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“I Rejoice in the Lord as if my Soul was with you … :” 
Experience, Embodiment, and the Jesuit Mission to Sweden
Raisa Maria Toivo 

Department of History, University of Tampere, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT  
The article looks at embodied experience in a letter sent home by a 
young Finnish student at a Jesuit college in Rome. Placing the letter 
against the wider context of Catholic Reformation teaching on 
images and letter-writing, this article explores the role of the 
body in both the images attached to the letter (or the verbal 
descriptions of the images) and in the use of those images in 
devotional meditation and prayer. Using a “history of experience” 
framework, it shows how the body was a medium used to create, 
share, and transfer experiences of faith and conversion across 
time and space.

KEYWORDS  
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Introduction

This article explores a letter written and sent home by a young Finnish student from a 
Jesuit college in Rome in 1578. The aim is to investigate how the letter used embodiment 
to convey and create experience, and more broadly, to look at the place of embodiment in 
religious experience of the late sixteenth-century Catholic Reformation.

In order to examine how experience was conveyed and created in embodiment, it is 
useful to briefly discuss experience and how it can be embodied in general. Experience 
is not just a buzzword; there has been a considerable debate for a century on the 
nature of experience and historical experience. In 1963, E. P. Thompson argued that 
“class” emerges from the articulation of “experiences.” Many historians understood 
this to mean that histories and societies happened in real life, and it has led to experience 
being understood as a set of empirical studies with as little theory as possible – although 
that certainly was not what Thompson’s studies were, despite their often being presented 
as case studies. The resulting views have since been criticized, most famously by Joan W. 
Scott, who noted that past or present experience is not a given, self-evident, or an 
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essentialist explanation for anything, but rather a complex lattice framework where 
tension between the individual and the shared, creation and copying, power and resis
tance, and many other seemingly juxtaposed forces keep the structure in place. The 
point of this criticism is not that experience is invalid, but rather that it must not be 
assigned essential, authentic, or even representative explanatory power without a critical 
analysis. That critical analysis is the ultimate goal of the current field of the history of 
experience, including this article.1

For the purpose of this article, the meaning of ‘experience’ is two-fold. First, experi
ence is a historical phenomenon and term, the meaning of which changes with time 
and culture. Secondly, and more importantly, I use it as a modern analytical category, 
a tool with which I as a historian organize the picture I construct of the past.

In the first, historical, sense it is useful to look at the meaning of ‘experience’ both in 
languages that the subjects of my study used (Swedish, Finnish, and some Latin) and the 
language in which I have written my analysis (English). In Swedish, erfaring and its older 
parallel expression förfaring were used in the sixteenth century to denote religious knowl
edge of and by God, and later on for other types of knowledge that was derived from 
encountering, living through, or deliberately testing phenomena. Scouts had orders to 
“erfara” or experience possible trading places and war sites, and there were people 
who had experienced (“erfarit”) evil and good things. An author concluded in the late 
eighteenth century that it was impossible to fully understand feelings that one had not 
oneself experienced.2

The first few times the corresponding word kokemus was used in Finnish texts, it 
meant a holistic religious experience in the Holy Communion, and the resulting knowl
edge of God. In the first Finnish dictionary from 1787, kokemus (noun) and kokea (verb) 
refer to experimenting, trying, and endeavoring, or to the knowledge gained by such 
efforts. Consequently, the word kokea was also used, for example, when checking if 
one’s fishing nets had caught anything.3

The Oxford English Dictionary shows that the word experience was used in roughly 
similar contexts: 

An experience (an event); The action of putting to the test (1393); A procedure or operation 
performed in order to ascertain or illustrate some truth, an experiment (1384, now obso
lete); Proof by trial and practical demonstration (1393, obsolete); Observation of facts or 
events (1377); A state or condition viewed subjectively, What has been experienced 
(1607); Knowledge resulting from actual observation or from what one has undergone 
(1553); As a verb, the usages given are To make trial or experiment of, to put to the test 

1E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Victor Gollancz, 1963), 9; Stuart Middleton, “The 
Concept of ‘Experience’ and the Making of the English Working Class, 1924–1963,” Modern Intellectual History 13:1 
(2016): 179–208; On critique, see e.g. J. W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17:4 (1991), 773–97; 
G. S. Jones, “Une autre histoire social?” Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 53, no. 2 (1998): 383–94; or Lynn Hunt, 
“The Experience of Revolution,” French Historical Studies 32, no. 4 (2009): 671–78. On historical theory and history of 
historiography, see David Carr, Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Rob Boddice & Mark Smith, Emotion, Sense, Experience (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2020); and finally Sari Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa Maria Toivo, “Introduction: Religion as Historical Expe
rience,” in Histories of Experience in the World of Lived Religion, ed. Sari Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa Maria Toivo (Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92140-8.

2Svenska Academiens Ordbook, “erfara,” “erfarenhet,” and “förfara,” “förfarenhet.” Svenska Academiens Ordbook www. 
saob.se (cited 2.8.2024).

3Christfried Ganander, Nytt Finsk Lexicon 1. 1937–1938 (Facsimile of an unprinted manuscript from 1787); KOTUS. Vanhan 
Suomen sanakirja: ”kokemus”. https://kaino.kotus.fi/vks/ (cited 6.3.2024).

REFORMATION 205

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92140-8
http://www.saob.se
http://www.saob.se
https://kaino.kotus.fi/vks/


(1541); To ascertain or prove by experiment or observation (1541); To have experience of, to 
feel, suffer, undergo (1588); To learn by experience (1586); To experience religion: to be con
verted (US, 1837).4

The main difference, besides the English language written usage being much older, is that 
English makes no conceptual distinction between mediated, socially shared experience 
and more simple, immediate, and often sensory encounters with the world. The 
people who wrote my sources, however, wrote, and were influenced by languages that 
did make such a distinction: Swedish and Finnish talk about erfaring and kokemus, 
respectively, when they meant a processed, understood form of knowledge. Its 
meaning was roughly similar to the German Ehrfarung. They had a different word, upple
velse or elämys, respectively, when talking about the more sensual and immediate expe
rience, roughly corresponding to the German Erlebnis.

Nevertheless, these are, and were in the sixteenth century, overlapping concepts, and 
there was no point in trying to separate them from each other – both the bodily and the 
cognitive were always present in each other. The knowledge of experience was not 
thought of as altogether possible to put into words. For example, an eighteenth- 
century text on agriculture also talks about kokemus as the experiences of cultivating 
rhubarb, concluding that “one who wants to know this, and has the power over his 
fields, must make the same experience.”5

The connotation of experience was, in the early modern period, simultaneously both 
cognitive and embodied or sensual. While there seems to have been an emphasis on the 
cognitive or spiritual part of experience, it was also thought that one could communicate, 
interact, and understand or get to know things with one’s body in a wider sense than 
what we today usually understand carnal knowledge to mean. Gestures formed a 
major part of communication, enhancing or sometimes counteracting messages con
veyed by words. Premeditated forms of corporeal communication took place in early 
modern dance, where it was both commanded and condemned by authorities, or in 
church liturgy and, for example, in community singing, which linked resonating 
bodies to lyrics.6 Therefore, one should not presume or even ask if kokemus/erfaring 
or elämys/upplevelse was more or less corporeal and/or embodied than the other. 
Rather, it seems pertinent to ask what the meaning of corporeal or embodied communi
cation was in the Catholic Reformation in general or in the letter in question in 
particular.

