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Audite insulae; et attendite, populi de longe….


Ecce dedi te in lucem gentium, ut sis salus mea


usque ad extremum terrae.


Isaiah il, 1-6





FOREWORD


by Benedicta Ward, SLG


A people without history


Is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern


Of timeless moments.


T.S. Eliot Four Quartets, ‘East Coker’


The coming of Augustine from Italy to the English in Kent and that of Aidan from Iona to the peoples north of the Humber must be counted among the ‘timeless moments’ which form the pattern of the history of these islands. Their work was recorded in the pages of the incomparable historian, Bede, where their preaching ‘by word and by example’ was presented as the new beginning of Christianity in the alter orbis of Britain.


The mission in the south of England was marked by the zeal of Gregory the Great, whom Bede in his Ecclesiastical History affectionately called ‘our apostle’, the pope who earnestly longed to come to England himself, and who eventually sent the monk Augustine with a band of forty companions. They were motivated not by force or ambition or even converting fervour of a narrow kind but by the flame of charity which desires to communicate the greatest of gifts to others:


They came … bearing as their standard a silver cross and the image of our Lord and Saviour painted on a panel. They … uttered prayers to the Lord … for the salvation of those for whom and to whom they had come.


They spent the first weeks in prayer in the church of St Martin in Canterbury, thus linking themselves with Martin of Tours, the earlier monk-missionary of Gaul. The presence there of Bertha, the Christian queen, and their contact with her pagan husband, Aethelbert, began the link between church and state which was to prove so fruitful for both. A similar pattern can be seen in the North, where Aidan preached and prayed and baptised in close friendship with the kings and queens, and with the same loving care; indeed, he had volunteered to go to the Northumbrians to replace a more stern predecessor, and ‘offer them the milk of simpler teaching’. (Bede, Ecclesiastical History, iii, 5. p. 229)


With such an example of the successful conversion of a nation by love, it is no wonder that Boniface wrote to Jarrow to ask for copies of the works of Bede, whom he called ‘a lantern of the church’, the inspired recorder of the coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England, to help in his preaching, in Germany.


Mr Dales has presented all this and more in his book – which comes most aptly in this anniversary year, one thousand and four hundred years after the coming of Augustine and his companions – setting their work in the context of the earlier contacts with the barbarians by Martin, Patrick, Samson, Gildas, Columba and Columbanus, and of the later work of Boniface and Theodore. It is a study based on careful and accurate scholarship, but presented as a voyage of discovery and a meeting with friends, most of all with Flecker’s


Monks of Rome from their home


Where the blue seas break in foam,


Augustine with his feet of snow.


It is also a book which by exploring the past discerns ways in which this inheritance can illuminate the present, surrounding it with ‘a great cloud of witnesses’.


Benedicta Ward SLG


Oxford 1997
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INTRODUCTION


The celebration in 1997 of the death of St Columba on Iona and the arrival of St Augustine at Canterbury in the summer of 597 draws attention to the remarkable ferment of monastic missionary activity that occurred in Britain at that time. In 1897, William Bright, then Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History and Canon of Christ Church, Oxford, published the third and enlarged edition of his Chapters of Early English Church History to mark the thirteenth centenary of these events. In his preface he pays tribute to the work of Plummer in producing the first critical edition of Bede’s historical works, upon which all subsequent research has rested. It is encouraging to reflect upon the wealth and breadth of writing that has since then shed so much light upon every aspect of English ecclesiastical and general history of the period A.D. 400-800.


These dates are significant for establishing the context of Columba’s and Augustine’s achievements. The end of Roman rule in Britain, and the first stirrings of missionary activity in Gaul, and from Britain to Ireland, took place in about 400, while 800 indicates the outer limit of the sustained missionary activity from England to Germany and the Low Countries, and its absorption into Carolingian church and society.


A cursory examination of the select bibliography at the end of this book, and more detailed reference to the very extensive bibliographies contained in many of the works mentioned there, will indicate the scope and quality of recent historiography. Discoveries in archaeology, palaeography, art, numismatics, and related fields have amplified, elucidated and corroborated the literary texts which remain. These are for the most part well-established in critical editions and competent translations. Their primacy remains undimmed.


The historical value of the literary texts has never been in doubt, and such ordered understanding of the history that there is rests upon them. They are almost entirely ecclesiastical in their origin, and for the most part comprise various forms of hagiography or related material. Since the time of Plummer and Bright there has emerged a much fuller and more sympathetic, if critical, appreciation of this particular genre of writing. There is therefore a fundamental affinity within the material remaining, whether its provenance be British, Irish or Anglo-Saxon. Taken as a whole throughout the period 400-800, it reflects faithfully the multifaceted activity of the Latin church in and around the British Isles, during a period of prolonged upheaval. As such these texts are a partial mirror also of the remarkable social and cultural developments which laid the foundations of England and its church.


