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Saints


For millions of people saints provide comfort, hope and inspiration. They act as intercessors between man and God. But what exactly is or was a saint? In this wide-ranging and fascinating book, Giles Morgan examines the history of saints and the development of the notion of sainthood from the earliest days of Christianity through to the present day.


The term saint comes from the Latin word sanctus meaning 'holy'. Many of the first saints were Christian martyrs who died for their faith. In the earliest recorded account of the veneration of a Christian martyr, the followers of St Polycarp gathered his bones or 'relics' together after his martyrdom and placed them at a site where they could be re-visited on the anniversary of his death. This kind of veneration reached its height in the Middle Ages but saints are still important figures today. Modern saints, such as the Martyrs of the Spanish Civil War and the murdered Romanov royal family, and most recently, Mother Teresa, continue to be created.
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‘Hang on St Christopher on the passenger side


open it up tonight the devil can ride’





Tom Waits, Hang On St Christopher
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Introduction











Saints and the concept of sainthood have had a dramatic and lasting impact on society. Their influence can be found in both profound religious contexts and within the secular everyday world in which their cultural presence often goes virtually unnoticed. For many people the saints serve as direct intercessors between themselves and God but it is arguable that, even for those without strong religious beliefs, they form part of an unconscious cultural tradition that is deeply embedded in the collective psyche. Although saints developed from, and are most closely linked to, Christianity there are clear parallels with many of the ideals and values that they represent in other world religions. Even more significantly, it is possible to find fundamentally similar concepts in a range of pre-Christian beliefs and religions. Put simply, the concept of the holy man or woman is an ancient one.


The word ‘saint’ is derived from the Latin term ‘sanctus’ meaning ‘holy’. The earliest recorded saints were very often martyrs who chose to die for their faith during periods of religious persecution. The original meaning of the word ‘martyr’ was ‘witness’. As I intend to argue in later chapters, our understanding of the meaning of these terms has undergone considerable change and development. Where once early Christian communities acclaimed individuals as saints because they had led particularly pious and spiritually devoted lives, today the process by which the Roman Catholic Church creates a saint is far more institutionalised and complex.


The earliest surviving written record of the veneration of an early Christian martyr relates how St Polycarp was prepared to die for his faith in 156 AD. Importantly the document also records that his fellow Christians gathered together his bones, which are referred to as ‘relics’, and placed them at a site where they could revisit them on the anniversary of his death. This is an early example of how Christians would gather together in remembrance of the individual to pray on their behalf. Soon the belief grew that the departed could act as a powerful intercessor between themselves and God. Over time the burial sites of such martyrs would become important shrines and centres of pilgrimage.


Christians would commonly celebrate the dates of death of such early martyrs as feast days rather than, for example, their dates of birth. This was because it was believed that the day of their martyrdom was the day on which they had won their ‘crown’ in heaven and been granted immortality through their selfless devotion to their faith. It has been observed that many aspects of the cults of Christian saints can also be found in pre-Christian traditions. For example, in the ancient Greek world the concept of a patron or localised god or goddess was commonplace. Perhaps most famously, the city of Athens was said to be under the protection of Athena whilst the celebrated sanctuary of Dodoni, close to the border with Albania, lay under the aegis of Zeus. Indeed, the practise of collecting the bones of ancestors together in sacred sites stretches far back into pre-history. At such sites tribal shamans or priests appear to have invoked the spirits of their ancestors as powerful mediators between humanity and their deities.


The spread and development of Christianity in Western Europe also served to create new saints and martyrs prepared to live and die for their faith as they attempted to convert often unwilling and aggressive peoples. In the British Isles, these include St Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland, and St David, patron saint of Wales. However, many other so-called Celtic saints also emerged during this period such as St Aidan who ranks amongst the patron saints of the important early Christian centre of Lindisfarne in Northumberland.


As has been noted, many other religions traditionally revere individuals of particular holiness or sanctity. Islam venerates many of the same figures as Christianity. A notable example is St John the Baptist whose shrine is located within the Ummayad Mosque. There are also similarities between the celebration of Christian saints and figures within Sufism who have important shrines and whose feast days are observed. The title of Mahatma within Hinduism carries many of the same connotations as that of saint.


The veneration of saints in Europe reached something of a pinnacle during the middle ages and this was reflected in the massive popularity of the collection of stories relating the lives of different saints known as The Golden Legend. This written work was compiled by Jacobus de Voragine and served to crystallise the many myths and legends that had become attached to a number of saints. During this same period it became the prerogative of the Holy See rather than localised popular acclaim to delegate the status of saint. Today, Innocent III (c. 1161–1216) is seen as the pope who established the right of the papacy to act as the ultimate authority on the granting of sainthood.


