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 perspective on the foundation of Prémontré, 
but also allows us to overhear some of the 
early chatter, from within Barthélemy’s circle, 
about Norbert and his community. 

In Herman’s account, Barthélemy first 
encountered Norbert and two companions 
during the great council convened by Pope 
Calixtus II at Rheims in 1119, two years before 
he was to establish his new religious order. 
One of his companions was destined to 
become the second abbot of Prémontré, Abbot 
Hugh of Fosses; the other was to prove to be 
a charlatan and a crook. This first meeting is 
also mentioned, though with different empha-
sis, by the author of Vita A, so there is every 
reason to stress its significance for both 
Barthélemy and Norbert. (The author of 
Vita A adds the unwelcome detail that the 
second companion, the subsequent villain, 
was English.) Barthélemy was on the lookout 
for holy men of authority and charismatic 
power. The bruising leadership of his prede-
cessor but one, Bishop Gaudry, had initiated 
a chain of events that had resulted, in 1112, 
in a murderous feud that had led to the killing 
of Gaudry and his household and the destruc-
tion of the cathedral and a share of the city. 
In desperation, the citizens had even turned 
for help to the powerful local nobleman, 
Thomas de Marle, widely loathed for his vio-
lent and predatory lordship. Barthélemy’s 
immediate predecessor had lasted for less 
than a year before dying unexpectedly. There 
was therefore much to do.  

 
IN 1119, NORBERT himself was in need of a 
patron and protector. Since his dramatic con-
version from a life of frivolity four years earlier, 
Norbert had become an itinerant preacher 
in northern France, brokering peace between 
feuding lords and communities, and living a 
life of penitence and prayer. But he was deter-
mined to create a more enduring opportunity 
to realise his own vision of apostolic life. The 
encounter of the bishop and the holy man 
thus came at a decisive moment for both men.  

As Herman relates it, Barthélemy took 
Norbert under his wing and then they trav-
elled through his diocese together in search 
of a suitable location for the foundation of a 
religious house. It was on one of these many 
journeys that Norbert chanced upon a small 
rural church at Prémontré. The church 
belonged to the monks of St-Vincent in Laon, 
but with Barthélemy’s generous assistance, 
Norbert was able to acquire both the church 
and the surrounding lands. The bishop’s 
 charter confirming this exchange, still bearing 
an impression of his seal matrix and the seal 
matrix of the Abbot of St Vincent, survives 
to this day. When, therefore, Herman 
 celebrated Barthélemy as both “a partner and 
participant” in Norbert’s enterprise, he may 
have been doing no more than echoing 
Barthélemy’s own assessment of the value of 
his intervention. Augustine of Hippo would 
surely have shared his pride in Norbert’s 
achievement. 

 
Hugh Doherty is lecturer in medieval history 
at the University of East Anglia.
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We’d marched believing 
collapse is likely; we live as 
though it’s impossible

No one likes to admit it, 
but spiritual leadership on 
the climate crisis among 
Catholics is currently 
being exercised from a 

women’s prison in Waseca County, 
Minnesota. That’s where the American 
government is holding Jessica Reznicek, 
a Catholic Worker activist sentenced in 
April to eight years’ imprisonment for 
sabotaging an oil pipeline construction.  

Good news: Joe Biden could pardon 
her tomorrow. The bad news: he almost 
certainly won’t. In a neat legal 
contrapuntal to its near-orgiastic rhetoric 
at COP26 last month, his administration 
insists that Reznicek is a terrorist. If this 
is how a “good Catholic” behaves, it’s hard 
to imagine how bad the bad ones must 
be. The US wants to end fossil fuel use; 
but will condemn as terrorism non-
violent action to end fossil fuel use. You 
won’t be alone in considering this an 
instance of linguistic legerdemain.  

Consider “renewable” energy. The sun 
and wind are renewable: but solar panels 
and wind turbines require mining very 
finite (and often very toxic) rare earth 
metals. “Biofuel” is frequently a 
euphemism for torching forests, not 
traditionally considered an 
environmentally friendly practice; 
hydroelectric power produces staggering 
amounts of greenhouse gases. Better and 
less malformed minds than mine have 
commented on COP’s anaemic final 
documents, vitiated to within an inch of 
their life by power politics. That the final 
inch wasn’t taken seems a hollow victory.  

Grant the documents a hypothetical 
vitality, and the ecological crisis still 
seems unlikely to abate. You can’t have an 
industrial society without industrial 
amounts of energy, and the evidence 
suggests you can’t use industrial amounts 
of energy without industrial levels of 
pollution. Not a difficult argument to 
follow, but a difficult argument to accept. 
No one wants to look at the writing on 
the wall, especially when the letters spell 
out the end of a way of life that we – 
whisper it – quite enjoy.  

Hauling an enormous placard marked 
REPENT around Kelvingrove Park, I 
provided an object lesson in said double-
mindedness. The high moral sentiments 
inspiring my inscription had dissolved 
under a solid hour of Glaswegian rainfall. 
In spite of my exhortation to metanoia, 
turning-again, what I was really 
desperate to turn to was coffee: a product 

of the same consumer economy I knew to 
be destroying the planet. 

It was a day of incongruities. A 
Christian block marched next to 
protestors from the Global South; 
Scottish nationalists rubbed beflagged 
shoulders with performance artists, 
grotesquely outfitted. Hideous creatures 
resembling the denizens of Hieronymus 
Bosch paintings unfolded from the crowd 
to croak menacingly in my direction, 
although usually this indicated the arrival 
of one of my university drinking buddies. 

But everyone I met that I knew seemed 
united by shared blindness as well as a 
common cause. We’d marched believing 
collapse is likely; we live as though it’s 
impossible. This one’s moving to the 
coast; another takes out a 30-year 
mortgage. Veganism is popular; air travel 
more so. These contradictions enter into 
our lives unobtrusively, and in their own 
way, innocently: “the ordinary dirt” – 
Marx called it – “of bourgeois 
intercourse”. Absent a turning-again, the 
dirt builds up, and up, and up. We are 
“conformed”, as Paul warned, “to the 
pattern of the world”. Spiritually and 
ecologically, that pattern ends in death.  

You can break the pattern, like Jessica 
Reznicek, but most Catholics aren’t 
following her lead. Out of scepticism, or 
ignorance, or trust, or inertia, how we live 
doesn’t match up to what we believe to be 
true. Admiring Reznicek from a safe 
distance, I know the way I live doesn’t. I 
also know that this isn’t sustainable.    

Tom Leonard’s poem, “Being a Human 
Being”, put it this way: we only begin to 
be human when we “accept the moment 
of fact and choice … Responsible to that 
world – and responsible for that world”. If 
we can’t change, the world won’t. If there 
was hope at COP26, it was that the young 
activists at the head of every protest 
already understood this. They’ve got their 
disillusionment in early.  

As I made my way home from the 
march, it was the contrast my thoughts 
returned to: between young protestors 
and old politicians; between Biden and 
Reznicek; between what I believe and 
what I do. As the sun set, the streets filled 
with shadow. I remembered words from 
a book I read a decade ago: “The 
catastrophe is not coming, it is here. We 
are already situated within 
the collapse of a 
civilisation. It is within 
this reality that we must 
choose sides.”
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