It is important to emphasise and accept, however, that whatever the intrinsic historical value of the literature, it was in its original intent theological. This study attempts to give this inherent theology pre-eminence. It is thus an examination of particular people, and the beliefs they shared with those who remembered them, and who caused these texts to be written. The century since Bright wrote has seen the fundamental historical framework confirmed to a remarkable degree. The character and quality of the spiritual and theological vision that motivated the creation of this literature and the activities it describes can now be more securely appreciated.


Hagiographical literature is not, however, without its difficulties. It comes from a remote and singular period when the memory of the Roman era and of the church fathers was ever present. But the conditions that faced the church and its servants were often barbarous and insecure. The tenacity with which Latin Christian culture was maintained is remarkable. Yet this was the hidden stream which nurtured monastic education, missionary activity and the ascetic cultivation of sanctity.


How is sanctity to be described, let alone assessed? Hagiography conformed during this period to certain patterns crystallised in the classic lives of Antony, Benedict and Martin. In its written form it was consciously written within a tradition: it reflected a corporate spiritual expectation and perception. Yet within this corpus of literature, no hagiography simply mimics another. There is much incidental historical detail embedded within it, and it is possible to discern the lineaments of individual personalities. But hagiographies are not biographies: they are more like icons – true images rooted in history, but seen in the perspective of the eternal purpose of God in Christ.


The evidence of sanctity lay partly in teaching and example, partly in evangelism and miracles. Hence the remarkable and inextricable connection between education, mission and sanctity that persisted throughout this period. Whatever other social or political factors may have motivated or moulded the life of the church, and determined its impact upon society at that time, this troika is portrayed as the inner well-spring of the church’s purpose and capacity to communicate the gospel effectively.


The prologue to this study examines the life and work of St Martin of Tours, captured by his faithful disciple, Sulpicius Severus. As a monastic and missionary bishop he was venerated as a role-model in Gaul and Britain throughout the period of this study. Part one comprises an appreciation of the conditions in the late Romano-British church which produced St Patrick. His writings, though brief, are missionary theology of the highest quality: he was a true disciple of St Paul. The vitality of the British church in Wales and elsewhere during the ‘Dark Ages’ of the fifth and sixth centuries emerges as a crucial link of education and mission, seen best in the Life of St Samson and the writings of Gildas. Through these channels monastic Christianity took root in Ireland, to exert a decisive influence in Britain and on the Continent in the sixth and seventh centuries. Columba and Columbanus are the towering figures here, whose spiritual stature can be readily appreciated in their Lives, and in the writings associated with them and their followers.


Part two examines how Christianity came to the Anglo-Saxons, from Rome, Iona and Gaul. The theology and vision of St Gregory the great permeates the way Bede records the development of this mission in the seventh century. Despite the tensions between the Roman missionaries and some of the Irish Christians and their followers, each strand of mission saw itself as a faithful part of the one church of the West. Bede’s essentially reconciling view is corroborated by the other remaining sources independent of him. These would have been the only window upon the work of the missionaries had Bede not written, and it is important that they are done full justice. During this period, dominant personalities like those of Aidan, Wilfrid, Theodore, and Cuthbert, whose careers shed much light on the growth of the English church and its intellectual and spiritual life, emerge.


Part three concludes by assessing the legacy of the mission to the English in terms first of Bede and his writings. His is the dominant mind whose History influences every approach to this period. Suffused throughout all his writings is a profound theology of the church and its mission. He was also a most effective teacher, and a percipient gauge of sanctity. His De Templo is the summation of his thought, and a master-key to understanding his History.


The second legacy of the mission to the English was the energetic missionary work of Willibrord and Boniface, and their English helpers and friends in the Low Countries and Germany in the eighth century. The longterm consequence of this activity and the learning it disseminated was immense for European culture. Of no less importance was the way it captured the united interest and support of the various regions of the English church. The memory of this chapter of English church life inspired the revival of mission by the Anglo-Saxons to Scandinavia in the tenth century.


When the forging of the English church is viewed ‘sub specie aetemitatis’, the death of a saint like Columba and the arrival of the Roman mission to Kent in the same year may not be just a coincidence. No less significant may be the creative co-operation and final reconciliation of the several strands of the mission: taken overall the distinctive features of Celtic and Roman pale before their united achievement. Equally the fundamental importance of the British and Welsh churches emerges from under the penumbra in which Bede unhappily placed them. The nexus between Christian education, effective evangelism, and the pursuit of sanctity is of abiding significance. So too is a positive receptivity towards and concern for Celtic and European neighbours. Finally the sense of urgency behind the mission sprang from a lively sense of the reality and nearness of the heavenly church. This was embodied in the person of the saint, who epitomised the true meaning of the church’s life, and mediated the reality of the gospel and its saving power.


By listening to the spiritual testimony of these fathers of the English church, the words of T. S. Eliot may prove true:


the communication of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language of the living.





