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Acts 11:1-17 
 
The woman we call Christina of Markyate was born in 1096  

into a wealthy merchant family.  
She was originally named Theodora. 

We know much about her because she was revered enough to have a vita  
written about her during her lifetime, from her own stories.   

We are told from the beginning that Theodora was a very spiritual child. 
Even at a young age she prayed to God as if God were standing next to her. 

In her early teens she visited a monastery and was so inspired by her experience  
and by the life that the monks led that she took a private vow of chastity  

and dedicated her life to the service of God. 
 
Sometime after that she crossed paths with Bishop Flambard at her aunt’s house. 
 Her aunt is referred to in the literature as one of the bishop’s concubines, 
 and the bishop desired Theodora as well. 
She got trapped in his room with him and he attempted to persuade her.  
In her vita it was written:  
“To consent was out of the question, but she did not dare to resist him openly  

for had she done so she would certainly have been overcome by force. 
Hear, then, how prudently she acted.  
She glanced back at the door, and saw that though it was closed it was not bolted.  

So she said, ‘Allow me to fasten the bolt, for even if we do not fear God  
at least we ought to fear men, lest they should catch us in this act.’ 

He demanded an oath from her that she would not deceive him  
but that she would do as she said and bolt the door.  

And she made the oath to him. And so, being released, she darted out of the 
room, bolted the door firmly from the outside, and hurried quickly home.”1 

 
The bishop was furious that the young woman not only escaped his clutches  

but also fooled him  
 

1 I have used many sources to gather this information on Christina of Markyate, including the book Medieval 
Women’s Visionary Literature, articles “Christina of Markyate: A Medival Woman Who Refused Marriage” and 
“Women’s History Month: Christina of Markyate” and others. This quote is from her biography.  
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so “he then exacted revenge by brokering a marriage for her  
with a young nobleman named Burthred.”2 

Her parents agreed to the marriage, but Theodora refused.  
She had made a vow of chastity and intended to keep it.  

Her parents did everything they could to fix that situation. 
They put her in seclusion and refused to allow her to visit anyone,  

especially anyone who might have advised her on spiritual matters. 
They put her in dangerous and compromising positions, and she still refused.  
Her mother even became physically abusive,  
causing physical and most likely emotional scars that never went away.  

At some point Theodora agreed to marry Burthred 
but still refused to consummate the marriage. 

 
She continued to suffer under her parents’ and husband’s treatment 
until she had a dream of consolation. Here is how it is written in her vita,  
using the name she would later take on, Christina.  
“One night whilst she was sleeping, it seemed to her that she was brought with 
some other women into a most beautiful church. At the altar stood a man clothed 
in priestly vestments, as if ready to celebrate Mass. Looking over his shoulder, he 
beckoned to Christina to come to him. And when she approached with trembling, 
he held out to her a branch of most beautiful leaves and flowers saying: ‘Receive 
this, my dear, and offer it to the lady.’ At the same time he pointed out to her a lady 
like an empress sitting on a dais not far from the altar. Curtsying to her, she held 
out the branch which she had received. And the lady, taking the branch from 
Christina’s hand, gave back to her a twig and said, ‘Take care of it for me’; and 
then added as a question: ‘How is it with you?’” 
Christina then shared her suffering with the lady,  

telling her how she wept day and night.  
The lady, who of course represented Mary, replied,  

“Fear not. Go now, since I will deliver you from their hands and bring you to the 
brightness of day.” 
“So she withdrew, full of joy as it seemed to her, carrying in her right hand the 
little branch of blossoms. And where she had to go down, there lay Burthred on the 
ground swathed in a black cape with his face turned downwards. And as soon as 
he saw her passing by he stretched out his hand to seize her and hold her fast. But 

 
2 wikipedia 
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she, gathering her garments about her and clasping them close to her side, passed 
him untouched. . . .  
After this vision she awoke and found her pillow wet with tears, so that she was 
convinced that as the tears she dreamed she had shed were real, so were the rest of 
the things which she had dreamed. From that moment you could see she was 
completely changed, and the immense joy which filled her at the thought of her 
freedom was displayed for all to see in the cheerfulness of her countenance.”3 
 
So one day, with the help of a hermit who knew of her plight, 
she dressed in men’s clothing and escaped. 
She was taken to Alfwen the anchoress,  

and that same day she put on the religious habit,  
and changed her name to Christina as a sign of her covenant with God. 

But her family kept searching for her, promising to bring her back home in shame, 
and to kill anyone who helped or hid her.  

 She had to stay in complete seclusion. 
The story written about her says “Hidden out of sight in a very dark chamber  

hardly large enough, on account of its size, to house her,  
she remained carefully concealed there for a long time,  

finding great joy in Christ.” 
After a while she was moved again, this time to the care of Roger,  

a hermit and sub-deacon at St Alban’s Abbey,  
whose monastic cell was at Markyate. 

But Christina still had to be hidden, within a tiny space. 
For a number of years she lived in a space 14 inches wide,  
 let out only twice a day, in the dark, to go to the bathroom and to pray. 
Look at your bulletin. Unfold it. It is 14” wide. 
 
After some time, she had another dream or vision in which Christ came to her. 
He carried with him a cross of gold.  
Her vita reads, “At His appearance the maiden was terrified, but He put her fears 
at rest with this comforting assurance: “Fear not, for I have not come to increase 
your fears, but to give you confidence. Take this cross, therefore, and hold it 
firmly, slanting it neither to right nor left. . . .  He held out the cross to her, 

 
3 Medieval Women’s Visionary Literature, Edited by Elizabeth Alvilda Petroff.  
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promising that after a short time He would take it back again from her. And then 
he vanished.”4 
When she relayed this dream to Roger, he rejoiced, saying,  
“Your trials will soon be at an end.” 
 
