5: Religious Prose
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Figure: West Saxon Gospels, BL Royal 1 A XIV f. 83 (detail; PD British Library)

Key Questions
▶

What sorts of religious prose writings survive?

▶

What place did the Bible assume in Anglo-Saxon culture?

▶

In what physical/codicological form was biblical content
transmitted?

▶

What parts of the Bible were translated?

▶

What motivations and concerns can we discern behind these
translations?

▶

What role did the cult of saints play in medieval worship?

▶

What is the history behind the veneration of saints?

▶

What was the typical format of a saint’s life?

▶

What are we to make of Bede’s account of the conversion of Edwin of
Deira?

Religious Prose Genres
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

Homilies
Laws (secular and ecclesiastical)
Charters and records
Saints’ lives (incl. Gregory’s Dialogues)
Biblical translation: Hexateuch, historical books, Psalms, Gospels
Learning: Soliloquies, Boethius, computistics, Ælfric’s Grammar
(Historiography: Orosius, Bede, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle)
Precepts: Pastoral Care, Benedictine Rule, Rule of Chrodegang
Liturgy and catechesis: directions, prayers, creeds
(Medical texts, recipes, charms, prognostics)
Dialogues: Solomon and Saturn, Adrian and Ritheus
Marvels: Wonders of the East, Letter of Alexander to Aristotle
Romance: Apollonius of Tyre
Letters, tracts, and admonitions
(Notes and scribbles)

Part I: Biblical Prose

The Translation Dilemma: Ælfric, Preface to Genesis

“

Ælfric the monk humbly greets ealdorman Æthelweard. You
have asked me, sir, to translate the Book of Genesis from Latin
into English for you. At the time, it seemed to me a difficult
thing to grant you, and you said then that I needed translate no
more of the book than up to Isaac, son of Abraham, because
someone else had translated the book for you from Isaac to the
end.
Now it seems to me, sir, that that task is very dangerous for
myself or any other person to undertake, because I fear that if
some foolish person reads the book, they will think that they
may now live under the new law as did the patriarchs who lived
in the time prior to the establishment of the old law, or as
people lived under the law of Moses.

”

The Translation Dilemma: Ælfric, Preface to Genesis

“

I once knew that a priest, who was my teacher at the time,
owned the Book of Genesis and he was able to understand
Latin in part. Then he said concerning the patriarch Jacob that
he had four wives: two sisters and their two servant girls. He
was quite right, but he did not know, nor did I at the time, how
big a difference there is between the old law and the new. In
the beginning of this world, brothers took their sisters to wife,
and sometimes fathers begot children by their own daughters,
and many had several wives by which to increase the
population. And it was not possible at first to marry except
among one’s relations. If anyone would want to live in that way
now, after Christ’s coming, the way people lived prior to or
under the law of Moses, that person is not a Christian, nor
indeed is he worthy that any Christian eat with him.

”

The Translation Dilemma: Ælfric, Preface to Genesis

“

When unlearned priests understand some little part of the
Latin books, they immediately think that they can be famous
teachers, but nevertheless they do not know the spiritual sense
of it and how the old law was a sign of things to come, or how
the New Testament after Christ’s incarnation was the fulfilment
of all those things concerning Christ and his elect which the
Old Testament prefigured.

”

Biblical Translations
Book
Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges
Kings
Judith
Esther
Maccabees
Job
Psalms
Gospels

Author
Ælfric + anonymous
anonymous
anonymous
Ælfric + anonymous
anonymous
Ælfric + anonymous
Ælfric
Ælfric
Ælfric
Ælfric
Ælfric
Ælfric
several anon.
several anon.

Extent and Nature
close, complete
1–35 out of 40, fairly close
selective from most of 27
selective
loosely translated selections
1–12, 21–24 out of 24 fairly close
2–16 out of 21 in varying detail
highly selective retelling
fairly complete retelling
highly selective retelling
fairly close, selected passages
close translation of key parts
close translations and glosses
close, complete

Role of the Bible in Early Medieval Culture: Liturgy
Scriptural Readings
▶

First:
▶
▶
▶
▶

▶

“

Old Testament
Epistles
Acts
Apocalypse

Second: Gospels (pericope)
DOMINICA XVII POST PENTECOSTEN [~ September]
Ibat Iesus in ciuitatem que uocatur Naim, et reliqua. [Lc 7:11]
Ure drihten ferde to sumere byrig seo is gehaten Naim, ⁊ his
gyngran samod ⁊ genihtsum meniu.