PROLOGUE


I. MARTIN


The first missionary bishop to emerge in western Europe in the fourth century was St Martin of Tours. So powerful was the picture painted by his friend and contemporary, Sulpicius Severus, of his ministry and example that it coloured the whole pattern of literature arising from missionary activity in north-western Europe over the next four hundred year. Following Sulpicius’ lead, the poet Venantius Fortunatus, and Martin’s later successor Gregory of Tours publicised his fame in eloquent terms. In Gregory’s words: ‘he came to Gaul, converted a great number of pagans, and knocked down their temples and idols. He performed many miracles among the people’.1 According to Gregory, Martin was only the third bishop of the see of Tours. His immediate predecessor had been bishop for 33 years, the first to be able to build a Christian church openly within the city. Gatianus, the first bishop of Tours, had been sent from Rome over 50 years before that to lead a persecuted flock in hiding. Martin was made bishop by popular acclaim as a protégé of his predecessor, Litorius, who had encouraged his monastic life and evangelistic activities. This was probably in the year 371:2 Martin remained bishop until his death in 397.


Martin’s life spans a crucial transition in the life of the western church. His parents were not Christian, and following his father’s wishes he was destined for a military career. In this he was initially successful, until baptism into Christianity provoked a crisis of conscience and a deliberate withdrawal from the Roman army. Born perhaps in 336, he was still a young man in his early twenties when this decision was forced upon him. The famous story of his encounter with a beggar at the gates of Amiens, in which he gave him half his military cloak and so encountered Christ, was an early part of this process. Martin declared his resolve to become a ‘soldier of God’ – inspired it would seem by a childhood desire to become a hermit. Even as a soldier in the army his self-denial was such that he ‘was regarded not so much as being a soldier as a monk’.3 But to have served in any part of the Roman state ‘militia’ was a stigma in church circles: to the end of his life, even as a bishop, Martin was to endure criticism for his military service, not least from his successor as bishop of Tours.4 Moreover, Martin never lost his terror of a pagan revival and renewal of persecution of Christianity. He received his early formation as a deacon and exorcist from St Hilary of Poitiers. Their ways parted for a while, during which Hilary went into exile in his struggle against the Arians, and Martin returned home to try and convert his parents. Upon returning to Italy, he attempted to live a monastic life in Milan till driven out as a partisan of Hilary’s to an island off the coast where he remained for a time as a hermit. Finally, he caught up with Hilary in Poitiers,5 probably in 360. With his help, Martin resumed a monastic life outside the city. There can be little doubt about the profound and sustained spiritual influence Hilary wrought upon Martin, and indirectly also upon Sulpicius Severus, Martin’s hagiographer.6 It was under Hilary’s aegis that Martin began to become renowned for his healing ‘powers’, even to the extent of raising the dead.


The story of Martin’s remarkable episcopate and spiritual life is told by his devoted friend and disciple, Sulpicius Severus, in whose own life Martin had played a decisive role as spiritual father. His Life of the saint was composed during, but at the very end, of Martin’s lifetime. It is augmented by three letters written shortly after Martin’s death; and by some discussion of affairs of ecclesiastical politics with which Martin was involved as bishop, towards the end of Sulpicius’ Sacred History. By far the most lively and valuable supplementary material is found in the Dialogues he composed within a decade of Martin’s death in defence of the saint’s reputation as a miracle-worker.7 Sulpicius himself was a noble landowner of Aquitaine who upon the death of his wife, and under the influence of his friend Paulinus of Nola, relinquished the bulk of his wealth to devote himself to the service of God with his household at Primuliacum. Crucial to this decision was the persuasion of St Martin, to whom Sulpicius made frequent visits and to whose example he became devoted: as Paulinus was to declare: ‘Martin breathes right through you’.8 As a result, the writings of Sulpicius are hardly unbiased: in several senses they are propaganda as will be demonstrated. But they are not uncritical, and are driven by certain theological concerns of an importance which transcends the particular career of Martin. In these they reflect and brilliantly articulate a mode of Christian witness within the structure of the existing church which was to exert an influence far beyond the confines of Gaul.


Both Sulpicius Severus and Gregory of Tours testify to the steady conflict with paganism in which the church at this time was engaged, in the towns and increasingly in the countryside also. In this endeavour, St Martin played a leading and singular role.9 The broad picture given by Sulpicius can be confirmed by other literary and archaeological evidence, and Martin was by no means the only Gallic bishop so engaged. The most interesting devotee of Martin whom Gregory of Tours met was a hermit called Wulfolaic who copied both the ascetic and missionary feats of his hero.10


The call to be a missionary lay at the root of Martin’s Christian ministry. His first attempt was towards his own family; this was in response to a dream and with the support of Hilary of Poitiers. On his journey across the mountains he narrowly escaped being murdered by robbers, one of whom was converted to Christianity by his own fearlessness. Shortly after this he had his first conscious confrontation with the devil who warned him: ‘Wherever you go, or whatever you attempt, the devil will resist you’.11 His visit home was a partial success: his example won many, including his own mother. Later as bishop he challenged both the classical religion of Roman culture, and also the paganism of the rural population. There is an amusing story of how he misconstrued a peasant funeral procession for a pagan rite, commanding it to be halted until he had verified its nature. Often rural shrines, such as the holy tree described in chapter XIII of the Life, provoked strong loyalty and local resistance. In this case the bystanders faced the loss of their temple with sullen equanimity, but challenged Martin as he attempted to cut down the tree ‘because it had been dedicated to a demon’. As Elijah of old, this turned into a trial by ordeal as Martin was bound where the tree would fall. He deflected it by the sign of the cross to the amazement of all. It induced a wholesale conversion! Sulpicius concludes:


Certainly, before the times of Martin, very few in those regions had received the name of Christ; but through his virtues and example that name has prevailed to such an extent that now there is no place thereabouts which is not filled with very crowded churches or monasteries. For wherever he destroyed heathen temples, there he used immediately to build either churches or monasteries.


