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Святитель Дунстан, аскет Финниан, король-мученик Эдмунд, чудотворец Айдан, 
игуменья Бригитта...  непривычные нашему уху имена.  Это ирландские и английские святые, 
которые восславили своими подвигами единую Православную Церковь.  Древняя британская 
земля, много претерпевшая от нашествий языческих орд, была щедро освящена Божией 
благодатью и явила сотни преподобных, страстотерпцев, святителей и праведных.  В годы 
самых жестоких испытаний вера поддерживала в людях стремление к христианскому идеалу 
милосердия.  Великая духовность проявлялась во всех слоях общества:  благоверные короли 
создавали справедливые законы, строили церкви и кормили нищих; кроткие монахи годами с 
любовью переписывали и украшали священные книги; воины отдавали жизни за веру;  
крестьяне помогали монастырской братии пережить голодные зимы.    

Пособие предназначено для православного студента, изучающего английский.  Перевод 
текстов предполагает серьёзную работу со словарём, освоение стиля и многообразия структур 
английского предложения.  Однако помощь в усовершенствовании языка – не единственная 
цель автора.  Мы надеемся, что читатель откроет для себя незнакомых ему ранее святых и 
захочет продолжить изучение истории Древней Англии и житий её удивительных Божьих 
угодников.

Глубина христианского подвига может не быть полностью понятной вне исторического 
контекста, поэтому в сборник включены рассказы об особенно важных периодах из прошлого 
Британских островов. 

Основными источниками для написания текстов автору послужили «Церковная 
история aнглов» св. Бéды Достопочтенного и  «Англо-саксонская хроника».  

Автор благодарит Джеймса Фрая за редактирование текстов и помощь с картами.
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The Coming of Christianity to Britain
St. Alban, British Protomartyr (✟ 304)

Feast Day – June 9 (22)

...if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that 
God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  - Romans, 10:9

Greater love has no man that this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.  - John, 15:13

Britain was a part of the expansive Roman Empire from 43 A.D. 
until the beginning of the fifth century.  The native inhabitants 
worshipped numerous deities whose cults often required violent rituals. 
After the conquest, the Britons replaced their idols with Roman gods.  
The earliest knowledge of the Saviour came to the island in the first 
century from traders, merchants and artisans of the continent.  The 
Britons were drawn to the unusual teaching of everlasting love and 
forgiveness.  St. Bede, the most respected historian of the English 
church, states in his writings that in 156 A.D. British king Lucius 
received holy baptism.  A number of people followed the king’s 
example and worshipped Christ openly.1

At the beginning of the fourth century, when Emperor Diocletian started savagely 
persecuting Christians, Britain became a refuge for many converts fleeing from Rome.  Interacting 
with Christians and learning about their religion, more natives accepted the holy faith.  Churches 
were built and bishops were appointed to large cities like York and London.  Although British 
Christians did not suffer as intensely as their brothers and sisters on the continent, they did not 
escape persecution completely.  Britain also “attained to the great glory of bearing faithful witness 
to God.”2

One of the first British martyrs was a young man named Alban.  Not much is known about 
the life of St. Alban before his martyrdom, apart from the fact that he was a pagan and lived in the 
town of Verulamium.  In his house Alban gave shelter to a Christian priest who fled the 
prosecution.  The priest spent day and night in prayer.  Observing the holy man’s example of 
devotion, Alban learned about salvation and whole-heartedly accepted Christ.  

Roman soldiers soon discovered where the priest was hiding and came to arrest him.  Alban 
put on the cleric’s garment and gave himself up in place of his teacher.  He was dragged to the judge 
and beaten.  After St. Alban confessed himself a Christian and refused to renounce his faith, the 
judge sentenced him to death by decapitation.  

The place of execution was on a hill across a river.  As the executioners led the saint martyr 
to his death, the waters of the river parted giving Alban a dry path to cross.     
When St. Alban reached the summit of the hill, a fountain of sparkling water sprung at his feet.  
There, on a green hill covered with flowers, the first martyr of Britain met his death.  God’s will 
was such that not one but two British saints entered the kingdom of heaven on that day.  The 
appointed executioner, seeing the miracles, threw his sword on the ground and begged to be 
martyred for Christ too.  He was replaced by another soldier and killed immediately after Alban.   

1 According to St. Bede’s writings, Britain is the first nation to officially allow Christian worship.  
2 Colgrave, Bertram and R.A.B. Mynors, eds., Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1969), 29.  
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The town of Verulamium was later renamed St. Albans.  A cathedral now stands on the 
place of the martyrs’ execution.  St. Alban’s final words to his accusers – “I worship and adore the 
true and living God Who created all things” – are still part of daily prayer at St. Albans Abbey.  

Anglo-Saxon Conquest of Britain
The Heptarchy3

Conversion of the British Isles

The Lord is a stronghold for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble.  
And those who know Thy name put their trust in Thee, for Thou, O Lord, 

hast not forsaken  those who seek Thee.  - Psalms, 9:10-11

I

After St. Emperor Constantine granted Christians freedom of worship,  Christianity 
flourished in Britain and became widespread.  The faithful repaired the churches that were 
destroyed during the persecution, and built shrines to their holy martyrs.  British bishops served as 
good shepherds to their flocks, holding firm to the Orthodox faith during difficult times when 
heresies were spreading on the continent.  In 314, three bishops from Britain travelled to southern 
Gaul to attend the Council of Arles. 

By the beginning of the fifth century, the Western Empire was in serious trouble from 
attacks by barbarians.  Rome could no longer sustain troops in Britain and, by 410,  all Roman 
legions had left the island.  Tragic times were in store for the country: having lost Rome’s military 
protection, Britain became an easy target for invading Germanic hordes.  The three main invading 
tribes were the Saxons, Angles and Jutes.  The Saxons were of Germanic origin; the Angles came 
from south-west Denmark and the Jutes – from central Denmark.  The invaders worshipped 
numerous Teutonic gods.  They knew no mercy and killed defenceless clergymen, women and 
children.  The destruction that the enemy brought to civilized Britain was horrific.  “Public and 
private buildings fell in ruins, priests were everywhere slain at their altars … people perished by 
sword and fire.”4   The Britons tried to resist but suffered defeat.  The number of the dead was so 
great that there were not enough people to bury them.  Christianity was eliminated; the only areas 
which remained unoccupied were in the western-most and northern-most parts of the island.  As the 
tribe of the Angles was the largest in number, the country received a new name:  England, “the land 
of the Angles.”

II

There is very little information about England of the fifth and sixth centuries:  the Anglo-
Saxons were illiterate and left no written records.  The invaders settled as farmers.  The three major 
tribes broke into many groups who either formed alliances, or fought with each other for land and 

3 See map on p. 31.  
4 Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 53.
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power.  By the beginning of the fifth century, Anglo-Saxon Britain was divided into seven states, or 
kingdoms, known as the Heptarchy: Wessex, Sussex, Kent, Essex, East Anglia, Mercia and 
Northumbria.  Northumbria at times was separated into  two states – Deira and Bernicia.  The 
kingdoms rose and fell in importance, and borders frequently changed.  

In His infinite love for mankind, God did not reject the new inhabitants of the island; nor did 
He forsake the people He had known.  He sent His heralds to bring the Good News to England and 
Ireland.  The missionaries’ difficult and often dangerous work bore fruit: the heathens opened their 
hearts to Christ.  To Ireland the Gospel of Truth came earlier than to England:  St. Patrick, the 
Enlightener of the Irish, began to preach throughout the land in 432.  In 597, the first Anglo-Saxon 
king, Aethelbert of Kent, received holy baptism and allowed missionaries to preach freely.  
Gradually, Christianity spread roots, transforming the society of former barbarians into a strong, 
flourishing nation.  New Christian laws brought peace and ended the Anglo-Saxon tradition of 
violent feuds.  Monasteries became vital centres of education, learning and art.  The labours, 
ministry and martyrdom of the holy men and women – so abundantly begotten by the land –  
testified to the glory of the Holy Church. 

St. Patrick, the Enlightener of Ireland (✟ 461)
Feast Day – March 4 (17)

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
I fear no evil, for Thou art with me.  - Psalms, 22:4

I

Holy Father Patrick was born around 387 A.D. in Britain to a 
noble and wealthy family of Romano-British extraction.  By that time, 
Christianity had become the official religion of the Empire, and both 
Patrick’s parents were Christians.  His father, Calpurnius, was a cavalry 
officer in command of Roman soldiers stationed in western Britain to 
keep order.  Calpurnius served as a deacon in the church.  Patrick’s 
mother, Conchessa, was a close relative of St. Martin of Tours,5 a 
venerable bishop and ascetic.  Young Patrick, who was called Patricius 
by his parents, led a happy life free of want and care.  Everything 
changed when the boy turned sixteen.  One day, Celtic slave traders 
stormed the villa where his family lived, kidnapped Patrick and took 

him by boat across the Irish Sea together with other young British men.  Patrick was sold as a slave 
to a druid chieftain.  