”

The Liturgical Year in Simplified Outline
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Scriptural Emphases by Liturgical Event

Christmas Early gospel chapters;
Prophets
Easter
Late gospel chapters;
Prophets;
Binding of Isaac;
Red Sea crossing
Pentecost Acts

Role of the Bible in Early Medieval Culture: Liturgy
Divine Office
▶

Matins, Lauds
▶ Psalms in range 1–108

▶

Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, Compline
▶ Psalms in range 109–150

Elements:
▶

Versicles

▶

Psalms

▶

Prayers

▶

Antiphons

▶

Readings (esp. Matins, incl. lectio continua of biblical books)

▶

Blessings

▶

Responsories

Role of the Bible in Early Medieval Culture: Law

“

(More on February 4th)
Dryhten wæs sprecende ðas word to Moyse ⁊ þus cwæð: ‘Ic
eom dryhten ðin God. Ic ðe utgelædde of Egipta londe ⁊ of
hiora ðeowdome. Ne lufa ðu oþre fremde godas ofer me. […]’
Siððan ðæt þa gelamp, þæt monega ðeoda Cristes geleafan
onfengon, þa wurdon monega seonoðas geond ealne
middangeard gegaderode, ⁊ eac swa geond Angelcyn, siððan
hie Cristes geleafan onfengon, halegra biscepa ⁊ eac oðerra
geðungenra witena. Hie ða gesetton, for ðære mildheortnesse
þe Crist lærde, æt mæstra hwelcre misdæde þætte ða
weoruldhlafordas moston mid hiora leafan buton synne æt
þam forman gylte þære fiohbote onfon, þe hie ða gesettan. […]
Ic ða ælfred cyning þas togædere gegaderode ⁊ awritan het,
monege þara þe ure foregengan heoldon, ða ðe me licodon; ⁊
manege þara þe me ne licodon ic awearp mid minra witena
geðeahte, ⁊ on oðre wisan bebead to healdanne.
(Liebermann, Gesetze, 1.26–46)

Role of the Bible in Early Medieval Culture: Law
(More on February 4th)

“

The Lord spoke to Moses and said, ‘I am the Lord your God. I
led you from the land of the Egyptians and out of their
servitude. Do not love other, foreign gods before me. […]’
After it happened that many nations received the faith of
Christ, many synods of bishops and other pious wise men were
called throughout the world, and also among the English, after
they received the faith of Christ. On account of the mercy that
Christ taught, they then determined that secular lords would
thenceforth with their permission and without sin be able to
collect a fine, which they also determined, for most crimes. […]
Then I, King Alfred, gathered these [laws] together and ordered
them to be written down, many of those which our forefathers
held, which pleased me; and many of those that did not please
me I threw out by the advice of my council, and instructed to
be held in a different manner.

”

Latin Bibles in Manuscript Form

“

[S]eventy-three of the ninety biblical manuscripts of
Anglo-Saxon provenance extant from the period are (or were
once part of) gospel-books.
(Marsden, “Biblical Manuscripts,” 408)

▶

Part-bibles
▶ Groupings of books
▶ Gospel books
▶ Pentateuchs, Hexateuchs, Prophets…
▶ Individual books

▶

Liturgical volumes
▶ Lectionaries: just the passages used in Mass/Office
▶ Missals: all texts used in Mass
▶ Breviaries: all texts used in the Office

▶

Complete bibles rarely!

