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Abstract

Dramatic Ritual and Preaching in Late Anglo-Saxon England

Marvin Bradford Bedingfield DPhil
St. Cross College Trinity 1999

My thesis involves an examination of the dramatic liturgical ritual of the late Anglo-
Saxon period and its relationship to other aspects of Christian worship, especially vernacular
preaching. One particular ritual, the I'isitatio Sepulchri, has received a tremendous amount of
attention by critics of early Western drama, who see in it an emergence of the representational
mode of drama that characterizes later medieval drama. Because the rest of the Anglo-Saxon
liturgy is less ‘representational,’ it has been largely ignored when discussing dramatic ritual, so
that the Iisitatio appears singularly brilliant. The I'isitatio. however, is driven by the same
forces that drnive equally dramatic liturgical commemorations year-round, climaxing in but not
exclusive to the period around Easter. Beginning with an account of late Anglo-Saxon
baptism, 1 examine the liturgy for the high festivals from Christmas to Ascension Day. For
each chapter, 1 describe the liturgical forms for the day and their intended relationships with
the participants, focussing on the establishment of dramatic associations between the
celebrants and certain figures in the commemorated events. 1 then compare the liturgical
forms with vernacular treatments of a particular festival, looking both for overt instruction and
more subtle influence of the liturgy on the preaching texts. Anglo-Saxon preachers and
homilists openly assumed the themes and symbolic images of the dramatic ritual in their
attempts to make their congregations understand and take on Christian imperatives.
Recursively, vernacular preaching helped solidify the meanings of the symbolic elements of the
dramatic ritual and their significance to the lives of Christians. Anglo-Saxon appreciation of
the dramatic potential of the liturgy was realized both in creative expansion of the liturgy and

in the vernacular preaching texts that identified and enhanced this dramatic dynamic.
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Dramatic Ritual and Preaching in Late Anglo-Saxon England: Introduction

The study of the Anglo-Saxon liturgy is just coming into its own. The closing decade
of the millennium has boasted a string of new tools and resources for dealing with liturgical
materials as well as more sophisticated and particular explorations of the relevant witnesses.
In particular, a recent collaborative delineation of the liturgical books of Anglo-Saxon
England will provide the groundwork for a wide range of liturgical research.' The liturgy of
the Anglo-Saxon church certainly warrants the attention. Although not much can be said
about the liturgy before the tenth century,” enough (mostly second-hand) evidence exists to
paint the picture of a liturgy that reflects the influence of the Irish, Gallican, Roman, and
possibly British churches. Before Augustine arrived in Canterbury in 597, he was given a
mandate by Gregory to marry the best of local traditions with the practice of Rome, and this
approach remained a dynamic in subsequent reforms. This sort of philosophy surely
encouraged a diverse liturgy, but the lack of any substantive liturgical witnesses before the
tenth century stunts our appreciation of it. We can develop a much clearer picture of the
liturgy in the later Anglo-Saxon church, as the Benedictine Revival spurred the production of
a plethora of liturgical books and other documentary witnesses to what has been recently
referred to as a “period of national liturgical experiment and innovation.” Perhaps the most
important of these witnesses, the Regularis Concordia drawn up by ZAthelwold in the early

970's, echoes Gregory’s instruction to Augustine as part of its own mandate, to join the best

'R. Pfaff, ed. The Liturgical Books of Anglo-Saxon England (1995).

? For a description of the pre-tenth century Anglo-Saxon liturgical environment, see
Catherine Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils ¢.650-850 (1995), pp. 125-47; Sarah Foot, “‘By
water in the spirit’: the administration of baptism in early Anglo-Saxon England,” in Pastoral
Care Before the Parish, ed. Blair and Sharpe (1992), pp. 171-92; and the entries in The
Liturgical Books of Anglo-Saxon England.

* Christopher Jones, “The Book of the Liturgy”, Speculum 73.3 (1998), p. 685.

