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tential of  theological arguments.  Moreover, somewhat atypically for a

Habilitationsschrift, this displays an innate sense for knowing when an argument

has been made and further discussion will only deaden our interest.  This

admirable book is a model of hyperbole-free argumentation that quietly

makes a persuasive case not only about the development of dogmatic theol-

ogy, but also about the ways in which that development was couched in

communicative processes.  It should be read not only by those with interests

in ecclesiology, but by any scholar with interests in Lutheran theology, the

confessional age, university culture, early modern theological polemic, and the

communicative aspects of confessionalization.
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Redefining Female Religious Life is a comparative study of two pioneering

post-Reformation female movements: the English Institute of Mary Ward,

which established houses in England and continental Europe, and the French

Ursulines.  Both focussed their energies on teaching girls outside the cloister,

activity that the Church did not consider suitable for women religious, which

meant that their fate rested primarily on the status that they adopted.  Shortly

after France received the Decrees of the Council of Trent in 1615, the Ursulines

accepted enclosure, after which their houses proliferated throughout the country.

Mary Ward and the English Ladies, on the other hand, fought against enclo-

sure, which contributed to the Institute being disbanded and Ward being

branded a heretic in 1631 by Pope Urban VIII.  In her analysis of the under-

lying motivations of the two groups and the reasons why they were received

so differently by contemporaries, Lux-Sterritt provides an insight into the

changing position of women in the early modern Catholic Church.

Early chapters consider how the English Ladies and the French Ursulines

worked with traditional gender definitions.  Both “perceived their vocations

as an integral part of  the on-going movement of the Catholic Reformation”

(28).  Ward maintained that the Institute was a response to the particular

circumstances of English Catholicism, arguing that a more active religious life

for women would be of greater benefit to the mission.  The Ursulines saw
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their actions as essential in countering the fact that women had been receptive

to the Protestant movement in France.  In presenting themselves as active

agents of the Catholic mission, the English Ladies and the Ursulines became

subjects of suspicion and were forced to defend themselves against attack on

a number of  fronts.  Ward’s imitation of  the Society of  Jesus proved a

significant obstacle and it was widely believed that the English Ladies “were

usurping roles which were rightfully male” (47).  Despite being advised to

embrace an Ursuline way of life, Ward refused to compromise on enclosure.

Conversely, the diplomacy of the Ursulines ensured their success.  Their adop-

tion of enclosure hid firm resolutions and a number of  that Order refused to

take the habit until a supplementary papal Brief allowed them to teach board-

ers and local day pupils.  It is hard to avoid Lux-Sterritt’s conclusion that this

outcome was “a tactical tour de force” for the Ursulines, who apparently en-

dorsed subjection to male authority to deliver their self-appointed educational

brief (71).

Chapters four and five provide an analysis of the syllabi and evangelical

activity of both groups.  Following their enclosure, the Ursulines limited the

topics they taught to those “deemed appropriate for education in the cloister”

(89).  However, the English Ladies followed the Jesuit syllabus, including, for

instance, dramatic performance as part of their curriculum.  Nonetheless,

though both demonstrated significant innovations in female education, Lux-

Sterritt argues that “no evidence has yet been unearthed which would dem-

onstrate a ‘modern’ view on women’s learning, one which would claim com-

plete parity with that of men” (95).  Both groups emphasised the virtues of

order and harmony and their pedagogical aims were generally limited to

providing the foundations to become pious Catholic women.  The same

pattern can be observed in evangelical activity.  Although enclosure precluded

free travel, the Ursulines retained an interest in Catholic missionary activity, and

were eventually entrusted to establish an Ursuline movement in Quebec.

Characteristically, Ward flouted gender boundaries, openly intending for the

English Ladies to model the missionary activities of the Society of Jesus, a

factor which further contributed to their eventual suppression.

The final three chapters of this book are, for this reader, the most impres-

sive.  In an examination of how the English Ladies and the Ursulines bal-

anced active and spiritual, Lux-Sterritt shows that they both “retained a com-

mon core based upon their adoption of the mixed life” (151).  Alongside
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their catechetical brief, both of these ‘innovative’ groups also maintained the

virtues of  chastity and obedience, and freely observed “a regularity which

was very much in keeping with medieval traditions” (154).  The rapid enclo-

sure of the Ursulines after France accepted the Decrees of the Council of

Trent and the fact that moves had been made by many houses in favour of

enclosure long before, is convincingly used to suggest that the enclosure of

the Ursulines sprang “from their own yearning for what they still regarded as

an ideal” (159).  Nonetheless, the teaching of day pupils allowed an exchange

with the outside world that signalled a new type of religion for women: “one

where teaching modified monastic claustration” (143).  A similar attitude to

traditional monastic values is also evident amongst the English Ladies, and the

houses of the Institute “adopted a semi-monastic lifestyle” (164).  Indeed,

Lux-Sterritt argues that throughout her life Ward elevated the virtues of con-

templation, suggesting that “the image of  Mary Ward as a feminist adven-

turer who purposefully set out to destroy centuries of tradition in the Catholic

Church is an anachronistic misinterpretation” (170).  In light of this, while the

decision to adopt a ‘mixed’ life may have been a means to ensure their own

sanctification, it is argued that for both the Ursulines and the English Ladies it

was not a means of self-empowerment, but a gesture of  self-abnegation

and religious altruism.

The focus of Redefining Female Religious Life is not as expansive as its title

might suggest.  It considers two particular groups of women, concentrating

almost entirely on the early seventeenth century, while work on the French

Ursulines is overwhelmingly concerned with the Toulousain foundation.

However, this is not a criticism.  The familiarity and deep engagement with

the sources relating to both groups, which this approach allows, is one of the

main strengths of the study.  This clear grounding in the primary sources has

apparently helped avoid an anachronistic dichotomy between a liberating

apostolate and an imprisoning contemplative life.  The methodology adopted

throughout, that of comparison between the two groups, works particularly

well and ensures that the study is not restricted solely to geographical particu-

lars.  Lux-Sterritt’s nuanced and persuasive argument that the English Ladies

and French Ursulines were not deliberately revolting against oppression from

the Church, but instead engaged in a form of self-abnegation in its service, is

a valuable contribution to our understanding of female spirituality in post-

Reformation Europe.


