ST. AIDAN OF LINDISFARNE

     The Venerable Bede writes:- "As soon as he became king of Northumbria, the holy martyr-king, Oswald greatly wished that all the people whom he ruled should be imbued with the grace of the Christian Faith, of which he had received such signal proof in his victory over the heathen. So he sent to the Scottish elders among whom he and his companions had received the sacrament of Baptism when in exile, asking them to send him a bishop by whose teaching and ministry the English people over whom he ruled might receive the blessings of the Christian Faith and the sacraments. His request was granted without delay, and they sent him Bishop Aidan, a man of outstanding gentleness, holiness, and moderation. He had a zeal in God, but not according to knowledge, in that he kept Pascha in accordance with the customs of his own nation... For the northern province of the Scots and all the Picts still observed these customs, believing that they were following the teachings of the holy and praiseworthy father Anatolius, although the true facts are evident to any scholar. But the Scots in the south of Ireland had already conformed to the injunctions of the Bishop of the apostolic see, and learnt to observe Pascha at the canonical time.
     “On Aidan’s arrival, the king appointed the island of Lindisfarne to be his see at his own request. As the tide ebbs and flows, this place is surrounded by sea twice a day like an island, and twice a day the sand dries and joins it to the mainland. The king always listened humbly and readily to Aidan’s advice and dili​gently set himself to establish and extend the Church of Christ throughout his kingdom. And while the bishop, who was not fluent in the English language, preached the Gospel, it was most delightful to see the king himself interpreting the word of God to his ealdormen and thanes; for he himself had obtained perfect command of the Scottish tongue during his long exile. Henceforward many Scots arrived day by day in Britain and proclaimed the word of God with great devotion in all the provinces under Oswald’s rule, while those of them who were in priest’s orders ministered the grace of Baptism to those who believed, Churches were built in several places, and the people flocked gladly to hear the word of God, while the king of his bounty gave lands ; endowments were  made to establish monasteries, and the English, both noble and simple, were instructed by their Scottish teachers to observe the monastic life.
     "Almighty God made known the greatness of Aidan’s merits by the evidence of miracles, of which it must suffice to mention three in his memory. A priest named Utta, a truthful and serious man, who on that account was generally respected by all, even by worldly princes, was sent to Kent to bring back Eanfled as wife for King Oswy: she was the daughter of King Edwin and had been taken to Kent when her father was killed. Intending to make the outward journey by land and to return with the princess by sea, he went to Bishop Aidan and asked him to pray for him and his companions as they set out on their long journey. When Aidan had blessed them and commended them to God, he gave them some holy oil, saying: ·When you set sail, you will encounter a storm and contrary winds. Remember then to pour the oil that I am giving you on to the sea, and the wind will immediately drop, giving you a pleasant, calm voyage and safe return home. ·Everything happened as the bishop foretold. In a rising gale, the sailors dropped anchor, hoping to ride out the storm. This proved impossible; for the roaring seas broke into the ship from every side, and it began to fill. Everyone felt that his last hour had come, when at last the priest remem​bered the bishop's words. He took out the flask of oil, and poured some of it over the sea, which immediately ceased its raging as Aidan had foretold. So it came about that the man of God through the spirit of prophecy both foretold the storm and, although absent, calmed its fury. The story of this miracle is no groundless fable;, for it was related to me by a most faithful priest of our own church, who had it from the mouth of the priest Utta, on and through whom the miracle was performed,
,
"Another notable mir:~cle of the same father Aidan is told by those in a position to know the facts. While he wa,s bishop, Penda and his enemy arrny of Merciane spread ruin far rr.nd wide Lhroughout the lands of the Northumbrians and reached the very gate~ of the royal city, which takes its name from &bba, a former queen. Unable to enter it either by force or after a siege, Penda attempted to set fire to it. Pullin~; down all the neighbouring villages, he carried to Bamburgh a vast quantity of bearr~s, rafters, wattled walls, a,nd thatched rooi's, pi.ling it high around the
city wall on th- la.ndward sie~e. a)irectly the wind became~ favourable, he set fire to this ma.ss, intending to destroy the city. Now, while all this was h~~.ppening, the most reverend Bishop Aida.n was living on l~a,rne island, which lies nearly two miles from the city and which was~his retreat when he wished to pray alone and undieturbed: indeed, his lonely hermitage can be seen there to this d'ay, t~Then the eaint~saw the
' column . of srnoke a.nd flame wafted by tYie winds above the city walls, he is daid to h,~ve raised his eyes ca.nd hands to h~aven, saying with tearst ·Lord, see what evil Penda does:' No sooner h~.~.d he spoken than the wind shifted away from the city, and drove back the fl~:.rnes on to those who had kindled them, so injuring some and unnervir all that they abaondoned their assault on a city so cl~arly under God·s prortamtion':~
, "Death came to .~ida.n when he had corr:pleted sixteen years of his epiacopate,
wh ile he was stwyin~ at a roya.l residence near the capital. Having a church and lo~:~ing there, Aidan often used to go and stay at the place, travelling about the surrounding countryside to preach. This was his practice at all the king·a oountry​seats, for he h~:.d no personal possessions except his church and a few fields a,round it, ~dhen he fell iTl; a tent w.~,s erected for him on the weat side of the church, so that th- tent was actu~.lly attached to the church wall: And so it happened thit, ae~ he drew his last br~ath, he was leanin~; a~;~.inst a post that buttressed the wall on the outside. He passed away on the last day of August, in the seventeenth year of his episcopate, and his body was soon taken across to Lindisfa,rne Island and buried in the monks· cemetery. When a 1 arger church, dedicated to the most blessed Prince of the Apostl~s, wa.s built there some while later, his bones we~'re transferred to it and buried at the right side of the altar in accordance with the honours due to eo great a prelat~,
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"For most of those who ca~ae to prer~ch 'were monks, Aidan himself bei a monk sent fror~ the island of Iona, whose monastery was for a long time the p~~ ipal monastery of nearly all the northern Scots and ~~.11 the Picts and exercised a wide​spread authority...