For six years Patrick herded his master’s sheep.  It is believed that he tended his flocks on 
the hilly north-eastern part of Ireland near present-day Belfast.  In this time of severe hardship and 
loneliness, the love of God increased in young Patrick more and more.  Every day and every night, 

5 a city in present-day southern France
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he said hundreds of prayers.  Patrick’s faith grew and gave him so much strength that he did not feel 
hunger, snow, frost, or rain.  After six years, the youth heard a voice that said, “Behold, your ship is 
ready.”  The voice instructed him to go to a ship that was two hundred miles away.  Patrick 
understood the danger of the long journey:  fugitive slaves, when caught, were cruelly punished by 
their masters.  But he obeyed the will of God and safely found his way to the ship.  After a difficult 
sea voyage, Patrick was safely restored to his home in Britain.  

II

Although St. Patrick rejoiced in reuniting with his family, he was troubled by constant 
visions of the Irish imploring him to return.  During the years of captivity, he developed love for 
Ireland; the thought of people living in the darkness of idolatry saddened him.  But the young man 
knew that, in order to become a good preacher of the Gospel, he needed to study. 

 St. Patrick went to Gaul.  There, he spent many years in an island monastery and  fifteen 
more years as a pupil of Bishop St. Germanus.  

Around 430 A.D.,  St. Patrick was ordained a bishop and sent to Britain where, with a group 
of other clergymen, he preached to the people and turned them to God.  Many miracles of healing 
accompanied the conversions.  

The saint was sixty years of age when he returned to Ireland to begin his incredible mission.  
The task of converting the Irish was full of peril.  Daily, St. Patrick expected either to be killed, or 
robbed, or sold into slavery.  His life was repeatedly threatened, but his love of humanity overcame 
mistrust and hostility.  Bishop Patrick baptised kings, their families and thousands of common 
people.  He also built churches, monasteries and schools all over the country.  It is said that, in order 
to explain the Holy Trinity in a simple way,  St. Patrick used the shamrock.   

After years of living in poverty and enduring much suffering, the Enlightener of Ireland died 
on March 17, 461.  By the time of his death, almost the entire population was baptised.  St. Patrick’s 
disciples continued his work.  The Christian Irish stopped slave trading and never went back to it.  

There is a beautiful prayer written by St. Patrick containing the following verse.  

Christ to protect me today against every poison,
Against burning, against drowning, against death-wound,
So that I may have a multitude of rewards –
Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me,
Christ in me, Christ below me, Christ above me,
Christ at my right, Christ at my left,
Christ in breadth, Christ in length, Christ in height,
Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks to me,
Christ in the eye of everyone that sees me,
Christ in the ear of everyone that hears me!
…
May Thy salvation, Lord, be always with us!  Amen.
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St. Brigit, Abbess (✟ 523)
Feast Day – January 19 (February 1)

For as many of you as were baptised into Christ have put on Christ.  ...there is neither 
male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  - Galatians, 3:27-28

St. Brigit, beloved patron saint of the Irish and founder of the 
nunnery at Kildare, was born into slavery.  A legend says that she was 
the child of a young bondswoman and her master, Dubtach.  When the 
master learned that one of the slave girls was carrying his child, he sold 
her.  Years later, however, Dubtach reclaimed his daughter, and Brigit 
was returned to her father.  She grew into a beautiful maiden, loved by 
people for her charity and compassion for others.  Brigit worked on her 
father’s farm cooking, cleaning and taking care of the animals.  Dubtach, 
an impoverished man by then, decided to sell his daughter to the king of 
the province for much money.  But the king refused, saying that Brigit’s 
virtues were great and that she should serve God, not men.  

The maiden lived during the time of St. Patrick and, inspired by his preaching, became a 
Christian.  When Birgit was eighteen, she decided that she would spend the rest of her life serving 
the poor, sick and elderly.  Dubtach insisted on giving his daughter in marriage, but Brigit asked 
God to make her unattractive to suitors.  Her prayer was answered:  the girl lost vision in one eye, 
and her face became disfigured because of it.  Dubtach let his daughter go, and Brigit, after taking 
the veil, entered a convent.  On the day she took her vows, Brigit’s sight and loveliness 
miraculously returned.  The maiden’s outer beauty reflected her spiritual grace.

Word of Brigit’s good work as a nun spread among the people, and other young women who 
wished to consecrate their lives to God joined her in the convent.  In her lifetime, Brigit founded 
many convents in Ireland, but the most well-known was in Kildare.  The saint built a small cell for 
herself under an oak tree.  The name Kildare came from two ancient words – kil, or “cell”, and 
dare, or “oak.”  At first, the community had only twenty nuns, but the number quickly grew.  Brigit 
was elected abbess.  Like a simple nun, the Mother Superior worked in the fields and took care of 
the cattle.  People who lived near the nunnery received food and medical care from the holy sisters.  
The nuns established a school for local children.  

In 470 Kildare became a double monastery for monks and nuns.6  The Abbey was famous as 
a great  centre of learning not only in Ireland but throughout Christian Europe.  The school of art in 
Kildare taught metal work and manuscript illumination.  The magnificent book of the Gospels, or 
“Book of Kildare” (now lost), was described as “the work of angels, not men.”  

St. Brigit continued to travel all over Ireland starting schools and hospitals. 
The Lord gave His faithful servant the power of healing.  It was recorded that St. Brigit cured a 
leper and gave speech to two mute children of a village woman.  She also helped to release slaves 
and captives.  The Abbess had a habit of plaiting a cross while praying.  Once, she visited a dying 
pagan chieftain.  As she was praying for him, she made a cross from rush.  The chieftain asked St. 
Brigit about the meaning of the cross, and then asked to be baptised before he died. 

6 Double monasteries were numerous in the early years of monasticism, a tradition originating in ancient Egypt.  
Religious houses comprising both men and women were untied under the direction of one superior who was always 
an abbess.  The reason for such an arrangement was that the spiritual needs of the nuns could be attended by priests 
of the same community.  
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St. Brigit knew in advance the day of her death.  She blessed her spiritual children before 
falling peacefully asleep.

St. Finnian, Abbot, Ascetic, Teacher of the Irish Saints (✟ 549 or 550)
Feast Day – December 12 (25)

… and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, 
but in demonstration of the Spirit and the power, that your 

faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in 
the power of God.  - I Corinthians, 2:4-5

St. Finnian is regarded as the father of Irish monasticism because he spent 
much of his life educating monks.  Among his pupils were the saints known  as 
the twelve apostles of Ireland.  Venerable Father Finnian was born to noble 
parents around 470 in the town of Myshall, Ireland.  He received religious 
training from a local bishop and, as a young man, travelled to different  
monasteries in Wales and France.  When St. Finnian returned to his native 
Ireland, he, with the permission of the king, established two churches near 
present-day Dublin.  An esteemed scholar, Fr. Finnian also taught at St. Brigit’s 
monastery in Kildare.  The abbess greatly respected him for his knowledge of the 

Scriptures, ascetic labours and love for holy poverty.  
In 520, St. Finnian went to the eastern part of Ireland to establish a new monastery.  Near the 

village of Clonard there was a land covered by marshes and dense woods, and inhibited by wild 
animals.  There, in the wilderness, Fr. Finnian built a little cell from clay.  Away from the world and 
with only God watching him, the holy man led a life of constant prayer and fasting.  He slept on the 
ground with a heavy chain around his naked body.  In the daytime, he wore the same clothes until 
they started falling to pieces.  The saint’s food was only a little bread with herbs and water.  On 
feast days he ate porridge and sometimes fish, but never tasted meat.  The time that was left after 
physical labour, Fr. Finnian spent in study of holy books.  He had an amazing knowledge of the 
Bible and knew many parts by heart.  

Word about the holy hermit, living a life of severe self-denial, started spreading.  People in 
large numbers came to seek his advice and ask for religious instruction.  Along with the local 
people, monks and scholars from different parts of the country visited St. Finnian to hear his words 
of divine wisdom.  Among the clergy who humbly came to learn from Fr. Finnian were abbots and 
even bishops.  Thus, a school for educating monks was opened.  The number of students was about 
3,000.  The school and monastery existed for many years after St. Finnian’s death but were 
destroyed in the Viking raids of the ninth century.

It is said that St. Finnian knew the time of his passing and chose a monk to offer him the 
Holy Sacrifice at the hour of death.  He asked one of his disciples, “Go and see what all the brethren 
are doing at this moment.”   The disciple returned and reported that all the monks were working:  
some were busy with physical labour, some, with the study of the Scriptures.  One of brothers, 
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named Columba, was praying with his hands up towards heaven, and birds were sitting on his head 
and shoulders.  “He is the one,” the saint said, “from whose hands I shall receive the Holy Gifts for 
the last time.”