”

Latin Bibles Extant from Anglo-Saxon England
Complete bibles
Part-bibles (OT):
Pentateuch
Maccabees
Wisdom Books
Prophets
Part-bibles (NT):
Gospel Books
Acts
Pauline Epistles
Total

6 (including 4 fragments)
2 (both fragments)
1 (fragment)
1
2 (both fragments)
73 (including 17 fragments)
2
2 (one a fragment)
89 (including 27 fragments)

Table: Latin biblical MSS from Anglo-Saxon England, after Marsden

For comparison, 7 copies of the West Saxon Gospels survive, plus one full
OE gospel gloss (Lindisfarne) and one of Matthew (Rushworth).

Marsden’s Estimates for Actual Numbers

Up to c. 850:
▶

300 gospel books

▶

600–1000 other part-bibles

▶

40–50 complete bibles

→ Total: 1000–1500 volumes
At least as many in 850–1066.
Vernacular items never surpassed an auxiliary status.

Part II: Maccabees

Historical Context

▶

Alexander the Great initiates Hellenization s. iv bce

▶

Judea becomes part of the Seleucid Empire after 200 bce

▶

Antiochus IV enforces violent Hellenization 175 bce ff.

▶

Successful revolt against religious persecution 175–c. 166 bce

▶

Led by Judah “Maccabeus” (“the Hammer”) and his brothers

▶

Attempts to liberate Jews elsewhere c. 166ff.

▶

Maccabees establish Judea’s Hasmonean dynasty, governing Israel as
a semi-autonomous province of the Seleucid Empire 140–63

▶

Client kingdom of Rome 63 bce ff.

The Books of Maccabees
I Maccabees
▶

Composed in Hebrew, extant in Greek

▶

Later s. ii bce

▶

Covers oppression under Antiochus and revolt, 175–134 bce

▶

Focus on Mattathias and his sons

▶

Religious tone neutral-Judaic: neither Sadducee nor overtly
Pharisaic

II Maccabees
▶

Composed in Greek

▶

c. 124 bce

▶

Revision of first half of I Maccabees

▶

Religious tone Pharisaic
▶ Resurrection

Ælfric’s Maccabees: Pharisaism and Christianity

“

The Second Book tells us that [some Maccabees] took spoil,
and wickedly hid it, in their bosoms, of the devilish offerings,
against God’s law; and they all fell there that hid the spoil, slain
in the battle. And their comrades found the spoil in their
bosoms, and said that God Himself manifested their sin, and
praised God’s doom, who discovered their secrets. Judas then
gathered a good deal of spoil […] and sent to Jerusalem to offer
for their sins for the release of the souls of them that were there
slain, understanding religiously concerning the resurrection of
us all. Excepting he believed that they, after long delay, would
arise from death, they who there were slain, otherwise he
offered in vain his offering. But he verily considered that they
that with true religion in death shall decease, that they with
the Lord shall have the happiest gift in the true life. It is a holy
thought, and religious to pray for those who are departed, that
they may be released from sins.
(Skeat ll. 459–480)

”

Ælfric’s Maccabees: Tropology in the Dietary Laws

“

“

And the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying: Say to the
children of Israel: These are the animals which you are to eat of
all the living things of the earth. Whatsoever hath the hoof
divided, and cheweth the cud among the beasts, you shall eat.
But whatsoever cheweth indeed the cud, and hath a hoof, but
divideth it not, as the camel, and others, that you shall not eat,
but shall reckon it among the unclean.
(Lv 11:1–4)
Those beasts are clean that cleave their claws, and chew their
cud; they betoken the believers in God’s congregation, who
with belief receive the Old Testament and Christ’s ordinance,
that is, the old law and the New Testament, and chew God’s
(Skeat ll. 55–60)
commands ever with meditation.

”
”

Ælfric’s Attitude Towards the Jews

“

The Jews were the dearest to God in the old law, because they
alone honoured the Almighty God with worship continually;
until Christ, God’s son, was Himself conceived of human
nature, of the Jewish kin, of Mary the maiden, without human
father. Then would not some (of them) believe that He was
Very God, but laid snares for His life, even as He Himself
permitted. There were however many good men of that nation,
both in the old law, and eke in the new, patriarchs and
prophets, and holy apostles, and many thousands that follow
Christ, although some remain froward until now. They shall,
however, all finally believe, but there shall perish too many, in
the period between, for their hardheartedness against the
heavenly Saviour.
(Skeat ll. 513–529)

