My journey with Mother Julian of Norwich

In 2005 | began studying Christian spirituality. One evening a friend and fellow
learner gave me a gift: Julian of Norwich, Daily Readings from the Revelations
arranged by Sheila Upjohn (1992). At that time | had read snippets of Julian’'s writings
in other texts. | knew of ‘the little thing, the size of a hazelnut’ and her deeply
reassuring words that ‘All shall be well...". This gift made me eager to find out more
about this 14th Century anchoress who lived in a cell adjoining St. Julian’s Church in
Norwich. So | opened the book, began to read - and quickly closed it. At that time,
Mother Julian’s graphic descriptions of Christ's passion, his suffering, the thick
droplets of blood running down his face from under the crown of thorns were too
much for me to stomach.

Fast Forward to early January 2023. An oncologist tells me that a primary cancer
treated in 2011 had returned and was not curable. After that diagnosis | instinctively
found myself reaching for the books about Julian of Norwich which had accumulated
on my shelves and never been read. After 18 years of Julian first coming into my life,
| was ready to read her. It is not easy to find the words to describe why her writing
has touched me so profoundly. All | can do is share a few of the things that have
spoken to me during the past months of slowly reading, and re-reading, her
revelations of divine love.

Julian writes about a ‘homely’ and ‘courteous’ God who dwells with and in me. She
understands why | struggle with prayer and praying. She wrestles with the reality
that sin and suffering are part-and- parcel of my humanity and spends years
pondering why this is so. She understands what it means to long for God and to
want to serve him. In chapters 50 to 53 (which for me seem to form the very heart of
her writings) she paints a picture of the Lord with his servant. It was through these
words that | was able to make sense of my longings for God and desire to serve, and
to gently and compassionately forgive myself for my times of failure. It is in these
chapters that Julian writes about our longings and zeal for God. She describes the
eager servant running off to undertake God’s work, only to find himself falling
headlong into a ditch, flat on his face, full of confusion, shame and humiliation, and
unable to get himself out of the ditch. Her writing reminds me that what God sees is
the love and longing and that in God's eyes it is not the success that matters, but
that we try. Despite the failure, | am called to stand up again, dust myself down,
trusting in the depth of God’s compassion, mercy and forgiveness -and that it is
these things, combined with my determination to stand up again, that lift me out of
that ditch!

In the final chapters of her Revelations Julian writes that what she learned is that
God’'s meaning is Love. An astounding aspect of her years of reflection and
meditation is that, for her, there is no wrath in God. Julian is clear: God is Love. Julian
wrote with her feet on the ground in her tiny cell. She understood what it means to



be a fragile human being living in a world that is often brutal and hard. She
reassures me that when the suffering becomes too much | can reach out in faith,
trusting that | am enfolded in Love and that ultimately, and beyond my
understanding, All Shall Be Well.

For a beautiful and profound poem on Julian’s famous words read Dark Moments in
Ann Lewins’ book of poems and prayers, Watching for the Kingfisher. This year,
2023, two wonderfully inspiring new novels have appeared about the life and
writings of Mother Julian of Norwich: For thy great pain have mercy on my little pain
by Victoria Mackenzie and |, Julian by Claire Gilbert. Further, a book which takes you
into the heart of Julian’s revelations on Christ's passion and the cross, | can
recommend Emma Pennington'’s At the foot of the Cross with Julian of Norwich (pub.
2020).
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