for his human nature, but in his most pure 
body bore as much pain as nature could endure, right up until the moment when he surren- 
dered his spirit, and that he bore the agony of his suffering through the virtue of patience." 
The insertion of such appropriate comments convinces me that this second must be later than 
that given above in toto: someone who found them an earlier version would not have excised 
them. 

The third  redaction'^'^ place in the series is determined in the same way. It contains 
the passage above and an expanded reflection on the Ambrosian passage about the nakedness 
of Adam and Christ. This same theme is strikingly developed in the third redaction's reflec- 
tion on poverty. The first redaction says that the stripping of Christ (denudaiio), the sign of 
his poverty, was so complete "that not even his loincloth remained, which we read was not 
done to the thieves." The third redaction expands and concludes this sentence with (emphasis 
added): "and which the painting itself, for such are often used instead of writing to show us 
ancient events, also teaches. For the Lord, who had no reason to feel shame, suffered because 
of that small piece of cloth wrapped about his loins as if he were a sinner; we believe that his 
body was wrapped by one of the holy women who had followed him or fittingly by his holy 
Mother, because he was deprived of a loincloth." 

This astonishing comment shows that its author had penetrated deeply into the mystery 
of Christ: what was appropriate for someone tainted with original sin was not so for him who 



had come to conquer sin. Such an insight is not to be expected of someone come recently from 
the crusades. While similar to the Ambrosian citation added to the second redaction, this text 
is much bolder and has a striking inner logic. It was not Christ's nakedness that caused his 
suffering, for that, properly understood, was his glory: his whole body radiated the holiness 
and beauty of God. It was the covering of his body which added to his suffering, for it re- 
duced him to the level of sinners: "God made him who did not know sin to be sin" (2 Cor 
5:21) so that in him sin might be destroyed. Christ's whole being cried out for the freedom of 
the redemption of its body, but he was required to become like those sinners whom he repre- 
sented. His loincloth was thus a dishonor and a source of suffering. Worse, this dishonor was 
done him by one of the holy women who admired and followed him, or even by his mother, 

. who loved him more than any other and was closest to him. It is a profound example of divine 
paradox. l 3  

The third redaction was thus a luxuriant elaboration of its predecessors. The goal of 
the five ex-crusaders was "to follow Christ crucified" in their hermitage, and I believe that it 
was Dietrich von Zell himself who articulated their ideal in the original meditation and deep- 
ened it through the successive redactions, which an accident of history has preserved for us in 
several independent documents. If this hypothesis is correct, the three redactions enable us to 
see something of the growth and development of Dietrich's interior life. His years as a hermit 
in Lombardy changed him: he immersed himself in the suffering of Christ and emerged from 
it a totally new man, "made white in the blood of the Lamb" (Rev 7: 14) and enriched with the 
treasures of the Prophets, the Gospels, and the letters of St. Paul. 

@. 

26. FROM THE FIRST TO THE SECOND RULE 

The meditation which was the Crosier's first Rule must have eventually proved insuffi- 
cient. Unlike monks, these hermits did not follow a rule per se, and over time the events of 
their lives must have solidified certain of their opinions and fixed certain memories, and their 
readings in the Desert Fathers and the Church Fathers must have led them to one or another 
aphorism which they wanted to remember. In this way the original meditation grew into a 
second document, to which the new material became a kind of conclusion, of which there are 
two redactions. l 4  

The original meditation did not sharply distinguish among the three elements of Christ's 
suffering, which the author made correspond to the three vows, nor among the various topics 
which the author connected to them. This same sort of admixture is found in the concl~sion, '~ 
although the latter does delineate the vows more carefully. What the author considers import- 
ant, however, is one's attitude toward perfection, of which the three vows are only different 
aspects. 

He begins, "therefore, servant of God, brother of the poor Crucified, who now sit at a 
prince's table, consider the cross you wear upon your breast," which I take to mean that the 
five men still wore the crosses they had received as crusaders. Note, too, the comment about 
sitting "at a prince's table," and recall that these men had once been courtiers of the bishop and 
prince of Liege, though they had now become the invited guests of an infinitely greater Prince. 
The text continues, 

Be attentive to what has been set before you, knowing how such things had to be 
prepared for you. Render therefore your service in turn, cross for cross, so that 
your poverty may correspond to Christ's, your abasement to his mocking, your 
penance to his affliction, to the extent that you can endure them. Sacrifice your 
body through want and labor and your heart through the obedience you owe to 
the most sublime Lord, obeying not only a superior but also the divine com- 
mandments and counsels and the inspirations of grace. Sacrifice both body and 
soul through the total purity of holiness and chastity. But in doing all this, you 
should not boast of it unless you can endure all this for Another's sake, with 
great eagerness and joy, to which your conscience is witness. 



