ST. WILLIAM OF ROSKILDE

     "An Anglo-Saxon priest named William became court chaplain to King Cnut. Journeying to Denmark with the king, he decided that the missionary needs of that land were enormous and stayed there for the rest of his life, eventually becoming Bishop of Roskilde, Zeeland.

     "To live on terms of great friendship with the royal family was no easy task for a bishop who wished also to witness to the demands of the Christian Gospel, for Cnut's successor, King Sweyn Estridsen, in spite of many good qualities, was a headstrong, wilful man who several times greatly offended against Christian standards.

     "William managed both to rebuke the king - once risking his own life in doing so - and to remain in the end the king's good friend. Sweyn Estridsen put to death a number of men who, whether guilty or not, should have been granted first a fair trial. Saint William of Roskilde decreed that a person who had shed blood unjustly could receive no sacrament of the Church until he had done public penance. King Sweyn Estridsen came to the saint's cathedral with armed men. William stood at the door, armed only with his crozier, and refused the king entry. The armed men drew their swords, at which the saint offered them his neck, ready to sacrifice himself for the Christian faith. Sweyn Estridsen was filled with remorse and publicly asked forgiveness, offering property to the church as a token of his great shame.

     "In his private life the king infringed the moral laws of the Church by marrying his own stepdaughter. Repeatedly Bishop William remonstrated. He sought and received the public support of the Archbishop of Hamburg. But only after both pope and Holy Roman Emperor had also censured the king did Sweyn Estridsen put aside his unlawful wife.

     "Yet the two men clearly loved each other, in spite of their differences. Sweyn Estridsen died first, in the year 1070. As his body was being carried to Roskilde cathedral, the saint, clearly heartbroken, met the cortege and himself fell dead."

(Source: James Bentley, A Calendar of Saints, London: Little, Brown and Company, 1993, under September 2)
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