Martin did not always get his way or escape unscathed. On one occasion a fire got out of hand as a temple was being destroyed and was only restrained by a miracle. At a major shrine called Leprosum, he was resisted with violence. After a three-day vigil of prayer, with ‘angelic assistance’, Martin succeeded in destroying the shrine and ‘reduced all the altars and images to dust’. Lest they be found ‘fighting against the bishop, … they began to cry out openly and to confess that the God of Martin ought to be worshipped, and that the idols should be despised, which were not able to help them’.12 Twice Sulpicius relates how Martin was physically attacked while destroying temples, being delivered only by a miracle in each case. But perhaps more normal is the eirenic picture of dialogue with pagans as Martin tried to persuade them to relinquish their errors and ancient customs of their own volition. Sometimes this was a personal encounter, as between the bishop and a man of proconsular rank, called Tetradius. He had a slave whom he wished Martin to heal, promising to become a Christian if the cure occurred. After his baptism ‘he always regarded Martin with extraordinary affection, as having been the author of his salvation’.13 Martin was clearly a persuasive preacher and evangelist, and Sulpicius gives a vivid account, in the Dialogues, of Martin at work on a journey to Chartres. A great pagan crowd thronged round the bishop.




Martin felt that some work was to be performed; and as the spirit within him was thus moving him, he was deeply excited. He at once began to preach to the heathen the word of God,… often groaning that so great a crowd should be ignorant of the Lord the Saviour.





The echoes of the gospels are clear.14 Challenged by a distraught mother as ‘a friend of God’ to raise her dead son, he does so, ‘perceiving, as he afterwards told us, that he could manifest power, in order to achieve the salvation of those waiting for its display’.


It is of singular interest that Martin perceived the devil in the guise of pagan deities. The belief that the gods of the Romans were initiated and empowered by demons had long been central to Christian polemic. But in the case of Martin, the devil ‘presented himself to him changed into the person of Jupiter, often into that of Mercury and Minerva’.15 Apparently, ‘he found Mercury a cause of special annoyance, while he said that Jupiter was stupid and doltish!’16 He saw his missionary feats as part of a deeper spiritual conflict, manipulating heavenly powers to destroy major pagan monuments.17 The earliest miracle he performed was wrought by prayer until he ‘perceived by means of the Spirit of God that power was present’.18 The strength of his missionary activity had its roots in the ascetic nature of his life.


From the start Martin had intended if he could to lead an ascetic life, and the first occasion came immediately after leaving the army when he established ‘a monastery for himself in Milan’. Thence he fled as an exile from the Arians to the island of Gallinaria where he narrowly escaped poisoning himself eating roots. Under Hilary’s patronage he founded a monastic community or ‘lavra’ at Ligugé outside Poitiers, some of whose remains have been subject to archaeological investigation.19 The significant feature of this development was its proximity to the episcopal see and its reliance upon Hilary’s encouragement as bishop. This pattern was replicated by Martin upon his appointment as bishop of Tours: he soon created a monastic retreat for himself at Marmoutier just outside the city by the river Loire. In chapter X of the Life, Sulpicius Severus give a full if rather idealised description of the place. It was primarily a hermitage; but it soon attracted a colony of ascetics, disciples under Martin’s personal direction. They shared a common economic life, and supported a scriptorium, and there are several references to the activities of Martin’s monks throughout the corpus of Sulpicius’ writings. Martin for his part felt continually the need for seclusion as a bishop, using also a cell by the cathedral. He remarked on more than one occasion that the life of a bishop undermined his spiritual life and its powers: for he was determined to retain the life of a monk. ‘Full alike of dignity and courtesy, he kept up the position of a bishop properly, yet in such a way as not to lay aside the objects and virtues of a monk.’ In due course his disciples were to fill churches and bishoprics throughout Gaul and so implant the rigour of their tradition on the Gallic church to a significant degree, as the writings of Gregory of Tours testify. Meanwhile his reputation as a spiritual father drew to him many, like Sulpicius himself, who to varying extents emulated his example.