This is one of those passages which describe the joyful eagerness (alacri t~s) '~ of the first Cro- 
siers, which they considered an essential element of true perfection. The conclusion ends with 
a description of the reasons for this attitude (emphasis added). 

Should anyone deprive you of your  possession^,^^ desire also to be made an ob- 
ject of ridicule or to suffer. Should anyone make you an object of ridicule, de- 
sire also to be deprived and troubled. If you boast in these things, you will truly 
boast in the Lord, as the Apostle says, "May I never boast of anything but the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ! Through it, the world has been crucified to me 
and I to the world." As Gregory says, the world has been crucified to Paul be- 
cause he did not love the world, and he to the world because he thus wished to 
show himself to the world, so that the world would not want him. This cannot 
be said of those who love the world's works, who wish to be known as courti- 
ers, who seek familiarity with and the approval of those who belong to the 
world, and who too much seek to be liked by them. 

The intensity of this emphasis on aversion to the world or flight from the world is somewhat 
surprising. The mention of courtiers, I suspect, has been included to remind the five that they, 
too, had once been members of the court of Radulf von Zahringen. 

A second, longer redactionI8 of this conclusion parallels the preceding text up to this 
point but continues with what van de Pasch correctly thought was the beginning of the second 
part of the b~ok le t , ' ~  a treatise which elaborates the vows as elements of perfection (poverty, 
for  example, is called "the first stone in the edifice of perfection"). The copyist who thus con- 
flated the two parts of the text either had before him two independent versions of these two 
parts of the booklet or did not understand that the second part of the conclusion belonged to the 
second part of the booklet. 

This redaction of the conclusion attaches the last passage cited above to the first sen- 
tences of the treatise and continues as far as an aphorism about the penniless traveler who can 
laugh when he encounters a banditq20 It then inserts a passage which does not appear in the 
text published by van de Pasch, suggesting that the text had not yet assumed its final form and 
could still be expanded. The passage says, 

And let us consider the words of the famous doctor, Gregory Nazianzen: Noth- 
ing is more splendid than this institution, nothing more renowned than this phi- 
losophy in Christ. How can he who is naked be confined? Indeed, the naked- 
ness of Christian philosophy is more than the mere conquest of opulence. When 
set loose in the desert, the donkey is free and rejoices because it does not hear 
the city crowds and the foul language of its drivers, but the unicorn is another 
sort of creature altogether, for it lives entirely by its own laws. Here, then, I 
will say something only briefly. There are two things in heaven which cannot 
be understood, God and angels, and a third on earth, the Christian philosopher. 
He is like an incorporeal being living in the flesh, a limitless being living in a 
body, a heavenly being without corruption and passion in all things. He is 
overcome in everything, save in the freedom of his soul. 

This ends with, "etc. many other things of this kind," which may mean either that the author 
did not want to copy everything he found in Gregory or that the copyist did not want to include 
everything he found in the text before him. 

The inclusion in this redaction of some material from the second part of the booklet, 
which we will examine in the next chapter, is evidence that the second and final Rule gradually 
grew out of the first. As the five ex-crusaders lived the solitary life near Venice or in some 
corner of Lombardy, devoting themselves to meditation on the sufferings of Christ crucified, 
their leader applied the sufferings of the Crucified to the circumstances of their religious life, 
outlined a rule of life, and adapted it several times. Eventually it became clear that this em- 



bryonic rule was not enough, and a second Rule was created. The conclusion of the first Rule 
which we have just examined may, in fact, have been an introduction to the second. If so, the 
first Rule ended with the sentence found in the first and third redactions about what each Chris- 
tian owes to Christ. The conclusion we have just examined would then indicate that the two 
Rules were later welded together. 

