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Introduction
Devout Laywomen in the Early Modern World

The Historiographic Challenge

Alison Weber

“Aut maritus aut murus.” Until relatively recently, historians of the post-
Tridentine Catholic world were inclined to take this maxim at face value, 
accepting that women were obliged to choose between marriage or the convent. 
The minority of women who did in fact persist in leading an uncloistered life of 
charitable service, it was assumed, were remnants of a late medieval lifestyle that 
was largely suppressed after Trent. In approximately the last twenty-five years, 
however, a body of scholarship has demonstrated that significant numbers of 
women continued to choose an unofficial third vocation—living out their lives 
in the spaces between marriage and the convent. These women’s lifestyles were 
as diverse as their names: beatas, recogidas, beguines, bizzoche, emparedadas, 
mantelle, pinzochere, spiritual virgins, and tertiaries. Most, but not all, took 
non-binding vows of chastity and poverty, supplemented in some cases by a 
similarly non-binding vow of obedience to a confessor or female superior. Some 
lived with relatives or in communities and still others lived in hermitages. Some 
performed care work, while others acted as spiritual intermediaries, teachers, and 
missionaries. There were those who wore special habits to indicate their affiliation 
with a mendicant order; others eschewed distinguishing dress.1 In the following 
remarks, I draw extensively on examples from Spain—a reflection of my own 
area of expertise as well as the comparatively mature state of scholarship on pious 
laywomen in the Hispanic world. This is not to claim that Catholic Spain should 
be considered the baseline for laywomen’s religious experience or the choices they 
faced. Rather, my hope is that my introduction and the essays that treat Spain and 
its empire in this volume will promote future comparative analyses.2

It is difficult to find a satisfactory inclusive term for a group of women whose 
lifestyles varied so widely.3 From the thirteenth century, “penitents” was one term 
among many regional variants used to refer to men or women who engaged in 
various kinds of Christian service but without separation from the secular world.4 
By the seventeenth century in Spain and France, however, “penitent” referred to 
someone who did penance, whether of his own will or because of an imposed 
punishment.5 Gabriella Zarri suggests “the third status” (il terzo stato) to describe 
the “institutions developed in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that 
allowed women who did not wish to or could not marry or enter a convent to 
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live unmarried with their families or in a community.”6 After much reflection, 
I have settled on “devout laywomen” to designate those who saw their lives in 
terms of a secular vocation to serve God in the world—whether collectively or 
individually. This is admittedly an imprecise term that seems to be the best of less 
than satisfactory options.

The semantic challenge of finding a label that is sufficiently broad and 
sufficiently restrictive is in itself instructive. It suggests that devout laywomen 
conform to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion of “family resemblances”—a class 
based on overlapping similarities rather than a set of necessary and sufficient 
characteristics. I offer the following composite picture, with the caveat that one or 
more of these features may not be represented in each case: 1) Devout laywomen 
self-identified with a vocation distinct from that of married laywomen or nuns.  
2) This vocation implied a call to sacralized service. 3) Their extra-official status, 
depending on local circumstances, might lead to structural adaptation or conflict 
with church or state authorities. 4) Their lifestyle frequently embraced extreme 
penitential practices. 5) Communities sometimes attributed thaumaturgical and/
or prophetic powers to heroically penitential women. 6) Alleged charismata, 
on the other hand, could be a source of conflict between these women and their 
communities, or between these women and the church.

Is such a composite category too broad to be useful? Was the piety of a 
noblewoman who eschewed marriage and devoted herself to poor relief equivalent 
to that of a woman who sought escape from poverty through a career as a hospital 
worker? Were the choices of young women who lived in open congregations 
equivalent to those of women who defied their families to perform spectacular 
penances in a hermitage? If the spectrum of motives of pious women (largely 
inaccessible to historians) was wide, so, too, was the range of reactions to them. 
The archives of the Inquisitions (Roman, Spanish, Venetian, and Portuguese) house 
hundreds of documents related to trials of laywomen suspected of religious fraud or 
heresy; libraries and convent archives also hold scores of biographies extolling the 
piety of aspiring saints.7 I propose, however, the following counter-argument: the 
diverse lifestyles of these laywomen (and their equally diverse reception) invite us 
to reexamine crucial questions in early modern religious history: With what means 
did the Counter-Reformation Church control or direct lay piety in general and 
women’s piety in particular? Were women targeted preferentially for social and 
religious discipline? What were the consequences—intended and unintended—of 
the Catholic Church’s insistence on the spiritual superiority of virginity?

These questions fall under the rubric of the confessionalization thesis. 
Originally formulated independently by Reformation scholars Wolfgang Reinhard 
and Heinz Schilling, confessionalization posits that the church and state in early 
modern Europe collaborated in efforts to transform the laity, through religious 
instruction and moral reform, into pious and obedient Christians.8 Dissatisfied 
with the laity’s ignorance of their faith and erratic compliance with its obligations, 
it is argued, sixteenth-century churchmen increasingly turned to the state for aid in 
enforcing the piety and morality of their flocks. The state, in turn, proved a willing 
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ally in a project that promised to create more tractable and peaceable subjects. 
Thus, despite their irresolvable theological differences, “both reformations helped 
bring about an indispensable prerequisite of absolutism: the transformation of 
subjects into the willing objects of state domination.”9