”

Heavenly Horsemen

“

It saith in the Second Book of Maccabees thus; that Timotheus,
who before fled at the ford from Judas, that he again gathered a
second army to him, and wished with weapons to subdue the
Jews, and came then with an army, ready to fight; and
Machabeus the bold cried to God, and his fellows also, praying
for help. They went then from the city, emboldened by God,
and they fought together firmly with weapons. Lo! then
wonderfully came five angels from heaven, riding on horses
with golden apparel, and twain of the angels on both sides of
Judas were fighting, and eke defended him; and they all five
fought on the side of Judas, shooting their arrows and fiery
lightnings on the heathen people, till they, lying-down, died,
twenty thousand men, and six hundred [horsemen] slain.
(Skeat ll. 481–497)

”

Heavenly Horsemen

“

Heliodorus then intended to take the treasures, but there was
seen a manifest wonder of God, so that his comrades fell down
without strength, and overcome with fright, suddenly, through
God’s power. And there came riding a terrible rider, and with
him journied two shining angels, with wonderful appearance,
as he was himself adorned. And the heavenly horse, that the
archangel sat on, soon threw down the venturous Heliodorus,
and the two angels tartly beat him, standing on both sides of
him, till he lay still, without hope of his life; he, who before,
with threatening and with much splendour, pressed into the
(Skeat ll. 769–781)
temple.

”

Heavenly Horsemen

“

If any one now should wonder how it might happen that angels
should ride on apparelled horses, then let him know soothly
that everywhere say to us the holy books of God, that may not
be false, that angels oft came certainly to men as riding upon
horses, even as we have here related.
(Skeat ll. 508–513)

”

Elephants

“

Eupator, Antiochus’ son, gathered his army far and near, and
sent a hundred thousand of marching men, and twenty
thousand of mounted men, and thirty elephants, all tamed, and
trained to war with wonderful craft. Five hundred mounted
men went with each elephant, and on each elephant was a
war-house built, and in each war-house were thirty men,
fighting with craft and going with eagerness. (Skeat ll. 554–563)

”

Elephants

“

To some men it will seem strange to hear this, because that
elephants have never come to England. An elephant is an
immense beast, greater than a house, all surrounded with
bones, within the skin, except at the navel, and he never lies
down. Four and twenty months goeth the mother with foal;
and three hundred years they live, if they be not crippled; and
man may tame them wonderfully for battle. The whale is of all
fishes greatest, and the elephant is of all beasts greatest, but
nevertheless man’s skill may tame them. The heathen then
went to the battle swiftly, and with mulberries emboldened the
elephants, because mulberries are to them the pleasantest of
food.
(Skeat ll. 564–576)

”

Elephants

“

There was a very terrible army of the heathen men, but
nevertheless Judas went against them with war, and slew there
soon six hundred men; and one of his comrades, Eleazar he
hight, ran to an elephant that was the most excellent there,
weened that the king was in the war-house that he bare. He ran
with drawn sword through the midst of the band, and slew ever
on both sides, so that they fell dying, until he came to the
elephant, and went under him, pricked (him) then at the navel,
so that they both lay there, each one the other’s slayer.
(Skeat ll. 577–587)

”

Elephants: Germanic Parallels

“

Sigurðr and Regin went up onto Gnitaheiðr and discovered
Fáfnir’s tracks there from when he would slither to the water.
Sigurðr dug great pits there along the way and hid in them. But
when Fáfnir slithered down from his gold, he blew poison, and
it landed on Sigurðr’s head. But when Fáfnir slithered across
the pits, Sigurðr stabbed him to the heart with his sword.
(Old Norse Fáfnismál, prose introduction)

“

2822

He on eorðan geseah
þone leofestan lifes æt ende
bleate gebæran. Bona swylce læg,
2825 egeslic eorðdraca ealdre bereafod,
bealwe gebæded.
(Beowulf )

”

”

