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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

Religious art comprises the most prevalent cultural product in every medium throughout the 
Middle Ages. In terms of literary production, much of this art took the form of private prayer 
books or religious instructional manuals, many of them in Latin, that were important 
possessions of both working and aristocratic Christians. In addition, among the laity and 
clerical offices, there was a high demand for mass books and sermons (Gillespe, 2011). 
The mass and sacramental rituals in particular were important sources of inspiration for a 
range of Middle English authors who wrote in genres from romance, like Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight, and in visionary writing such as The Book of Margery Kempe. John Mirk’s 
Instructions for Parish Priests, while not created as art per se, provides a frame to examine 
gendered pastoral care for parishioners as well as a lens to read Gawain and Margery 
Kempe.  

Mirk’s Instructions for Parish Priests was written in Middle English and was intended to 
educate parish lay priests who would have had little education. A fairly prolific author and a 
canon of Lilleshall Abbey, Mirk’s writing demonstrates a clear concern for the pastoral care 
of everyday people who attended these smaller parish churches. The Instructions is just 
one of the instructional manuals that Mirk created for priests; the Festial, which contains 
sermons for all of the festivals, was quite popular with forty surviving manuscripts. Of the 
Instructions, only seven manuscripts survive, listed in order of age: 

1. London, British Library, Royal 17.C.17 – early 15th century – first quarter 
2. London, British Library, Cotton Claudius A.2 – early 15th century – second quarter 
3. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Douce 60 – mid 15th century 
4. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Douce 103 – mid 15th century 
5. Cambridge, University Library Ff.5.48 – late 15th century – quarter 
6. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Greaves 57 – late 15th century 
7. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Tanner 196 – late 15th/early 16th century 

Mirk indicates in the colophon of the Instructions that he based his translation on a Latin 
manual called Pars oculi, which would have been familiar to clergy at the time, but it is more 
likely based on Oculus Sacerdotis. 

The text of the Instructions advises priests about how to handle a variety of situations with 
which they would be confronted as well as an overview of the mass and particular prayers. 
Mirk begins by offering general instructions on priests’ behaviour and preaching, he then 
moves to baptism, childbirth and the role of midwives. He then discusses the responsibility 
of godparents, consanguinity and betrothal, lechery, incest, pederasty and adultery. From 
these major sins, he turns to parishioners’ behaviour at large with regard to gambling, 
dancing, tithing, witchcraft and usury. 
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Following these instructions, Mirk provides the Lay Folks’ catechism, which was the 
common catechism at the time, including the text of the Lord’s Prayer, Hail Mary and 
Apostles’ Creed and a discussion of the seven sacraments. Mirk ends with confession at 
which point he advises his parish priests on questioning a penitent and their corresponding 
penance.  

The instructions that Mirk provides to parish priests were important because the medieval 
church had worked diligently to systematize the basic tenets of faith. In 1215, the first canon 
of the Fourth Lateran Council had defined the main points of Catholic dogma that needed 
to be communicated to all parishioners, including transubstantiation, the change in the 
essence of the Eucharist. In addition, the Fourth Lateran ratified canon 21, which orders 
every Christian old enough to confess all of his or her sins at least once a year to their priest. 
The most important part of this canon, particularly in relation to Mirk’s Instructions, are the 
words “omnis utriusque sexus” which translates to “all men and women.” While this might 
seem obvious, the early church was much less attentive to women’s souls. Fourth Lateran 
changed that because after that meeting, parish priests were required to care for the souls 
of women as well as men. The Instructions provides an example of the extent to women 
were now included, which still was not substantial.  

In addition to church attendance and other activities, confession and penance were an 
important way to care for parishioners’ souls. Mirk’s manual stresses that both men and 
women need to be counseled and, in particular, they should be counseled in their confession 
and through their penance. He says: “Fyrst þu most wele mynne, / what he es þat dose þe 
synne, Whedyre it be scho or hee”. The words scho or hee are Middle English pronouns for 
she and he. Throughout the Instructions, Mirk repeats these gender inclusive phrases or 
employs gender neutral terms such as “they,” “them” and “people.” However, his counsel to 
priests about women was still limited in scope as he discussed male penitents in a wider 
range of ways than he did women. For any number of reasons, and regardless of the 
language used, the manual clearly privileges a male penitent when discussing confession 
and penance. Mirk also provides much more advice for a range of men: fathers, husbands, 
community leaders, workers, or travelers. Women, as was common during the Middle Ages, 
were mostly identified through their status: wives, widows, or mothers, except for two other 
positions—midwives and prostitutes. These references occur in six of the seven 
manuscripts.  

The manuscript that differs in its references to pastoral care from others is the earliest of 
the surviving manuscripts: London, British Library, Royal 17.C.17. In it, not only are there 
pronouns that are gendered only female, but some of the other language has changed from 
referencing “son” to referencing “daughter.” Even for this, the Royal 17.C.17 still presents 
women’s sins in significantly less diverse ways than it does men and continues to identify 
them through their status.  

Mirk’s Instructions for Parish Priests presents a lens not just to understand how parish 
priests were educated but also how they treated their parishioners. Women’s status as 
represented through their familial relations also indicates the limited role that the medieval 
church assigned to them; legal texts, fiction and women’s own writing demonstrate a wider 
view of their own limits.  

Keywords: mass book, manuscript, gender, pastoral care 
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