The confessionalization thesis is closely associated with the concept of 
social discipline—the recognition that state and church had at their disposal an 
array of techniques for shaping a pliant, disciplined subject, whether through 
coercion (incarceration, corporal punishment, or threats of coercion) or through 
indoctrination (education, preaching, public spectacles, and so forth).10 Both 
Catholic and Protestant authorities sought to control social behavior, although 
they had different sets of institutional structures to implement their agenda. As 
scholars of early modern Catholicism have addressed the question of gender in 
the context of this paradigm, they have come to different conclusions. Broadly 
speaking, we can point to a body of scholarship that stresses a dynamic of men’s 
oppression of women and women’s submission to men or their efforts to subvert 
male oppression. According to this line of argument, as the Catholic Church 
prepared to meet the threat of Protestantism, it sought to reaffirm the exclusive 
sacramental and apostolic prerogatives of the clergy, and thus drastically curtailed 
late medieval traditions that had accorded significant power to women as monastic 
leaders, prophets, and living saints. Similarly, the diffusion of medical and religious 
discourses emphasizing women’s susceptibility to delusions and demonic influence 
undermined women’s charismatic authority. Women, lay and religious, were also 
subjected to sexual and spatial discipline, that is, they were excluded from activity 
in public either through monastic enclosure or the imposition of social norms 
that defined women’s public presence as wanton. As Elizabeth Rapley remarked, 
“Reform in the Catholic church tended to be accompanied by a hardening of its 
attitude toward sexuality. . . . The discrediting of sexuality meant, in general, the 
discrediting of women.”11

Although research continues to confirm and extend aspects of this overall 
framework, recent studies have tended to move away from a unidirectional model 
of power in gender relations. This attenuated disciplinary model recognizes 
negotiation and collaboration between men and women despite marked efforts to 
restrict women’s apostolic authority.12 Pious laywomen, whose relative freedom 
from ecclesiastical or familial authority destabilized hierarchies of class and 
gender, can therefore serve as particularly appropriate test cases for exploring 
the extent and limitations of Counter-Reformation gender discipline. The 
ambivalence toward devout laywomen can also serve as a lens through which 
to examine the fault lines in a religious ideology that simultaneously denied the 
significance of gender for spiritual perfection and insisted on the intellectual and 
moral imperfection of women.

Although the essays in this volume attend particularly to the experiences of 
women, the authors are very much aware that these women lived in a world with 
men. Whether objects of praise or blame, devout laywomen inevitably interacted 
with ecclesiastics. As a number of the essays show, some churchmen saw them 
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as partners in reform or, under their guidance, potential saints. Furthermore, 
laywomen, qua women, were “doubly lay.” Consequently, their interactions with 
clergy provide opportunities—to the power of two—for considering important 
questions about lay spirituality during the Counter Reformation: How successful 
was Rome in emphasizing the separation of clergy from laity? How determined 
was the church to control local religious enthusiasm? Did the Counter Reformation 
reshape women’s spirituality—and lay spirituality generally—in significant ways 
or did the laity continue to inhabit a spiritual universe that would have been familiar 
to the laity of the previous two centuries?13 It is to be hoped that these essays will 
stimulate not only further research on the interactions between Catholic men and 
women but on the dynamics of gender as a relational concept.

The Question of Authority

From the origins of the Frauenbewegung or “women’s movement” in the 
thirteenth century to the resurgent waves of female piety in the eighteenth century, 
some laywomen felt called to Christian service. The concept of service was 
extraordinarily broad: it encompassed prayers of suffrage, spiritual guidance, 
teaching, and concrete aid to the poor and infirm. In some cases (such as 
accompanying the dying) there was no clear distinction between material and 
spiritual service. Some women and their supporters believed that their exercise of 
Christian caritas was divinely authorized, if not socially legitimated. As one Jesuit 
argued, devout laywomen were the heirs of the first religious “of the ancient law,” 
that is, Christ’s first female apostles and the Virgin Mary herself, who wore a lay 
habit and lived in the secular world.14

Despite support from some ecclesiastics, the indeterminacy of these women’s 
relation to male authority troubled secular and ecclesiastical forces alike. Open 
communities of women were often organized, at least initially, around female 
leadership, although collaborations with clerics were not uncommon. Pious 
laywomen were encouraged to seek guidance from clerics and they often did so,  
but they were free to choose—and dismiss—their spiritual directors. Although  
these alliances conformed to the ideal of female subordination to clerics, an 
especially strong bond between confessor and penitent challenged the authority  
of husbands and fathers. As one inquisitorial examiner complained in a letter to 
Philip II, “[Spiritual directors] take as their own those whom they deal with and 
confess, separating maidens from the service of their parents, married women 
from the service of their husbands, and female slaves from obedience to their 
masters; thus they disrupt all estates and are pernicious to the life of the Christian 
community.”15 Furthermore, the physical freedom of pious laywomen unsettled 
gendered norms of decorum, as a letter from the Seville tribunal to the Supreme 
Council of the Inquisition in Madrid makes clear: “[I]t is very inappropriate for 
such women to live without enclosure, because we know from experience that 
they wander about the villages where they live, with more ease than other women 
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of their quality, and because they wear a habit they dare to go in and out wherever 
they please.”16 When active charity was combined with some version of religious 
instruction, blessing, or spiritual exhortation, pious laywomen appeared to trespass 
on the apostolic privileges of the priesthood. For these reasons, from the time 
of the rise of the first open female communities in the late Middle Ages to the 
Council of Trent and beyond, the third status had the real or imagined potential to 
subvert male authority.

The twenty-fifth session of the Council of Trent has long been interpreted as a 
watershed moment in the history of female monasticism, and not without reason. 
As is well known, in 1563 the Tridentine fathers mandated that all nuns observe 
strict active and passive enclosure: henceforth, no nun was to leave the convent 
without the permission of the bishop, and likewise no visitors were allowed to enter 
the convent. Research, however, has shown that enforcement varied widely.17 In 
France, regal privilege over Rome delayed the promulgation of Tridentine decrees 
until 1615. We know, too, that throughout Europe the papal constitution Circa 
pastoralis (1566), which compelled tertiaries to make solemn vows and observe 
enclosure, was enforced irregularly at best. The norms adopted by the provincial 
council of Toledo in 1582 provide an example of local ambivalence toward Circa 
pastoralis: beatas who had not made solemn vows were be encouraged to do so; 
those who refused were permitted to continue living in their communities, but the 
communities could not accept new members.18 In sum, the repressive impact of 
Circa pastoralis has probably been exaggerated. On the one hand, some women 
were forced make solemn vows or abandon their association with religious orders; 
but on the other hand, it was not unusual, long before Trent, for communities of 
pious laywomen to seek to become cloistered nuns.19

