
CHAPTER 4

THE WANDERPREDIGER

If  self-awareness wasn’t one of  Norbert’s more pronounced 
traits, he surely had enough of  it to understand why he’d run 
into such a wall of  antagonism from his former colleagues in 
Xanten. But his far more likely takeaway from that debacle was 
this: that trying to change the Church from inside its clerical 
hierarchy might not have been what God had in mind for him 
when he so rudely unhorsed him on the road to Vreden. Maybe, 
it seems, he was destined to be the outsider. Norbert departed 
the Xanten chapter, licking his wounds and more determined 
than ever to find his true path. He could scarcely know that 
this process would occupy the next three years of  his life. Yet it 
would be during this crucial period that the once aimless young 
subdeacon managed to transform himself  into the man we now 
recognize as Norbert of  Xanten—a Gospel avatar so fanatically 
focused, and so mesmerizingly persuasive, that he could one 
day attain sainthood. If  the canons back at his collegiate church 
would have thought such a notion preposterous, well, on that 
one point Norbert certainly would have agreed with them.

As Norbert withdrew from the Xanten canonry, he turned 
first, unsurprisingly, to his “home away from home,” Siegburg 
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Abbey. The Benedictine community of  more than a hundred 
monks—the leading reform institution in the Cologne arch- 
diocese—had become a high-functioning center of  literature, 
learning and monastic renewal, and Norbert clearly enjoyed 
spending time there. Still, it doesn’t seem he ever gave serious 
consideration to throwing in with the Benedictines. In fact a dif-
ferent, newer foundation was now piquing his curiosity. Around 
this time Norbert was introduced to a community of  Augustinian 
canons at Rolduc, west of  Cologne, in what is now the Nether-
lands. Rolduc was only a decade old and its communal life was 
a radical departure from what Norbert knew at Siegburg. The 
Augustinians had adopted a highly austere regimen: abstaining 
from meat, forgoing all personal possessions and disassociating 
from the outside world. Norbert would become a regular visitor 
to Rolduc, and he took careful note of  how its rule contrasted 
with the Benedictines, not to mention with his own secular  
canons at Xanten. This in turn got him contemplating which 
aspects of  each he might cherry-pick were he starting his own 
community from scratch—although it’s only conjecture whether, 
at this point, he had given such a prospect any real thought.

Rolduc figures prominently as well as the setting for another 
signature anecdote from the Norbert legend. In it, Norbert was 
saying Mass in a chapel in the abbey’s dank crypt when a spider 
suddenly dropped from the ceiling into his chalice. As Norbert 
had just consecrated the wine, he felt obligated to consume it,  
spider and all—although in medieval times many people 
believed spider bites to be fatal. But later, kneeling in prayer, 
Norbert sneezed—and out came the spider! Grauwen and other  