Two days later Burthred appeared at the monastery,  

repented of his treatment of Theodora (now Christina),  
gave up his claims to marriage and released her from her vows, 

 which freed her to pursue her life calling without being in hiding.  
When Roger died, Christina took over the hermitage  
 where she continued to experience frequent visions and dreams. 
 
There are several things that amaze me about Christina of Markyate,  

the first being her resolve. 
I cannot imagine being so sure of one’s calling that one would be willing to endure  

that kind of suffering. 
 I mean, I feel called to ministry, and am honored to be your pastor, 

but I would not live in a 14” space for the privilege! 
 
But it’s her dreams or visions I really want to talk about.  
First, her dreams were honest.  
When the empress (or Mary) asked her how it was with her, 
 she spoke her truth.  
 She did not deny her reality.  
  She shared an honest accounting of her pain. 
I’m not sure where we got the idea that we have to hide our pain, 

that we need to sugarcoat our reality. 
 The mystics didn’t, 
 and if we are to open ourselves up for transformation, 
 we shouldn’t either.  

Second, her visions showed her the way to live the life to which she was called.  
They showed the way to freedom.  

Her dreams set her free. 
 
Now, you may be wondering what all this has to do with the scripture from Acts 

 
4 Ibid. 
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 that Greg brought to life so fabulously.  
To summarize, the apostles and other believers were upset with Peter  

because he had preached to the Gentiles.  
 Not only that, but he went to their homes and ate with them. 

At that time, a good Jew, even a Jew who followed Jesus,  
could not eat with Gentiles.  

He defended himself by telling the story of his vision.  
 He saw a sheet being lowered from heaven, with unclean animals on it.  
 A voice told him to kill and eat, but he refused because they were unclean, 
  which was against everything he had been taught as a good Jew. 
Three times this happened, and then the voice said  

“Do not call profane what God has called clean.” 
When he woke up, he had visitors— 
 visitors who were not Jewish, but Gentile, 
  visitors he once would have called unclean. 
But they wanted to know the gospel of Jesus Christ  

and so he went with them and taught them. 
It was the vision that enabled him to see the path before him.  
God’s vision showed him the way. 
 God’s vision showed him the truth. 
  God’s vision widened him, 

and showed the way to freedom—for everyone. 
 Ultimately, that vision changed the world. 
 
Now, I think I know what you may be thinking: 
“I don’t have mystical dreams and I don’t have visions,  
 and if I did, I am more likely to think I need a psychiatrist 
  than to follow them.” 
OK, I don’t have visions like Christina’s or Peter’s, either.  
Usually I dream about stupid stuff  

like it’s Sunday morning and I forgot to write a sermon. 
But there was one time, a long time ago . . . 
I was an associate pastor, and I knew it was time for me to move on,  

to get my own church. 
 But I loved where I was.  

I loved that place and those people and I never wanted to leave. 
Then one night I had a dream. 
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I was at a church picnic, out at someone’s farm.  
 There was a open field where we were eating,  
 and off to the side was a great big red barn, with a weathervane on top. 
I kept sneaking off, leaving the picnic, so I could go behind the barn . . . and fly. 
 In my dream I knew how to fly,  

but I couldn’t let the people know, 
 and so I hid behind the barn and I flew low to the ground 
 and kept my wings close to my body so that nobody would see. 
When I woke up I knew it was time to spread my wings and fly. 
 
I wish I had more dreams like that.  
I wish every time I needed direction, I got a vivid, wonderful dream—but I don’t.  
I don’t have visions. 
But you and I—we do have a vision.  
 
We hold a vision of a better world,  
 a vision of a world where we can send our children to school without fear; 
 a vision of a world where food is not taken out of the mouths of the hungry 
  to pay for tax cuts for the wealthy; 
 a vision of a world where no one is abused or treated inhumanely; 
 a vision of a world where people of all faiths and no faith live in peace. 
We have such a vision. We share it, you and I.  

We share this vision of a better world. 
It is God’s vision, too. 
 We know it is God’s vision because it is honest about our reality. 
  It does not hide our pain or the suffering of the world.  
   It speaks truth.  

We also know it is God’s vision because it widens us, enlarges us. 
 We know it is God’s vision because it leads to freedom—for us and others. 
 
When Peter was criticized for widening the message to include Gentiles,  
he defended himself against the accusations by pointing out that God’s Spirit  

came upon the Gentiles, just as it did on them. 
And then he asked, 

 “Who was I that I could hinder God?” 
 
Are we hindering God?  
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Are we hindering God’s vision when we choose the couch  
over civic involvement? 

Are we hindering God’s vision when we value our comfort over another’s pain? 
Are we hindering God’s vision when we read all the right books  
 and say all the right things 
  but don’t actually show up to do the hard work?  
 
That’s when we have to ask the hard questions: 
 Do we really believe the vision we proclaim? 

Do we really believe the vision of a better world is attainable?  
 If so, what are we doing to set us all free?   

Now, if you are already busy working to bring this vision to reality, 
 do not hear this as judgment. 
  Remember that part of Christina’s calling 
  was simply to be in God’s presence, to commune with God. 
   We do need rest. 
But for those of us who aren’t already busy working to bring this vision to reality, 
 then to us God calls.  
  Here is the vision. Make it so.  