Holy Father Finnian, the glorious “tutor of the Irish saints,” reposed in the Lord at the age of 
80, struck down by the plague during an epidemic.  

Life and Study at St. Finnian’s Monastic School

The monks who came to study at Fr. Finnian’s school lived in small huts that they built 
themselves.  Sometimes one person lived in a hut, sometimes it was shared by several people.  
There was not enough stone in Clonard, so cells were made mostly of clay and wet soil.  The pupils 
grew their own corn and barley; they ground the grain by hand using rocks, or with the help of 
simple water-wheels.  The rivers surrounding the monastery were full of fish, and cows grazed in 
the pastures.  If the monks ran out of food, they put sacks on their shoulders and went to ask for 
help from the villagers, who never refused to supply the brethren.  

The pupils did not need to pay for their education or the books.  At that time, books were 
very expensive and rare; there were only a few manuscripts in the monastery.  Education was oral.  
Lessons were conducted in the open air for the greater part of the year.  The green fields of Clonard 
gave space for everybody.  During a lecture, Abbot Finnian stood on the summit of the highest hill,  
and the pupils sat around.  In this way, not only hundreds but thousands of people could hear their 
teacher.  

The study of Scriptures was especially important at Clonard.  Fr. Finnian considered it the 
most difficult of all the branches of divine knowledge.  He also believed that prayer and meditation 
could do much more for his pupils than human wisdom.  Wisdom and instruction only aid in 
understanding God’s word, but the best teacher is the Holy Spirit.  

Like Abbot Finnian, the monks studying at Clonard believed that the best way to dedicate 
one’s life to God is by following the ascetic tradition.  The brethren strictly observed fasting and 
wore rough, ragged clothing.  Many pupils practised constant prayer.  

The monastic school at Clonard raised prominent disciples who excelled in sacred learning.  
After leaving the school, they founded new monasteries in Ireland and beyond, inspiring numerous 
souls to strive towards God’s Kingdom. 
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St. Ita, Nun, Wonderworker and Foster-Mother of the Irish Saints (✟ 570)
Feast Day – January 2 (15)

To get wisdom is better than gold; to get understanding is 
to be chosen rather than silver.  - Proverbs, 16:16

St. Ita was born in 480 to a noble family that belonged to a 
powerful clan.  Her father, Kennfoelad, was a chieftain.  Both Ita’s 
parents were Christians.  From early childhood the girl showed a love 
for prayer and the holy life.  Everybody around Ita noticed how pure 
and graceful she was.  It was said that she possessed all six qualities of 
a virtuous Irish woman:  wisdom, purity, beauty, musical talent, gentle 
speech and embroidery skills.  

When Ita was sixteen, she told her parents that she had a calling 
from God and had decided to be a nun.  At first, Kennfoelad forbade her 
to take the veil:  he had already arranged for his daughter to be married 
to a young nobleman.  Ita turned to God for help.  She prayed and 

fasted for several days.  Then, Ita’s father received a divine message in his sleep.  He learned that 
his child would become a great servant of the Lord and many people would find salvation through 
her.  Not willing to resist any longer, Kennfoelad gave Ita permission to do as she wished.  Ita and 
her sister Fiona took monastic vows and left home.   

Ita and Fiona settled at a place called Cill Ide, or Killeedy.  The people who lived nearby 
wanted to give the young women a large piece of land to establish a convent.  But Ita agreed to 
accept only 4 acres, enough for a small community of nuns and a garden.  The settlement soon grew 
into a centre of learning and spiritual guidance.  Ita started a school for little boys, many of whom 
later became churchmen and great saints of the Irish Orthodox Church.  One of them, St. Brendan, 
was raised by Ita since he was one year old.  The holy nun treated her children with great love and 
often sang them a lullaby about the Infant Jesus, which she composed herself.  When Ita’s pupils 
grew up, they came back to her for counsel.  Once, St. Brendan asked his teacher, “What are the 
three things that most please and displease the Lord?”  She answered, “A pure heart, simple life and 
acts of kindness are greatly pleasing to God.  The things that offend Him the most are:  a mouth full 
of hate, angry heart and worship of money.”  

St. Ita’s community at Killeedy took care of the elderly and poor.  The nuns operated a dairy 
farm, and the products from it were used to feed the hungry.  St. Ita herself led a severe ascetic life, 
eating and sleeping very little.  She often abstained from food for many days.  

St. Ita had the gift of healing and working miracles.  She cured a blind man and brought 
back to life her brother-in-law after he was killed in battle.  Like many great saints, St. Ita predicted 
her own death and said farewell to her sister-nuns after she had blessed them.  The Saint 
Wonderworker Ita reposed in the Lord on January 15, 570. 
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St. Constantine, King of Cornwall, Monk and Protomartyr of Scotland (✟ 576 (?)
Feast Day – February 27 (March 11)

If any man would come after Me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross daily and follow Me.  - Luke, 9:23

St. Constantine, according to the holy tradition, was a nephew 
of the famous King Arthur.  Constantine was born in 520, and in 537 
succeeded his father as the ruler of Cornwall, a kingdom on the south-
western peninsula of Britain.  As a young man, Constantine led a sinful 
life.  The king’s character, however, changed greatly after the death of 
his beloved wife.  Constantine grieved her loss and could find no 
comfort.  Once, he was hunting a deer in the forest.  The animal, trying 
to escape, took shelter in a hut where a hermit lived.  The meeting with 
the holy man impressed the king so much that he decided to convert to 
Christianity.  Soon after that, Constantine abdicated the throne in 
favour of his son, said farewell to all, and left for Ireland, the land of 

monasteries.  The powerful king chose the life of a poor monk.
Constantine worked in a monastery granary for seven years.  His responsibility was to grind 

corn and carry it from the mill.  Nobody in the monastery knew that a monk, dressed in rags, was 
the former ruler of a kingdom.  One day, as St. Constantine was sitting in the mill, he spoke to 
himself, “Am I really the King of Cornwall, who used to wear a helmet and breastplate?  No, I am 
not any more.”  His words were overheard by another monk who reported them to the abbot.   

The abbot took Constantine away from the mill and educated him to become a priest.  Father 
Constantine spent another seven years at the monastery.  Then, he was given the duty of preaching 
the Good News to the people of South-West Scotland who, for the most part, were pagan.  By a 
river near Glasgow, St. Constantine founded a monastery, where he was elected abbot.  Constantine 
was a good pastor, and his steadfast devotion helped many to accept faith in Christ.  As he grew 
older, the saint prayed to God to give him a martyr’s death.  The prayer was answered during one of 
St. Constantine’s journeys as a missionary.  He was on the peninsula of Kintyre with another monk.  
A group of robbers followed them, and, seizing Father Constantine’s companion, cut off his hand.  
St. Constantine immediately healed the man with his touch.  The miracle made the evil men angry, 
and, after cruelly beating the saint, they cut off his arm and left him to die.  His companion called 
the other monks for help, and when they came, St. Constantine was still alive.  He comforted his 
brethren and blessed them.  The saint died from loss of blood.  The monks carried the holy body to 
the monastery and buried it in the church.  The church, known as St. Constantine’s, still stands and 
is one of the oldest in Scotland.  

The exact year of St. Constantine’s death is not known.  According to Irish tradition, he died 
in 588; according to Scottish tradition, in 576.
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St. Brendan the Navigator (✟ 577)
Feast Day – May 3 (16)

The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from 
this time forth and for evermore.  - Psalms, 120:8

St. Brendan was born to a noble and ancient family in 
Ireland in 484.  He was baptised in infancy and, at age one, given 
into the care of St. Ita of Killeedy.  When the child turned seven, he 
was sent to the monastery school at Tuam for more education.  In 
512, the same bishop who baptised him ordained Brendan to the 
priesthood.  For nearly twenty years St. Brendan lived in monastic 
cells in different parts of the country and established monasteries, 
including one in Ardfert, his home town.   In 530, he started 

preparing for his famous journey, the purpose of which was to find the Promised Land of the saints.  
On the west coast of Ireland he built a boat.  He made it of branches and covered it with 

hides tanned in tree bark softened with butter.  After praying on the shore, St. Brendan and 18 
monks, his travel companions, sailed in the name of the Holy Trinity.  They were at sea for years, 
stopping on small islands to rest and look for food.   

On the seventh year of their journey, the sailing monks reached a land that they called 
Paradise, or Promised Land.  It was beautiful and had rich vegetation.  

