THE BLACK CROSS OF WALTHAM

     In the first half of the eleventh century, during the reign of King Canute, in Montacanute in Somerset, there lived a man of great simplicity and goodness, a blacksmith by profession, who also looked after the water, fire and lamps of the local parish church. One night, while he was sleeping, a man of venerable appearance and shining with heavenly light appeared to him and said:

     "At first light tomorrow, when your duties in the church call you out, tell the priest that it is pleasing to God's will that he should arouse all his parishioners of both sexes and admonish them in a fatherly way to devote themselves to fasting, prayer and confession, so that by this zealous attention to good works, they may be found worthy of the revelation of heavenly favours and acquire grace. Then they are to ascend the hill in an orderly procession and dign in the earth until they find a treasure hidden from the ages, a Cross, the sign of the Lord's Passion."

     On awaking, the blacksmith was at first delighted by what he had seen. But at length, coming to think that it had been an illusion, he thought no more of it. A short time later, the vision again appeared to the smith, but this time with a sterner face. He asked him reproachfully why he had not obeyed his command. The smith excused himself, saying that the priest, a well-known and rich man, would be indignant at the idea of obeying a command coming from a man of such lowliness and ragged worthlessness as himself. But the venerable man replied:

     "Have no fear but go to the priest and disclose in order the commands that have been given to you. If you defer this any longer, you will receive the just reward of your disobedience."

     With these words he disappeared.

     On awaking, the smith told the whole story to his wife. But she advised him to put no faith in dreams. He followed her advice and did not obey the command. But he did not go unpunished.

     Thus the vision appeared to him a third time, with a stern face and breathing threats, but adding something further to the threats in view of the smith's disobedience. For he took his armin his hand and beat it so strongly that the marks of very sharp nails appeared upon it. Then he said to him:

     "Although, even when urged, you foolishly chose not to obey the commands which were given you, yet now, after being taken in hand by a beating, you will obey, and you will be able to show the marks impressed in your flesh, because our commands should be trusted."

     And so, waking terrified from his sleep, and with his bent arm hurting badly, the smith ran to the church. He was terrified because he feared that worse things would follow, and he told the priest what he had seen a first, a second and a third time, and even showed him the marks of the nails which had been given him as a reminder. 

     The priest, who was a pious man, believed his words, and, prostrating himself reverently to the earth, he prayed with many tears and sincerity of heart that the Lord, according to the multitude of his compassions, would grant the outcome to be as he had heard, and that he would not be deprived, because of the multitude of his and other people's sins, of the fulfilment of such a good work, but that from the perception of present benefits he would become stronger in the expectation of future ones, and that the name of the Lord would be known and glorified unto the ages of ages.

     He then assembled the people, told them the story, and they all prayed fervently with tears. Then, on the appointed day, a great multitude of people assembled together - not only local inhabitants, but also people from very distant regions, who rejoiced that in their time the province should be distinguished by such a unique miracle. They were only sorry that the lord of the province, whose name was Tovi, was at that time absent at the furthest boundaries of the land.

     And so, when the procession had been formed and all provisions made, they sang the litany which begins: "With humble prayer and sincere devotion", and came with the smith at their head to the place foreordained by God, where after much prayer and weeping they began to dig. Forty cubits down, they found a stone of wonderful size, in the midlle of which a gaping fissure could be seen. Then, when they had removed this obstacle, there suddenly appeared before their eyes - the priceless image of the honourable Crucifixion of the Saviour, made of black flint and of such wonderful, unheard-of workmanship in the extension of the hands and all the lineaments of the body that you would think it was the work of the Supreme Artificer Himself. And under the right arm of the Cross there was another small Cross, on the left part of which was a yoke of ancient workmanship such as they used to place on the necks of animals in ancient times. There was also a book, called "the Black", which the church of Waltham kept for many years. When these had been revealed in this manner, the people were thunderstruck. Some took a step back, remembering past sins; others beat their breasts with their hands; while others, stupefied by the novelty of the miracle, as if in ecstasy, did not know what to do. For a great stupor had descended upon them all.

