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It may seem strange to be writing about Christina Rossetti, an 
Anglican, in a Methodist "Discovery" column. However, although many 
Methodists have heard of Christina, few know anything about her. One 
man said to me, "The only thing I know about Christina Rossetti is that 
she wrote my favorite Christmas carol: In the Bleak Midwinter. Also," 
he added, "her work is in The United Methodist Hymnal." She is 
represented in the hymnal with two hymns and a prayer "For Illumination" 
on page 477. In addition, she was remarkably like the Methodists in some 
of her ways, and unlike them in others. 

Like the Methodists, religion was a primary driving force in her life. 
Even as Methodists were influenced by the Wesleys and judged their lives 
by John Wesley's rules, so Christina was influenced by preachers of the 
Tractarian, or Oxford, Movement which was a call for spiritual renewal 
through obedience to Anglican Church practices. It was an attempt to stem 
the tide that was sweeping persons into the Roman Catholic Church with 
its promises of certainties. It emphasized sin and the need for repentance. 

As did the Methodists, she tried to divest herself of any way of life 
that would interfere with her spiritual growth. She gave up chess partly 
because she enjoyed the game and had such a strong desire to win that, 
for a time, it absorbed too much of her attention. She tried to subdue 
her pride in her successful publications by praising other poets. She became 
almost irritatingly humble. Toward the end of her life she conducted 
household services twice a day with her servants. 

She was like the Methodists in other ways. Twice in love, she rejected 
both lovers after she discovered that one had returned to the Roman 
Church, which he had left on becoming engaged to her, and the other 
was an avowed atheist. She believed in the admonition about not being 
unequally yoked with unbelievers. Many early Methodists and many in 
the nineteenth century were careful not to marry a worldly person or even 
a person of another denomination. 
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She, like some Methodists, had an interest in certain social concerns. 
Most Methodists were opposed to liquor, dancing, card playing, play-going 
and other activities. Most also helped the poor. Christina, although not 
wealthy, was exceedingly generous. In her later years she received an in
heritance from her aunts and her books began to sell well. She then began 
receiving numerous requests for money. One of her biographers says, "she 
began to suffer from the plague of the famous, importunate solicitations 
for aid, some professional but most financial." One man solicited her con
stantly and sold her letters of reply to autograph dealers, much to the 
annoyance of Christina's brother William. 

Besides helping the poor, she was active in a work for "fallen girls" 
and she was a firm anti-vivisectionist. For a time she also served as a parish 
visitor in her church. It is doubtful that she was greatly opposed to card
playing or theatre-going. On the other hand, she was very careful regarding 
the literature that she read. The poet Swinburne counted her as one of 
his friends, and at times sent her his books. She staunchly rejected his 
immoral concepts, and she is known to have pasted bits of paper over 
objectionable passages in his poems so she could not see or read them 
again. 

,, She wrote constantly, although she was not nearly as prolific a writer 
as Charles Wesley. She wrote about eleven hundred poems which in re:.. 
cent years have been gathered into three annotated volumes. In addition, 
she wrote a great deal of prose including a commentary on the Book of 
Revelation and a book of devotions entitled Time Flies. 

She was most like Charles Wesley in her recognition of God as eternal 
love. But, in spite of the fact that their ideas are in agreement, it must 
not be thought that she was in any way influenced by the Methodist hymn 
writer. Charles expressed his thought best in the hymn Come, 0 Thou 
Traveler Unknown: 

To me, to all, thy mercies move; 
Thy nature and thy name is Love. 

Christina expressed the same idea in a number of poems, and it is 
clearly set forth in hymn #242 in the current United Methodist Hymnal, 
''Love Came Down At Christmas.'' 

In her younger days she was an exceedingly beautiful woman 
although, like many Methodists, she dressed drably. One of her poems 
begins with the line "My heart is like a singing bird." A famous cartoonist 
drew a caricature of Christina listening to her brother Dante who is saying, 
"Christina, your heart may be like a singing bird, but you dress like a 
pew opener." 

Her best known poem is "Goblin Market." It was an instant success 
and is still being published. It has been illustrated by some of the best 
illustrators in the English-speaking world. Many of her religious poems 
are deeply moving expressions of her faith, and many of her general poems 
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are noted for their charm and their beauty of expression. At her death 
on December 29, 1894 one influential critic wrote, "There can be little doubt 
that we are now deprived of the greatest English poet of her sex, which 
is made to inspire poetry rather than create it." One of her biographers 
adds, "Since Christina was not a feminist, no doubt she would have 
accepted this intolerable praise with proper humility." There is no doubt 
in my own mind that she was the greatest poet of the Victorian era. 

Unfortunately, she did not die like a Methodist. Some say that the 
early Methodists died well or in a state of ecstasy. She was in great fear 
and trembling during the days before her death. 

A friend of mine who is researching Christina's life reported that when 
she was in England she read some of the sermons of the Anglican priest 
who counseled Christina in her last days. She writes, "I got the feeling 
that although [the priest] was certainly very devout and given to good 
works, he would not have been a very comforting person to be around, 
especially as one was dying. He is too preoccupied with damnation." 
Fortunately her last hours were peaceful, almost joyful, and that is the 
way I like to remember her. 