In modern times, there have been many interpretations of where the land was actually 
located.  Some archaeologists have concluded that the Irish monks were the first to discover the 
continent of North America:  the brave explorers arrived at a location in the present-day state of 
West Virginia.  Carvings, written in Ogham, the ancient Irish alphabet, were discovered on a 
sandstone cliff.  Experts have agreed that the language is consistent with the grammar and 
vocabulary of Old Irish.  Furthermore, the inscriptions contain Christian symbols that were used by 
the Irish in the time of St. Brendan.7  

 After many years of seafaring, St. Brendan returned home.  Hundreds of pilgrims came to 
the town of Ardfert to seek the saint’s spiritual guidance and hear stories of his amazing adventures. 
The holy monk, being a highly educated man, never stopped learning.  He was a disciple of St. 
Finnian and studied in the monastic school at Clonard.   

The last years of the saint’s life were devoted to establishing new churches and monasteries.  
The monastery at Clonfert, founded in the 560’s, became one of the most celebrated learning centres 
in Ireland.  The monks who lived there followed a very strict rule.8

St. Brendan’s sister, St. Briga, was an abbess of a convent.  It was she whom the holy man 
wanted to see as his final days were approaching.  He came to his sister’s convent and died in her 

7 In the late 1970’s, British explorer and writer Tim Severin conducted a very interesting experiment:  following the 
instructions of St. Brendan, he built a boat and sailed from Ireland to Newfoundland via Iceland.  The navigator 
repeated the route of the holy monk and proved that a small boat can reach North America.  In 1983, Dr. Barry Fell, 
an expert in ancient languages, was able to decipher a message carved on a sandstone cliff in West Virginia.  The 
content of the message suggested that the Irish monks landed on the continent during the feast of Nativity.  The 
message read, “A happy season is Nativity, a time of joy and goodwill to all people.  A Virgin was with Child; God 
ordained Her to conceive and be fruitful. Behold, a miracle!  She gave birth to a Son in a cave.  The name of the 
cave was the Cave of Bethlehem.  His foster-father gave Him the name Jesus, the Christ, Alpha and Omega.  Festive 
season of  prayers.”  

8 monastic discipline
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presence in May of 577.  A pious man who had experienced much danger in his life, St. Brendan 
feared meeting his Maker.  The saint’s dying words to Briga were, “I fear the unknown land, the 
presence of my King and the sentence of my Judge.”   

The story of St. Brendan’s journey was written down and spread across Europe.  St. Brendan 
the Navigator is considered one of the greatest travellers of ancient times.

The Holy Island and the Lindisfarne Gospels

Lindisfarne, a tiny island known for its natural 
beauty, is located on the north-east coast of England.  
Twice a day, at low tide, it is joined to the mainland.  
The monastery of Lindisfarne, or Holy Island, was 
founded around 635 A.D. by the monk St. Aidan.  The 
saint missionary travelled through the northern 
England preaching the Gospel to the natives.  

Northumbrian King Oswald wanted to help St. 
Aidan in his missionary work and granted him the land 
to build a monastery.  The island was a perfect place 
for monks:  it gave them the necessary seclusion from 
the world but was close to the mainland.  Many 

missions were sent from Lindisfarne to Northumbria and Mercia.  
St. Aidan served as bishop of the Lindisfarne Monastery for 17 years.  His death was 

revealed to a young shepherd who tended sheep on the hills of Northumbria.  On the night St. Aidan 
died, the boy had a vision that convinced him to become a monk.  The boy’s name was Cuthbert; he 
was to become one of the most venerated English saints.

Cuthbert came to Lindisfarne in 654 and, years later, was elected bishop.  St. Cuthbert had 
the gift of healing and working miracles.  Each day, he received a great number of visitors who 
asked for his blessing.  Such was the saint’s humility that he washed the feet of the people who 
came to see him.  St. Cuthbert died in 687 and was buried on the island.  Eleven years after the 
saint’s death, his body was found in an incorrupt state.  

The Holy Island was home to one of the great masterpieces of ancient Christian art – the 
illuminated Lindisfarne Gospels.  A magnificent representation of the glory of God’s word, it shows 
the devotion, talent and enormous labour of the scribe.  The beautiful script and calligraphic 
ornaments combine the styles of Italian, Celtic and Anglo-Saxon art.  It is believed that Bishop St. 
Eadfrith of Lindisfarne transcribed and illustrated the Gospels between 710 and 720 A.D.  Some 
parts of the manuscript remained unfinished due to his death in 721.  On the outside, it was adorned 
with silver, gold and jewels.  The cover was lost during a Viking attack on the monastery, but the 
monks saved the sacred book.  The Lindisfarne Gospels is now kept in the British Library.  

For centuries, the Monastery of the Holy Island suffered a tragic fate:  persecution by the 
hordes of Norsemen, then by the Normans, conquerors of England, and finally, from the anti-
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monastic reforms of King Henry VIII, who in 1534 proclaimed himself  the head of the Church.  
During his reign, the monasteries of England, including the holy Lindisfarne Monastery, were 
destroyed.  

St.  Oswald, King of Northumbria and Martyr (✟ 642)
Feast Days – July 23 (August 5), September 25 (October 8)

Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints.  - Psalms, 115:6

Oswald was a son of Aethelfrith, King of Northumbria.  When the 
King was killed in battle, his rival seized the throne, and young Oswald fled 
to Scotland.  There, he lived in the monastery on the island of Iona.  Oswald 
learned about the Christian faith, accepted it in his heart, and was baptised.  
In 632 Northumbria was invaded by two rulers, King Cadwallon of Wales 
and the pagan king Penda of Mercia.  

Oswald decided to return to his native land and claim the throne.  He 
met Cadwallon and defeated him, although the enemy forces were far 
superior.  Before the battle, Oswald erected a wooden cross and told his army 
to kneel before it, asking the Almighty for His mercy and protection.  There 
were only a dozen Christians in Oswald’s army, but the other soldiers also 
prayed, and promised to be baptised if they won the battle.  

Northumbria was still mostly pagan, and King Oswald’s great desire 
was to convert his people.  He sent messengers to the monastery of Iona to 
ask for a Christian preacher.  A monk came, but his attempts failed because 
the Northumbrians were resistant to the Gospel.  The monk returned to Iona.  
Bishop Aidan came soon after, and his ministry was immensely successful.  

Aidan preached the word of God with such love and patience that the people opened their hearts to 
him.  Oswald listened humbly to the advise of the bishop.  In the beginning of his ministry, St. 
Aidan could not speak English well, and the king always stood beside him and translated the 
sermon.  Soon, other missionaries came, and the Church of Northumbria thrived.  The king gave 
money and land to build monasteries.  
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Oswald lived a true Christian life.  He was kind, humble, and generous to the poor, often 
sharing his own food with them.  The king prayed from midnight until daybreak, sitting on the floor 
with his hands turned upwards on his knees.  Oswald married a daughter of the King of Wessex.  
The young bride and her father, like most people in Wessex at that time, had not heard the Gospel.  
The king’s family became Christians, and the people of Wessex soon followed the example of their 
ruler.  Thus, the Gospel spread to south-western England.  

King Penda of Mercia, Oswald’s enemy, still wanted to conquer Northumbria.  In 640, a war 
between Mercia and Northumbria broke out.  In the battle of Maserfield, in the ninth year of his 
reign, King Oswald was killed.  His last words were a prayer for his soldiers, “O God, be merciful 
to their souls, as said Oswald as he fell.”  Penda ordered that the King’s body be dismembered and 
offered as a sacrifice to a pagan god.  St. Oswald’s hands and head were nailed to a tree; other parts 
of his body were placed on stakes.  “Oswald’s tree” performed many miracles of healing and 
became a site of local pilgrimage.  Oswald’s brother removed the holy head and buried it at 
Lindisfarne; the hands and body were buried at other English monasteries.  King Oswald is 
regarded by the English as a national hero.  At the place of the martyr’s death there is now a town 
bearing his name – Oswestry.  

St. Aidan, The First Bishop of Lindisfarne, Ascetic and Missionary (✟ 651)
Feast Day – August 18 (31)

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  - Matthew, 28:19

St. Aidan was an Irish monk from the monastic island of Iona.  
The saint lived in the days when Christianity was just beginning to take 
root in England, and missionary work met severe resistance from  
pagans.  Northumbria was among the lands where the Gospel was 
unknown to most people.  The entire kingdom had only one church, in 
the town of York.  

The newly converted king Oswald asked the monks of Iona for 
missionary help.  The monastery sent brother Corman, who, after trying 
to evangelize the Northumbrians for some time, had to return and report 
to the brethren that he did not succeed:  the people were too hard-
hearted to accept the Scriptures.  As the monks were thinking what to 

do next, Aidan spoke.  “Brother, it seems to me that you were too stern with your listeners.  You 
should have followed the practice of the Apostles and begun by giving them the simpler teaching 
and gradually instructed them in the Word of God until they were capable of greater perfection.”  
The brethren saw that Aidan was a true pastor,  suited for the difficult mission.  Accompanied by 
several monks, St. Aidan started his trip to Northumbria.  