"It was from this island r.nd from this community of monks.. that Aidan was sent, when he had been n~ade bishop, to preach the Faith of Christ to a province of the ~nglish. ~r:~or~ other evidences of holy life, he gave his clergy an inspiring exarnple of self-~liscipline and continence, and the highest recommendation of his teachinf; to all ~r:~.s t'mat he a.nd his followers lived as they taught. H ever sought or ca.red for any worl:ily posses sions, and loveci to give away to the g0~ who chanced to rneet hirn whatever he received froru kings or wealthy folk. Whether iii town or country, he always travelled on foot unless compelled by necessity ~o ride; and whatever people he met on his walks, whether high or low, he stopped and spoke to them. If they wer-~ he:wthen, he urged them to be baptized; and if they were Christian~ he strengthened the~r faith, and inspired them by word and deed to live a good life and to be generous to others.
"~Iis life is in raarked contrast to the apathy of our own times, for~al,~. who ~ walked with hira, whether monks or layfolk, were required to nreditate, th~~~i~, either to read the acriptures or to learn the Psalms. This was their daily oce~ p~.tion wherever they went; and if, on rare occasions, he was imrited to dine with the king, he went with one or two clerics, and when he had eaten sparingly, he left as soon ~Ls possible to redd or pray with them. Ma.ny devout men and women of that day were inspire~l to follow his example, ~nd adopted the practice of fasting until the IJinth Hour on We~nesdays and Frid ays throughout the year, except during the fifty days after Pasch«. If wealthy people did wrong, he never kept silent out of respect or fear, but corrected thern outspokenly. Nor would he offer money to influ​ential people, althou~;h he offered them food whenever he entertained them as host. But, if the wea,lthy ever ~ave him gifts of money, he either distributed it for the neeas of the poor, as I have~ mentioned, or else used it ransom any whoriiad been unjustly solri as sl:~ves. l.;any of those whom he had ransomed in this way later beca~ae his aisciples; and when they had been instructQd and trained he ordained
, them to the
priesthoo~l.
"It is said that when Kin~, Gswald originally asked the Scots to send a bishop to teach the r~aith of ~hrist to himself anci his people, they sent him another man of a more austere disposition. Af'ter some tin~e, meeting with no success in ~is preaching to the ~;r~lish, who refused to listen to him, he returned hom apd reported to his superiors that he had been unable to achieve anything by teachingvto the n~,t.ion to whom they h~u~i sent him, becaw:.c they were an ungovernable people of an obstinate a.nd barv~:.rous ternper·arnent. The Scots fathers therefore hela a great con​
f ~;.~:m::: t:~ c~ :ict:- on the wisest course of action; for whi'le they ~ rretted that the tj:;.c;, .r m'r:o~, tr~ .y :~~·: : .sent h .d not been accept~.vble to the ~;nylish~ s~ill wished to rr~eet their nesire for salv~~tion. '1'hen I~.idan, who was present at the conference, sr.ivl to ~·tii,.: priest whose efforts ruad been unsuccessful: ,Brother; it seems to me t.~~.t you were too severe on your ignora,nt hearers. You should have followed the pr~.ctice of the ~:postlc:s, and be~;un by givin~; them the milk of eimpler ,rteao?~ing, ' and gradu:a.lly' nourished them t,rith the word of God until they were capab~e of greater perfection anc; able to follow the loftier precepts of Christ., At this the faces and eyes of all who were at the conference were turned towards him; a.nd they paid close attention to all he said, and realized that here was a fit person to be ruade bishop and sent to instruct the i~,rnorant an~i unbelieving, since he was particularly erxiowed with the ~;~ace of discretion, the mother of virtues. They therefore conste​cr~;,te.l him bishop, and sent him to preach. Time was to show that Aidan was remark​able not only for discretion,~but for the other virtues as well."