1



2

of the liturgy of the Frankish churches with local English traditions.* The liturgy reflected in
the Concordia and extant in liturgical books of the tenth and eleventh centuries reveals an
interest in creative elaboration, often visual elaboration, and in the translation of the
significance of liturgical practice for the laity. These dynamics ruled liturgical reform in the
tenth and eleventh centuries and were at the heart of £lfric’s sermons and epistles. The late
Anglo-Saxon reformers had a general interest in extending elements of monastic practice to
lay observation. Vernacular preaching was an important driving force for this effort. The
explanation and expansion of liturgical rituals, as evidenced in the Regularis Concordia, was
in line with the general tenth- and eleventh-century interest in making the liturgy accessible
to the people. My interest here is in the nature of that ritual at this developmental stage and
in the ways in which all members of the Anglo-Saxon Christian community were brought
into 1t.

The most famous of these liturgical elaborations has to be the Visitatio Sepulchri, the
visit to the sepulchre during which the three Marys hear the pronouncement of the angel that
Christ has risen and witness the proof of the Resurrection. The Concordia’s oft-quoted
instructions for the Visitatio, performed at Matins on Easter moming, present a ritual that,
with its apparent consciousness of costuming, dialogue, and role-playing, “marks the

beginnings of liturgical drama in England,” according to the Blackwell Encyclopaedia of

* T. Symons, ed. and tr. Regularis Concordia (1953). See Symons’ discussion of this
mix of Frankish and English elements, p. 3.

It has been noted by Joyce Hill (*““The ‘Regularis Concordia’ and its Latin and Old
English Reflexes”, Revue Bénédictine 101 (1991), pp. 299-315), Lucia Komex! (Die Regularis
concordia und ihre altenglische Interlinearversion (1993), pp. lvii-lxxxiii), and Christopher
Jones (ZLlfric’s Letter to the Monks of Eynsham (1998), pp. 21-7, hereafter LME) that the
Concordia has a rather “obscure textual history” (LME, p. 21). Symons’ 1953 edition is based
on the version in London, BL, MS Cotton Tiberius A. iii. For simplicity of discussion, long
passages from the Concordia are here taken from Symons, Regularis Concordia, with his
translations, and references are made to Kornex!’s edition when pertinent. Similarly, passages
from Zlfric’s Eynsham Letter are taken from Jones’ edition, with his translations. Throughout,
I have used published translations of Latin passages where available, providing the Latin where
important to the argument. Quotes from liturgical forms have been left in the original Latin.



Anglo-Saxon England.” Where did this ‘drama’ come from, in a tenth-century text from
Anglo-Saxon England? Is this really something new, the birth of a new form of worship
involving a mimetic presentation of Christian history? What is happening in the tenth-
century English church that makes critics want to see in it the birth of liturgical drama and,
from there, of Western drama in general?

One does not often find the words ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and ‘drama’ spoken together, and
for good reason. George Anderson, in his The Literature of the Anglo-Saxons, devotes only
six pages to “Old English Literature and the Drama.” Pointing out the lack of any extant
evidence of secular drama, he looks at poetic passages that “imply drama” or “illustrate a

dramatic atmosphere.”

His most prominent example is the dialogue between Mary and
Joseph in Christ I. Old English literature is also rich in monologues and dialogues that, albeit
with a very loose definition of the word, one is tempted to interpret as dramatically-inspired.
Julia Bolton Holloway has discussed the dramatic Adoration of the Cross ceremony as
reflected in The Dream of the Rood.” Dramatic voice is often explored in relation to poems
like The Seafarer and The Wanderer. Old English sermons and homilies are full of
narratives, many of which contain dramatically used direct discourse. Lewis Nicholson
discusses dramatic dialogues in the Vercelli homilies, as does Ruth Waterhouse in ZElfric’s
saints’ lives.®

Still, interpretation of monologues or dialogue from poetry or prose as ‘drama’

depends upon a performance in which a role is undertaken. While it is compelling to imagine

° Michael Lapidge, et al, eds. The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon England
(1999), p. 389.

® George Anderson, The Literature of the Anglo-Saxons (1949), p. 207.