Elephants: Tolkien’s Derivative

“

In the old days hobbits used to go on their travels now and
again. Not that many ever came back, and not that all they said
was believed: news from Bree, and not sure as Shiretalk, as the
sayings go. But I’ve heard tales of the big folk down away in the
Sunlands. Swertings we call’em in our tales; and they ride on
oliphaunts, ’tis said, when they fight. They put houses and
towers on the oliphauntses backs and all, and the oliphaunts
throw rocks and trees at one another. So when you said ‘Men
out of the South, all in red and gold,’ I said ‘were there any
oliphaunts?’ For if there was, I was going to take a look, risk or
no. But now I don’t suppose I’ll ever see an oliphaunt. Maybe
there ain’t no such a beast.
(Lord of the Rings 4.3)

”

The Typology of Battle

“

In those days he was permitted to defeat his enemies, and
especially the heathen, that were angry against him; and he
was God’s thane, that most often fought against their
conquerors, in defence of their people. But Christ, at His
coming, taught us another thing, and bade us hold peace and
truthfulness ever; and we ought to strive against the cruel
enemies, that is, the invisible ones, and the deceitful devils,
that wish to slay our souls with vices. Against them we should
fight with ghostly weapons. […] The ancient people of God had
to fight then with weapons, and their contest had the
signification of holy men who drive away vices and devils from
them in the New Testament.
(Skeat ll. 684–704)

”

Just War Theory: Ælfric

“

Nevertheless teachers say that there are four kinds of war;
justum, that is, just; injustum, that is, unjust; civile, between
citizens; plusquam civile, between relatives. Justum bellum is
just war against the cruel seamen, or against other peoples that
wish to destroy (our) land. Unjust war is that which comes of
anger. The third war, which comes of contention between
citizens, is very dangerous; and the fourth war, that is between
friends, is very miserable, and endless sorrow.
(Skeat ll. 705–714)

”

Just War Theory: Cicero

“
“
“
“

The first office of justice is to keep one man from doing harm to
another, unless provoked by wrong.
(De officiis 1.7.20)
Those wars are unjust that are undertaken without cause.
(De re publica 3.35)
The only excuse […] for going to war is that we may live in
peace unharmed; and when the victory is won, we should spare
those who have not been blood-thirsty and barbarous in their
warfare.
(De officiis 1.11.35)
There is a limit to retribution and to punishment; or rather, I
am inclined to think, it is sufficient that the aggressor should
be brought to repent of his wrong-doing, in order that he may
not repeat the offence and that others may be deterred from
doing wrong.
(De officiis 1.11.35)

”
”
”
”

Just War Theory: Augustine
▶

“

Augustine’s thought was greatly influenced by Cicero
Peace should be the object of your desire; war should be waged
only as a necessity, and waged only that God may by it deliver
men from the necessity and preserve them in peace. For peace
is not sought in order to the kindling of war, but war is waged in
order that peace may be obtained. Therefore, even in waging
war, cherish the spirit of a peacemaker, that, by conquering
those whom you attack, you may lead them back to the
advantages of peace; for our Lord says: ‘Blessed are the
peacemakers; for they shall be called the children of God.’
(Letter 189 to Boniface)

”

Just War Theory: Augustine

“
“
“

It is the wrongdoing of the opposing party which compels the
wise man to wage just wars. […] Let everyone, then, […]
acknowledge that this is misery.
(City of God 19.7)
Every victory, even though gained by wicked men, is a result of
the first judgment of God, who humbles the vanquished either
for the sake of removing or of punishing their sins.
(City of God 19.15)
Your wishes are bad, when you desire that one whom you hate
or fear should be in such a condition that you can conquer him.
(City of God 4.15)

”
”
”

Just War Theory: Isidore of Seville and Ælfric of Eynsham

▶

Isidore = Cicero + categorization (Etymologies 18.1):

Isidore
iustum
iniustum
ciuile
plusquam ciuile

Ælfric
rihtlic
unrihtlic
betwux ceastergewarum
betwux siblingum

Three Estates

Figure: The Three Estates (public domain / WMC)