However ambivalent Martin might have felt about the inroads made by his duties upon his spiritual life, and however much he might long for the privacy of a contemplative he did not shirk the vicissitudes of an active ministry. This is clearly what impressed Sulpicius, and later gave his writings about Martin their widespread practical appeal and effectiveness. The clue lies in the Dialogues. These commence with narratives about holy men of the East, mainly recluses: against these Martin is to be measured, and successfully contrasted. Even allowing for the rhetoric of polemic, a powerful case is being advanced:20


It is unfair that he (i.e. Martin) should be compared on the same terms with the recluses of the desert, or even with the anchorites. For they, at freedom from every hindrance, with heaven only and the angels as witnesses, were clearly instructed to perform admirable deeds; he, on the other hand, in the midst of crowds and intercourse with human beings – among quarrelsome clerics, and among furious bishops, while he was harassed with almost daily scandals on all sides, nevertheless stood firm absolutely with unconquerable virtue against all these things, and performed such wonders (i.e. miracles) as not even accomplished by those whom we have heard are, or at one time were, in the wilderness.


The foundation of Martin’s active ministry was as an exorcist: to this he had first been ordained and trained by Hilary of Poitiers, and to the end of his life he maintained a running battle with the devil. Common to the many miracles of this kind recounted by Sulpicius is Martin’s capacity to discern and expose the presence of evil in people and situations, like a sharp light beaming into murky corners. Within this field of ministry he showed great courage, for example on one occasion inserting his fingers into the mouth of a possessed and threatening person, saying: ‘If you possess any power, devour these!’21 His power extended also over nature, towards beasts and fire being manipulated he believed by evil. As bishop his mere entry into church would unhinge the possessed who might be present, and there is an extraordinary account of Martin’s manner of ministry in the Dialogues.22 ‘He only had to set his foot outside the threshold of his cell and … the groanings of the demons announced the approach of the bishop to the clerics, who were not previously aware that he was coming.’ This passage proceeds to describe various paranormal manifestations, such as levitation. But what is striking and surely authentic is the picture of how Martin dealt with such menacing turbulence:


If at any time Martin undertook the duty of exorcising the demons, he touched no one with his hands, and reproached no one in words, as a multitude of expressions is generally rolled forth by the clerics. Instead, the possessed being brought up to him he ordered all others to depart, and the doors being bolted, clothed in sackcloth and sprinkled with ashes, he stretched himself on the ground in the midst of the church and turned to prayer.


By this means he delivered some, but not it would seem by any means all.


His charism in this area was undergirded by a secure pastoral theology. His discernment clearly addressed the fear that stalked the lives of many; and the roots of this chronic fear might be manifold – personal, psychological or arising from illness, social, political, economic or in some undefined way cosmic. For example he stalled a flight of rumours about an impending barbarian invasion which were sweeping Trier.23 The context of his activities sheds vivid light upon social conditions at that time. He for his part perceived them as skirmishes in a perpetual war, which had its own shape and character, and for him at least meaning too. Thus arose perhaps the most notable of his ripostes to the devil:


If thou, thyself, wretched being, wouldst but desist from attacking mankind, and even at this period when the day of judgement is at hand, wouldst only repent of your deeds, I, with a true confidence in the Lord, would promise you the mercy of Christ!24


Striking words which perhaps point to the eastern provenance of Martin’s early monastic formation. For him, evil operated by intimidation and deception. Stories are told about exposure of spiritual impostors infiltrating his circle of disciples, and there is the splendid account of how the devil appeared to Martin at prayer apparently as Christ in regal glory: T am Christ; and being just about to descend to earth, I wished first to manifest myself to you’. To which Martin judiciously and shrewdly replied:


The Lord Jesus did not predict that he would come clothed in purple, and with a glittering crown upon his head. I will not believe that Christ has come, unless he appears with that appearance and form in which he suffered, and openly displaying the marks of his wounds upon the cross.25


Whereupon the devil departed leaving only a disgusting smell! Yet this was just one rebuff, for according to Sulpicius’ third letter, Martin saw the devil at hand as he was dying, to whom he directed this parting shot: ‘Why do you stand there, you bloody monster? You shall find nothing in me, you deadly one’! He was a deliberate ascetic to the last, insisting on lying not on straw but on ashes, saying: ‘It is not fitting that a Christian should die except among ashes; and I have sinned if I leave you a different example.’


If like Christ in St Mark’s gospel, Martin was engaged in a formidable conflict with evil, his was also a ministry of healing and liberation like his Lord’s. Indeed, like Francis for a later generation and social era, Martin’s spiritual significance and greatness lay perhaps in the way his life and actions and the way they were remembered, gave a fresh and powerful expression to the gospel, appropriate to a changing relationship between church and society.


Martin’s miracles of healing follow the gospel pattern closely.26 His powers over nature have their roots in the Old Testament miracles of Elijah and Elisha, and also in the Acts of the Apostles. More immediate parallels may be found in the Historia Monachorum and the traditions already circulating about the desert fathers of the East. Some of the nature miracles were closely related to his missionary activities, and his overt challenges to pagan worship, as has been seen. After his death, his disciples liked to recall the way in which he commanded animals to obey him, recalling his rueful words: ‘Serpents heed me, but men will not hear!’27 Three further miracles recount his immunity to and control over fire, and three more over weather. Finally there are four miracles which relate to the virtue contained in oil which Martin blessed and used as bishop. This fourfold pattern of miracles of command over nature became definitive for most later hagiography.