For this purpose, it is more practical to approach ’experience’ as an analytical category. 
In fact, the letter I use as my source material, though it constantly describes experiences 
and gives instructions on how to gain them, does not once use the word itself. For the 

4Oxford English Dictionary: Noun: an experience; Verb: to experience. https://www.oed.com/; see also Alexandra Walsham, 
“The Witnessings of the Spirit: Experimental Religion and Heart Knowledge in Seventeenth Century Britain,” Journal of 
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 55 1 (2025): 97–120.

5Christfried Ganander, Nytt Finsk Lexicon 1. 1937–1938 (Facsimile of an unprinted manuscript from 1787); KOTUS. Vanhan 
Suomen sanakirja: “kokemus.” https://kaino.kotus.fi/vks/ (cited 6.3.2024). Quotation “Joka halajaa tietä saadansa, kuka 
mullan-lai hänen peldomaatansa on waldijana, taitaa ja tulee tehdä samaa kokemusta” (ALM 1785 B4b) via KOTUS.

6Sari Katajala-Peltomaa, “An Imagined Experience? Dancing as Intercorporeality in the Fifteenth-Century Pastoralia of 
Vadstena Abbey,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 55 (2025): 51–72; Matthew Laube, “‘The Harmony of 
One Choir’? Music and Social Unity in Reformation Heidelberg,” Past & Present, vol 248, no 1 (2020): 41–86, https:// 
doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtz059.
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purposes of this article, ‘experience’ is therefore a modern analytical term akin to 
“gender” or “early modern” or indeed “embodiment”.

As an analytical category, ‘experience’ encompasses three fundamentally inseparable 
stages that take place more or less simultaneously: (1) ways in which individual people 
and communities encounter the world; (2) the simultaneous relational, intersubjective 
process of making sense of those encounters, gathering them to form knowledge, and 
testing one’s understanding of them against one’s own and other people’s existing expla
nations; and (3) the social and physical structures that are born from repeating the above 
processes as knowledge of the “real” world.7 (Figure 1)

The communicative and interpretative processes of experiencing are both cognitive 
and corporeal, and the structures that ensue are likewise both mental and physical. 
The duality reflects well the premodern inseparability of the body–mind continuum 
and the obvious sensory and material aspects of “encountering” or “observing” the 
world, but it still merits further probing. In this article, I will look at the place of the 
body and embodiment in the cognitive process. What part did it play in the interpretative 
process of experiencing?

First, however, it is necessary to place my source material – the letter presumably 
written by Johannes Jussoila, a Finnish student in Rome to his family in Rauma – into 
its context in the Catholic Reformation efforts in sixteenth-century Lutheran Sweden.

Catholic Reformation in Sweden and Johannes Jussoila’s letter

Sweden, and Finland as a part of the Swedish realm, had officially adopted Protestant
ism in the Västerås Diet of 1527. Lutheranism eventually became the dominant con
fession in the realm, but the religious direction of the country was not wholly settled 
for almost a century after the Diet. Especially during the reigns of King John III 
(1537–92, r. 1568–92) and his son Sigismund (1566–1632, r. as Sigismund I of 
Sweden 1592–99 and Sigismund III of Poland 1587–1632), there was a clandestine 
Catholic Reformation effort to return the area to the Catholic Mother Church. King 
John had married the Princess of Poland, Catherine Jagiellon (1526–83), in 1562. 
Catherine was Catholic, and she brought her priests and confessors to her court 
with her. Her networks, which reached far beyond the Polish court to Rome and 
the global Catholic Reformation, saw this as an opportunity to advance the Catholic 
Reformation in Scandinavia.8

John himself seemed to be more interested in finding a solution in which a reconcil
iation between the Catholic Church under the government of the Pope and the Swedish 
Church under his own rule would have been possible. This was not, however, a sufficient 

7Sari Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa Maria Toivo, “Introduction, Religion as Historical Experience,” in Histories of Experience in 
the World of Lived Religion, ed. Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa Maria Toivo (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan 2021), 1–35, https:// 
doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92140-8_1; see also Sari Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa Maria Toivo, “Three Levels of Experi
ence,” The Digital Handbook of the History of Experience (2022), https://doi.org/10.58077/8F3Q-5P34; and Ville Kivimäki, 
Sami Suodenjoki, & Tanja Vahtikari, “Lived Nation: Histories of Experience and Emotion in Understanding Nationalism,” 
in Lived Nation and the History of Experiences and Emotions in Finland 1800–2000, ed. Ville Kivimäki, Sami Suodenjoki, & 
Tanja Vahtikari (Cham: Palgrave MacMillan, 2021).

8Oskar Garstein, Rome and the Counter Reformation in Scandinavia, 4 vols: vols. 1–2 (Oslo: Scandinavian Universitetsför
laget, 1963–80), vols. 3–4 (Leiden: Brill, 1992); John Donnelly, “Antonio Possevino: From Secretary to Papal Legate in 
Sweden,” in The Mercurian Project: Forming Jesuit Culture, 1573–1580, ed. Thomas M. McCoog, S.J. (Saint Louis, MO: Insti
tute of Jesuit Sources, 2004), 323–49; and Raisa Maria Toivo, Faith and Magic in Early Modern Finland (Cham: Palgrave, 
2016).
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solution for the Catholic CounterReformation and for a while, the rapprochement was 
stalled.9 When Catherine’s brother Sigismund II Augustus (1520–72) died, he left to 
his sisters the task of dividing among themselves the enormous inheritance of their 
mother, Bona Sforza (1493–1557) of Milan. A sizable part of the inheritance comprised 
a loan given to the city of Naples. Getting this fortune to Sweden was of utmost impor
tance, but Naples was reluctant to repay it, especially to a Protestant. So, there was pres
sure and some necessity to appear favorable towards Catholicism. Another consideration 
– not made explicit, but obviously implied – was that Sigismund II Augustus of Poland 
had no heir. If either John himself or his son by Catherine Jagiellon, Sigismund – bap
tized and raised Catholic although not yet in his teens – could be elected the new 
king, a strong front against the growing Russian threat would be secured.10

The Counter Reformation activists, especially in Poland and Rome, sought to make 
use of the situation and turn the development towards a fuller Counter Reformation 
and the reconversion of Sweden. A careful and meticulous plan was drawn up to this 
end. It was decided that both the reconversion of John III and the establishment of a per
manent Catholic influence within the Church of Sweden were necessary for the 
purpose.11 The Missio Suetica – as the secret effort to re-Catholicize Sweden was 
called in Rome – activists thought it best to educate a new generation of Catholic- 
minded clergy for Sweden. For this purpose, they used a royal theological pedagogium, 
the Collegium Regium Stockholmense, which was newly established in Stockholm 

Figure 1. Experience as encounter, process and structure. Modified from Katajala-Peltomaa & Toivo: 
“Introduction: Religion as Historical Experience,” in Histories of Experience in the World of Lived Religion 
(Cham: Palgrave, 2022) https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92140-8_1; and Katajala-Peltomaa & Toivo, 
“Three Levels of Experience,” The Digital Handbook for the History of Experience https://doi.org/10. 
58077/8F3Q-5P34.