Given the church’s commitment to defending the holiness of the monastic state 
and establishing clear boundaries between the laity and religious, what explains 
the irregular enforcement of the Tridentine decrees at the local level? We might 
look to the demographic situation in Spain for one answer. In the sixteenth century 
certain regions of the peninsula, especially Andalusia and Extremadura, lost a 
significant proportion of their male populations to imperial wars and emigration 
to the New World, leaving behind large numbers of women with few prospects 
for marriage. Many of these women became beatas (the most common term in 
Spanish for devout laywomen), whose economic survival depended on performing 
a variety of social and spiritual services in their communities. In the city of Baeza, 
in upper Andalusia, there were reportedly one thousand beatas out of a total 
population of twenty-five thousand in the 1570s; twice that number lived in Jaén, 
Andalusia.20 Whatever services they performed, because of their numbers and 
their relative freedom from supervision, beatas alarmed ecclesiastic and secular 
authorities. Diego Pérez de Valdivia, a professor of theology at the University of 
Baeza, voiced common complaints about beatas in Aviso de gente recogida (Advice 
for the Recollected; 1585): “They are women and most of them are young; they 
have as much freedom as they want; they have no superior; they do not observe 
enclosure; they do not have a fixed rule; . . . each one is a law unto herself.”21 Yet 
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he also recognized that the problem of these surplus women could not be easily 
solved:

They cannot all become nuns, nor according to Saint Paul [1 Cor. 7:20–24] can one 
with good conscience force marriage on those who are called to chastity; nor can 
all marry well, even if they wanted to; nor do all of them have a calling or talent 
to be nuns or wives. For this reason it is necessary to find a means through which 
those whom Our Lord calls to this estate may live in a secluded and safe fashion.22

Pérez’s statement points to a relation between a demographic dilemma and an 
economic one. First, there simply were not enough convents to absorb all the beatas; 
nor were communities willing or able to support new convents.23 Second, there was the 
issue of the monastic dowry. Although monastic dowries were not as high as marriage 
dowries, they nevertheless were often beyond the reach of women from the lower and 
middle social orders. Third, as Pérez states, even if they wanted to, not all beatas could 
“marry well,” that is, marry men of suitable social status. He may have been alluding 
to another problem facing unmarried women—the inflation in dowries, which, by the 
end of the sixteenth century, outstripped inflation in the rest of the economy, a factor 
that contributed to a dramatic decline in marriage rates during this period.24

These examples come from Spain, where male emigration is well documented, 
but similar factors were at work elsewhere in Catholic Europe. A shift toward 
primogeniture in the latter half of the sixteenth century in Italy, for example, 
increased the number of young women who could neither “marry well” nor 
become nuns. As an anonymous author argued in support of the Ursulines, a 
female lay congregation, “And to tell the truth, should not every father of a family 
nobly born, with few resources or many daughters (being unable to marry them 
all or even make them nuns), welcome the fact that there is a praiseworthy third 
status, in which those who feel themselves disposed to it can quietly stay in their 
own homes serving God in virginity . . .?”25

It would be reductive, however, to attribute the survival of devout laywomen 
solely to a demographic crisis. They were tolerated not only because enclosure 
was often economically unfeasible (whether for individual women or their 
communities) but also because they performed valued material and spiritual 
services. Their vows of virginity, especially combined with penitential practices, 
further enhanced their esteem in the eyes of their contemporaries. Perhaps most 
important, churchmen at all levels saw in devout laywomen potential allies in 
inspiring religious fervor in the laity. Reforming bishops like François de Sales, 
Juan de Ribera, and Carlo Borromeo, missionary reformers like Juan de Ávila 
and Vincent de Paul, and countless parish priests were willing to see laywoman as 
agents for Catholic reform.26

Devout Laywomen as Agents of Religious Renewal

In important ways, pious laywomen exposed a critical fault line between two 
imperatives of the Catholic Reform: on the one hand the desire to bring lay 
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religiosity under the purview of an educated clergy, and on the other hand the 
need to shape a charitable, devout, and hardworking laity. In some cases, the 
latter objective trumped the former. The awareness that third status women could 
not only support themselves but also contribute to the health of the parish allowed 
some open communities to thrive. The Daughters of Charity, women of modest 
social origins, performed the onerous labor of tending the sick in hospitals; they 
also served the poor and brought food and comfort to prisoners.27 Parish priests 
and the French government recognized the value of their professional skills, and 
this recognition afforded them the space they needed to develop and expand 
their organizations. The Company of Saint Ursula, founded in Brescia in 1535 
by Angela Merici, offers another example of the way churchmen channeled 
women’s piety to the goals of Christian service. Merici’s original charism was 
closer to a spiritual apostolate than to a charitable organization—she imagined a 
lifestyle for women who, through prayer and penance in their own homes, might 
intercede with God to obtain forgiveness for the living and the dead.28 Despite 
early opposition, by the beginning of the seventeenth century the Ursulines were 
established in almost every important Italian city. As the Company came under 
the direction of post-Tridentine bishops, Merici’s charism was transformed: the 
spiritual apostolate was curtailed as the Ursulines increasingly were assigned the 
mission of educating young girls. Ironically, the archetypal Counter-Reformation 
bishop Carlo Borromeo established the Milanese Company in 1567—just one 
year after the publication of Circa pastoralis. However, it is significant that 
Borromeo removed a key sentence from Merici’s original Rule: “[W]herever 
they are, [the Ursulines] should give to all a good odour of virtue. . . . and seek 
to spread peace and concord where they are.”29 Devout laywomen also staffed or 
founded many of the institutions that arose to regulate female sexuality: houses 
for girls at risk, homes for repentant prostitutes, and refuges for married women 
fleeing abusive husbands.30 In short, as Querciolo Mazzonis argues in his essay 
in this volume, the willingness of reformers like Borromeo and others to support 
foundations for women who were neither nuns nor tertiaries may have been 
motivated in part by the conviction that women, when properly supervised, could 
be excellent agents for social discipline.