▶

Oratores

▶

Bellatores

▶

Laboratores

Three Estates

“

It is, however, to wit, that in this world there are three orders,
set in unity, these are — labourers, beadsmen, soldiers.
Labourers are they who obtain with toil our subsistence;
Beadsmen are they who intercede with God for us; Soldiers are
they who protect our towns, and defend our soil against an
invading army.
(Skeat ll. 812–818)

”

Part III: Saints’ Lives

Sainthood

Relative holiness by association with God
▶

Leviticus 11:45: “You shall be holy, for I am holy”

▶

St Paul’s addressees (agios)

Absolute holiness as evidenced by special accomplishments
▶

Martyrdom

▶

Miracles

Persecution of Christians in the Roman Empire: “Highlights”

ce
64

Emperor
Nero

250
257–258

Decius
Valerian

303
313

Diocletian
Constantine

Action
put Christians to death, possibly scapegoating them for the Great Fire
decreed that all worship the Roman gods
decreed that all Christian clergy perform pagan sacrifices; ordered high-ranking Churchmen killed
decreed that Christians carry out pagan rites
restored full rights to Christian citizens

Responses to the Persecutions
▶

Preservation: records of judicial processes (acta) collected (s. ii)

▶

Veneration: dying-days celebrated as birthdays into the afterlife,
often at the sepulchre (s. ii)

▶

Celebration: more extensive passiones were written (s. ii)

▶

Institutionalization: veneration of martyrs and saints included in
liturgy (ss. iv–v)

▶

Normalization: devout living came to be celebrated alongside
devout dying (esp. after 313)

▶

Utilization: a belief in healing and interceding powers developed

▶

Canonization: establishment of a centralized method of recognition
(1234)

Lost in Translation

Figure: Return of St John Chrysostom to Constantinople (public domain / WMC)

The Cult of Relics

Figure: Charlemagne’s
talisman (public domain /
WMC)

Primary relic
Secondary relic
Tertiary relic

Figure: Arm reliquary
(CC0 WMC user)

Figure: Solar
monstrance
(CC-BY-SA Didier
Descouens)

Part of a saint’s bodily remains
Anything that has been in the possession of, or has
touched, a saint during their lifetime
An object that has touched other relics

Saints’ Lives
▶

Sulpicius Severus’s contemporary Vita sancti Martini (before 397) a
model of Latin saints’ lives

Common Elements
▶

Miracle child

▶

Holy life / imitatio Christi
▶ Humility
▶ Charity
▶ Mortification of the flesh (e.g. fasting)
▶ (s. xiii ff.: voluntary poverty)

▶

Initial refusal of office

▶

Diabolical persecution

▶

Worldly persecution

▶

Lifetime miracles

▶

Postmortem miracles

The Old English Life of St Nicholas

“

“

Eal swa hit geboren wearð ⁊ hit sucende wæs on his modor
breoste, þa wæs he gewune ælce wodnesdæge ⁊ ælce fridæge
þæt he nolde sucan buton æne on dæg ⁊ belaf þonum swa forð
to þam oðrum dæge. Soðlice, be þisum Godes tacn wæs
ateowod hu mære man he gewurþen scolde.
(Treharne, Life of St. Nicholas)
As soon as he was born and was suckling on his mother’s
breast, it was his habit that every Wednesday and every Friday
he would only feed once a day, and he would leave the rest
until the other days. Truly, by this miracle of God, he showed
what a glorious man he would become.

→ Miracle child
→ Holy life
→ Mortification of the flesh

”
”

The Life of St Nicholas (Caxton’s Golden Legend)

“

And when his father and mother were departed out of this life,
he began to think how he might distribute his riches, and not
to the praising of the world but to the honour and glory of God.
And it was so that one, his neighbour, had then three
daughters, virgins, and he was a nobleman: but for the poverty
of them together, they were constrained, and in very purpose to
abandon them to the sin of lechery, so that by the gain and
winning of their infamy they might be sustained. And when
the holy man Nicholas knew hereof he had great horror of this
villainy, and threw by night secretly into the house of the man a
mass of gold wrapped in a cloth. And when the man arose in
the morning, he found this mass of gold, and rendered to God
therefore great thankings, and therewith he married his oldest
(Ellis, Golden Legend, 110–111)
daughter.

