THE MEDIEVAL PEASANT AND THE MILK PAIL

Edrene McKay
Medieval customs like Trial by Ordeal seem alien to our way of thinking.  But the medieval mind thought very differently from the modern mind. They had an entirely different frame of reference 

I read a little book years ago by Carolly Erickson called The Medieval Mind. She did research into the primary sources of the time, including stories that had been handed down orally, and came to some very interesting conclusions. You need to take yourself out of the 21st century with its focus on science and technology to grasp what she meant. People in the early Middle Ages had absolutely no understanding of science or logic – reasonable, rational conclusions based on inquiry, evidence, observation, or experimentation. That wouldn't come until the Renaissance in the 14th and 15th centuries. So here's what she concluded:  the medieval mind did not separate spiritual and material reality like we do. Their vision combined both into a single dimension. Look around you and see if you can do that. I don't think you can. None of us can because in the modern world, we are so used to separating the two.

Here's an illustration that might help you begin to grasp the difference.
A certain peasant owned a goat, milked the goat every day, set the pail containing the milk down outside the entrance to his hut, and let it stand there, sometimes all day, in the hot sun. Then at night before going to bed, he would take a cup of that milk and drink it. But during the night the devil would visit him. In fact, the devil, which seemed to be inside of him, would take his pitchfork and poke him over and over again so that he would cry out in pain. He'd wake up exhausted and very indignant because the devil was disturbing him like this and he wanted to put a stop to it. 

So he had to figure out how the devil was getting inside his stomach. He thought about it, and thought about it, and finally he had the answer. The devil obviously climbed into that pail of milk every day and hid there until the peasant was ready to drink his cup of milk. As the peasant was pouring the milk, the devil would sneak into the cup without being observed, and from that point on, it was free sailing. 
That had to be it!

Now that he knew what the problem was, the peasant had to find a solution. So he thought about it, and thought about it, and suddenly it occurred to him. He knew exactly what to do. The devil came from Hell and was used to intense heat, so he would obviously hate the cold. All he had to do is go down to the water's edge, cut himself a block of ice, bring it back, and set his pail on the block of ice. It would be so cold that it would scare the devil away and he would not be bothered by him again.

So the next day he carried out his plan and at the end of the day when he went to get his cup of milk, he knew he was on the right track. The milk tasted so good! That devil had a very unpleasant taste. Must have had something to do with Hell and he hoped and prayed that he would never go there. That night when he laid his head on the straw mattress next to Bessie the cow, he knew the devil would not be visiting him that night or any other night ever again. 
And you know what? He was right!

With that frame of reference, it's not surprising that God would make sure that people who were innocent would be able to withstand the ordeals.