Members of congregations like the Ursulines and the Daughters of Charity 
resisted enclosure for a variety of economic and spiritual reasons, but other women 
longed for the cloister, and this is also part of the history of lay female piety. The 
path to regularization was not always smooth, however. The life of Marina de 
Escobar (1554–1643) provides a case in point. In 1568 Marina approached Teresa 
of Ávila with a request to join a newly founded Discalced Carmelite convent 
in Valladolid. But Teresa persuaded her that her true vocation was in the world. 
Marina went on to become a renowned holy woman and the leader of a community 
of eighteen beatas who dedicated themselves to making clothes for the poor. In 
1615, at the age of sixty-one, Marina once again longed for a cloistered life. 
Inspired by a divine vision, she wrote the rules and constitutions for an austere, 
strictly enclosed Brigettine convent, which won the approval of Pope Urban VIII 
in 1628. She died, however, before she was able to profess.31
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Francisca de los Apóstoles (1539–?) provides a more salient example of the 
obstacles to regularization. In the 1570s Francisca and her sister, Isabel Bautista, 
lived in a small community of beatas in Toledo, where they enjoyed a measure 
of renown as pious laywomen. In 1573 Isabel journeyed to Rome to secure a 
patent to incorporate the beaterio (community of beatas) as a convent. Meanwhile, 
Francisca, having remained in Toledo, devoted herself to a variety of penitential 
exercises in support of the foundation. Francisca’s devotion was soon manifested 
in public visions, raptures, and demonic torments. Despite the support of one 
cathedral canon, Francisca was denounced to the Inquisition in 1574. Unable to 
convince the inquisitors that her visions were authentic, Francisca was declared a 
heretic, blasphemer, and perjurer. In a public auto de fe held on April 14, 1578, she 
received 100 lashes and was banished from the city for three years. Many factors 
can be said to have contributed to the failure of her project—her relatively humble 
origins, the incompetence of her spiritual advisors, and her explicit criticism of 
local ecclesiastical corruption.32 But perhaps her failure was to be expected: a 
monastic foundation required a good reputation at the local level, endowments 
from trustworthy patrons, skilled clerical advisors, and often support from an 
established religious order. Marina’s long delayed foundation—and Francisca’s 
dramatic failure—underscore the point that although post-Tridentine legislation 
increased pressure for enclosure, at the local level there were significant counter-
pressures, even when women actively sought claustration.

The question of what defines laywomen’s role in religious renewal becomes 
even more problematic when we turn to Protestant Europe. It is well known that 
in the Holy Roman Empire, Protestant magistrates and princes mandated the 
dissolution of monasteries and convents or, in some cases, allowed convents to 
remain open until the last nun died. It is less well known that this policy was far 
from universally successful—an estimated fifty percent of convents survived in 
some areas. Many nuns did convert to Protestantism and marry (Katharina von 
Bora, Martin Luther’s future wife, is the most famous example), others converted 
to Protestantism but continued to live communally as canonesses, and still others 
refused to leave their convents and resisted Protestantism in word and deed. In 
cities like Strasbourg, as Amy Leonard has shown, Protestant magistrates not only 
left convents open, they respected the wishes of some women to remain in the 
“chaste estate.” In the eyes of councilmen the services of the nuns (nurturing and 
protecting young girls, providing a place for old and infirm women to live) were 
temporal and utilitarian; in the eyes of some families and the nuns themselves, 
the distinction between spiritual and secular service was irrelevant. As Leonard 
concludes her study of three Dominican convents that survived in Strasbourg: “In 
the end, the main reasons that these Catholic houses did not die out was that neither 
the nuns nor the people of Strasbourg wanted them to.”33 Clearly, magistrates 
and the people of Strasbourg had divergent ideas about the role of women in a 
reformed church.

The Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary represents another example of 
divergent ideas about laywomen’s potential role in religious renewal. In 1611 
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Mary Ward (1585–1645), an English Catholic and former Poor Clare nun, 
founded a women’s congregation modeled on the Society of Jesus. The English 
Ladies, as they came to be known, wore distinguishing attire and took vows 
of chastity, poverty, and obedience, but did not observe enclosure. In addition 
to catechizing and educating girls in day and boarding schools, they prepared 
laypeople for the sacraments and, especially in Protestant England, provided 
spiritual assistance in the absence of priests. Their semi-sacerdotal activities and 
apostolic assertiveness confused their contemporaries, alienated secular clergy, 
and alarmed the Jesuits. After years of controversy, in 1631 Pope Urban VIII 
pronounced Ward a heretic and disbanded the English Ladies, declaring that 
“under the pretext of promoting the salvation of souls [they] carried out many 
works that were least suitable to their sex, its mental weakness as well as womanly 
modesty. . . .34 Ironically, Ward’s English Ladies met with as much hostility from 
the church they sought to serve as from Protestants. After Ward’s death in 1645, 
the English Ladies continued to run unofficial colleges and Catholic centers in 
England, but they had failed in their attempt to be female Jesuits, apostles for the 
“salvation of souls.”35

Devout Laywomen and the Question of Charismatic Authority

Some pious laywomen were not only esteemed as Christian exemplars but also 
revered as potential saints. In the eyes of their fellow parishioners, their chastity, 
charity, and penitential suffering enhanced the power of their prayers. The greater 
a pious woman’s reputation for holiness, in fact, the more her spiritual services—
prayers for the living and the dead or her presence at childbed and deathbed—were 
valued. In return, she could expect to receive food, gifts, or alms. However, the 
question of compensation could be contentious. As Fray Juan de los Ángeles, a 
Franciscan friar and court preacher, wrote in 1595, “Whenever a silly little woman 
pretends to faint, she is celebrated as a saint and thereafter she can be sure of 
getting free meals and whatever she wants.”36