9Henry Biaudet, Le Saint Siege et la Suéde durant la seconde moitie´s du XVIe siécle. Notes et documents I : Origines et période 
des relations non officielles 1570–1576 (Helsinki: Societe d’histoire du Finlande, 1906), no. 7; Garstein, Rome and the 
Counter Reformation, II, 76–79.

10Garstein, Rome, 57; Jussi Nuorteva, Suomalaisten ulkomainen opinkäynti ennen Turun akatemian perustamista 1640 (Hel
sinki: Suomen historiallinen seura, Suomen kirkkohistoriallinen seura, 1997), 192.

11Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 194; Henry Biaudet, Le Saint Siege, nos. 9 and 10.
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under the King’s protection. Laurentius Nicolai Norvegus (1538–1622), a Jesuit, arrived 
in Stockholm from Norway in 1576 to serve as the court chaplain in the service of the 
Catholic Queen. He was soon appointed to act as the Rector of the new school. The 
new school started swiftly and promisingly: thirty new priests and an equal number of 
students from the upper grades of the town school enrolled in 1576–77.12 The boarders 
of the school were given the Catholic Eucharist as early as Christmas 1576. By the follow
ing Easter, about thirty of the seventy students at the school were said to have confessed 
the Catholic faith and taken communion according to Catholic rites.13 Nevertheless, it 
seems that the school’s true nature as a hub of the Catholic endeavor was not widely 
noted at this point.

The Collegium Regium was insufficient for the proper education of the new Catholic 
clergy: there were plans for a larger school for advanced studies. In the meantime, and in 
order to educate the teachers for those schools, the plan was to send a number of students 
to Rome for advanced studies at the Collegium Germanicum.14 Laurentius Norvegus 
arranged for the first six students from the Royal Collegium to leave in July 1577, 
among them some prominent members of the Catholic networks in Sweden.15

The Finnish side of the Swedish realm was well represented among the students. There 
were, all in all, seven Finnish students who entered the Jesuit colleges through the Col
legium Regium.16 These students all came from south-western Finland, and the relatively 
small area of Lower Satakunta was overrepresented among them. This location also coin
cides with future King John’s winter residences in Ulvila and Rauma during his stay in 
Finland as a duke (1556–63). As Jussi Nuorteva concludes, the representation of Finns 
was not a coincidence, but rather a deliberate plan by King John.17

The best-known story of the Finnish students at Jesuit colleges in Rome is the one of 
Johannes or Jöns Jussoila (ca 1555–1604), the son of the mayor of Rauma. Johannes had 
most likely begun his studies under the tutelage of the Vicar of Rauma, Martinus Olai, 
who had originally been ordained before the Reformation and appointed to office in 
Rauma by Duke John in 1558, when the duke lived in Finland. Reverend Martinus 
was an unconditional supporter of the King’s religious efforts. In 1577, Martinus was 
invited to Stockholm, where he served as a royal chaplain.18 Johannes Jussoila and his 
other Finnish student colleague, Marci Sundergelteus (ca. 1551–1604), were granted a 
personal audience with King John, during which the men were entrusted with the task 
of translating the Catholic Catechism into Finnish. Both of them were sent to Rome 
secretly, as in an officially Lutheran country Catholic education was frowned upon. 

12Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 200–01.
13Garstein, Rome and the Counter Reformation I, 100–01.
14Biaudet, Le Saint-Siege, nos. 134, 397; Henry Biaudet, Documents concernant les relations entre le Saint-Siege at la Suéde 

Durant la seconde moitié du XVIe siècle II. Epoque des relations officielles (1576–83), vol I : Mission en Italie de Pontus de la 
Gardie (1576–1577) (Genéve: Academia scientiarum Fennica, 1912), no. 315; Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 196.

15Biaudet, Le Saint-Siege; Biaudet, Documents, 192; Gunnar Bolin, Johan III’s högskola å Gråmunkeholmen (1576–1583) I 
(Stockholm: Samfundet St Eriks Årsbook, 1912), 18–19, 32–33; Garstein, Rome and the Counter Reformation I, 105–6; 
Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 202. There had been one Swedish student at the Collegium Germanicum already in 1574.

16Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 191–246; Garstein, Rome and the Counter Reformation, III, 113 knows only three Finnish stu
dents and therefore claims that except Sweden, other countries were poorly represented.

17Tapio Salminen, “Kokemäen käsikirjakoodeksi F1 (1548–1549). Näkökulmia reformaatiokauden kirkkokäsikirjasidoksen 
paikalliseen käyttöhistoriaan ja ajoitusmahdollisuuksiin,” Suomen kirkkohistoriallisen seuran vuosikirja 98 (2008): 21–45; 
Hockman Tuula, “Kuninkaan valvonnan alle,” in Risti ja Lounatuuli. Rauman seurakunnan historia keskiajalta vuoteen 
1640, ed. Anu Lahtinen & Miia Ijäs, (Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2015), 89–123; Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 202.

18Hockman, “Kuninkaan,” 113–15.
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The King gave each of them a travel stipend of fifty thalers. Laurentius Norvegus gave 
them a letter of recommendation to ensure that they were accepted at their future col
leges. The Holy See offered the northern scholars free tuition.19

Johannes left Sweden for Rome at the very beginning of the Missio Suetica. Even
tually, the Catholic Reformation failed in Sweden. In 1580, the secret purpose of the 
Collegium Regium was leaked to the public after the reconversion to Lutheranism of 
one of the early students. The opportunities of the Missio Suetica were diminished, 
although a further forty students left from the Collegium Regium to Jesuit seminaries 
during the next three years.20 In late 1583 Catherine Jagiellon died, and John decided 
to break with the Missio Suetica. During the early years of the 1580s, the first stu
dents returned to Sweden – among them Johannes, who was meant to serve as 
the chaplain of the Catholic crown prince Sigismund. He was soon removed from 
court to act as a confessor for the few remaining Brigittine nuns in Vadstena. In 
1587, when Sigismund was elected King of Poland, Johannes moved with him to 
Poland and Warsaw. When John III died in 1592 and Sigismund lost the ensuing 
civil war against his uncle Charles (1550–1611) in 1599, Charles led his troops to 
fight in Poland. Johannes was captured as a prisoner of war by the Swedish 
troops in 1600. He was then taken to Stockholm, and failing to raise his own 
ransom, died imprisoned during investigations for treason in 1604.21 By this time, 
Charles IX had made conversion from Lutheranism and the propagation of any 
other faith a crime punished by confiscation of all property. It was to become a 
capital crime in 1618.22

Johannes’ letter: likenesses of saints printed on paper and parchment

The rest of this article concentrates on what is usually presumed to be Johannes Jus
soila’s first letter from Rome to his family at home in Rauma. The letter is dated in 
1578, only two weeks after his reported arrival in Rome. It survives only as a late six
teenth-century copy attached to the manuscript Om then Romerska Gudstjenesten, or 
“On Roman Catholic Worship,” by the Swedish Lutheran eccentric Joen Petri Klint (d. 
1608). The manuscript takes a strongly critical view on what the author called 
“Papists” for Lutheran propagandist purposes. The first part of the manuscript, 
which was given the title Om then Romerska Gudstjensten, is a traveler’s description 
of his originally enthusiastic but later increasingly disappointed encounters in 
Rome, his re-interpretation of those encounters after his return home, and a subse
quent dialogue with the Jesuit legate Antonio Possevino (1533–1611). It was not 
Klint’s original work but follows a previously known manuscript by a Swedish 
student who travelled to Rome named Laurentius Erici. The latter part of the 
bound volume consists of Klint’s own critique of Roman Catholicism, including 

19Biaudet, Documents, no. 315; Henry Biaudet, “Om Finske Studerande i Jesuitcollegier,” Historiallinen Arkisto XIX (Helsinki: 
Suomen historiallinen Seura, 1905), 179–221.