 A humble and compassionate person, the saint missionary quickly gained the respect of the 
natives.  He talked to the people as a friend, and often travelled many miles on foot to meet them in 
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their homes.  If someone gave him money, St. Aidan spent very little on himself, only enough to 
buy simple food.  He gave away the rest to the poor or used it to free slaves.  

Under the protection of King Oswald, Christianity flourished in Northumbria.  
The king granted St. Aidan the island of Lindisfarne, where a monastery was built.  The monks of 
Lindisfarne, following their bishop’s example, did not seek worldly possessions.  They led a holy 
life of prayer, fasting and hard work.  Bishop Aidan founded a school for monastic missionaries.  
There, English boys were trained to preach the Gospel.  

Several miracles of St. Aidan have been recorded.  Once, he stopped the siege of Bamburgh, 
the royal city.  The enemy set fire to wood piled against the city walls.  But the prayers of St. Aidan 
changed the direction of the wind, and the flames made the invaders retreat.  Another time, he saved 
some sailors by calming a storm at sea.

After St. King Oswald died in a battle, Bishop Aidan grieved the loss greatly.  King 
Oswald’s successor, Oswin, was a pious man and also became Aidan’s beloved friend.  One day, 
during a meal with King Oswin, St. Aidan started crying quietly and said something in Irish, which 
the others could not understand.  When someone asked him why he wept, Aidan answered, “Very 
soon, the king will be taken from us.  We do not deserve such a noble king.”  His words were 
prophetic.  St. King Oswin died a martyr’s death, betrayed by a man whom he trusted.  

St. Wonderworker Aidan lived only a few days after the murder of the king.  On August 31, 
651, he died from grief.  The saint’s body was buried in the cemetery of the monks at Lindisfarne.  

St. Cedd, Missionary and Bishop of East Saxons  (✟ 664)
Feast Day –  December 25 (January 7)

Always be prepared to make a defence to anyone who calls you to account for the 
hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence.  - I Peter, 3:15

St. Cedd was born in the early 620’s to a poor family in 
Northumbria.  His parents, Angles by origin, were devout Christians 
who raised their sons in accordance with the holy teaching.  St. Cedd 
was the oldest of the children, and, after the passing of his father, he 
assumed the responsibilities of head of the family.  His brothers – St. 
Chad, St. Cynibil and righteous Caelin – also became monks and priests 
of the holy Church.  They all were trained at Lindisfarne under the 
supervision of St. Aidan.  

In 653, Paeda, the young, newly-converted king of Mercia, 
requested a missionary to be sent to his kingdom.  St. Cedd, along with 
three other monks, was chosen to preach the Gospel to the Mercians.  

The holy men laboured with great success:  multitudes came daily to hear the teachings and receive 
baptism.  

The saint was soon recalled from Mercia and sent to the East Saxon kingdom.  His new 
mission was more difficult:  he was asked to preach to the people who had previously been 
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baptised, but had rejected the faith and drove out their bishop.  The religious path of the kingdom 
was uncertain:  some people still remained Christians, some went back to paganism.  Even the royal 
family was divided.  St. Cedd’s diligent evangelizing helped to restore the true faith:  people 
denounced their idols; churches opened again.  The town of Tilbury became the centre of religious 
activity.  So great was the accomplishment of St. Cedd that he was appointed bishop of the East 
Saxons.

Bishop Cedd was not afraid to confront the powerful people if their actions were unlawful in 
the eyes of the Lord.  Once, the holy man openly reprimanded the king. 

St. Cedd liked to visit his native Northumbria and preach there.  He founded many churches 
and monasteries in his homeland.  One of his most notable monasteries was built in 658 in the 
village of Lastingham.  The saint chose the land himself:  it was a remote area among high hills.  
There, he prayed and fasted for forty days in order to purify the site before construction began.  St. 
Cedd became the first abbot of Lastingham and carried the duty to the end of his life.

The saint continued his missionary work and travelled often, also serving as an interpreter 
and diplomat.  His ability to speak languages – Gaelic, Old English, Old Welsh and Latin – was 
valuable during negotiations.  On one of the trips St. Cedd  contracted the plague.  He died upon his 
return to Lastingham.  At the news of his death, thirty monks came from London to pay respects to 
their beloved teacher.  They too were taken ill on the way.  All but one child, who travelled with 
them, died.  The little boy was saved by the prayers of the abbot.  

St. Cedd was initially buried in an open-air grave, but later his body was moved to the 
church at the monastery.  St. Cedd’s second brother, St. Chad, became the new abbot of Lastingham 
Abbey.  

St. Hilda of Whitby, Abbess  (✟ 680)
Feast Day – November 4 (17)

He who is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, and He will 
repay him for his deed. -  Proverbs, 19:17

St. Hilda was born in 614 A.D. into a royal house in the kingdom of 
Northumbria.  The girl’s father was a nephew of St. Edwin, King of 
Northumbria.  When Hilda was an infant, her mother had an unusual 
dream:  under her garments she discovered a precious jewel that emitted 
an exceptionally brilliant light.  The dream was fulfilled in her daughter, 
whose holiness and charity shone to all of Britain. 

When the girl was thirteen, her family received holy baptism.  St. 
Bishop Aidan had a great influence on the maiden and guided her through 
a path of spiritual growth.  Hilda lived a virtuous life in the world; when 
she was thirty-three, with the blessing of St. Aidan, she took the veil.  She 

settled in a nunnery in Northumbria on the north bank of the River Wear.  There, in a small 
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community of several nuns, St. Hilda stayed only one year.  A more challenging job was in store for 
her:  in 649, she was appointed abbess of the double monastery at Hartlepool.

For nearly ten years, Mother Hilda served as a prudent shepherdess to both the women’s and 
men’s monastic houses.  By working hard and living the life of a simple nun, she set an example for 
others.  The monastery became highly regarded among the commoners and nobles.  Oswiu, King of 
Northumbria, wanted his daughter Aelflaed to be consecrated to the Lord and asked the abbess to 
raise his child.  Since age one, Aelflaed was in the care of St. Hilda.  The king’s daughter loved her 
adoptive mother and grew to become a saintly woman and abbess.  

In 657, St. Hilda moved to Whitby, a rugged area on the coast of the North Sea, where she 
founded a double monastery.  Whitby Abbey soon became a respected school of learning:  children 
were educated there; scribes were trained in the art of copying and illustrating manuscripts.  The 
abbey housed an impressive library, with a number of volumes rare for that time.  The community 
prepared priests and  missionaries.  In 664 the Synod of Whitby was held there.  Already in her 
lifetime, St. Hilda was esteemed as the Mother of the country.  Kings and bishops valued her 
wisdom and often came to receive her spiritual advice.  

There is a story that shows how attentive Mother Hilda was to ordinary people.  A poor 
outdoor servant, who tended the animals at the monastery, had a talent for poetry.  He wrote poems 
at night as he lay in the stable.  The abbess, delighted about the discovery, assisted the young man’s 
education.  The servant, whose name was Caedmon, became a famous English poet.  He composed 
many beautiful verses in praise of the Lord.  

The last six years of St. Hilda’s life were a great test of courage and patience:  she suffered 
from a very painful illness.  In the seventh year of suffering, she died.  

On the night of St. Hilda’s death, a nun in Hackness, a monastery thirteen miles away, saw a 
light coming from Whitby Abbey.  The light was moving upwards, accompanied by the angels.  
The nun understood that it was the soul of the saintly abbess rising to heaven.  When a messenger 
arrived at Hackness several hours later, the sisters already knew what message he brought.  

 

St. Venerable Bede, Monk and Scholar, “The Father of English History” (✟ 735)
Feast Day –  May 12 (25)

Whatever your task, work heartily, as serving the Lord and not men, knowing 
that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward; 

you are serving the Lord Christ.  - Colossians, 3:23-24

The Venerable Bede was an outstanding scholar and the first historian of the English 
Church.  His works are the most important source of our knowledge about the beginning of 
Christianity in England and the lives of the early saints.  

St. Bede was born in Northumbria in 672 or 673 A.D.  Not much is known about his early 
years.  Some ancient documents suggest that the saint came from a noble and well-to-do family.9  

9 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
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At age 7, he was entrusted to the care of St. Abbot Benedictt Biscop, the founder of Sts. Peter and 
Paul monastery in Jarrow.   

As a child, St. Bede already showed an amazing capacity for learning.  His saintly teachers, 
the monks, nourished the youth’s talents and instructed him in the literature and sciences known at 
that time.  St. Bede studied astronomy, arithmetic, grammar, history, lives of saints and ancient 
philosophy.  He knew Greek, Latin and Hebrew, and could read many works of classical authors in 
the original language.  St. Bede was especially well-versed in the Holy Scriptures.  

