SAINTS BOISIL, ABBOT OF MELROSE AND EATA, BISHOP OF HEXHAM

     Our holy Father Boisil was a monk of Melrose in the Scottish borders. He became so well known for his learning, holiness and prophecies that the great St. Cuthbert came to study under him in 651. The two of them would go off on preaching journeys together in the neighbouring villages.

     When St. Cuthbert first arrived at Melrose, and had leaped from his horse in order to enter the church to pray, he gave his horse and travelling spear to a servant (he was still a layman at that time). Boisil was standing in front of the doors of the monastery and saw him first. Foreseeing in spirit what an illustrious man the stranger would become, he said to the bystanders:

     "Behold a servant of the Lord!"

     Boisil then took him to himself. A few days later, Boisil told St. Eata, the abbot of the monastery, about the arrival of Cuthbert and obtained permission to to tonsure him as a monk. Our holy Father Eata was one of twelve English boys educated by St. Aidan at Lindisfarne. He became a monk, and then abbot, of Melrose, and was, in the words of Simeon of Durham, "a man of exceeding gentleness".

     In 659, St. Eata left with Cuthbert to found the monastery of Ripon on land given him by King Alcfrith of Deira. Boisil succeeded him as abbot. In 661 Eata and Cuthbert returned to Melrose rather than accept the Roman-Byzantine paschalion. They found Boisil stricken with the plague. Cuthbert and Boisil read the Gospel of St. John together until he died. Cuthbert, too, caught the plague; but he recovered in accordance with Boisil's prophecy.

     Saints Eata and Cuthbert changed their minds about the Roman paschalion, and in 678 Eata was consecrated bishop of Bernicia. In 681 this diocese was divided into two, Lindisfarne and Hexham, and Eata ruled Lindisfarne from 681 to 685, appointing Cuthbert as superior of the monastery. In 685, when Bishop Tunbert of Hexham was deposed, Eata became bishop of Hexham while St. Cuthbert became bishop of Lindisfarne.

     In 686 St. Eata died of dysentery, and was buried to the south of St. Wilfrid's church at Hexham. A chapel was later built over his tomb. In the eleventh century his relics were translated into the church. In 1113, Archbishop Thomas II of York tied to obtain Eata's relics for York, but the saint appeared to him in a dream and beat him with his pastoral staff.

     St. Boisil also appeared in visions after his death. Once he appeared to one of his former pupils while he was sleeping after Mattins and said:

     "Do you know me?"

     "I do," said the monk; "you are Boisil."

     "I am come," he answered, "to bring Egbert [St. Egbert, abbot of Iona, who was intending to travel to the continent] a message from our Lord and Saviour, which nevertheless must be delivered to him by you. Tell him, therefore, that he cannot perform the journey he has undertaken; for it is the will of God that he should rather go to instruct the monasteries of Columba."

     The monk took the message to St. Egbert, but Egbert told him not to relate the vision in case it was an illusion, and decided not to change his plans. 

     A few days later the monk again came to Egbert and said:

     "Tonight Boisil again appeared to me after Mattins, and said: 'Why did you tell Egbert that which I enjoined you in so light and cold a manner? However, go now and tell him, that whether he will or no, he shall go Columba's monastery, because their ploughs do not go straight; and he is to bring them into the right way."

     Again Egbert told him not to reveal the vision, and set off on his journey to the continent. But a storm arose, the ship ran aground, and Egbert and his companions were forced to stay in Britain. Later, Egbert went to Iona and persuaded the brethren there to accept the Roman-Byzantine paschalion.

     St. Boisil's relics were translated to Durham in the eleventh century.

(Sources: Bede, Ecclesiastical History; Simeon of Durham, History of the Church of Durham; David Farmer, Oxford Dictionary of Saints, Clarendon Press, 1978, pp. 44-45, 116)
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