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":~'inan, wHo h=~i also corn~- from the Scottish island and monastery of Iona, succeedau hirn as bishop and held the office for a considerable time. Some years later, Prnda, King of the P~rrcidns, came to these parts with an invading ~army and destroyed everything th:rt he found with fire and sword; and he burned down the villa~;e an~i the ctmrch wher- ~~idan had dieci. But in a wonderful mariner, the beam
, a~;ainst whi~h t~e w;~.s leanino a:t his death was th~ only object untouched by the fl:~mes whicn ~.evoured everythin~; around it. This mirdcle was. noticed and a church was soon rebuilt on tlue s:~.me site, with the bearn supporting the structure from the outside as befor-. aornetin~e l~zter in onother fire, caused this time by carelese​ness, the vill:;~e an~.i church wcre again destroyed, but even on thie occa,leion the bean~ reu:ainec: un~i:~m;yed. I~or, although in a most extriordinary way the flames lickeca turouyiu ;,h~ w-ry hcl ~s of thN pins that secured it to the building, they wrre not perr;~i tte~i to destroy the b-a,m. When the church was rebuilt fc~,r the third tim~, the beacr. was not ernployed as an outside support again, but wza set up inside the church as a memorial of th.i~ uira.cle, so that those who entered might kneel' there a.nci ask ;;oj~'s mercy. Since that day many are known to have obtained the grace of hcalin~ :~,t this srot, ;.~rm r;rany have cut chips of wood from the bearn and put thea in water, byt r;,e~~ns of which m.my have been cured of their diseases.
"I ha.ve a~alt at lcr~;th with the character ancl life of Aidan, although one cmnot commen~i or approve his ina.dequate knowledge of the proper observance of Pascha; indeed, as I h~we. ma.u~e cled.r in my book on the seasons, I strongly dis​approve of theae prdct.ices. Idone the less, as a truthful historirn, I h:~ve biven ~~n r~ccur<~ tr a,:~:~ur:t of his life, comr:~enaing all that was excellent and preserving his n:ernory for the bensf~.t of my readers. iie cultivated peace and love, purity and humility; he was above ar~er and ~,ree;i, ~ml despised pride .-3,nd conceit; he eet himself to keep as'well as to teach the laws of God, a,nd was diligent in study and prayer. Hr use:t his pr~.eatly authority to check~the proud and powerful; he tenderly coruforted the .·~ick; he relieve;I and protected the poor, To sum up in brief what I have learnert fron: those who. knew hirn, he .took pains never to neglect anything that he ha;i learned frora the writings of the evangelists, apostles a,nd pro~ets,".and he srt himself to c:Lrry them out with all his powers. ~ ,
"I ~;reatly a.;lmire and lov~ all these things about Aidan, because I have no doubt that ttrey are pleasiny to Gocl; but I cannot approve or commend his failure to observe Pasch:~ at the prop~r time, whether he did it through ignorance of the canonic.zl times or in deference to the customs of his own nation. But this ~is him I ~3o r.pprove, that in keeping his Pascha he believed, worshipped, awd taught e.~cactly wha.t we cio, narnely the redemption of the human race through the Passion, R-surr-ction and !',scension into heaven of the rlan Jesus Christ, the M~diator between God =xnd rnan. He alwr~ys kept pascha, not as some mistakenly euppose, on the f ourteenth moon wiratever the day was, as the Jews do, but on.the Lord,s Day falling bet~,~een the fourteenth :.ind tw-ntieth days of the moon. He did eo becauee he held that tt-1e liesurrrction of our Lord took place on the day following the Sabbath and bec~use, like the rest of the Koly Church, he rightly expected our own resurrection to t~.ke place on t;he sa,rne day after the uabba.th, which we now call the Lord ~s Day."
~Wl2~Oi~S ;OlyCERldING 'rHu D~:TI: Ol' PAS~;HA
"If any Bishop, or Prcsbyter, or De~.con celebrate the holy diy of Pai~cha before tha vernal equinox with the Jews, 1^t him be deposed."
Apostolic Canon YII
"As for all rersons who dase to violate the definition of the holy and great :;ouncil conveneci in I'icaea in the presence of '~usebeia, the coneort of the most God-beloved Emperor i;onst~antine, concernin:~ the holy festival of saving Pascha, we decree th:~t they be excluded from Conrmunion and be outcasts from the Church."
Council of Antioch, Canon I.
"';rhoever does not follow the customs of the Church as the Sever~l~umenical ~:;ouncils decreed, amd I-'oly Pr:scha, and the Tienologion with which they did Well in ma.kiug it a l:~w that ~e shoulci follow it, and wishes to follow the ~wlyv~,~rivented
PAGE  
2