20Garstein, Rome and the Counter Reformation, I, 235–36.
21Liisi Karttunen, Antonio Possevino: Un diplomate pontifical au XVI:e siècle (Helsinki, 1908), 190–94; Nuorteva, Suomalais

ten, 214–25; Garstein, Rome and the Counter Reformation, III, 113–14.
22A. A. Stiernmann, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth I (Stockholm, 1728), 41, 433, and 708–13; Garstein, Rome and the 

Counter Reformation, II, 141–46.
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what might be called fragments of supporting materials. Johannes’s letter, in Swedish, 
is included in this latter section.23

It is unknown how Johannes’ letter ended up in this collection. Some of the materials 
in the Om then Romerska Gudstjensten are copied from other sources, some are edited 
and embellished, and some may well be fabricated. The letter is signed by Jöns 
(Swedish colloquial for Johannes) Månsson Jussila, as shown in Figure 2, and includes 
details like the names of Johannes’ underage siblings, some of which are confirmed by 
other sources, and would have been laborious to discover for the sole purpose of 
making a believable forgery; an original letter probably did at some point exist to 
provide a model for this copy.24 As the original letter does not survive, it is impossible 
to say how much embellishment the copying of the letter may have included. Lutheran 
propaganda in general, and Klint’s manuscript in particular, often attacked Catholic 
ritual words or gestures as “empty” and “lip-service” (despite Lutheran liturgy including 
plenty of both and also condemining the complete rejection of all sacramental ritual by 
Calvinists). In such a context, it is possible that the contents of the letter, too, have been 
edited to emphasize the condemned ritualistic elements – the same elements are very 
visible in other propagandist descriptions of Catholicism. This gives my analysis in the 
rest of the article an extra tinge: while the letter at hand is an example of Jesuit teaching 
models on both letter writing and image use, it most likely is simultaneously an example 
of how Protestant contemporaries saw Catholic customs.

The copy of Johannes’ letter in Klint’s manuscript consists of four folio pages, and is 
accompanied by a separate note of another four pages to his younger brother Mikael with 
instructions on how to use the (presumably printed) rosary that was included in the 
letter. The letter begins with a short greeting, saying that “as I am now finally able to 
write to you, I want you to know that I am happy and I rejoice in the Lord as if my 
soul was with you.”25 Johannes then states that he sends his family some images, and 
the letter launches right into an explanation of the images, which he dedicates to his 
father and each of his brothers and sisters (although he is much more vague with the 
sisters) by name, and instructs them to use the images in daily devotion. This is only 
occasionally interrupted by a warning to his father that he should not pollute the 
home with Lutheran errors, and to his sister Catherine to follow her mother’s guidance 
in taking her namesake St. Catherine as her protector. The letter only mentions what 
Johannes has done or seen in Rome as he tells his sisters that he has not been able to 
obtain some of the images he had desired.

This goes on for the most part of the three first pages of the letter, but towards the end 
of the third page and on the fourth page Johannes changes tone to remind his family that 
if the Papal legate Antonio Possevino should ever come or send for any of his brothers, 

23J. P. Klint: Om then Romerska Gudstjensten, ff. 207v–11. Published digitally at “ALVIN - Nordic Platform for Preserving and 
Making Digitised Cultural Heritage Available” (Alvin data base https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/view.jsf?pid=alvin- 
record%3A12519&dswid=5804). I have used a later handwritten folio numbering that continues throughout the 
bound volume (except the preliminary materials). There are also folio numbers that begin anew at the beginning of 
each of the manuscripts that were later bound together in the volume. In the online version at the ALVIN database, 
these are images 417–25. Klint is also known for his manuscript on eschatological omens; see Sofia Gustafsson, Jär
tecken: Joen Petri Klint och 1500-talets vidunderliga lutherdom (Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2018).

24Johannes’ three brothers studied at Jesuit colleges in Braunsberg and Rome. Nuorteva, Suomalaisten, 204–05.
25“Min ganska wenlig och herlig Helssa först med Gud! Effter then jag först tilfelle att Skrifwa ider till, är iag ganska glad 

och Fröger mig wtij Herranom, som iag sielest war tilstädes hos ider.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
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Figure 2. The last or “signature page” of Johannes’ letter as rendered in Klint’s manuscript. J. P. Klint, 
Om then Romerska Gudstjensten, f. 209 (Alvin data base https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/view.jsf? 
pid=alvin-record%3A12519&dswid=5804). Public domain Deed – Public Domain Mark 1.0 Universal 
– Creative Commons Alvin – J. P. Klint om Romerska Gudstjensten (alvin-portal.org). Licensing of 
the work: Public Domain Mark (No Known Copyright).

212 R. M. TOIVO

https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/view.jsf?pid
https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/view.jsf?pid
http://=
http://alvin-record%3A12519%26dswid
http://=
http://5804


they should immediately follow him to Rome for their eternal salvation. He also entreats 
his family to write to him via Laurentius Norvegus or the Collegium Regium in Stock
holm, and let him know if they are alive or dead, before he returns to the subject of 
the images, saying that he has written the names of the martyrs behind the images in 
case his family members did not remember them. He also tells them to read five Ave 
Marias and five Paternosters every day and to confess their sins at the end of every 
month to be saved themselves and to save up to four souls from Purgatory. After his fare
well he sends his post scriptum regards to a “Herr Anders,” who sounds like the local 
parish priest, wishing he studied his bible diligently so that he could understand how 
he has been led into false ways by Lutheran teaching.

The tone of the letter is eager, giving personalized instruction but telling us very 
little of Johannes himself. It refers in several points to Catholicism being the tradi
tional religion of the family and especially to their now dead mother, and it takes 
for granted that they know the Ave Maria and several other prayers from the Catholic 
Liturgy. It also presumes that the family needs to be told who the several saints in the 
images are, and Mikael is given instructions on the Rosary (but not the relevant 
prayers verbatim).26 The combination is somewhat puzzling, as if the family found 
itself between religions. This reflected the situation of the country as an officially 
Lutheran kingdom, where the Queen was a Catholic and the King an irenic. Likewise, 
it reflected the situation of the family, who lived in mostly Lutheran circumstances, 
but in an area where Duke John had held a winter residence in the 1550s and still 
owned estates in the 1570s, and in the former parish of a priest the irenic King 
had invited to be his chaplain.