During the often violent upheavals of the Reformation, individuals on both Catholic and Protestant sides who were prepared to die as martyrs for their faith came to be viewed as saints. In England, the deposed monarch King Charles I came to be recognised in some Anglican traditions as a saint because of belief in the divine right of kings to rule.


The veneration of saints was carried to the new world and this often resulted in some unexpected and somewhat bizarre religious hybrids. Slaves in Cuba would merge their traditional beliefs with the cults of the saints to create a form of voodoo known as Santeria. In recent times, saints have continued to be created by different Christian Churches and include martyrs of the Spanish civil war and the murdered Romanov family in Russia.


Today the influence of saints can be found throughout the modern world in such commercial settings as the celebration of St Valentine’s Day and in the role of St Nicholas as Santa Claus or Father Christmas. Their legacy is preserved within place names throughout the world and in their adoption by differing countries, professions and occupations. A study of the lives and varying patronages of saints and of their continuing roles both within the sacred and profane areas of our culture reveals much that is fascinating, admirable, compelling, disappointing and troubling in ourselves.


 





















Early Christian Saints and Martyrs











Saints can be divided into two very broad categories. The first consists of the followers and relatives of Jesus who appear within the New Testament and the second of later post-biblical martyrs and saints. As we will see, the figure of the Virgin Mary has been of particular importance in Christianity and so too have the Holy Apostles. Interestingly, the role of Joseph is less important and the status he has been accorded has been a mixed one. The earliest post-biblical saints were generally martyrs who died for their beliefs under oppressive rulers and, in this chapter, there is a brief and selective survey of their lives and influence on the development of Christianity.








Mary, The Blessed Virgin


As the mother of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary occupies a unique place above that of all other saints. However, there has been controversy amongst Christians over the status that she has historically been accorded. In particular, the Roman Catholic Church has been criticised by Protestant theologians for elevating her to a role that at times seems almost to have eclipsed that of Christ himself. The claim that she was herself entirely without sin has also been disputed. The importance of Mary within Christianity is of particular interest in the context of a strongly patriarchal religion. It could be argued that her popularity as a saint is specifically because of her role as a mother figure. Many pre-Christian religions from a range of cultures featured powerful and important Goddess figures such as Hera, Athena, Artemis, Epona, Sulis and Brigit. It is interesting to note the enthusiasm with which Mary as a sacred mother figure has been embraced and it is arguable that this is because she fulfils an archetypal and ancient role within society.


The early life of Mary is not recorded within the bible but, according to the apocryphal Gospel of James, her father was called Joachim and her mother was named Anne. The story of Mary’s conception and birth has remarkable parallels with that of the birth of Christ. Written in the second century, the Gospel of James relates that Joachim and Anna were an older couple who had been unable to have children. Joachim was said to have been a rich man. When Joachim took a lamb to the temple to offer it as a sacrifice it was rejected because he and his wife had never produced children. This rejection drove Joachim to walk into the desert where he joined some shepherds. Deeply hurt and disconsolate, Joachim experienced a miracle when the Angel Gabriel appeared to him and told him that his wife Anne would bear him a child. Gabriel instructed Joachim to travel to the Golden Gate of the city of Jerusalem where he would meet Anne. Gabriel had also appeared to Anne and told her to meet her husband there. When Joachim arrived Anne was standing under a laurel tree. He greeted her with a kiss and it is said that she then became pregnant with Mary.


As thanks for the miraculous pregnancy, Anne and Joachim agreed that their child would serve God. At the age of three, Mary was taken to the Temple where she stayed amongst other virgins and helped to make clothes for the priests. According to the Gospel of James, the marriage of Joseph and Mary was arranged through divine intervention. The High Priest of the Temple was visited by an angel who instructed him to find a husband for Mary when she was fourteen years of age. Following the words of the angel, the High Priest ordered a group of men to appear before him who were potential suitors and, according to legend, they were told to bring their walking staffs with them. Joseph from the town of Nazareth was a carpenter amongst the group of suitors. When the group was assembled before the High Priest, Joseph’s staff is said to have blossomed miraculously, thereby signifying that he had been chosen by God as Mary’s husband. An alternative version of this tale states that a dove landed on the staff of Joseph as the sign of his divine selection.


The most important event in the life of Mary as related in the New Testament is, of course, the Annunciation. In the Gospel of Luke, the Angel Gabriel is sent by God and appears to the Virgin Mary who is engaged to Joseph and living in the town of Nazareth. Gabriel’s first words to Mary are ‘Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you’(Luke 1:28). He announces that she will conceive a child not by human means but through the Holy Spirit. The words that Gabriel spoke to Mary are the source of the phrase ‘Hail Mary’. Gabriel tells her that the son to whom she will give birth will be called Jesus and that he will be a great king. Mary dutifully accepts the role that has been given to her by God, saying to Gabriel, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord: let it be with me according to your word’ (Luke 1: 38).
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