     And so, not considering themselves worthy to touch such a treasure with their hands, they decided to surround the place with tents, so as to keep guard over it, and because of the inclemency of the weather. And they appointed religious people of both sexes to keep vigil devotedly until they could tell the news of the miracle to the lord of the land, Tovi, the king's staller and standard-bearer. And so when Tovi heard the story, he was moved with great joy and compunction, and shed many tears. Quickly he flew to the place, and confirmed with his eyes what he had heard with his ears; he looked and rejoiced. And coming up to the holy relics, he saw the women standing round it like the myrrh-bearer lamenting over the Body of the Lord after His Passion. Then, sobbing from the depths of his heart, he spoke these words:

     "O Lord and Father, Creator of heaven and earth, Who hast created the world out of nothing, and all things under the heavens, Thou art the Lord of all! O Lord, Who for the salvation of the world didst offer up Thy Body and Blood on the altar of the Cross as a holy Sacrifice to the Father pleasing to God, Who didst will to have the crown of thorns placed on Thy head for the salvation of the faithful, who didst drink wormwood and gall, and by the bitterness of that drink did renew the letter of the law by the newness of the Spirit for the nations! I praise Thee, I worship Thee, I glorify Thee, I give thanks to Thee for that Thou hast counted me worthy to be a participant of such great benefits and hast illumined our land by the gift of Thy grace: my exultation, the peace and joy of my heart, the enlightenment of my spirit, the strengthening and joining together of my limbs, the renewing of my soul, the hope and salvation of my life: Glory to Thee to the ages of ages."

     What emotion gripped the people on hearing these words! The whole people trembled as if expecting the sousnd of the terrible trumpet calling men to the Judgement! But Tovi wavered, not knowing where to transfer the miraculous holy relic. However, through the common counsel of the chief men, he settled it in his mind to bring the relics down to the plain as far as the nave of the church, so that they could put them in a yoke of oxen and more easily take them wherever the lord of the land willed. As it pleased the Lord, so it was done. And so, tired from his labours and internal groanings, Tovi had a good meal and gave his limbs to rest. But immediately he began to meditate on what he should do and what was the best plan for the distribution of the relics. In the morning, however, after the celebration of the Divine Liturgy, by the common consent of all it was decided to leave the smaller Cross there in the church, and to send the rest wherever they discovered that it pleased the Divine will. And so they placed them in a cart to which twelve red oxen and the same number of snow-white cows had been yoked, together with all that was necessary for a transfer to a remote area. Finally, prayer was offered by the clergy and the whole people that the Lord would give the spirit of counsel to Tovi, so that he would send the relics where it pleased His will. Then Tovi dedicated them to the archbishopric of Canterbury, to Winchester, Glastonbury and London, and to various bishoprics and abbacies in England. But the cart remained as if rooted to the ground, and could be moved neither by the pulling of the oxen nor by the pushing of men's hands. At length he remembered a little estate of his which he liked very much, at Reading, and he prayed with many tears that it might be well-pleasing in God's eyes that the relics should be transferred there, as an ornament and protection for himself and his successors; and he promised to give the whole estate, with everything adjoining it, to the servants of the Holy Cross. But the cart stood where it was. It was pushed and pulled and yokes were attached to the leading oxen; but it did not move. Those who were present watching were astonished, being certain that this did not happen against the Providence of God.

     Tovi continued his list of dedications, descending from the more eminent to the less eminent churches. Eventually he remembered a poor hovel which he had begun to build in a wooded place which is now called Waltham, north of London. Behold! Immediately he intoned the name "Waltham", the cart moved, so that you would think it was pushing the oxen rather than the oxen pulling it. Joyfully the people followed the image of the Crucified One in a happy procession. And from the first movement of the cart to the deposition of the Cross at Waltham, the cure of many sick people was accomplished. It was through sixty-six of these, who had devoted themselves to the service of the Holy Cross, that the estate of Waltham was established. For previously there had been nothing there except a poor hovel which Tovi used when he went hunting.

     From the Finding of the Cross, and its Deposition, we pass to its Exaltation, in which many people from different parts of the kingdom who had not been present at the Finding were counted worthy to participate. But then a memorable event never heard of before took place. For while they were adorning the Cross and intending with the first nail to fix a piece of metal to its right arm, blood flowed from the flint. Everybody saw it and marvelled at the ineffable power and goodness of God, Who brings water out of flint, and transforms the grains of wheat and the wine of the grape into His Most Precious Body and Blood.

     Then Tovi, struck with wonder at this great miracle, and considering himself unworthy of witnessing it, took off his splendid clothes, and, dressed in sackcloth, stammering like a child, began to crawl on his hands and knees to the place where the image of the Crucified One lay, where with sad voice, broken and humbled heart and many tears, he said:

     "I worship Thee, O Christ, hanging on the wood for the salvation of the faithful, for presenting before mine eyes this image of Thy Passion. I worship Thee, O Christ, Who didst descend into hades and triumph over it in holy souls. I worship Thee, risen from the dead and consummating by Thy Death the death of the faithful. I worship Thee, ascended into the heavens and seated beside the Father, and Who didst send down from there Thy Spirit into the hearts of Thy disciples and their true successors. Glory, honour and perpetual worship to Thee to the ages of ages. I devote myself to Thee together with all my possessions, however, they were acquired. I hand them over to Thee for ever - this estate of Waltham, Kelvedon, Hitchin, Lambeth, Alvertun, to the sustaining of Thy servants for ever."