The main part of Johannes’ letter was what he called “beletter som äre tryckitt på 
pappir eller pergament,” or “likenesses of saints, printed on paper and parchment.”27

The images do not survive, as they were not copied into Klint’s manuscript. It is only 
possible to access them via Johannes’ verbal ekphrasis: he explains in the letter what 
he has sent, what the recipients should see in the images and how should they use the 
prints. He sent the prints as personalized gifts, pictures and images of saints sent to 
named individual recipients, his father and his sisters and brothers. Each family 
member received their own gift, often their namesake saint’s images. Therefore, 
Johannes’ sister Catharina was sent a picture of St. Catherine, and his brother Mathias 
was sent an image of St. Francis, who held additional importance in the Rauma area 
where the family lived since there had been a Franciscan convent only a couple of 
decades earlier. Johannes also regretted that he had not yet been able to obtain the name
sake saints’ images for his sister Anna and some of his brothers but promised to include 
them as soon as he could obtain them.

The confluence of letter writing and image use forms the context of this article. Letter 
writing was central to Jesuit culture: it had multiple meanings not only for sending infor
mation and news, which could be collected and edited for recirculation, but also for the 
mutual support of Jesuit companions. Such letters were collectively produced, copied, 
and disseminated. Letter writing was regulated, and templates (called Formula Scribendi, 
first published in 1548 but revised several times before 1578) were issued to be followed 

26Klint, Om Romerska, ff. 209v-211.
27Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
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in Jesuit correspondence.28 Images, too, of both biblical scenes and of saints and religious 
stories, were central to Tridentine Catholicism. The use of images and emblems has been 
called one of the defining characteristics of Jesuit culture. Images proliferated in paint 
and in print, and they were used in teaching, in mediation, and in prayer.29 No Jesuit 
was untouched by these two elements of communication, written and visualized. It is 
very likely that instructions and model letters and images were given to students in 
Jesuit colleges very early on in their studies to meditate on and take example of. While 
young Johannes was not yet a member of the Society but a student only, he was surely 
made aware of the culture and the aims of the exercises at a very early stage.

The proper role of sacred images – between idolatry and abuse – was a debated topic 
in late sixteenth-century Catholicism, as it was in Lutheranism and even other strands of 
Protestantism. Jesuit theologians especially understood the making of devout images as 
corresponding to the way the Deus Artifex fashioned Christ Jesus into the divinely human 
imago Dei that could be observed and understood by human senses, hearts, and minds. 
The image of the Divine was a good thing, since it had been made by God in the incar
nation of Christ, therefore it was a good thing also for the human faithful. For many 
Jesuits, devotional prayer always entailed visualizing the image of Jesus and the Saints 
by recourse to secondary images – either as physical pictures, statues, and painting or 
prints, as the imagined images were created in the minds of the faithful by verbal descrip
tions.30 Johannes’ letter, too, attempted to use both the pictorial images and the verbal 
descriptions in this way.

The Council of Trent decreed that honor and veneration were due to the images of 
Christ, the Virgin Mary, and all the saints, but that there was no divinity in them as 
such. A number of Jesuits elaborated the council’s simple decree by emphasizing that 
though the images (or indeed the saints) were not divine in themselves, they represented 
the divine and stood in its place – both in the humans’ supplication to God and in God’s 
grace toward the humans. They were not the target but the medium of understanding the 
divine, and as such, a medium for the veneration of the divine. As the medium for human 
understanding and the representative of the divine, sacred images gained agency from the 
actions of the faithful.31

Similarly, the printed images in Johannes’ letter were presented not merely as remind
ers of the things they represented – as would have been the Lutheran dogma – but as 
material objects that had agency in themselves: this is even present in the word the 
letter uses for the images: beläte. In the late sixteenth century, beläte was still used to 
mean simply an image, but it was increasingly used in biblical language where it 

28Formula Scribendi can be found in Institutum Societatis Iesu, vol. 3, 41–45; Annick Delfosse, “La correspondance jésuite: 
communication, union et mémoire. Les enjeux de la Formula scribendi,” Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique 104:1 (2009): 71– 
114, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1484/J.RHE.3.199; Paul Nelles, “Jesuit Letters,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jesuits, ed. Ines G. 
Županov (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190639631.013.3; Camilla Russell, Being a 
Jesuit in Renaissance Italy: Biographical Writing in the Early Global Age (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2022), 
6–7, note 13.

29Walter S. Melion, “Introduction: The Jesuit Engagement with the Status and Functions of the Visual Image,” Jesuit Image 
Theory, ed. Walter S. Melion, Karl A. E. Enenkel, and Wietse de Boer (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 1–49, esp. 7.

30Melion, “Introduction,” 4–6.
31See the Council of Trent’s twenty-fifth session’s decree “On The Veneration, Invocation, and Relics, of Saints and on 

Sacred Images,” The Canons and Decrees of the Sacred and Oecumenical Council of Trent, ed. and trans. J. Waterworth 
(London: Dolman, 1848), 232–89.; Wietse De Boer, “The Early Jesuits and the Catholic Debate about Sacred Images,” 
Jesuit Image Theory, , 53–73.
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gained somewhat distinct meanings for the way all humans were created. Christ specifi
cally was born as an image of God (Luther’s use of Gottes bilde or Ebenbild, respectively), 
but the term also was used more generally for images or statues worshipped as false gods. 
It also meant the specific likeness between parents and offspring. With the exception of 
Christ and occasionally the Holy Spirit as likenesses of God, the meaning of beläte 
became increasingly somewhat dismissive, hinting at error and idolatry. Nevertheless, 
it still included an idea that the image possessed or was thought to possess power in 
itself, to influence, to prove knowledge or kinship, and at times, to act. And as in “like
ness,” “beläte” also invokes the idea of similarity and imitation between the depiction and 
the depicted.32 In this sense, Johannes’ use of beläte seems to have come very close to the 
Jesuit use of the various sub-genres of image, especially similitudo and simulachrum, 
which the Jesuits lifted up as mimetic instruments best suited to expounding, within 
the limits of human capacity, the religious experience in mediation and devotion.33

Johannes made a similar interpretation of the images he sent. He told his father to take 
an image of St. Matthew, of the Virgin Mary, or “any other saint he preferred.”34 The 
chosen saint would have the ability to make him know God better, bring about repen
tance, and make the said saints pray to God for him if he kept the images within his 
psalm book and lifted them before his eyes. Johannes also instructed his brother 
Mathias (in addition to having St. Francis’ example) to “take several of the images that 
he liked and to give himself to their power so that they would pray to God for him to 
believe in them.”35 The image was in Johannes’ text a direct connection to the saints 
themselves, capable of action, capable of giving faith, but still active only if deliberately 
used by the one seeking belief and knowledge.

Bodies described and depicted

The way Johannes used both the physical pictorial images and their verbal descriptions 
likely enforced each other – the ekphrasis is often succinct but goes directly into what the 
viewer was supposed to see in the printed picture.