7 Julia Bolton Holloway, ““‘The Dream of the Rood’ and Liturgical Drama”, in Drama in
the Middle Ages, eds. Davidson and Stroupe (1990), pp. 24-42.

® Francis Clough, “Introduction”, in The Vercelli Book Homilies, ed. Nicholson (1991),
pp. 1-15; Ruth Waterhouse, “Z&lfric’s Use of Discourse in Some Saints’ Lives”, ASE 5 (1976),
pp. 83-103.



a particularly histrionic preacher presenting such passages mimetically, the fact that they are
almost universally subjugated to very down-to-earth instruction and didactic exhortation does
not seem to suggest this; at least, it prevents us from calling them ‘drama,’ without corollary
evidence indicating how they might have been presented. As for poetic monologues, while I
cannot agree with Anderson that “drama . . . demands the interplay of two or more
characters,” speculations about the relationship between Old English poetry and ‘drama’ are
simply that. For Anderson, because of its compelling use of dialogue between Mary and
Joseph in Christ I and in the Last Judgement scene in Christ 111, “the one poem in Old
English literature which [in certain parts] comes nearest in form to a play is . . . Christ.”"’
While, in his opinion, these passages are “more advanced than liturgical drama” of the same
period, their singularity forces him to conclude that, “to judge from the literature which [the
Anglo-Saxon] has left behind him . . . it is difficult to see him as the possessor of any strong
dramatic sense or the mimetic artist of vivacity and imagination.”"’

Still, it is to Anglo-Saxon England that critics look for what is probably the most
celebrated example of pre-twelfth-century dramatic ritual, the Visitatio Sepulchri. There are
almost as many theories as to the origin of its central Quem quaeritis dialogue as there are
critics but, regardless of origin, its use in the Regularis Concordia seems to indicate some
kind of dramatic sensibility, at least among English monks. Indeed, most of the dramatic
rituals of the Easter season to which critics point as the origins of liturgical drama are
featured in the Concordia. The apparent strength of dramatic ritual in Anglo-Saxon England,

compared to the lack of secular drama, prompts Anderson to attribute the dramatic structure

of Christ’s Mary and Joseph dialogue to the liturgy (specifically the antiphons for Advent).

? Anderson, The Literature of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 207.
19 Ibid.

" Ibid. p. 209.



Several critics have recently drawn connections between Old English literature and
the liturgy,'> enough so to suggest that the power of liturgical ritual was perhaps more
pervasive than the traditional focus on a handful of rituals (and the Visitatio in particular)
implies, and that the experience of dramatic liturgy was not confined to the monastery.
Generally, however, when these rituals have been discussed it has been in the context of the
development of drama, looking forward to the representational drama of the later Middle
Ages. There is a tremendous difference between dramatic ritual and the kind of ‘dramatic
tradition’ or established ‘theater’ that Anderson is looking for, or the ‘representational mode’
that critics of drama are exploring. In failing to make adequate distinctions between ritual
and drama in this period, critics have been unable to decide consistently whether to discuss
dramatic ritual like the Visitatio as a highly symbolic (and therefore, implicitly, unrealistic)
form or as an emerging representational mode. Anderson’s assertion that the Mary and
Joseph dialogue is “more advanced” than the ritual demonstrates the tendency of many critics
to judge early dramatic ceremonies in terms of the characteristics of later dramas, thereby
understating their dramatic power. The Visitatio ritual, in particular, tends to be seen as a
primitive forerunner of the fairly complex Resurrection plays of the later Middle Ages,
particularly in its lack of verisimilitude. The three Marys are monks, wearing copes. They
carry thuribles of incense rather than spices. The ‘angel’ at the sepulchre wears an alb and
holds a palm-twig in his hand. The empty linen is held up and presented to the clergy. The
actions are ritualistic, not realistic. Such ritualistic expressions, however, would have, for the
late Anglo-Saxons, served to draw the participants into the reenactment of Christian history
much more effectively than more ‘realistic’ ones could have. The predisposition that ritual
expression is distant or removed from what it is commemorating stands in the way of

interpretations of the Anglo-Saxon liturgy. The power of symbolism widely recognized in