Despite such suspicions, some laywomen did achieve renown—for a time. 
One of the most celebrated beatas of early modern Spain, Catalina de Jesús, 
according to Inquisition records, attracted nearly 700 devotees in Seville and from 
surrounding villages. Her followers attributed miraculous powers to her—healing 
the sick, converting the wicked, prophesying the future, and saving souls. Catalina 
de Jesús and her confessor and collaborator Juan de Villalpando, according to one 
inquisitorial report, exerted extraordinary influence over poor, unmarried women:

Villalpando taught maidens that in order to fulfill the demands of spiritual 
exercises he taught [i.e., mental prayer] they should refuse to do what their 
fathers ordered, saying they were not their fathers, that they had another father 
who governed them, who was Villalpando. He recommended mental prayer to 
one maiden, and when she answered that she did not have time, because she 
needed to serve her poor parents, and she couldn’t do so without their permission, 
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he told her: Do not obey them, for they are not parents but demons; you do not 
need their permission to pray; you should instead tread on their mouths.37

In 1627 Catalina de Jesús and Villalpando appeared in an auto de fe, where 
they publicly abjured various alumbrado heresies. The cleric was sentenced to 
imprisonment in a monastery for four years and forbidden forever to preach, hear 
confessions, and celebrate the sacraments. Catalina de Jesús was sentenced to six 
years’ reclusion in a convent.38 Whether or not the report cited above accurately 
reflects the teachings of the beata and Villalpando, it nevertheless underscores how 
the intimate relations between beatas and charismatic leaders and their influence 
over unmarried women challenged traditional familial and church hierarchies.

The alleged spiritual gifts of pious laywomen posed other unsettling questions: 
Were their spiritual sacrifices sufficient to warrant the status and gifts they received 
in return? And were their spiritual services authentic or feigned? By the end of the 
sixteenth century devout laywomen in Spain, Portugal, and Italy were appearing 
more frequently in inquisitorial tribunals, charged with the offense of pretense 
of sanctity.39 Others avoided censure in part because they could count on support 
from their communities or from powerful ecclesiastics.40 But as in the case of 
open congregations, devout laywomen with a reputation for holiness confronted 
churchmen with difficult questions. Could women’s piety (and the people’s 
devotion) be safely controlled and directed toward the goals of Christianization? 
Would the feminization of certain practices—such as taking daily communion—
devalue the sacred? Would the popularity of local holy women help promote the 
doctrine that the age of miracles, despite Protestant claims to the contrary, had not 
ended? If they were shown to be clever frauds, would this promote incredulity 
or support the Protestant doctrine of the cessation of miracles? As churchmen 
grappled with these questions, they arrived at different answers.41 It is important, 
however, to note that not all laywomen investigated for pretense of sanctity were 
penanced. Indeed, as Anne Schutte’s essay in this volume shows, sometimes a 
brush with the Inquisition was considered a routine trial for a potential saint.

Devout Laywomen and the Apostolic Mission

As we have seen, according to post-Tridentine ideals, laywomen were expected 
to be reclusive but also charitable to their fellow parishioners and exemplary in 
public, ritual observance. The church communicated an even more contradictory 
gender message: although men were its legitimate leaders and defenders, 
Catholicism was in such great peril from Protestantism that it needed the help of 
all Christians, even women. Counter-Reformation ecclesiastics were not the first 
to argue for a suspension of ordinary gender roles during a state of siege. Raymond 
of Capua had justified the public role played by Catherine of Siena (1347–1380) by 
declaring that in troubled times, God conferred divine grace on “the weaker sex” 
in order to humble proud men.42 The twin challenges of combating Protestantism 
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and propagating Catholicism in the New World and Asia gave new life to a pro-
woman exceptionalism, which granted some women roles as missionaries and 
evangelists. Pious laywomen were more than eager to respond to the call, despite 
opposition from their families. The Spanish noblewoman Luisa de Carvajal 
(1566–1614) provides a case in point. Carvajal was born into one of the richest 
and most powerful families in sixteenth-century Spain. Refusing to marry or take 
the veil, at the age of thirty-nine she traveled to London, where, with the support 
of the Jesuits, she proselytized and ministered to recusant Catholics. Carvajal was 
a prodigious author of numerous letters, memoirs, a corpus of fifty poems, and a 
rule for the group of semi-religious women who lived with her in London.43 Barbe 
Acarie (1566–1618), a member of a prominent Parisian family, and her circle of 
dévotes in seventeenth-century France represent a similar dynamic of elite women 
who fashioned an unenclosed life of apostolic piety.44 These women clearly were 
responding to the conviction that the church needed their public efforts. As Luisa 
de Carvajal wrote in her letters to Rodrigo de Calderón (one of the favorites of 
King Philip III), the threat posed by Protestantism required the “strong piety” of 
active female congregations, not the “soft piety” of cloistered nuns.45

In the missionary context churchmen sometimes viewed devout laywomen 
as powerful agents of conversion. Pious laywomen in New France like Marie 
Madeleine Chauvigny de la Peltrie (1603–1672), Jeanne Mance (1606–1673), and 
Marguerite Bourgeoys (1620–1700) followed diverse spiritual paths, devoting 
themselves to education, medical and social care, and the promotion of devotions 
and prayers. These women and others like them became subjects of biographies 
intended to serve their causes for canonization. As Dominique Deslandres remarks, 
“[I]f the settlers of New France applauded the projects and exploits of these 
saintly women, it was because they needed them, practically and spiritually.”46 
Their extraordinary piety could also have an important propagandistic function: 
it confirmed that the colonies were lands where transplanted Catholicism could 
thrive. Indeed, America’s first saint, Rosa de Santa María (1586–1617), was a 
criolla (a Spanish woman born in the New World) of modest origins who took 
simple religious vows but did not observe enclosure. In sum, distance from the 
centers of ecclesiastical power, local chauvinism, the urgent need for care workers, 
and missionary zeal in colonial lands interacted to produce an unusual if perilous 
degree of freedom for charismatic laywomen.47