The details that Johannes wanted his readers to notice were often physical and bodily. 
Johannes’ brother Mathias was given an image of St. Francis “seeing in his prayer Christ’s 
[body on the] Cross in the sky, with wounds through his hands, feet, and side as is well 
shown in the likeness.”36 Johannes instructed his father to “take this image of Johannes 
Chrysostom as his patron, and look at his life, and the stone that he had in his hand, with 
which he hit his breast all night until bad desires left him.”37 While the images that 
Johannes says he sent were not included in Klint’s manuscript, versions of both topics 
abound in Reformation and Baroque era art and print. Johannes’ verbal description 

32Svenska Akademiens Ordbok, Svenska Akademien, Lund 2025, “beläte” (cited 2.8.2024). https://www.saob.se/artikel/? 
seek=bel%C3%A4te&pz=6

33Melion, “Introduction,” 4–6.
34“och andra, huilka honom lyster,” Klint, Om Romerska ff. 207v–8.
35“taga flere dhem honom synes och befalle sig wtij dheres wåld, att te willia bedia för honom, dhem wige aldzmech: God 

du han wille tro på dem.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 208.
36“S: Franciscani Belett, som såg wthj bönorne Christi Kors Uti Himmelen igenom Hender och fötter och sijda såårar som 

weel synes utj beletten.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 208.
37“Johannis Chrysostomos Belete till sitt patron, och se huru han hafver giort emedan han hafwer lefwat, Nembligen: 

Steenet dhem som han hade Wtij sinne hand, medh huilcken han slog sig i Brystett hela natten igenom, til thes 
Ondh begettelse werde sig ifrån honom.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
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points less to St. Johannes Chrysostomos, Archbishop of Constantinople, and more 
clearly to St. Jerome, of whom there were numerous pictorial versions available with a 
stone in one hand and a skull nearby. Johannes’ version was probably a relatively 
cheap black and white woodcut or copper print of the kind that still abound on the 
market. They all share an intense mix of physical and spiritual experience, of bodily 
suffering, and of the human and the overpowering force of the divine when revelation 
finally strikes.

Jesuit letters in general often referred to a visual stimulus or vision, which was 
thought to lead to a conviction of the heart. This is reminiscent of the meditative 
guidance in St. Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises.38 Johannes seems to have fol
lowed the example – or even a template – but taken enough personalizing liberties to 
make mistakes in identifying his images. The result was that the letter produced vivid, 
masculine, mobile, and physically striking, even violent bodily images of religious 
experience. The evoked images in Johannes’ letter were often gruesome and violent, 
yet Johannes encouraged his father and brother to meditate, imitate and even identify 
with the experiences that seem to have been specifically chosen for them with the 
assurance that this would eventually save their souls. With imitation and identification 
of what the imaged depicted, Johannes’ letter brings the concept of likeness in “beläte” 
a step further. Not only were images the likenesses of saints, but the devotional users 
of the images became the likenesses of the images – and eventually of the saints. Ref
ormation Catholicism, especially as it was mediated by Jesuit teaching and even as it 
was evoked in the midst of familial love and care, was an intensely physical, active, 
and fierce religion.

The ideal bodies of the Catholic Reformation were not still, but active, even in 
meditation, suffering, and submission – at least when they were male. The vivid 
descriptions in the letter were all directed to Johannes’ father and brothers. It has 
been shown elsewhere that following the Jesuit plan for spiritual meditation was 
not, in fact, limited by gender and that, for example, nuns made frequent use of 
Jesuit-inspired practices.39 Johannes’ sisters, however, were left with much more reti
cent instructions: the addresses to his sisters were in general shorter than to his broth
ers and his father, and named no physical activity. Instead, Johannes invoked the 
feminine virtues of emotion, love of one’s parents, and obedience, as he instructed 
his sisters to keep the pictured saints as their patron saints and to live “as our old 
mother taught and told us when she still lived.”40 Nevertheless, mothers abound in 
the letter in other forms, too: Johannes refers to his and his brothers’ late mother, 
the Virgin Mary as the mother of Christ, and the Lutherans who “will not acknowl
edge God’s Church as their mother.” These are all emotional mental images, though 
in this context it seems that the images of mothers were designed to have an emo
tional effect on men rather than women.41

38Russell, Being a Jesuit, 62; Gwynne Plaus, “Francesco Benci and the Origins of Jesuit Neo-Latin Epic,” in Exploring Jesuit 
Distinctiviness: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Ways of Proceeding within the Society of Jesus, ed. Robert Alexander 
Maryks (Boston: Institute of Advanced Jesuit Studies, 2016), 4–24.

39Russell, Being a Jesuit, 14; Silvia Mostaccio, Early Modern Jesuits between Obedience and Conscience during the Generalate 
of Claudio Acquaviva (1581–1615) (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014), 144–47.

40“som wår gambla Mor Lärde och Befalte, medan hon Leffde.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
41“dhe som Gudz forsamling icke kenna för sin moder.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 208
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How to give images agency – bodily practices to share experience

In both the Jesuit understanding of the role and legitimization of sacred images and in 
Johannes’ letter, using the images was of utmost importance since no image worked 
without active use. Therefore, Johannes sent instructions on what to do with the 
prints, where to keep them, how to lift them up and gaze at them, as well as what to 
think and how to meditate when doing so. These instructions portray the close connec
tion between bodily action and spiritual experience. Johannes addressed his father and 
said he should “take this image of the Crucified Christ and have it always before his 
eyes.”42 Mikael, Johannes’ brother, was instructed to “pray for the whole living kin 
every day, which will be possible as soon as he stands up in the morning.”43 Johannes’ 
phrases emphasize the intentionality of looking at the images, and of praying – though 
internally – only after one has properly got up from bed.

While the images attached to Johannes’ letter seem to have depicted violent and 
painful tableaus of sudden conversion, the instructions Johannes sent to his family on 
what they should do with the images and their own bodies were – at least in a physical 
sense – milder and much more practical and designed to be repeated time and again. If 
the instructions of the letter were carried out in practice, the reiteration in the letter 
would be mirrored in reiteration in everyday life: always looking at the image, praying 
every morning, reading the litanies every Friday, confessing one’s sins every month.

The experience of prayer was constructed and guided through these practices: the 
three levels of the encounter of the image and thereby the saint, the process of under
standing those encounters, and the structures and realities emerging from those pro
cesses.44 Prayer was therefore in its embodied materiality not a singular occurrence or 
event but always connected to a past memory and a future expectation. The memories 
and expectations were also shared, forming communal rules for experiencing. The mate
riality and corporeality that emerge in this context are indeed entangled material prac
tices, to use Karen Barad’s phrase, that construct the mental as well as the material 
simultaneously.45

It has been claimed that bodily practices of prayer may well have been meant to order 
and identify confessional cultures and boundaries.46 While Johannes’ letter attempts to 
use bodily action and gesture to transgress confessional identities, it simultaneously 
also defines them. In a wider sense, Johannes’ instructions for the use of the saints’ 
images were prayer and meditation instructions. Early modern prayer was understood 
as a holistic act including not only verbal communication; it was also a physical, 
bodily action that was preferably communal. Therefore, it can arguably be understood 
as one of the bodily practices that can be used as a methodological lens to understand 
religious ordering and early modern changes to it.47 Church liturgies and popular 

42“taga Christi Crucifixs belett, och haffwa dhett altidh för sin ögönen.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
43“att han --- bedia innerligen huar dag för hela wår Skelchte fom Leffua – dett är mögeligit strax han står upp som mor

gonen … ” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 208v.
44Katajala-Peltomaa & Toivo, “Introduction: Religion as Experience”; Sari Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa Maria Toivo, “Three 