'2 See, in particular, Barbara Raw’s chapter on “Biblical literature: the New Testament,”
in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, eds. Godden and Lapidge (1991), pp.
227-42, in which she discusses reflections of the Holy Week liturgy (including the Regularis
Visitatio) in Old English poetry.
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other artistic forms in Anglo-Saxon England should likewise be recognized in dramatic ritual.
If the Visitatio is a powerfully dramatic reactualization of the revelation of the risen Christ to
the three women, rather than a quasi-realistic, quasi-successful, embryonic attempt at a play,
then one would expect its themes and symbols to be picked up by artists, poets, and prose
writers, as indeed they were, to a surprising degree. Of particular importance to this
discussion, Anglo-Saxon preachers and homilists openly assumed the themes and symbolic
images of the dramatic ritual in their attempts to make their congregations understand and
take on Christian imperatives. Recursively, vernacular preaching helped solidify the
meanings of the symbolic elements of the dramatic ritual and their significance to the lives of
Christians.

Clhifford Davidson, in his discussion of “Space and Time in Medieval Drama”,
discusses the fallacy of expecting what we consider verisimilitude in medieval drama,
looking at, in particular, iconographic expression. He points to illustrations of the Abraham
and Isaac story, in which the wood that Isaac carries to his own sacrifice is in the shape of a
cross. As Davidson argues, the sacrifice finds its meaning in its foreshadowing of Christ’s
sacrifice. The Christian community was trained to see history as “stamped or marked through

13 each of which had a very real connection with Christ. A

certain events or individuals,
viewer is more meaningfully drawn into the Isaac story via symbolic expression than
realistic, for symbolically Isaac can prefigure Christ, making the representation more
applicable to contemporary viewers.

It is easy to underestimate the power of symbols in Anglo-Saxon Christianity. The
relationship between the symbol and what it symbolizes is real enough to belie the modemn

predisposition that ritualistic expression, relying as it does on symbols, is somehow

unrealistic. Barbara Raw describes how art can imbue a church with divine power, providing

13 Clifford Davidson, “Space and Time in Medieval Drama”, in Word, Picture, and
Spectacle, ed. Davidson (1984), p. 51.



“a way of entering the next world.”"* Church art, by surrounding the faithful with the
presence of Christ and his saints, turns the church into a branch of the heavenly church,
making it “a place where man could enter into communion with the citizens of heaven.”"’
Portrayals of events in Christian history are important not as historical instruction, but rather
as means to “make men aware of their role as citizens of heaven.”'® As such, historical
accuracy is not particularly important. Raw notes that a drawing of the Maundy in the mid
eleventh-century Tiberius Psalter “represents the event according to contemporary monastic

practice,”"’

a ritualistic practice that bore little resemblance to the original Maundy. Rather
than muting the effectiveness of the portrayal, the drawing translates the original event into
the artist’s present. If eleventh-century Maundy participants were trained to understand that
their ceremony was a reactualization of the original, then there is no reason to think that they
saw the ceremony as unrealistic. They wash each others’ feet, just as Christ demonstrated
that they should do.

One of the functions of vernacular preaching is to explain the significance of
ceremonies like the Maundy. If the original event is interpreted in terms of the ritual, it is
natural for the congregation to conflate the two, giving them a ritualistically distorted view of
history. Circularly, it might not even occur to them (or at least it might not matter to them)
that the reenacted event is historically inaccurate. A modemn example of this usurpation of
history by ritual expression is found in modemn portrayals of Christ’s triumphal entry.
Dominant in every movie, stage, or Sunday School reenactment of the event is the palm-

waving crowd. There is no scriptural evidence, however, indicating that palms were held

aloft. The first three gospel accounts mention, if anything, only branches laid in the road

4 Barbara Raw, Anglo-Saxon Crucifixion Iconography (1990), p. 16.
' Ibid.
'* Ibid. p. 8.

' Ibid. pp. 14-15, n. 60.



alongside cloaks, and John’s account does not specify what was done with the palms. Still,
because we have been trained ritualistically to wave palms in the air, we see no discrepancy;
indeed, we would have a hard time relating to a Palm Sunday ceremony without waving
palms. More powerfully for the Anglo-Saxon Christian, ritualistic, symbolic interpretation
can seem more real than what to us is ‘realistic’.