In his healing miracles, it is possible to discern clearly the direct influence of the gospels, and certain features of Martin’s own personality and approach to this dimension of his ministry as bishop and holy man. Like his Lord, he took on successfully paralysis, dumbness from birth, chronic fever, leprosy, blindness, plague. On three occasions also he is recorded as having raised the dead. But how he handled these pastoral crises is most interesting and became exemplary. Mostly he eschewed public gaze and prayed in seclusion with or for the victim. Sometimes he acted in a practical and almost medical manner, pouring in oil or eye-salve and squeezing out poison. On more than one occasion his prayer and compassion healed people from whom he was distant, and some miracles were occasioned by things Martin had touched or used like his clothes or even a letter. In the cases of resuscitation of those who had recently died, he repeated the example of Elijah and Elisha and prostrated himself in prayer upon the corpse. In all cases prayer was his singular weapon.


Running through these stories is his manifest care for the poor. While entering Paris, he blessed and kissed a leper ‘While all shuddered at seeing him do so’: the kindness cured the man.28 Such actions were the hall-mark of his life and witness as a Christian. It began with the famous encounter at the gates of Amiens when he cut in half his military cloak to clothe a ‘poor man destitute of clothes’. ‘During the following night he had a vision of Christ arrayed in that part of his cloak with which he had clothed the poor man.’29 In the Dialogues there is a similar story of how Martin when bishop was approached by a poor man for some clothes. Because the archdeacon delayed in carrying out the bishop’s orders, being too preoccupied by the gossip of the other clergy, the poor man collared Martin in private and in response the bishop secretly slipped off his own under-garment and gave it to him. Naked under his episcopal robes, Martin insisted that the archdeacon obtain the poor man’s clothing. This he eventually did with an ill grace, and so the bishop went to celebrate mass in a ‘rough garment out of the nearest shop, short and shaggy, and costing only five pieces of silver’. But a handful of his closest friends ‘beheld a globe of fire dart from his head’ while consecrating the altar.30


This story of the brush with his archdeacon is, however, part of a wider pattern of stories which Sulpicius delights in regaling. Martin’s fellow-bishops found him hard to handle, and he did not suffer fools – especially clerical ones – gladly. Indeed he was intolerant of the ways of some bishops, specially at court or in synod, and appeared often an outsider and nonconformist. In his life was acted out the classic tension between prophet and priest, between charismatic and established functionary. But in this case the prophet and the charismatic was within the episcopal hierarchy, but as a monk and an active missionary very much on his own terms. Martin therefore challenged the established notions of Gallic episcopacy; but at the same time his example and determination also helped to change and develop the nature and expectations of episcopacy in a way that was both versatile and abiding in its influence and example.31


But Martin was not in fact so isolated among the Gallic bishops of his day. Valentinus, bishop of Chartres, and Victricius of Rouen were clearly like-minded friends capable of persuading Martin to heal a sick girl.32 Indeed, the career of Victricius affords a parallel with that of Martin, according to the letters of their mutual friend, Paulinus of Nola. Both had started off in the Roman army which they had left for conscientious reasons; both were missionaries and advocates of ascetic monasticism; both were charged with heresy, and to thwart his opponents in Gaul Victricius appealed to the pope in Rome.33 To judge from the later perspective of Gregory of Tours, the labours of such bishops bore fruit in the fifth century, profoundly affecting the life of the Gallic church, especially in areas where Christian witness was contending with rural paganism.34 Dissension between ascetic and more conventional bishops in Gaul remained a problem however. On the other hand, in the life and activities of a notable bishop of the next generation, Caesarius of Arles, it is possible to see how both traditions could be very creatively combined. The Life of Caesarius is modelled significantly upon that of Martin, though without its visionary and overtly missionary and polemical dimensions.35


The writings of Sulpicius Severus about St Martin arose in the midst of conflict and controversy within the Gallic church.36 His own devotion to Martin’s memory, and the claims he made for him, were challenged even as he was writing: this is evident at the end of his Life, in the letters which immediately followed its publication, and throughout the Dialogues. Martin himself had to endure criticism from within the ranks of his own clergy:


He displayed indeed such marvellous patience in the endurance of injuries that even when he was bishop he allowed himself to be wronged by the lowest clergy with impunity. Nor did he either remove them from office for such conduct, or, as far as in him lay, repel them from a place in his affection.37


It was to rebut such detraction, especially from some of the bishops, that Sulpicius composed the Life. The rancour directed at the saint by the priest who was in fact to succeed him as bishop reveals the root of the quarrel. Martin had reproved Brictius, his protégé, for acquiring horses and slaves of both sexes. Brictius, overcome by anger and jealousy, (prompted, Martin perceived, by evil) assailed his patron for his early career as a soldier, accusing him of being ‘entirely sunk into dotage by means of his baseless superstitions and ridiculous fancies about visions’.38 Reconciliation eluded them, and according to Gregory of Tours Brictius remained a thorn in Martin’s side thereafter, and an unruly successor to his see.39