Women “in Between”

A recurrent theme in the following essays is the realization that pious laywomen 
moved “in between,” and not only between the two officially sanctioned vocations 
of wife and nun. Many inhabited the borders between material and spiritual service, 
veneration and suspicion, Catholicism and Protestantism, authority and submission. 
The essays are arranged according to clusters that challenge these binaries. The 
first section, “Service,” examines how pious laywomen attempted to negotiate the 
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conflicts generated by their participation in local material and spiritual economies. 
As stated earlier, after Trent women continued to perform valued community 
services. However, disputes over compensation for these services could bring 
care workers into conflict, not only with the institutional church but also with 
their neighbors. Amanda L. Scott’s contribution, “Community, Conflict, and Local 
Authority: The Basque Seroras,” centers on the seroras of Navarre in northeastern 
Spain, whose services ranged from cleaning religious shrines to tending to the 
diseased and indigent. In compensation for their labors, they received gifts, 
salaries, or living quarters. However, their position—at once highly visible and 
poorly defined—frequently brought them into conflict with parish priests, other 
seroras, and the parish community itself. Querciolo Mazzonis, in “The Company 
of St. Ursula in Counter-Reformation Italy,” analyzes the changes imposed on 
the Ursuline organization after Trent, including the implementation of teaching 
in the Schools of Christian Doctrine, a more hierarchical structure supervised 
by men, and a less mystical and penitential spirituality. Nevertheless, he finds 
that the Ursulines enjoyed support from bishops and succeeded in maintaining 
key aspects of their pre-Tridentine religiosity. Mazzonis suggests that these 
churchmen were aware that women could be agents of conversion and, if properly 
controlled and directed, could serve the goals of orthodox Christianization. Susan 
Dinan’s essay, “Nursing as a Vocation or a Profession? Women’s Status and the 
Meaning of Healing in Early Modern France and England,” contrasts the nursing 
care systems developed by the Daughters of Charity in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century France and the female parish-based nursing structure of England after the 
suppression of religious houses. In France, the Daughters of Charity and some 
similar groups avoided enclosure and established themselves as nurses, teachers, 
social workers, and hospital directors. In England, parishes responded to the loss 
of semi-religious nurses by paying local women to provide care. In comparing the 
two systems, Dinan shows how, despite legal and religious obstacles, women built 
organizations of care that their cities and towns could not live without. Both Dinan 
and Mazzonis instructively remind us that the agendas of pious laywomen, their 
families, local communities, and the church hierarchy interacted in complex ways: 
power ebbed and flowed in more than one direction.

The essays in the second section, “Perceptions of Holiness,” look at devout 
laywomen within the context of the construction of sanctity. In “Historicizing the 
Beatas: The Figures behind Reformation and Counter-Reformation Conflicts,” 
Maria Laura Giordano argues for the need to consider the history of beatas in Spain 
over the longue durée, not only to appreciate the variations in their beliefs and 
behavior but also to recognize the church’s ambivalence toward the third status. 
The diverse fortunes of beatas—some were embraced as allies of the institutional 
church, others punished for their alleged heterodoxy—call into question the notion 
of a monolithic Counter-Reformation Church intent on repressing beatas. In fact, 
as Giordano demonstrates, the long-term trajectory of the claustration campaign 
ends in acceptance of the third status. Anne Schutte’s essay, “Ecco la santa!,” 
similarly challenges the idea that devout laywomen were invariably at odds with the 
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institutional church. Schutte examines the cases of five laywomen who, between 
1625 and the end of the Old Regime, were the subjects of vernacular vite written, 
in many cases, to pave the way for their official recognition by the Congregation 
of Rites.48 She notes that extreme penitential practices figure prominently in the 
vite as do reported thaumaturgical powers. Overshadowed by scholarship on 
hagiographies of nuns, these biographies constitute a largely untapped source of 
information about the perception of laywomen’s piety.

In “Flying in Formation: Subjectivity and Collectivity in Luisa de Melgarejo 
de Soto’s Mystical Practices,” Stacey Schlau explores the case of one of the most 
notable disciples of Rosa de Santa María, more commonly known as Rose of Lima 
(1586–1617). Unlike Rosa, who was beatified in 1668 and canonized in 1671, 
Melgarejo was caught up in the web of inquisitional trials and was incarcerated for 
many years before her trial was suspended. Although Melgarejo enjoyed privileged 
social status and the protection of the Jesuits, the citizens of Lima questioned the 
authenticity of her reported favors—visions, ecstasies, and knowledge of souls in 
purgatory. Unlike Rosa, Melgarejo did not engage in extreme penitential practices. 
Schlau concludes that Melgarejo’s failure to imitate Rosa’s ascetic behavior, 
along with divisions among the Jesuits, were important factors that undermined 
her credibility as a visionary. Despite being tried by the Inquisition, however, 
Melgarejo continued to enjoy a reputation as a holy woman in some sectors—a 
fact that suggests that there was more than one viable model of female sanctity in 
colonial Peru.