In this vein, furthermore, many Old English ‘historical’ stories tend to take on a very
ritualistic feel. The Blickling Assumption of the Virgin Mary demonstrates the blurred
distinction between the perception of ‘actual’ events and the habitual, ritualistic mode of
interpreting such events.'® The characters seem to process rather than walk. Mary is
presented a palm-twig upon hearing the news of her upcoming Assumption. A Jewish leader
tries to take the palm-twig and desecrate it (an action that, except typologically, would have
no meaning) and, after being stuck to Mary’s bier by angels and being converted (in a rather
strong-armed fashion), processes around the city holding aloft the palm-twig, curing the
blindness of the other formerly belligerent Jews, ritualistically reminiscent of Moses’ serpent
in the wilderness. The addresses of the characters are often ritual prayers, written in Latin.
Many of them are explained at the end, with the idea that those speaking them now are in the
direct presence of the characters in the story. This sort of ‘unrealistic’ ritual mode,
propagated through preaching and exercised in ritual observance, served to transport the
participants of dramatic liturgical ritual into a sort of timeless Christian history, in which they
are directly in the presence of that history’s characters and events. It is ritual’s ability to
make the participants a very real part of the events reactualized that makes it dramatic.

O. B. Hardison in Christian Rite and Christian Drama explores this dynamic of

liturgical reactualization, driven by what he calls the *principle of coincidence’, in great

'® Richard Morris, ed. and tr. The Blickling Homilies (1874-1889; reprint 1967), pp. 136-
59.



detail, drawing on Amalarius’ dramatic interpretation of the Mass."” Coincidence, for
Hardison, stems from the desire for literal identification, spatially and temporally, with
commemorated figures and events. Clifford Flanigan described the principle of coincidence
when he asserted that “the words and gestures of a ritual are thought to be charged with a
power of reactualization so that the event imitated is believed rendered present.”?® The theory
of transubstantiation in the Eucharist, along with explicitly-made recollections of Passover
and the Last Supper, is perhaps the most obvious example of this reactualization. Throughout
the Holy Season, ceremonies were timed to correspond temporally with commemorated
events, and liturgical action was intended to recall the commemorated biblical action.
Gregory Dix in The Shape of the Liturgy discusses in detail the power of Eucharistic
ceremonies, illustrating, in short, their ability to bring the participant into the presence of the
Passover, the Last Supper, and the entire community of Christians.?' ZAlfric makes this
simultaneous impact explicit in his Sermo de Sacrificio in Die Pascae.”* He connects the
Passover and the Last Supper by specifying that the doorposts of the Israelites’ houses were
marked with ‘Tau’, the ‘cross-sign’, and by reiterating God’s command, in both instances, to
‘Do this in remembrance’. He points out that the manifold sacrifices of the Israelites
symbolized Christ’s body. The entire community of Christians, past and present, are invoked
in the sanctified loaf and wine by the mixing of water, which signifies the folk, with the
sacraments, and by the words of Paul, “Be that which you see on the altar, and receive that

which you yourself are . . . We many are one loaf and one body.” While the bulk of the text

' O. B. Hardison, Christian Rite and Christian Drama (1965). Hardison’s exploration
of the dramatic nature of the Mass and of the church year is fundamental to any subsequent study
of dramatic ritual, including this one.

20 C. Clifford Flanigan, “The Fleury Playbook, the Traditions of Medieval Latin Drama,
and Modern Scholarship”, in The Fleury Playbook: Essays and Studies, eds. Campbell and
Davidson (1985), p. 3.

2! Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (1945).