The young scholar was also a pious monk who performed his duties with great zeal.  At 19 
St. Bede was ordained a deacon, and at age 30 he became a priest.  Venerable Bede spent all his life 
in Jarrow – learning, writing, and copying the holy books.  Only once he left the monastery, to teach 
in the school at York for a few months.  

During his lifetime, St. Bede became such a respected author in 
matters of faith that, by decision of a Church council, his writings were 
publicly read in English churches.  His works were widely read 
throughout Europe.  In addition to copying many sacred texts,  St. Bede 
wrote 45 books of his own, including commentaries on the Bible.  He 
also created The Martyrology, a listing of saints. 

 Of all St. Bede’s writings, An Ecclesiastical History of the 
English People is the best-known.  No other work written at that time 
gives us such a detailed account of the early English Church.  The 
History, which consists of five volumes, starts from the period of 
Roman Britain and the martyrdom of St. Alban and chronicles the first 

missionaries to the British Isles, the spread of Christianity through the kingdoms, and the first 
English saints.  

Venerable Bede wanted his countrymen to be able to read the word of God in their own 
language.  He translated into English parts of the Holy Bible and many writings of the ancient 
Church Fathers.  The saint died during the Great Lent, on the day when he completed translating  
the Gospel of John.  His last words were, “Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy 
Spirit.  As in the beginning, so now, and forever.”

Unfortunately, not all the works of St. Bede were preserved to this day.  Most of his 
translations, including the Gospel of St. John, were lost.  

It is interesting to note that the words that express chronological dating – Anno Domini 
(A.D., in the year of our Lord) – came into common use thanks to the writings of St. Bede.  
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The Ire of the Danes10

Then the Lord said unto me, Out of the north an evil shall break 
forth on all the inhabitants of the land.  - Jeremiah, 1:14

The Norsemen, or “heathen men,” were known in England as traders since the middle of the 
eighth century.  However, as time went, encounters with the “people from the North” became 
threatening.  One of the earliest attacks of the Norsemen is recorded in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.  
Three long, narrow ships arrived in the harbour of Portland, Wessex.  A group of Saxon horsemen 
met them at the shore.  Assuming that the foreigners were travelling merchants, the Saxons asked 
them if they had the king’s permission to land.  The strangers killed the horsemen on the spot.   

 Plundering was the basis of the Danes’ life.  They knew no other occupation than war, no 
other way of acquiring wealth than by the sword. A Viking’s life was centred around the ship that 
was his home, his means of survival, and his vehicle of aggression.  Very often, a Viking “king” 
owned nothing but a ship and the few men who operated it.  Not just the love of piracy drove the 
Norsemen out of their own countries:  there was not enough farmland, and people could not support 
themselves.  For many, the choice was either to move out or starve.  In England they saw a country 
of vast fertile lands full of riches. 

On June 8, 793, several Danish ships sailed to the shore of Lindisfarne, or Holy Island.  The 
island had a monastery that kept sacred and valuable items:  ancient manuscripts, illuminated 
Gospels, ornate Bibles, silver vessels and candlesticks.  The monastery stood exposed without 
protective walls and was an easy target for the raiders.  The peaceful scholar-monks of Lindisfarne 
could not defend themselves.  Most of them died a martyr’s death on that day.  The fierce Vikings 
had no mercy for the clergy.  Blood was pouring on the altar; the bodies of the slain monks filled 
the churches and streets.  Many holy brethren were taken to sea and drowned; the ones who 
survived were carried off in chains to become slaves.  Everything of value was plundered or 
destroyed. 

Next year, the Vikings started a series of raids on Iona.  A great centre of learning and 
Christian art, Iona shared the fate of Lindisfarne.  The cruelty with which the raiders treated monks 
and holy places shocked the nation.  “Never before was such  horror seen in Britain,” Alcuin of 
York, a scholar of the time, wrote.  Continuous attacks over the next few decades devastated the 
monasteries and dealt a severe blow to the English monastic tradition.  

The raids on England increased every year, and, by the middle of the ninth century, the 
Norsemen had subjugated the kingdoms of East Anglia and Mercia.  In 851, 350 ships of the “Great 
Heathen Army” came to plunder London; York was taken in 866.  

Many Danes settled on the English mainland as farmers, gradually adopting the Anglo-
Saxons’ faith, language, and way of life.  Meanwhile, new hordes of Vikings kept coming to kill 
and plunder.  England fought for her independence from the Norsemen for two hundred and fifty 
years. 

10 England suffered from attacks by both Danes and Scandinavians.  However, ancient English sources use the word 
Danes (sometimes Norsemen) for all north-Germanic tribes, regardless of the land from which they came.  The term 
Vikings appears in documents of a later period; in present-day texts it is used in reference to any sea pirates of that 
time.  The word Viking is of Scandinavian origin.  It means “a sea warrior who explores far-away lands.”  

- 22 -



St. Edmund, King and Martyr (✟ 870)
Feast day – November 7 (20)

If we have died with Him, we shall also live with Him; if we 
endure, we shall also reign with Him.  - II Timothy, 2:11

Edmund was crowned King of East Anglia at the age of 14 in 
855 on the day of Nativity of Christ.  The young man was born of 
Saxon stock and raised a Christian.  Well-educated and gifted, Edmund 
was deeply religious and could recite the entire Psalter by heart.  

During his rule, the Danes not only raided England 
continuously, but also were beginning to occupy parts of the country.  
In the year 866, they took York and marched south as far as 
Nottingham.  The next year, the Vikings crossed Mercia.  Villagers 
who were in the path of the invaders were either killed or enslaved.  In 
870, the Danes entered East Anglia.  King Edmund met the enemy on 
the battlefield.  In the beginning, the king’s army was winning, but 
later the Vikings received large reinforcements.  Edmund was defeated 
and captured.  

Hingmar, the barbarian leader, offered peace to the king on the condition that he denounce 
the Christian faith and become his vassal.  The saint replied that he would not betray the Lord in 
exchange for his life.  Edmund believed that he had been called by God to advance Christ’s 
kingdom.  He could not serve as the vassal of a heathen.  

Hingmar ordered his warriors to scourge the king and tie him to a tree as a living target.  The 
archers shot arrows into Edmund.  Many arrows pierced through the king’s body as they hit the 
trunk of the tree.  St. Edmund was still alive when he was torn from the tree and dragged to the 
ground.  Then, the torturers beheaded the holy king and threw his body aside in the forest.  They 
thought that the king’s remains would never be found.   But, soon afterwards, the holy body was 
discovered due to the miraculous intervention of a dog.  No one knew where the dog came from, but 
it sat by the body protecting it from wild animals and howling to attract people’s attention.  
Edmund’s servants buried the head and body of their king in a small wooden chapel built at the 
place of his execution.  In 915,  the incorrupt remains were transferred to an abbey named after the 
king – St. Edmundsbury. 

By God’s grace, many Vikings converted to Christianity, and in less than 30 years after the 
martyr’s death, the former barbarians venerated Edmund as their beloved saint.  Ancient English 
icons often depict St. Edmund with a dog.  
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St. Edward, King of the West Saxons and Martyr (✟ 978)
Feast day – March 5 (18)

And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  - Matthew, 10:28

Edward succeeded his father, King Edgar the Peaceful, at the age of 
twelve or thirteen.  The young king reigned for only three years before his 
death at Corfe Castle.  

The exact date of St. Edward’s birth is not known.  When Edward 
was a small child, he lost his mother, and his father remarried.  Elfrida, the 
new queen, gave birth to a boy who was named Ethelred.  Edward loved his 
half-brother dearly and was greatly attached to him.  

In 975 Edgar died, and Edward, the king’s first-born son, received the 
crown.  Despite his age, Edward was a good ruler, guided by his wise 

advisor, St. Dunstan.  Archbishop Dunstan, who had baptised Edward as an infant, was a spiritual 
father to the orphaned boy.  The pious king showed great generosity to monasteries, churches and 
the needy. Not everybody, however, was pleased with the young king.  Queen Elfrida, wishing to 
set her own son on the throne, persuaded a group of nobles to murder her stepson.  Together they 
devised a plan.  Elfrida and her son at that time were staying at Corfe Castle.  The traitors, knowing 
the day when the king would come to the castle, waited for him.  Edward, anxious to see his young 
half-brother, arrived at Corfe before his attendants, and Elfrida went out to welcome him.  She 
ordered a drink be brought to the thirsty king.  As Edward was drinking, he was stabbed in the back 
by Elfrida’s co-conspirators.  The king tried to escape but his wound was serious.  His foot caught 
in the stirrup as he fell from the saddle.  Edward was dragged to death.  

The murderers found the body and threw it into a marsh, confident that no one would find it. 
But God revealed its resting place:  a pillar of light rose above the body of the slain king.  Miracles 
started to happen immediately after St. Edward’s death.  A blind woman, to whose hut the holy 
body was transferred, suddenly gained her sight.  A clear spring with healing powers sprung from 
the ground near St. Edward’s grave.