These texts allow us to penetrate the murk of early Crosier history. The five first Cro- 
siers have been succeeded by nearly forty generations, during which almost all knowledge of 
their Order's origins has been lost. Yet the few texts which have survived almost by accident 
have preserved something of their founders' interior life and allow us to see these five men 
groping towards the birth of something new and wonderful, which Ad colendum mente piira 
and In hnore summi regis re-echo like a joyful shout. After recounting the martyrdom of 
Helen's twelve guardians of the cross, the poem says, "Rejoice: when it pleased the Glory of 
the Divine Majesty to give life to those in despair through the Tree of victory, he put an end to 
their disgrace in a most wonderful way, increasing the gifts of freedom in balance with 
justice." In honors, summi regis says something similar, but with more enthusiasm: "by God's 
will, in his own good time, the Tree so precious flourished again, for the winter of persecution 
passed, and flowers of peace appeared in our land.'12' 

The first Crosiers must have felt that something new had been born: they knew it in 
the depths of their being, they perceived it as a transcendent vision, but they hardly dared to or 
could have put into words. They must have spoken of it from time to time, but also must have 
felt it to be something on the border between two different worlds. The Church, which knows 
that sometimes such things need to be said, still hesitated to do so; it was still too soon. In 
that, too, we see the spiritual drama at the heart of this book. 



Chapter Eight 

TO THE EDGE OF ORTHODOXY 

Our efforts thus far may be considered the introduction needed to appreciate the histori- 
cal and spiritual import of the Crosiers' second Rule, which touches upon one of the crucial 
points of the hypothesis behind this book. In 1961, I expressed grave doubts about the cred- 
ibility of Russelius' linking of Crosier origins with the predominant heresy of the thirteenth 
century.' All such connections, I thought, must have come from Italian or south German 
chronicles of the late fifteenth or early sixteenth centuries and must have entered the tradition 
through Russelius' confusion of the Belgian Crosiers with an Italian order of similar name. I 
do net fault him for this; the earliest victim of such an error was the author of MS. 25 D 11 in 
the library of Liege's Grand ~erninaire,~ originally the property of the Crosier monastery at 
Huy, upon which Russelius based many of his conjectures, some quite clever, and which in- 
fluenced his portrayal of Theodorus de Cellis as the Order's founder and Huy's first prior. 

Further study of the documentary evidence surrounding the Crosiers' origins has ob- 
viously changed my opinions. I have already sketched my reasons for placing five Alamannian 
clerics from Liege in northern ~ t a l ~ , ~  and my hypothesis of their Italian sojourn is further con- 
firmed by consideration of the religious and intellectual currents which would have influenced 
them there and which are reflected in the text of their second Rule. 

27. THE SECOND RULE 

Much early thirteenth-century religious thought seems to have been preoccupied with 
the ideal of perfection. That was not inappropriate, for Christ had taught his followers, "you 
must be made perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect" (Matt 4:48): true Christianity is a 
striving for perfection. The orders of monks and regular canons accepted the aspiration to per- 
fection as their ideal, for religious life was, by medieval definition, the life of perfection. Too 
often, though, this perfection was limited to good intentions. Vowed religious spoke of their 
lives as a state in which one was to strive for perfection (status perfectionis acquirendae): they 
were on the way to perfection, which was reached only in eternity. The Cathars, Patarini and 
similar groups rejected that notion: a true Cathar was one who had become a "perfect" and 
was venerated as such by his co-religionists. The five clerics from Liege who had become 
hermits also seem to have concluded that life outside the world was to be a life of real perfec- 
tion, and this, I propose, is indicative of Patarinism's influence on them: striving for perfec- 
tion was not enough, for perfection was a goal which could actually be attained. 

Thus we again turn to that booklet described in 824. The meditation and its conclusion, 
which constitute the first part of the booklet, are clearly earlier than the rest and show signs of 
being influenced by what the five men experienced during the Third Crusade, but that does not 
imply that the second part of the booklet is the work of another author: both parts are in the 
same style, as van de Pasch has pointed out.4 Although we have no way of determining how 
much time might have elapsed between the composition of the two parts, we can be sure that 
both are older than Ad colendum mente pura. The first part of the booklet, or first Rule, be- 
gins with a reference to the cross which the brother "of the poor Crucified" wears on his 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