2 Malcolm Godden, ed. £lfric's Catholic Homilies: The Second Series (1979), pp. 150-
60; hereafter CH 1I.
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is dedicated to explaining that “Micel is betwux pare ungesewenlican mihte pas halgan
husles. and pam gesewenlican hiwe,” reflecting the tendency to take signification literally,
Zlfric emphasizes that the sacraments are spiritually “soplice @fter halgunge cristes lichama
and his blod.”® He reinforces his point with two stories of Eucharistic manifestations. The
first involves an angel carving up an infant in Mass, after which it is converted to the
sacraments and communicated. The second relates a mass of Gregory in which a doubting
woman is convinced upon seeing a bloody fingertip in place of the sacraments. Concluding
his discussion with reminders of the Last Judgment and Christ’s sacrifice, £lfric trains his
audience to see the Eucharist as a simultaneous reenactment, not literal but still quite real, of
a series of events throughout Christian history. His purpose is simply to make sure that
Christian men have a clear understanding of the meaning of the Eucharist, that they approach
the ceremony with the correct mindset. While this purpose necessitates mitigating a too-
literal view of the sacraments (a view that perhaps misled men into worshipping the
sacraments themselves rather than the Christ dwelling spiritually within them), it also
compels Zlfric to invoke the very real, direct presence of the former participants of Passover
and of the Mass, as well as Christ himself. As with the figures and events represented in
painting and sculpture, ZAlfric makes it clear that the invoked presence of Christ is to be
understood as, if not literal, just as real as if Christ were literally present.

This sort of reenactment is not hindered by ritualistic expression; rather, it depends
upon it, in order to cultically juxtapose Christian present with biblical past. Discussions of
the Visitatio as an ‘emerging representational mode,” making baby-steps towards drama in its
early recognition of the fundamentals of mimesis, miss the point. It is exactly those elements
of the Visitatio that drama critics consider weakest, elements of ritual adherence that stunt the
emerging mode (most notably the ritual presentation of the gravecloth to the audience), that
make the dramatic ritual work. The point of dramatic ritual like the Visitatio is not to present

for an appreciative audience a representation of biblical history. It is, rather, to make the

2 Ibid. p. 153.



11
participants, the audience, feel that they are one with the holy women, seeking Christ on
Easter moming, finding the proof that he has risen, and proclaiming it to the world. Dramatic
ritual is fundamentally ‘audience-based’, not ‘performer-based’. The concern is to establish a
connection between all the faithful and their biblical models. The gospel accounts for the
major events in Christ’s life set forth as models certain figures, the shepherds at Christmas,
the three magi at Epiphany, Simeon at Candlemas, the crowd of Jerusalemites at the
triumphal entry, and the three Marys at Easter. Liturgical commemoration picks up on this
biblical dynamic. The liturgy of the late Anglo-Saxon church is ‘dramatic’ because it
recognizes and develops these associations to the degree that the liturgical participants come
to feel that, for the time of the commemoration, they are one with these biblical figures,
speaking with their voices and relating to Christ as had they. The late Anglo-Saxon church
was certainly innovative. Its most exciting innovation was in recognizing this dynamic of
establishing sympathetic associations with scripted figures and in developing the ritual to take
greater advantage of this strategy. It is a process that had to some degree begun on the
Continent, as Amalarius’ ‘dramatic’ description of his liturgy indicates. But in the Anglo-
Saxon church, this dynamic was given a freer reign, and only in Anglo-Saxon England do we
have extant a body of preaching texts in the vernacular, part of the function of which was to
identify and strengthen these associations, to bring the entire Christian community into the
year-round dramatic reenactment of the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Christ. My
interest here is to explore the ‘dramatic’ context of the Visitatio in an attempt to show that
what we see in this ‘quasi-play’ is not distinct from the dynamics of year-round dramatic
ritual developed and enhanced throughout the later Anglo-Saxon church.