Yet Brictius represented in a local way the antagonism felt by many of his fellow-bishops and clergy towards the spiritual challenge which Martin posed. The matter was set against the wider stage of the heresy of Priscillian of Avila, which posed a crisis within the Gallic church, and in the end involved the emperor in the active persecution of this ascetic group within the church. Sulpicius is a prime witness to the course of this controversy, both in his Sacred History and in the Dialogues. Martin stood out as a champion of ascetic life, and as a critic of the way in which certain of the Gallic bishops provoked the secular ruler to take violent steps against fellow-Christians. According to the very end of the Sacred History, Martin ran the risk of being himself accused of heresy for his fearless opposition to ‘a secular ruler being judge in an ecclesiastical cause’.40 In the Dialogues the personal cost of this position is revealed: Martin suspected the intentions of the persecutors of Priscillian towards the ascetic life in general, and wished to protect fellow-Christians, even heretics, from violent persecution. With great reluctance he went to the imperial court at Trier where he was manipulated into taking communion with his fellow-bishops in an attempt to prevent the execution in Spain of those accused of heresy. ‘He judged it better to yield for the moment than to disregard the safety of those over whose heads a sword was hanging.’ But he lived to regret this transgression of conscience and thereafter eschewed all future synods of bishops for the next sixteen years.


When it happened that he cured some of the possessed more slowly and with less grace than usual, he at once confessed to us with tears that he felt a diminution of his power on account of the evil of that communion in which he had taken part for a moment through necessity, and not with a cordial spirit.41


Such was Martin’s influence with the emperor Maximus that while he lived he was able to exert a brake upon the ferocity of the persecution. The testimony of Sulpicius is very interesting as to the way Martin coped with the often dictatorial mien of these secular rulers. In the Life, for example, the story is told of how Martin in complete contrast to the other bishops refused to flatter: ‘in Martin alone, apostolic authority continued to assert itself’. He seldom came to court and when he did ‘he commanded rather than entreated’. During a banquet the king offered him first a goblet of wine. Martin, instead of reciprocating by returning it to the king, gave it instead to his chaplain. It made a great impression: ‘Martin had done what no bishop had dared to do….’ Meanwhile the saint cautioned the king against a planned campaign in Italy, predicting his certain death. Thus Martin safeguarded his independence and integrity as a bishop. It did not protect him from royal adulation, and in the Dialogues is told how the wife and queen of Maximus doted on him, and served him with personal devotion. But there was a sterner side to Martin’s demeanour towards rulers. The way Martin protested at Valentinian’s refusal to see him was to stage a sitdown strike in sackcloth and ashes for a week, enduring a hunger-strike as well. Finally Martin gained his access and shook the ruler’s attitude. Nonetheless he refused all blandishments and gifts, ‘jealously maintaining his own poverty’.42 The positive moral value of such a consistent stance was demonstrated when as bishop of Tours, Martin had to deal with the rapacity of count Avitianus trying to intimidate the populace by some gruesome executions. Martin made his protest by sleeping on the threshold of this tyrant until, disturbed in his sleep, Avitianus admitted him. The aura of the bishop intimidated the count so that he caved in, released his victims and departed. Later Martin was able to exorcise him from the demon goading him to behave in this cruel manner.43


Such a resolute stand made him enemies, particularly among some of the bishops whom he rather showed up. On the other hand, it is quite evident that Martin received support from many highly placed people, upon whom he relied in fact for the conduct of his episcopate, both in his missionary activities and in his fostering of the monastic life. Mere example could not deliver in these controversial areas: capacity in terms of money, lands and political support, both local and at court, was indispensable. A quick review of Sulpicius’s writing will reveal that this network was quite strong and responsive to Martin’s aims. Even before he became bishop, Martin was familiar with the houses of the landed rich: he healed a slave of one – Lupicinus. A pagan proconsul called Tetradius begged Martin to heal his possessed slave in return for conversion to Christianity: ‘he always regarded Martin with extraordinary affection, as having been the author of his salvation’.44 An ex-prefect, Arborius, secured the cure of his sick daughter by a letter of Martin’s and directly dedicated her as a virgin, insisting that Martin alone should receive her profession. Paulinus of Nola was healed by Martin of a cataract, and of course he gave great support to his friend Sulpicius, and was commended by Martin as an example of godly disposition.45 This appeal to the devout rich was evidenced in the ‘noble youth’ Clarus who was close to the heart of both Martin and Sulpicius, who founded a monastery nearby, and who died young.46 Sulpicius himself derived steadfast support from his mother-in-law, Bassula, as is clear from the tone of his letter to her describing the death of St Martin. In the Dialogues also, further well-placed sympathisers make an appearance: Evanthius, ‘a highly Christian man, although occupied in the affairs of this world’, was cured at a distance by Martin, to whom he then rushed a child dying of a snake’s bite for a cure. A prefect, Auspicius, summoned Martin to pray for protection for his fields from hailstorms, which the saint secured while he yet lived according to the testimony of the man’s son, Romulus. Finally, a wealthy soldier, Lycontius, begged Martin’s prayers for his household stricken by plague. After a week of prayer and fasting, Martin averted it, and promptly used the thank-you gift of one hundred pounds to redeem captives, much to the chagrin of his monks.47 The ability of Martin to command and sustain the loyalty and practical confidence of such Christian men of affairs was clearly crucial to the success of his ministry. Under his guidance and strict example, wealth became the servant of the church’s mission.