Levels of Experience.”
45Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Half Way (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), 55ff.; Riitta Laitinen, Order, Mate

riality and Urban Space in the Early Modern Kingdom of Sweden (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017), 23–24.
46Klymenko, “The Fasting”; Sennefelt, Ordering.
47There is plenty of literature on prayer as a bodily experience, e.g., Alec Ryrie, Being Protestant in Reformation Britain 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 144–99; Karen Harvey & Emily Vine, “Prayer for Family and Friends: The 
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adaptations of prayer in Lutheran Sweden likewise included substantial bodily action: 
liturgical guidelines instructed parishioners to stand up and bow their heads, to recite 
the prayer, and to sing praises afterwards. Prayer books encouraged handholding 
during common prayer. Popular prayers included a considerable amount of touching 
either the things that were prayed for (e.g. cows or sick humans) or representatives of 
the things that were prayed to (church walls, altar cloth, communion bread, and – 
even in a Lutheran context – statues of saints).48 Johannes’ letter was therefore not 
completely alien to the surroundings in which its recipients lived. Nevertheless, it was 
clearly Catholic in its emphasis on saints, and clearly Jesuit in the the-action-with- 
images it advocated.

At the same time, the abundance of gestures may also be part of why the letter was 
included in the manuscript of Om then Romerska Gudstjensten in the first place: through
out the manuscript it makes a point of outward gestures – especially kneeling down and 
lifting up hands – being a Roman Catholic feature of what the Lutheran author deemed 
pretense, distinct from the true Lutheran heart religion. The manuscript draws attention 
to such gestures repeatedly, not just in Johannes’ letter, and it does so both in the text 
itself and in the accompanying drawings in the margins, such as shown in the excerpts 
in Figures 3 and 4. The Swedish Lutheran liturgy had its own bodily gestures, including 
standing up, sitting down, and singing with the priest during church services – but while 
these were considered proper behavior in church and it was hoped that they enhanced 
the religious experience, the clergy were adamant that the gestures in themselves had 
no power.49 In Johannes’ Jesuit-influenced letter the gestures were a medium that gave 
power to the images and the saints represented by the images. But rather than 
marking identities, they were meant to create experiences.

Action and experience across time and space

Johannes’s letter connects spiritual experience not only to bodily action, but also to place 
and time. His father was supposed to have the image of crucifixion “always before his 
eyes,” and other images inside his hymn book.50 Mikael, Johannes’ brother, was 
instructed to read the litany every Friday and to pray for the kin every day by his 
bedside.51 The whole family was urged to pray five times every day and confess their 
sins at the end of every month. Obviously, these were Catholic conventions, but regulat
ing one’s actions according to them would also have meant timing one’s spiritual exer
cises with those of Catholic Christianity – and Johannes himself.

Body and Religion in Eighteenth-Century Britain,” The Historical Journal 67 (2024), 406–29, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0018246X24000086; Iryna Klymenko, “The Fasting of Others: Constructing Interreligious Boundaries through Bodily 
Practices in Christian Discourses around 1600,” Historical Studies on Central Europe 2, no. 2 (2022): 60–75, doi.org/ 
10.47074/HSCE.2022-2.05; See also Karin Sennefelt, Ordering Identification. Migrants, Material Culture and Social 
Bonds in Stockholm, 1650–1720 (London: Routledge 2018).

48Jyrki Knuutila, “Liturgisen yhdenmukaistamisen toteutuminen Suomessa reformaatiokaudella 1537–1614,” Suomen kirk
kohistoriallisen seuran vuosikirja 77 (1987): 9–40; Pentti Laasonen, Luterilaisuus Rooman ja Geneven välissä (Helsinki: 
Suomen kirkkohistoriallinen Seura, 1998), 73; Göran Malmstedt, Bondetro och Kyrkoro. Religiös mentalitet i stormaktsti
dens Sverige (Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2002), 145–50; Raisa Maria Toivo, “Prayer and the Body in Lay Religious 
Experience in Early Modern Finland,” in Histories of Experience in the World of Lived Religion (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2022), 115–38, DOI https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92140-8_5.

49Knuutila, “Liturgisen yhdenmukaistamisen,” 9–40; Laasonen, Luterilaisuus, passim.
50“altidh för sin ögönen.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
51Klint, Om Romerska, f. 208v.
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Johannes’ instructions seem to reflect the wish to reach across time and space. The 
epistolary practices and their aim in creating a union of hearts and of mutual consolation 
are present already in the very salutation of his letter: “My very warm and heartfelt wishes 
for your health in God! Now that I have the first opportunity to write, I rejoice in the Lord 
as if my soul was with you.”52 While otherwise a common style of expression, the end of 
the greeting crystallizes the thought that the letter – its contents as well as the actual 
writing of it – could not only convey descriptions of or guidelines for experiences over 
distances but, as those guidelines were followed and similar acts were performed by 
the sender as well as the recipients of the letter at certain times, they could bridge the 
distance and have similar joint experiences. Johannes could – or said he hoped he 
could – reach his family members on the other side of Europe and rejoice with them 
through his letters.

Letter writing was an active adaptation of Jesuit meditation. As Camilla Russell points 
out, Jesuits needed simultaneously to cross administrative and legal boundaries between 

Figure 3. Praying on bended knees and upheld hands (Bedia med Knäfall och Upretta Hender) … J. P. 
Klint, Om then Romerska Gudstjensten, f. 172-172v. (Alvin data base https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/ 
view.jsf?pid=alvin-record%3A12519&dswid=5804). Public domain Deed – Public Domain Mark 1.0 
Universal – Creative Commons Alvin – J. P. Klint om Romerska Gudstjensten (alvin-portal.org). Licens
ing of the work: Public Domain Mark (No Known Copyright).

52“Min ganska wenlig och herlig Helssa först med Gud! Effter then jag först tilfelle att Skrifwa ider till, är iag ganska glad 
och Fröger mig wtij Herranom, som iag sielest war tilstädes hos ider.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 207v.
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regions and countries and to be and feel united, close, and simultaneous. There was a 
desire for proximity, and the transformational project of converting everyone and every
thing to Catholicism provided the means.53 The Jesuit society was, in a sense, formed by 
letters and autobiographical writing and, at the same time, those letters and their writers 
formed its body. This could be compared to the way bees form a hive: though made up of 
its individual members, the hive is united and whole, and it is the hive alone that gives the 
individual bees their purpose and identity. This common Jesuit body was not merely a 
metaphorical one, but also very tangibly embodied by constantly referring to a connec
tion between the physical bodies of the various individual members of the society, and 
the society itself. This was reinforced in the foundational texts of the society, especially 
in the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises.54

The point of letter writing for the Jesuits was, as noted in the society’s Constitution, to 
move towards the union of hearts.55 In the early modern period, hearts held a central 
place in the language of faith and religion, but the emphasis on the union had a more 
specific meaning for Jesuits – the idea that faith and religious conviction could be pro
duced across time and space through letters. The letters were supposed to provide com
munication and practical help both laterally and hierarchically in the society, and a 
“mutual consolation and edification in our Lord.” The letters should, therefore, create 
the same feelings in the bodies of fellow Jesuits, that is, the individual members of the 

Figure 4. Praying on bended knees and upheld hands (Bedia med Knäfall och Upretta Hender) … J. P. 
Klint, Om then Romerska Gudstjenesten, f. 172-172v. (Alvin data base https://www.alvin-portal.org/ 
alvin/view.jsf?pid=alvin-record%3A12519&dswid=5804). Public domain Deed – Public Domain Mark 
1.0 Universal – Creative Commons Alvin – J. P. Klint om Romerska Gudstjensten (alvin-portal.org). 
Licensing of the work: Public Domain Mark (No Known Copyright).