Naturally enough, the cycle of liturgical ritual, following the church year, begins at
Christ’s birth and ends with Advent. Homiliaries, customaries, and summaries of the church
year like the Old English verse Menologium are all based on this structure, and all draw a

good deal of significance from it. It is fitting that Christ was born and grew up in a cold dark
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world* and that he was reborn at spring. All the important saints (determined, to some
degree, locally), and all the important events of Christ’s life, are commemorated each year,
giving them a sort of timelessness. Advent, coming as it does at the end of the year, often
takes on a dual meaning, looking forward both to Christ’s birth and to the Last Judgment, as
relationships between poetic accounts of the Last Judgment and the lyrics for Advent
indicate. The church year symbolically encompasses the entirety of Christian history,
pointing to the Last Judgment. This ideal is evident in the monastic desire to read the whole
of scripture over the course of the year during the Night Office. As Gatch demonstrates,
Alfric assumes this ideal (with alterations) and applies it, at least in spirit, to his cycles of
homilies.”” He provides complete cycles of exegetical and catechetical material for the
church year so that Christians will understand the nature and significance of its highlighted
days and be able to relate personally to the people and events remembered on those days.
Vernacular preaching, explaining and bolstering the rituals, helps participants encompass the
Christian universe over the course of the year and understand their places in it, as well as
what they must do to have a place in the rapidly approaching heavenly kingdom to which the
events of the year are leading them.

My approach is to explore the establishment of dramatic association in the liturgical
forms for each major festival (focussing on the Temporale), along with the recursive
influence between vernacular preaching and the liturgy. That this period in the history of the
liturgy was an innovative one means that liturgical witnesses can be quite disparate.
Especially regarding relatively newer parts of the liturgy, like the blessings of the candles, the

ashes and the palm-twigs, apparently original prayers war with more established forms in

* The period from Christmas Eve through the Purification of Mary on February 2
symbolically encapsulates Christ’s childhood, including his birth, the Slaughter of the Innocents
two days later (historically two years later), his Circumcision, and the Purification, at which time
Christ was presented to Simeon.

% M. McC. Gatch, “The Office in Late Anglo-Saxon Monasticism”, in Learning and
Literature, ed. Lapidge and Gneuss (1985), pp. 341-62.
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different ways in different texts. To complicate the problem, there was no clear idea in
Anglo-Saxon England of just what each type of liturgical book should contain. Missals,
sacramentaries, benedictionals, and pontificals are extremely fluid categories when used in
regards to Anglo-Saxon liturgical books. It was assumed that a priest or bishop would use
several different books in combination in the performance of the liturgy, perhaps relying for
some elements on memory and local traditions. Even when we do have fairly well-provided
texts, there are always questions concerning the date and provenance of each book. Even
when we have a fairly good idea that a certain text was written at a certain place and a certain
time (a rare case being the Canterbury Benedictional), the nature of liturgical books is such
that we can not always assume that the presence of a particular form in the book indicates its
use 1n the local liturgy. These are just some of the problems facing those who would attempt
to explicate the pre-Sarum liturgy in England.”® As such, my approach, which is to look for
the most interesting and pertinent liturgical forms from a range of texts, lays itself open to the
criticism that I end up explicating a liturgy that did not actually exist at any particular place
and time. My interest, however, is not to try to delineate exactly how the liturgy was
performed in certain places in England (a task that, if possible, requires a good deal more
research than has been done to date, and than is possible here). Instead, I hope to explore the
state of the liturgy in relation to the establishment of dramatic association and the way new
and deviant liturgical forms and practices reveal a general ‘dramatic consciousness’. This
consciousness 1s evident throughout the developing liturgy (though, given the scattered nature
of the liturgical witnesses, can only be presented as flashes here and there). Vernacular
preaching texts reveal a care for spreading the effects of this ‘dramatic’ strategy beyond the
key monastic centres in England.