The appeal of St Martin was however deeper, and it is possible in the writings of Sulpicius to discern the inner spiritual stature of the man which won the loyalty and devotion of such influential people.


Firstly, Martin embodied the principles of poverty and exile from one’s native environment. This was a very fashionable preoccupation in the Latinspeaking church at this time, promoted notably by Jerome, but also by others. So in the Life, Martin’ childhood ambition to serve God is emphasised, despite his pagan family, so that by the age of twelve ‘he desired to enter the life of hermit’. This his father naturally withstood, forcing Martin into a military career, which proved an exile of different kind, so that by his demeanour he came to be regarded more as a monk than a soldier by his peers. Upon leaving the army, Martin found in Hilary a spiritual father and patron. But both father and son are portrayed as exiles, separated for a while when Martin returns to his own ‘patria’ to try and convert his parents, and Hilary is driven into exile for the sake of orthodox belief. In this persecution Martin shares when driven from his small monastery in Milan into eremitic seclusion on the island of Gallinaria. Like a pilgrim he seeks again his mentor, Hilary, first in Rome but in vain, so crossing the Alps and reaching him at last in Poitiers, where far from his native land he settles down to the monastic life. The theme recurs throughout the traditions surrounding him: for example, his reluctance to become a bishop, his attitude towards property, and the final manner of his dying among ashes; ‘for here we have no continuing city’.48


At the heart of Martin’s own spirituality lay a profound belief in the spiritual potency of virginity. This was the hidden presupposition upon which his entire life and ministry rested, and he called his disciples to no less a commitment. Looking at a field full of flowers, untrampled by pigs or ungrazed by cattle, he could acclaim it as a mirror of virginity: ‘decked with flowers to the very extreme of beauty, it shines as if adorned with glittering gems. Blessed is such beauty and worthy of God; for nothing is to be compared with virginity!’ To a man who had separated from his wife so that both might pursue the monastic life, but who now wished to resume relations with her, Martin used the analogy of the incongruity of women fighting with men in a line of battle to shore up his vocation and resolve. When a holy female recluse refused to receive him, he was not at all offended but rather rejoiced and accepted a gift at her hand, which was rare indeed. Finally Sulpicius himself overheard a visionary conversation of Martin, which the saint confided had been with the holy virgins, Mary, Thecla and Agnes.49 The significance of virginity lay not simply in its renunciation of sexual and familial relations or of possessions; but as a sign of dedication to God, an inner martyrdom of love and preparation for the eternal reality of heaven which might even now be apprehended in time. Poverty, exile and the espousal of virginity constituted a total self-offering by a person to God in response to the divine self-giving of the Spirit.


This hidden charism was the wellspring of the occasional miracle. Its aura and attraction was communicated by Martin to his supporters and followers by the power of friendship, expressed either as spiritual direction and formation, or as intercession. The labours of Sulpicius Severus are clearly a monument to a decisive friendship. This is suffused throughout his writings, and ensures that although he selects and writes as a partisan, his encomium is not uncritical nor mere propaganda: the truth about his friend’s personality and belief leaves its own indelible and determining hallmark. Towards the end of the Life, Sulpicius inserts a personal testimony to the impact Martin initially made upon him as a spiritual father, and throughout his writings he is concerned to defend his reputation fairly. The Dialogues take place between friends and sympathisers of the saint, and the attractive power of such reminiscence is explicitly attested at several points. This saint had a human context without which his memory would have become stylised as it appears later in the writings of Gregory of Tours: he was a man in dialogue with friends who were both congenial and faithful, and receptive to his teaching and charisma. On many occasions Martin is portrayed as a man who acted out of sympathy and compassion to those who sought his friendship and help, by letter, gift, and above all by intercession. His prayer was powerful, and, it was believed, unquenched by death. Thus in the second letter of Sulpicius, Martin appears in glory to his friend. It is a moving picture:


He appeared to me with that aspect and form of body which I had known so well, but he could not be steadfastly beheld, though he could be clearly recognised…. I felt his hand placed on my head with the sweetest touch, while amid the solemn words of benediction, he repeated again and again the name of the cross so familiar to his lips.


This occurrence cut Sulpicius to the quick, being almost indescribable. Yet he concludes to his friend Aurelius the deacon to whom he writes:


So I now desire you to be comforted, although I am unable to console myself. He will not be absent from us; believe me, he will never, never forsake us, but will be present with us as we discourse regarding him, and will be near us as we pray … and he will protect us, as he did but a little time ago, with his unceasing benediction.


It was certainly this fervour of love and devotion, as well as any miracle wrought posthumously that initiated the cult of Martin as the saint of Tours, to which development Gregory of Tours gives the detail in his History.
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