”

The Life of St Nicholas (Caxton’s Golden Legend)

“

And a little while after this holy servant of God threw in
another mass of gold, which the man found, and thanked God,
and purposed to wake, for to know him that so had aided him
in his poverty. And after a few days Nicholas doubled the mass
of gold, and cast it into the house of this man. He awoke by the
sound of the gold, and followed Nicholas, which fled from him,
and he said to him: Sir, flee not away so but that I may see and
know thee. Then he ran after him more hastily, and knew that
it was Nicholas; and anon he kneeled down, and would have
kissed his feet, but the holy man would not, but required him
not to tell nor discover this thing as long as he lived.
(Ellis, Golden Legend, 111)

→ Charity
→ Humility
→ Imitatio Christi

”

The Life of St Nicholas (Caxton’s Golden Legend)

“

Then the bishop said to him: Nicholas, servant and friend of
God, for your holiness ye shall be bishop of this place. And sith
they brought him to the church, howbeit that he refused it
strongly, yet they set him in the chair. (Ellis, Golden Legend, 112)

→ Humility
→ Initial refusal of office

”

The Life of St Nicholas (Caxton’s Golden Legend)

“

On a day, as a ship with mariners were in perishing on the sea,
they prayed and required devoutly Nicholas, servant of God,
saying: If those things that we have heard of thee said be true,
prove them now. And anon a man appeared in his likeness, and
said: Lo! see ye me not? ye called me, and then he began to
help them in their exploit of the sea, and anon the tempest
ceased.
(Ellis, Golden Legend, 112)

→ Lifetime miracles

”

The Life of St Nicholas (Caxton’s Golden Legend)

“

And when he was buried in a tomb of marble, a fountain of oil
sprang out from the head unto his feet; and unto this day holy
oil issueth out of his body, which is much available to the
health of sicknesses of many men. (Ellis, Golden Legend, 117)

→ Postmortem miracles

”

Postscript:
Bede on the Conversion of Edwin of Deira

The Conversion of King Edwin of Deira

“

The king, hearing these words, answered that he was both
willing and bound to receive the faith which Paulinus taught;
but that he would confer about it with his chief friends and
counsellors, to the end that if they also were of his opinion,
they might all together be consecrated to Christ in the font of
life. Paulinus consenting, the king did as he said; for, holding a
council with the wise men, he asked of every one in particular
what he thought of this doctrine hitherto unknown to them,
and the new worship of God that was preached.
(Sellar, Ecclesiastical History, 2.13)

”

The Conversion of King Edwin of Deira

“

The chief of his own priests, Coifi, immediately answered him,
‘O king, consider what this is which is now preached to us; for I
verily declare to you what I have learnt beyond doubt, that the
religion which we have hitherto professed has no virtue in it
and no profit. For none of your people has applied himself
more diligently to the worship of our gods than I; and yet there
are many who receive greater favours from you, and are more
preferred than I, and are more prosperous in all that they
undertake to do or to get. Now if the gods were good for
anything, they would rather forward me, who have been careful
to serve them with greater zeal. It remains, therefore, that if
upon examination you find those new doctrines, which are
now preached to us, better and more efficacious, we hasten to
receive them without any delay.’
(Sellar, Ecclesiastical History, 2.13)

”

The Conversion of King Edwin of Deira

“

Another of the king’s chief men, approving of his wise words
and exhortations, added thereafter: ‘The present life of man
upon earth, O king, seems to me, in comparison with that time
which is unknown to us like to the swift flight of a sparrow
through the house wherein you sit at supper in winter, with
your ealdormen and thegns, while the fire blazes in the midst,
and the hall is warmed, but the wintry storms of rain or snow
are raging abroad. The sparrow, flying in at one door and
immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is safe from the
wintry tempest; but after a short space of fair weather, he
immediately vanishes out of your sight, passing from winter
into winter again. So this life of man appears for a little while,
but of what is to follow or what went before we know nothing
at all. If, therefore, this new doctrine tells us something more
certain, it seems justly to deserve to be followed.’
(Sellar, Ecclesiastical History, 2.13)

”
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