 When he learned of Edward’s death, Ethelred was heart-broken and wept for his half-
brother.  A small child at the time of the murder, he knew nothing about his mother’s involvement.  
Soon Ethelred became king; he always remembered Edward and venerated him as a saint.  The 
reign of the new king was not a good one for England.  For his inability to make right decisions, 
people gave the king the nick-name Ethelred the Unready.  

Elfrida repented sincerely and begged God for forgiveness for the rest of her life.  She died 
as a poor nun in 999.  
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St. Dunstan,  Archbishop of Canterbury (✟ 988)
Feast day – May 6 (19)

...be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord.  - I Corinthians, 15:58

The life of St. Dunstan, one of the greatest English 
archbishops, was remarkable in many ways.  St. Dunstan 
was not only a clergyman of high rank but also a minister of 
state and advisor to four English kings.  

St. Dunstan was born in 909 near Glastonbury to a noble 
family with royal connections.  The studious young man had 
a special fondness for books and old Saxon songs.  He was a 
gifted painter and silversmith, had a beautiful singing voice, 
played the organ and harp, and composed music for the glory 
of God.  Young Dunstan, not sure he was ready to become a 
monk, considered married life.  An illness helped him 
decide:  he had developed a serious skin condition that 
looked like leprosy.  After St. Dunstan took monastic vows, 
he was cured.  He lived as a hermit in a tiny cell until 939, 
when he was appointed Abbot of Glastonbury.  

As abbot, the saint put great energy into reviving the 
monastic tradition.  Many years of Viking raids had left the 
monasteries devastated and reduced the number of monks.  
Due to the efforts of St. Dunstan, English monasticism was 
restored, and many churches were built and repaired.  
Glastonbury Abbey became an important seat of learning.  

St. Dunstan was ordained archbishop.
Never afraid to speak the truth, even rebuking kings for their wrong-doings, the archbishop 

suffered persecution.  In the beginning of king Edwy’s reign, the saint was driven out of England, 
and all his possessions were confiscated.  When Edgar the Peaceful became king, he recalled St. 
Dunstan from exile and appointed him Archbishop of Canterbury.  The monastic tradition revived 
with new vigour.  The Synod of Winchester held in 970 established a common rule11 for every 
monastery in England.  

King Edgar and the Archbishop worked together to unite the country; full cooperation 
between church and state was achieved.  In everything St. Dunstan did, he strictly followed God’s 
path. “Not a hair’s breadth would I move from the law of my Lord.”  

Edgar was succeeded to the throne by St. King-martyr Edward.  Young Edward’s reign was 
short, and his untimely, violent death grieved St. Dunstan greatly.  He did not want to continue 
serving as a statesman, and in 978 retired to Canterbury.  There he became a teacher at the cathedral 
school.  St. Dunstan was gentle and kind with children, and the boys loved to gather around him to 
hear stories of the olden days.  The saint practised the crafts of making church bells and correcting 
and illuminating manuscripts for the cathedral library.  On the vigil of Ascension Day, 988, St. 
Dunstan had a vision of angels who told him that he would die very soon.  On the feast of the 

11 common monastic discipline
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Ascension, the archbishop served Liturgy for the last time.  St. Dunstan’s final words were:  “He 
has caused His wonderful works to be remembered; the Lord is gracious and merciful.”12

A manuscript illuminated by St. Dunstan is kept in the British Museum.  St. Dunstan is also 
the composer of the hymn Kyrie, Rex Splendens (Lord, the Magnificent King).

St. Alphege of Canterbury, Archbishop and Martyr (✟ 1012)
Feast day – April 6 (19)

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  - Matthew, 5:10

St. Alphege was born about 954.  Young Alphege began his religious life as a monk in the 
monastery at Deerhurst.  After years of living in solitude, he was appointed Abbot of Bath.  So 
remarkable was his personal austerity and strictness of rule, that St. Dunstan – Archbishop of 
Canterbury at that time – took notice of Alphege and in 984 elevated him to the bishopric of 
Winchester.  St. Alphege was a humble man who did not seek a high position; nor did he want to 
leave the monastery. But he obeyed the will of God and, at the age of 30, started serving at 
Winchester.

As bishop, Alphege continued to lead a life of severe self-deprivation.  Constant fasting 
made the bishop so thin that, as his parishioners noted, one could see through his hands when he 
raised them to heaven during the Liturgy.  But the saint’s austerity did not extend to his flock.  On 
the contrary, his generosity to the poor was exceptional.  It had been recorded that, in all twenty two 
years of Alphege’s service, there was not a single beggar in the bishopric of Winchester.

In 1006 Alphege became Archbishop of Canterbury.  Times were difficult for the country,  
because England suffered frequent raids and invasions by the Danes.  Canterbury was besieged.  
Throughout the siege, the residents of Canterbury implored their archbishop to flee and take refuge 
in a safer place, but he declined.  The saint served daily Liturgy in the cathedral and encouraged the 
defenders.  

In 1011 Canterbury fell, betrayed by Edric Streona, an alderman,13 who went down in 
history as “refuse of mankind and shame of the English.”  Edric made an agreement with the 
Vikings and revealed to them the military secrets of the Anglo-Saxons.  The barbarians broke into 
the city and, infuriated by the long resistance of its citizens, committed a horrific massacre. No man, 
woman or infant was spared.  The cathedral was set on fire.  In the midst of the violence, the 
archbishop pleaded with the enemy to stop killing the innocent.  The Danes  took many prisoners, 
St. Alphege among them.  The conquerors hoped to receive a large ransom for archbishop’s life.  

  St. Alphege, bound and beaten, was thrown into a dungeon where he spent several months.  
Then, a mysterious illness began to spread among the Danes.  It quickly turned into an epidemic 
that took many lives.  The barbarians decided to see if the man who served the Christian God could 
help them.  They took the archbishop out of jail and demanded that he cure them.  St. Alphege 

12 Psalms, 110:4
13 high-ranking royal official
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prayed for the enemy and asked God to relieve their suffering.  As a result, many Danes recovered, 
and the illness stopped spreading.  The miracle, however, did not change the Vikings.  The 
archbishop’s life, they announced, would be spared only if the citizens of Canterbury paid 3,000 
pounds in gold.  The saint refused to lay such a heavy burden on the city, which had already lost 
everything.  He was thrown back in the dungeon.  

Some time later, the Danes repeated their 
demand, and the saint again refused.  The 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that St. Alphege 
was beaten and tortured for a long time by a 
crowd of drunken Danes.  A blow to the head by 
an iron axe brought the saint’s life to an end.   
“... he sank down and his holy blood fell on the 
earth, and his holy soul he sent forth to God’s 
kingdom.”14

The saint is said to have died near 
Greenwich15 during Bright Week.  The monks 
secretly buried the archbishop in the church of 
St. Paul in London.  King Canute, a Christian by 
faith and Dane by origin, had the body 

transferred to Canterbury Cathedral.  In 1105, it was discovered that the body of St. Alphege had 
remained incorrupt.  

King Harold Godwinson, The Last Anglo-Saxon King of England
The Battle of Hastings and the Norman Conquest

I

Harold Godwinson was crowned king of England on January 6, 1066, soon after the passing 
of King Edward the Confessor.  Although his reign was very brief, Harold started to fulfil the vows 
he made to the English people on the day of his coronation: he issued new laws that protected 
citizens from injustice, patronized churches and monasteries, and strengthened defences along the 
shore line.  It is possible that King  Harold did even more, but many documents of that time were 
destroyed by the Normans after the conquest. 

In Harold Godwinson, England gained a truly noble ruler:  he was an honest man, a patriot, 
and a pious, forgiving Christian.  Much of his life was spent on the battlefield.  As a soldier, Harold 
fought for his country, but if there was an opportunity for a peaceful solution, he always favoured it 
over war.  He was merciful to defeated enemies.  In one battle, Harold was wounded and became 
partially paralysed.  He prayed for a long time, and the affliction left him.  In order to express 
gratitude to God for his miraculous recovery, Harold built the stone church of the Holy Cross in the 

14 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 142.
15 a town near London

- 27 -

St. Archbishop Alphege is asked for advice  
(unknown author)



town of Waltham.16  The church, thanks to his efforts, obtained many holy relics and was 
beautifully decorated inside.  It was the place where Harold stopped to pray on his way to the Battle 
of Hastings.

The honourable king had many enemies; among them was William, Duke of Normandy.  
William was a cousin of King Edward and believed that, as Edward’s only living relative, he was 
heir to the English throne.  According to Anglo-Saxon tradition, however, the crown of England 
was not inherited, but given to the most worthy man.  The king was elected by a council called the 
Witan, which consisted of bishops and aldermen.  