53Russell, Being a Jesuit, 9, 62.
54St. Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola (Cosimo Inc. 2007, English translation originally 

published 1914); Russell, Being a Jesuit, 7; John W. O’Malley, Saints or Devils Incarnate (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 57.
55Constitutiones Societatis Iesu, ed. Arturo Codina and Dionisio Fernández Zapico, 4 vols. (Rome: Monumentum Historicum 

Societatis Iesu, 1934–48).
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whole Jesuit body. The same idea, a union and support of hearts, was important in both 
the Constitutions and the Exercises, as well.56

This idea of Jesuit community is reminiscent of the medieval ideas that Barbara 
Newman has identified using the concept of coinherence which was popular in mystical 
Catholicism of the nineteenth century. Coinherence or “being-with-in-one-another” was 
a way of explaining the Trinity used by medieval Catholic theologians, in which the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are each three separate entities and one and the 
same thing. Being one and the same thing, they also possessed the same consciousness, 
so their thoughts, intentions, and actions are one while also being separate.57 This is close 
to how the Jesuit communal body, as Russell describes it, formed itself: it consists of sep
arate and individual but united parts of the same whole. While the Jesuits would not have 
compared themselves to the Holy Trinity, it was the divine powers that made this pos
sible. While humans were fallible and incapable of knowing either each other’s innermost 
thoughts or the divine will, God would know it. And being one with Him, the holy saints 
would also know it. Being one with the holy saints, good Jesuits would be able to share in 
it – not as humans, but through the actions of the divine, humans could share in the 
knowledge of the divine and each other.

Johannes seems himself like a miniature model of the globally operating Jesuit com
munity, being geographically far away from his family, yet needing to be one with them. 
His needs were essentially the same as those of the whole company of Jesuits. So were his 
methods. Johannes’ reach across time and place, like that in the coinherent divinity, made 
use of the cosmological structures of divine and saintly aid. He instructed his younger 
brother Mathias to “give himself up to the power of the Saints, so that they would 
want to pray to God for him.”58 Similarly, his father was instructed to look at the 
saints’ images to learn to know God better. Johannes said he himself prayed that the 
saints would not let his father pollute their home. These phrases suggest that Johannes 
thought humans could gain connection via the divine. The togetherness or even same
ness therefore extended across hours, days, or distances, though not directly in this geo
graphical world, but rather by being cosmologically out of time and place in the world of 
the eternal and omnipresent.

Johannes’ letter sent to his at least partly Lutheran family was meant to transfer expe
rience even across confessional lines – the experience it was supposed to transfer was at 
least partly that of conversion or at least religious conviction. What this meant depends 
on whether we look at Johannes’ letter as an example of Jesuit culture or as an example of 
how Protestant critiques thought of Jesuit culture. In the latter context, the letter is a 
means of communicating between a son in Catholic Rome and his family in Protestant 
Sweden – it includes what the Lutherans would have termed devious and forceful means 
of proselytizing, but in itself it is just a letter that could be copied, edited, and even made 
fun of, because essentially any promise of divine communication it held was empty. It 
was merely matter. Understood as an example of Jesuit letter writing and image 
culture, the letter itself becomes a medium that creates a spiritual and bodily connection 
between the sender, the recipient, and the divine. It held the possibility of both 

56Russell, Being a Jesuit, 7–8.
57Barbara Newman, The Permeable Self: Five Medieval Relationships (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021), 

esp. chapter 2.
58“och befalle sig uthj dhered wåldh, att we willia bedia för honom, dhem xxx almech. Gud.” Klint, Om Römerska, f. 208.
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“rejoic[ing] in the lord as if my soul was with you” with which Johannes began his letter, 
and the promise of “Lord helping me back to you again so I can teach you better,” as 
Johannes promised to his brother after first telling him to teach his other brothers.59

The result was a specific type of inter-corporeal experience, one that can be transferred 
through bodily simulation even when that simulation takes place in a different time and 
space.

Conclusion

The letter attributed to Johannes Jussoila was from a Jesuit student to his family at home, 
from Rome across the continent, to Rauma. It was obviously not a Jesuit letter in any real
istic way – Johannes was not a Jesuit, merely a student, and he did not write to other 
Jesuits but to his family. The letter was nevertheless clearly influenced by Jesuit 
culture. It was meant not only to mediate but also to transfer and share experiences. 
The letter simultaneously personalizes general experience through personally instructed 
bodily practices and seeks to share personal experiences through divine omnipresence.

The body and physicality appear in the letter in three different roles. First, there are the 
bodies of saints depicted in the images, which are now accessible only via the written 
descriptions in Johannes’ letter. Even the written ekphrasis paints them as violent and 
painful images of active suffering to approach God and the overpowering force of the 
divine in religious revelation. The body is central to describing true religious experience.

On the second level, the letter includes bodily and physical instructions on what to do 
with the images: how to look at them, where to keep them, and when to pray with them. 
The body is a central medium in creating the desired experience.

On the third level, the letter itself, sent to the other end of Europe with its instructions 
to reiterate the same or similar bodily acts and gestures, with the same or similar religious 
images at times that were mentally, if not according to a literal clock, the same, was meant 
to create essentially the same religious experience which sender and recipient could expe
rience together and share. The sought-for experience was essentially one of communica
tion with the divine who knew everyone’s soul – and if successful, the experience would 
allow the faithful to communicate through the divine. While the body was in one sense 
firmly rooted in physical time and space, it also became a part of communication across 
time, space, and cosmological order.

This mirrors thoughts that were commonly shared across religious divides at the time 
on both early modern prayer and early modern experience. Prayer was understood as a 
holistic act including not only verbal communication; it was also a physical, bodily action 
that was preferably communal. Nevertheless, the role of the body in transferring experi
ence was also what changes when the letter is interpreted either as part of Jesuit letter 
writing context or as material for Protestant anti-Catholic propaganda – which is the 
context in which it has survived to the present day. If it is read as an example of what 
Protestants sought to criticize in Catholicism, the corporeal gestures of the images 
exposed the exteriority and hypocrisy of Catholicism. In the Jesuit context, the evoked 
images in Johannes’ letter are gruesome and violent, yet they seem to have been 
thought of as desirable and worthy of imitation at least mentally. These were the 

59“Till dess Gudwarder migh hielp andh till idher igenn, så will iag lära idher better.” Klint, Om Romerska, f. 208v.
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experiences that had the ability to save souls, if Johannes’ letter is read as an example of a 
new and enthusiastic Jesuit student.

Johannes’ letter therefore presents a combination of personalizing general experience 
through bodily practices and the sharing of a personal experience through connecting it 
to the divine omnipresence, which was the characteristic structure of the early modern 
understanding of how faith and religious conviction were manifested.
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