
Depictions of God and Changes in the Church 
 
 

In part, Revelations of Divine Love is the product of a society deeply affected by the 
Black Death, which killed about a third of England’s population.  As a child who lived 
through the Black Death, Norwich was a firsthand witness to human death.  As a result, 
her text is deeply interested in the ideas of human death and the afterlife.  By 
emphasizing divine love as well as human salvation, Norwich attempted to console her 
readers by reminding them that their pain was temporary.  The text had important 
implications for women of the Middle Ages.  On the most obvious level, Norwich’s text 
created a genre in which there was room for women to write their own stories.  The 
mystical genre—which blended religion and romance—was one that was well tailored to 
the average woman’s limited social role.  
 

In part, Norwich’s text is profound in the way that it simultaneously employs and 
subverts the mystical genre.  Although historians are unsure about whether she was 
part of the religious community, it is likely that she was an anchorite who would have 
been expected to live the secluded life recommended in Acrene Wisse.  However, 
Norwich opens up lines of communication with the outside world—something that would 
have been prohibited in most cases—by writing down her own deeply personal 
revelations.  She thus created a way for religious women to participate in the Church’s 
teachings in a manner that was traditionally restricted to men.  Her figuration of herself 
as an uneducated, “unlettered” woman is particularly well-reasoned in terms of 
appealing to her readers—especially those in ecclesiastical positions, who would have 
been offended by a woman offering religious advice.  Regardless of whether she was 
formally educated, Norwich provides evidence that she was extremely well-read in 
scripture and fluent as a writer.   
 

Norwich attempts to create a space for women to participate in Church paved the way 
for one of her contemporaries, Margery Kempe, to write.  Norwich and Kempe met on 
one of Kempe’s pilgrimages.  Like Revelations of Divine Love, The Book of Margery 
Kempe includes a recording of the author’s personal visions and is significant in that it 
provides a unique picture of the middle-class female experience in the Middle Ages.  
While she broaches traditional women’s issues, Kempe also discusses her attempts to 
publicly preach and teach Christianity, both of which were met with resistance because 
of her sex.  Despite resistance to (and sometimes even legal action against) her 
attempts to preach, Kempe’s book functions as a way for her to circumvent gender-
related barriers.  Much like Revelations of Divine Love, Kempe’s text provided her with a 
way to participate in areas of the Church that had been previously restricted to men. 
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