The decision of the Witan did not mean anything to William.  Infuriated by the news of 
Harold’s coronation, the Duke of Normandy gathered a large army to fight the Anglo-Saxons.  

King Harold knew about the danger and was prepared for the Norman invasion.  But, as 
William’s fleet was moving towards the island, England suddenly was attacked in the north by the 
King of Norway.  Harold first had to fight the Norwegians.  Having won a hard battle, the 
exhausted army of Anglo-Saxons marched for seven days to the south – to meet William.  

II

The Battle of Hastings took place on October 14, 1066.   The Norman force consisted of 
over 5,000 infantrymen and archers, and 3,000 cavalrymen.  The English had about the same 
number, but only 2,500 of them were trained, full-time soldiers.  Harold counted on the help of two 
powerful earls who had large armies.  But, at the last moment, they betrayed the king and decided 
not to join in combat.  Harold had lost many archers in the previous battle.  Traditionally, the 
Anglo-Saxons fought on foot without cavalry – horses were used only to carry provision and 
weapons.  

The English took a position on a hill and formed a shield-wall.  The soldiers stood so closely 
shoulder-to-shoulder that, if one was killed, he could not fall, and the line remained unbroken.  The 
Anglo-Saxons were thus able to block the fierce attack of the archers.  Then the Norman infantry 
charged up the hill, but was forced to retreat.  

For many hours the English held firm, not allowing the Normans to advance.  And then, they 
made the mistake of pursuing the enemy.  That broke their ranks and separated the army.  William 
sent his cavalry on the men who had left the line, and the Anglo-Saxons suffered great losses.  

At about one in the afternoon, the Duke again sent forward his archers, this time ordering 
them to fire high in the air.  The surprise arrow attack was followed immediately by a cavalry 
charge.  The losses in both armies were heavy.  Among the dead were two of Harold’s brothers, his 
nephew and his uncle, an abbot.  

The Anglo-Saxon’s line was shorter now, which gave the Normans an opportunity to attack 
from the side.  King Harold received a horrible arrow wound in the eye.  One of the Duke’s knights 
broke through the line of Harold’s men who stood by their king.  The Norman trampled the noble 
king to the ground and killed him.

Although the soldiers continued to fight bravely by the body of their leader, the war was lost 
– and so was the England they knew.  

16 The Church of the Holy Cross at Waltham Abbey is a functioning church today.  
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III

On the morning after the battle, Harold’s mother, Gytha, asked William to allow her to give her son 
a Christian burial.  William refused, saying that Harold should stay on the land for which he fought 
so hard.  

The enemy did not show respect to King Harold after his death.  His body was mutilated 
with such atrocity that only his wife was able to recognize the remains.  Monks secretly buried them 
in the church of the Holy Cross, which the king had founded.  

Of the countless number of Anglo-Saxons who perished at Hastings – peasants, earls and 
professional soldiers – we know almost no names:  no one was left on the English side to record the 
history.  Many brethren gave their lives for their country; the bodies of young fallen men often 
revealed monk’s clothing under the armour.  William the Conqueror did not forgive the holy 
brothers for supporting Harold.  The monasteries that sent their men to Hastings were destroyed, 
and the older monks remaining there were punished.  

The Norman conquest brought a profound change to England that affected all  aspects of life 
– religion, culture, administration, law, education and language.  The Anglo-Saxons lost control 
over their church:  English bishops were replaced by Normans.  An Englishman was not allowed to 
hold the position of an abbot, or the job of a government official or sheriff; almost all the English 
nobility was eliminated.  As soon as William was crowned, French became the language of the 
ruling classes.  Education was conducted in either Latin or French.  King William never learned 
English and, for the next 300 years, all the monarchs of England spoke French.  

* * *

“... no eye has seen, no ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived, what God prepared for 
those who love Him.” (I Cor. 2:9)  God moves in mysterious ways; the royal family of the 
Godwinsons united with the family of great Russian princes.  King Harold’s daughter Gytha 
escaped persecution and found shelter in Rus.  She married Prince Vladimir who later became 
Grand Prince of Kiev.  Vladimir Monomakh and Gytha had a large family of eight sons and three 
daughters.  Their eldest son Mstislav was called Harold by his parents, in memory of his 
grandfather.  For his numerous holy deeds, Prince Mstislav is venerated by the Russian Church as a 
saint.  
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Cities and Locations in Medieval England and Ireland
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Heptarchy – Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms around 700 A.D.
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Chronology

43 (A.D.) - Britain becomes part of the Roman Empire

156 - British king Lucius receives holy baptism

304 - St. Alban dies for the Christian faith, becoming the first British martyr

410 - Last Roman legion leaves Britain

5th century - Anglo-Saxons invade Britain; the Heptarchy is formed

432 - St. Patrick starts his missionary work in Ireland

597 - King Aethelbert of Kent converts to Christianity and allows 
    missionaries to preach openly

635 - Monastery of Lindisfarne is founded by St. Aidan

793 - Vikings raid Lindisfarne

851 - London is attacked by the Vikings

866 - Vikings take York

1011 - Canterbury falls to the Vikings

1066 - Battle of Hastings; Duke William of Normandy conquers England

- 32 -



Bibliography

The Holy Bible, Standard Version.  New York, Toronto, Edinburgh: Tomas Nelson and Sons, 1952.

1. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Translated and edited by Michael Swanton. New York: Routledge, 1998.

2. BBC: The Lindisfarne Gospels. http://www.bbc.co.uk/tyne/features/gospels

3. Bede. A History of the English Church and People. Translated by Leo Sherley-Price. New York: 
Dorset Press, 1968. 

4. Church, Alfred J. Early Britain. London: T. Fisher Unwin, New York: G.P. Putman’s Sons, 1889.

5. Clarke, C. P. S. Everyman’s Book of Saints. London: A. R. Mowbray & Co LTD, 1968.

6. Clements, Jonathan. The Vikings. New York: Carroll and Graf Publishers, 2005.

7. Colgrave, Bertram and R.A.B. Mynors, eds. Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People. 
London: Oxford University Press, 1969.  

8. Dowling, Fr. Kristopher and Matushka Elizabeth. The Real St. Patrick, Bishop of Ireland. 
http://celticchristianity.org/library/patrick.html

9. Farley, Lawrence R., Archpriest. Preaching the Gospel in the Other End of Nowhere. 
http://www.aidanorthodox.co.uk/St-Aidan/saint.htm

10. Fell, Barry. Christian Message Deciphered. Wonderful West Virginia Magazine,  March, No. 1, 
Vol. 47, 1983. 

11. Lindisfarne Gospels. The British Library. 
http://www.bl.uk/learning/cult/sacredbooks/religiousbooks/christian/lindisfarnegos/
lindisfarnegospels.html

12. Lingard, John, Rev. Antiquities of the Anglo-Saxon Church. Philadelphia: M. Fithian Publication, 1848.

13. Mayr-Harting, Henry. The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England. The Pensylvania State 
University Press, 1972.

14. McBrien, Richard P. Lives of the Saints. San Francisco: Harper, 2001.

15. Nicodemus, monk. A Brief History of the Irish Orthodox Church. 
http://orthodoxinfo.com/general/irishorthodoxchurch.aspx

16. Patterson, Benton Rain. Harold and William. The Battle for England, A.D. 1064-1066. Cooper Square 
Press, 2001.

17. Quennell, Marjorie & C.H.B. Everyday Life in Roman and Anglo-Saxon Times. London: B.T. Bastford, 
New York: G.P.Putnam’s Sons, 1959.

18. Robinson, J. Armitage. The Times of Saint Dunstan. Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1923.

19. Simeon of Durham.  A History of the Kings of England. Translated by J. Stevenson. Dyfed, 1858.

20. The Orthodox Saints of the Ancient Church in the British Isles and Ireland. 
http://www.oodegr.com/english/istorika/britain/British_saints.htm

21. Trease, Geoffrey. Seven Kings of England. New York: The Vanguard Press, 1955.

22. Under the Oak. http://brigid-undertheoak.blogspot.de/search/label/OrthodoxServices

23. Ward, Benedicta. High King of Heaven. Aspects of Early English Spirituality. Mowbray, 1999.

24. Wright, Peter Poyntz. Hastings. A Windrush Press Book, 1996. 

- 33 -

http://brigid-undertheoak.blogspot.de/search/label/OrthodoxServices
http://www.oodegr.com/english/istorika/britain/British_saints.htm
http://orthodoxinfo.com/general/irishorthodoxchurch.aspx
http://www.bl.uk/learning/cult/sacredbooks/religiousbooks/christian/lindisfarnegos/lindisfarnegospels.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/cult/sacredbooks/religiousbooks/christian/lindisfarnegos/lindisfarnegospels.html
http://www.aidanorthodox.co.uk/St-Aidan/saint.htm
http://celticchristianity.org/library/patrick.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/tyne/features/gospels