     Then he took the sword with which he had been girded when he was made a soldier, and put it round the image, being about to become His soldier. And he had the wood bound with strips of silver (for no nail had been allowed to be fixed in it), while his wife, a very religious woman by the name of Glitha, the daughter of Osgod Clapa, surrounded His head with a crown made at her own expense in a wonderful way out of pure gold, with very precious stones piled up against it, in memory of the crown of thorns, whose pricks and disgrace the Lord endured for our salvation. Also, she put a find ring round His thigh which was made of the purest gold of the kind that aristocratic women of that time used to have, wonderfully adorned with stones. And, also out of gold, she had a footrest made from her necklace and bracelets, in which she had a stone fixed that on a dark night emitted rays, enabling bystanders to see things by its light. 

     Then Tovi installed two priests, with the rest as clerics, to serve God in the church, which he himself did not abandon in religious observance, constantly adorning it throughout his life with gold, silver and precious ornaments. 

     This church passed into the possession of Earl Harold, son of Godwin, sometime during the reign of King Edward the Confessor. Harold was cured of paralysis in front of the Black Cross. He endowed it with many gifts, and in 1060 a college of secular canons was established there, and a new stone church, to which some relics of St. Nectan were brought, was dedicated by Archbisop Cynesige of York in the presence of the king and many nobles.

     In 1066, Harold, now king of England, was going up to the north to fight the Norwegians. On the way, he stopped at his favourite church of Waltham to pray. And while he was praying before the Black Cross, he received an encouraging message from Abbot Aethelwine of Ramsey. King Edward, who had died on January 5, 1066, had appeared to him that night, he said, and told him of Harold's affliction of soul and body - his anxiety for the safety of his kingdom, and the violent pain which had suddenly seized his leg. Then King Edward had said:

     "Rise, go and tell your king from me the remedy for his present pain and the threatening war - that, at my intercession, God has granted him the victory. Let the revelation of his heart's thoughts be a sign to him from heaven that the remedy is to be attended to, and let the argument of this unwonted revelation be a certain omen of his obtaining the victory."

     Cheered by this message, Harold received the healing of his pain, and, after hastening to Stamford Bridge with his army, won a famous victory over the Norwegians.

     But it was a different story on the way back. By the time he reached Waltham, Harold received word that Duke William of Normandy had invaded the south coast. In the morning, having decided to march against the Normans without delay, Harold went into the church of the Holy Cross and placed the relics which he had in his capella on the altar, and made a vow that if the Lord granted him success in the war he would confer on the church a mass of treasures and a great number of clerics to serve God there, and that he himself would serve God as his redeemed slave. While he was lying prostrate, his arms outstretched in the form of a Cross in front of the Black Cross, praying to the Crucified One, the clergy came in procession to the door of the church. However, at that moment an extraordinary miracle took place. For the image of the Crucifixion, which before had been erect and looking upward, when it saw the king humble himself to the ground, lowered its face as if sad. The wood indeed knew the future! The sacristan Turkill claimed that he himself saw this and told many about it while he was collecting and storing away the gifts which the king had placed on the altar. "I received this," writes the author of the De Inventione Crucis, "from his mouth, and from the assertion of many bystanders who saw the image of the head erect." But noone except Turkill saw the bending down of the holy face. When they had witnessed the bad omen, overcome with sorrow, they sent the senior and most distinguished brothers of the church, Osegood Cnoppe and Ailric Childemaister, in the company of the king to the battle, so that when the outcome was known they could take care of the bodies of the king and of those of his men who were devoted to the Church, and, if the future would have it so, bring back their corpses...

     On October 14, 1066, the exhausted English soldiers, shouting "Holy Cross! Holy Cross!" for the last time on English soil, met the invader at Hastings. Harold, the last Orthodox king of England, after defying the anathema of the Pope read out by Duke William before the battle, was defeated and killed together with most of his men. The Waltham brothers Osegood and Ailric, mournfully traversing the bloody battlefield, identified the body with the help of Harold's former mistress, Edith "Swan-neck", and returned it to the church of Waltham, where it was buried with great honour...

     And so the full meaning of the Black Cross of Waltham was revealed. Just as, nearly nine hundred years later, St. John of Kronstadt saw a black Cross over the town of Perm and prophesied that it signified the death of the Russian royal family in that province, so the appearance of the Black Cross, and the sixty-six miracles wrought by it on its way to Waltham, signified the death of the English royal family. And the bowing of the head of the Crucified One signified that "it was finished" - the veil of the English temple was rent in twain and the grace of God left the English land...

(Sources: De Inventione Crucis, edited by Bishop Stubbs, Oxford, 1861; Vita Haroldi, translated by Walter de Gray Birch, London: Elliot Stock, 1885)
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