Herman Contractus		A Story for All Saints

On July 18, 1013—yes, just a few years shy of one thousand years ago—Wolfrad and Hiltrud gave birth to a son, Herman, in the area we now know as Germany.  Wolfrad and Hiltrud came from families we would admire; in their extended families were noblemen and prelates of the Christian Church.  Yet none of these fine people is remembered, save for Herman.

Herman was horribly deformed.  That is how he got the nickname, “Contractus;” or contracted in modern English.  He could not stand, let alone walk.  He could not sit without pain, even though the family built a special chair to match his shape.  His fingers were weak and gnarled.  His mouth and palate were so distorted that as he learned language he could barely make himself understood.

In the pagan world that surrounded Hiltrud and Wolfrad’s community, without argument Herman would have been put aside at birth and left to die.  Judges of that day would clearly see that he was defective; they would see that Wolfrad and Hiltrud had fifteen other children to help run the household enterprises.  To abandon the child and allow him to die of exposure may sound harsh to us, but it was accepted in those societies one thousand years ago.  Perhaps that is one reason we call that time period the “Dark Ages.”

But Hiltrud and Wolfrad were not pagan.  They were Christian.  They protected their son, they prayed for their son, and they decided the best they could do for their son was to send him to a nearby monastery.

The monasteries did not come north into Germany from the Latin south, as you might suspect.  Rather, they were the products of English and Irish monks who traveled east.  The monasteries of the Dark Ages, including those established in the area of Wolfrad and Hiltrud, were repositories of knowledge.  Each monastery established a library and there were rivalries as to which library was greatest.  The libraries carried works of theology, but also copies of the ancient texts from Roman and Greek societies.  

It was to one such monastery that Herman the Cripple, the deformed child, was sent.  Reichenau Monastery was founded on a little island in Lake Constance just upstream from the Rhine River.  The monastery was established some two hundred years before Herman’s birth—before the time of Charlemagne.  Being near the river, travelers and merchants from many different societies passed by, and knowledge was gleaned from this trade and treasured.  Scholars from many fields found sanctuary at Reichenau Monastery—mathematics, Latin, Greek, Arabic, astronomy and music.  But particularly at the time of Herman, Reichenau was known for its school of artists.  These artists would study at the monastery, then venture to Christian churches in neighboring areas to paint pictures on the walls and ceilings to teach the faith the illiterate masses who attended mass.

While the surrounding pagan society would deem Herman defective and doom him as a child to exposure; Reichenau accepted him and allowed his genius to flourish.  Herman the Cripple, in monastery notes, was always in pain, never able to be comfortable sitting or lying prone on his bed, yet he was always pleasant, friendly, east to talk to, laughing, never complaining or critical, and always cheerful.

Herman the Cripple studied at the monastery.  Despite his deformities and constant pain, he mastered many subjects.  The first was astronomy.  He wrote a paper on astrolabes, an instrument of navigation that was the precursor to the sextant.  He began his paper with “Herman, the least of Christ’s poor ones and an amateur philosopher, a follower slower than any donkey, yes, slower than any snail, has been asked constantly by friends to describe the system of Astrolabes more fully and more clearly.  At long last have I put my limp and hesitating hand to the work.”

Conquering the task of writing emboldened Herman the Cripple.  He found that despite is gnarled fingers, he could actually make astrolabes.  Then he started making clocks.  And when he branched out making musical instruments, Herman Contractus found his calling.  As he grew musically, Herman could have a bit of a sarcastic tongue, saying of his brothers in the monastery “They do not sing properly.  They howl.  They try to mix braying with bellowing and sound worse than the donkeys.”

To counter this, Herman the Cripple wrote music for the mass.  Two of his pieces are still played today, Salve Regina and Salve Redemptoris Mater.  For you English majors, Herman’s work is referenced by Chaucer in his “Canterbury Tales.”  Today, you and I would not recognize them because the style is that of a chant.  But if you google it, there are many videos of various college choirs performing these pieces and if you stay up late on Christmas Eve and watch the Pope’s Christmas mass on NBC, you will likely hear the Redemptoris Mater chanted by the choir as it is a song to the virgin Mary.

Finally, in his amazing life, Herman the Cripple wrote a massive tome, a world history from the time of Christ to his own time, focusing on the events that took place in his native Europe.  Modern scholars still deem this work as amazingly accurate and insightful.

At last it came time for Herman to die.  His closest friend in the monastery wrote, “When as the last the loving kindliness of God was deigning to free his holy soul from the tedious prison of this world, he was attacked by pleurisy and spend ten days almost all the time in agony.”  Herman told his friend that he spent those days reviewing Cicero in his mind.  When his friend broke down and cried, Herman upbraided him, “Do no weep.  Do no weep for me.  By remembering daily that you, too, are to die, prepare yourself with all your energy for the journey.”  In modern language, yes, we are going to die, but focus your energy on living each day.

At the age of 41, Herman the Cripple died and all the Reichenau Monastery lamented his death.  He was not beautiful to behold, but his beauty came through after his acceptance into that community.

We may not be physically deformed like Herman the Cripple, but we are all defective.  We call it sin.  But in the church, that defect is overcome in Christ.  And our beauty can shine through because we have been forgiven and accepted.  The saints who have died, and whom we remember this day, were defective, but they are saints none-the-less because of Christ.  The saints who live among us and we honor this day are defective, but they have beauty that can shine forth because of Christ.

And finally, we can recognize our own defect, our own sin, repent and accept God’s forgiveness so that we can be saints to those around us, disciples of the risen Christ, shining forth truth, beauty, and goodness.

Let us prepare to celebrate the saints.  In silence, take a moment to call to your mind saints you will name in your hearts today.
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