An indigenous beata from the seventeenth-century Philippines is the subject 
of Jessica Fowler’s “Illuminated Islands: Luisa de los Reyes and the Inquisition 
in Manila.” The question of Reyes’s alleged holiness split members of the Jesuit 
community in the Philippines: some declared that she was a new St. Catherine 
of Siena; others denounced her and her devotees as alumbrados. Although the 
model of holiness represented by the beata was clearly convincing for a small 
group of Jesuits, her unenclosed lifestyle (and the opportunities it provided for 
male-female interaction) eventually brought her and her devotees before the Holy 
Office. Together, Schlau’s and Fowler’s essays indicate that despite great distances 
and delays, the Inquisition sought to maintain control over local cults. Still, the 
relative restraint shown toward the accused (Reyes, as an indigenous woman, was 
declared exempt from prosecution; Melgarejo’s cases ended in dismissal) suggests 
that neither the Suprema (the Inquisition’s high court located in Madrid) nor the 
colonial tribunals were eager to call too much attention to these failed saints.

Part III, “Confessional Crossings,” turns to the question of women who, in 
different ways, put into question the divide between Catholicism and Protestantism. 
In “Elastic Institutions: Beguine Communities in Early Modern Germany,” Jennifer 
Kolpacoff Deane finds substantial evidence that béguinages (uncloistered group 
homes), assumed to have been dismantled during the Reformation, continued to 
thrive throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in post-Reformation 
Germany. From Lübeck to Lake Constance and Cologne to Leipzig, gatherings of 
devout women continued to fill the longstanding, locally embedded needs for prayer, 
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social service, and social belonging for single women. While some communities 
survived by forming closer affiliations with mendicant or monastic orders, others 
persisted as mixed-confession béguinages. Examples of confessionally mixed 
houses abound in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Germany—and so do cases 
of fully reformed evangelical houses. In “Neither Nun nor Laywoman: Entering 
Lutheran Convents during the Reformation of Female Religious Communities in 
the Duchy of Braunschweig, 1542–1655,” Marjorie Elizabeth Plummer finds that 
the political situation in Lower Saxony (1542–1634) also produced a complex 
mix of old and new customs and doctrines. Although the female religious houses 
in these regions officially accepted the Augsburg Confession and Lutheran 
church regulations by the late sixteenth century, the character of each community 
reflected the outcome of negotiations between rulers and local communities, 
with the result that in some cases, the inhabitants of the reformed houses were 
neither recognizably nuns nor laywomen, Lutheran or Catholic. Doris Moreno 
Martínez’s essay, “Marina de Saavedra: A Devout Laywomen on a Confessional 
Frontier (Zamora, 1558–1559),” similarly documents the history of a woman “on 
a confessional frontier.” Moreno Martínez traces the spiritual itinerary of Marina 
de Saavedra, a well-connected married woman who embraced Protestant (sensu 
lato) ideas that were circulating in mid-sixteenth-century Castile. The new ideas, 
Moreno Martínez shows, did not represent a complete break with Saavedra’s 
Catholic piety. Indeed, she used traditional parish institutions and charitable 
networks to disseminate the new ideas before she was denounced to the Inquisition 
as a Lutheran.

Ellen Macek’s essay, “Devout Recusant Women, Advice Manuals, and the 
Creation of Holy Households ‘under Siege’,” focuses on married women caught 
between two confessions: Catholics in Protestant England who, in defiance of legal 
restrictions on their faith and often in the absence of male heads of household, 
formed “holy households.” These households functioned as sacralized spaces for 
catechizing children, servants, and neighbors and for performing the corporal 
works of mercy. Rather than seek refuge in convents on the Continent, as many 
did, these recusant women creatively adapted traditional forms of female piety 
to create an active, semi-covert evangelical vocation. They worked closely with 
spiritual directors, but when this was not possible they assumed roles of spiritual 
leadership themselves. In ways unimagined by the Tridentine fathers, they devised 
a new, temporary vocation for pious women living “under siege.”

Whether they lived alone, with families, or in communities, pious laywomen 
were closely connected to their communities. The collaborations they formed 
with ecclesiastics and laypersons of various social strata are the focus of the final 
section, “Alliances.” Although these collaborations could sometimes result in 
conflict, they also show that devout women did not always have to confront the 
Church, subvert male authority, or alienate their kin and neighbors in order to 
make room for a spiritual vocation, in deed if not in name. In fact, the spirit of 
the Catholic Reformation in some cases expanded the opportunities available to 
women of different social backgrounds.
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Robert E. Scully, for example, shows how, in the anti-Catholic environment 
of late Elizabethan England, where convents were banned, recusant women and 
priests collaborated in devising an unofficial but crucial vocation for women 
between the cloister and marriage. Scully’s essay, “The Lives of Anne Line: 
Vowed Laywoman, Recusant Martyr, and Elizabethan Saint,” centers on the 
relationship between Anne Line (?–1601), a widowed convert to Catholicism, and 
John Gerard, a Jesuit priest with whom she operated a safe house. In 1601 Anne 
was found guilty of harboring priests and sentenced to death. Although theirs was 
in many ways a traditional confessor-penitent relationship, Anne’s heroic service 
to the recusant cause and willingness to suffer martyrdom resulted in a spiritual 
reversal of roles: in Gerard’s mind, Anne became his saintly model and protector.

Jennifer Haraguchi’s essay, “Convent Alternatives for Rich and Poor Girls in 
Seventeenth-Century Florence: The Lay Conservatories of Eleonora Ramirez di 
Montalvo (1602–59),” recounts how a married Florentine noblewoman, Eleonora 
Ramirez di Montalvo (1602–1659), founded two conservatories in which ancille 
(handmaidens) took non-binding vows and observed a modified form of enclosure. 
Montalvo’s conservatories were unconventional in several respects: ancille lived 
in eremi or microcomunities within the larger institution, they had a closely 
protected degree of freedom to choose a religious vocation—or not—at the age 
of fifteen, and servants were incorporated into the devotional and educational life 
of the community. Crucial to Montalvo’s success in resisting pressure to conform 
to strict enclosure was her alliance with the Grand Duchess Vittoria della Rovere. 
Montalvo’s piety thus challenged class divisions from above and below—she 
attempted to break down barriers between servants and ancille and enlisted a 
powerful aristocrat in her cause.

María J. Pando-Canteli describes a different but similarly broad range 
of alliances in her essay, “Letters, Books, and Relics: Material and Spiritual 
Networks in the Life of Luisa de Carvajal y Mendoza (1564–1614).” By 
circulating letters and books, sponsoring translations, and collecting and gifting 
the relics of recusant martyrs, Carvajal developed a female apostolate sui 
generis—one that helped consolidate a Catholic community that transcended 
class and national barriers. As this essay shows, “letter writing” encompassed 
a range of politically and religiously charged exchanges and illustrates how a 
pious woman might “make things happen” despite a relatively limited presence 
in so-called public spaces.

In “Women Apostles in Early Modern Japan, 1549–1650,” Haruko Nawata 
Ward examines the alliances formed between Catholic missionaries and Japanese 
women during Japan’s “Christian century” (1549–1650). Although the Society of 
Jesus discouraged its members from forming close ties with women, the cultural 
circumstances in Japan made it necessary for Jesuits to collaborate with female 
converts, entrusting them with important roles as catechists, proselytizers, leaders 
of confraternities, baptizers, and underground missionaries during times of 
religious persecution. Comparing a wide variety of documents by Spanish and 
Portuguese missionaries, Ward concludes that these churchmen not only accepted 
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Japanese women’s help as expedient, they also revered them as partners in 
evangelization, as spiritual mothers, and as holy martyrs.

My essay, “Jesuit Apologias for Laywomen’s Spirituality,” considers the 
ambivalence within the Society of Jesus regarding the wisdom of pursuing an 
apostolate to laywomen. I analyze three works by Jesuits that ponder this issue: two 
are cautionary and one enthusiastically apologetic. My conclusions complement 
those of Ward and Schlau: despite awareness that close relations with laywomen, 
especially ecstatic laywomen, were perilous to their mission, many Jesuits were 
reluctant to exclude women from their original charism of conversion, that is, 
inspiring individuals to live a life of greater Christian devotion. In an important 
sense, the Jesuits’ ambivalence toward beatas was a symptom of the larger tension 
between their non-discriminatory Pauline spirituality and their determination to 
“think with” and serve the church militant.

Conclusion and Directions for Future Research

Lay/religious, medieval/early modern, Catholic/Protestant, secular/sacred: the 
lives of the women described in these essays encourage us to question these 
traditional binaries. As Deane observes in her essay, devout laywomen and the 
communities they formed transcend traditional divisions of time, purpose, and 
confession. The history of devout laywomen also underscores the need to refine 
the paradigm of woman as the prototypical subject of church-state discipline. 
By emphasizing the interplay between institutional imperatives and individual 
agency—and the gaps between ecclesiastic prescriptions and lived religious 
experience in the context of local circumstances—the contributors provide further 
evidence that the dynamics of power between women and men in the early modern 
world were not always predictable or unambiguously oppressive for women. As 
we have seen, if some ecclesiastics saw third status women as threats to social 
order and divine hierarchies, others recognized the value of laywomen as potential 
vessels of the Spirit, model parishioners, and partners in the Catholic reform. Many 
women enthusiastically embraced this mission, and some found men to be willing 
collaborators and devotees. This volume similarly questions the notion that pious 
laywomen were primarily viewed as social parasites or religious hypocrites. To be 
sure, disputes over these women’s role in the material and spiritual economies of 
their communities are not lacking, but the studies presented here offer abundant 
evidence that the model of the chaste single woman in prayerful and caritative 
service to her community had enduring power—in Protestant and Catholic lands.

Rather than viewing the persistence of a third status simply in terms of strategic 
concessions on the part of the church or the triumph of the periphery over Rome, 
we might also think in terms of the unintended consequences of an ideology 
that, though developed in late medieval Christianity, found new urgency in the 
Counter-Reformation Church. The spiritual superiority of virginity over marriage, 
insistently reaffirmed as a fundamental doctrinal difference from Protestantism, 
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conceded perhaps an unexpected degree of status to laywomen who made vows 
of virginity. A state-of-emergency consciousness, which fueled women’s desires 
to serve and suffer for their fellow Catholics, justified a female apostolate in 
missionary and colonial contexts—contexts in which it was often difficult to 
constrain this authority once granted. Finally, the Counter-Reformation defense of 
the persistence of miracles, Protestant claims to the contrary, assured the continuity 
of female exceptionalism—the possibility that a laywoman who sacrificed herself 
for her brethren or martyred her own flesh might indeed be a living saint. These 
were not new doctrines, but their reaffirmation in the context of Catholic Reform 
worked against assumptions about the moral and intellectual inferiority of 
laywomen and, in some cases, undermined the imperatives of sexual discipline.

Most of the essays in this volume focus on single language areas; the Hispano-
Italian axis is prominent. Nevertheless, my hope is that the thematic organization 
will suggest avenues for analysis across geographic and linguistic borders. For 
example, the connection between devout laywomen and heterodoxy in Spain and 
Italy is well established; were there parallels further north? Did an unfavorable 
marriage market have a similar impact on women’s vocational choices outside 
Spain and Italy? What local or regional factors determined bishops’ willingness 
to accommodate unenclosed congregations of women? What was the role of third 
status women in episcopal campaigns against concubinage and prostitution beyond 
Spain and Italy? To what extent did virginity maintain its value as spiritual capital 
in Protestant lands? We have seen that the model of sanctity based on Catherine of 
Siena’s extreme asceticism was powerful in Italy, Spain, and the Spanish colonies; 
a comparative study of the geographic and confessional reach of this model is 
much to be desired. The split among the Jesuits over close associations with devout 
laywomen also lends itself to transnational analysis. In sum, the opportunities for 
further exploration of the circumstances surrounding the lives of devout laywomen 
and their relations with church and society are manifold.
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