Even where liturgical ceremonies seem to cater exclusively to a monastic milieu, the

general extension of monastic observance to the secular clergy in late Anglo-Saxon England

26 See Gatch, “Old English Literature and the Liturgy: Problems and Potential”, ASE 6
(1977), pp. 237-47, for an overview of some of these difficulties.
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would surely have placed these ceremonies in a broader context. Secular clergy were
supposed to observe the monastic Offices, and many bishops were trained in monasteries.”’
As such, although the extant liturgical witnesses are fundamentally on a monastic model, they
were intended for a much wider use and would have influenced observance of the liturgy
throughout England. The exhortation to observe monastic hours, as with Zlfric’s attempts to
include a broader demographic in the monastic liturgical and devotional imperatives,
provided a mechanism for making monastic innovation accessible to the community. In line
with this effort to extend monastic practice to the general Christian community is a care for
including the laity in the liturgical establishment of dramatic identification. ZAlfric makes
this effort clear in his descriptions of liturgical practices, designed to make his audience
appreciate the models set up for them in the liturgy. It is difficult, however, to determine the
exact role of the laity in a liturgy that is in many ways fundamentally monastic. 1 examine
the evidence for the respective dramatic roles of the laity and the monastic participants in
respect to Candlemas, Palm Sunday, Tenebrae, the Adoratio and Depositio, and
Rogationtide. Although the evidence is best examined case by case, some general
observations can be made. Not unexpectedly, the dramatic experience of monks would surely
have been much richer, and in some ceremonies where the participation of both laity and
monks can be demonstrated, the monks are given greater responsibilities for creating the
juxtaposition of present and biblical worlds by enhancing visual representation (see for
example Tenebrae and the Depositio). Nevertheless, the dramatic identifications set up for
each festival are clearly meant to apply equally to all participants. The temptation to describe
in a few cases the monk/layman dichotomy as an actor/audience dynamic falls apart because
of the fluid nature of the monastic ‘role-playing’. The function of this enhanced monastic
role is not to present a part, but rather to enhance the atmosphere of the liturgical reenactment

so that the ‘role’ undertaken by all present is intensified. The unified nature of the dramatic

7 See Lapidge, The Blackwell Encyclopaedia, pp. 84-7, for a discussion of the
relationship between Anglo-Saxon cathedral clergy and the monasteries.
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experience is most clear at Candlemas, Palm Sunday, and Rogationtide, but is fundamental to
the liturgical reenactment throughout the year.

In summarizing the state of the liturgy in post-Reform England for the Blackwell
Encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon England, Richard Pfaff urges caution in our appreciation of
turn-of-the-millennium ritual:

Inferences drawn from the few major liturgical books that survive whole, like

the Benedictional of Athelwold or the Missal of Robert of Jumieges, might lead us
to the supposition that the liturgical life of England was as rich and complex
c.1000 as it was in, say, 1400. This is almost certainly a false impression. The
sophisticated and elaborate liturgy practised at Athelwold’s Winchester or
Dunstan’s Canterbury or (to take a secular example) Leofric’s Exeter cannot
safely be extrapolated beyond a couple of dozen major establishments.
Surprisingly little is known about the liturgical performance even in minster
churches, and very little indeed about that in the emerging parish churches.*®

As the energy behind the late Anglo-Saxon liturgical innovations came from these major,
especially monastic, centres, the most full liturgical witnesses tend to assume a fairly large
community, often a mixed one, pursuing a liturgy driven by monks but also (to an uncertain
degree) including the secular clergy and the laity. Envisioning the effects of these liturgical
models on more parochial churches, especially those not in the proximity of a monastic
community, is difficult at best, although at least one witness® seems to involve a parochial
interpretation of a larger model. Again, this process of parochial translation is a far more
difficult problem than can be tackled here. What I do hope to demonstrate is that the effort to
enliven and extend the appreciation of the liturgy by making the participants liturgically
juxtaposed with biblical figures, a process explored by the Carolingians but creatively

expanded by the Anglo-Saxons,’® was evident wherever liturgical innovations took place.

28 Lapidge, The Blackwell Encyclopaedia, p. 293.

% Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 422, the ‘Red Book of Darley’. This book is
a loose collection of liturgical materials and devotional prayers, and is therefore an uncertain, if
compelling, witness to this process of translation.

3% See, for example, Christopher Jones’ discussion of ZAlfric’s use of Amalarius, which
“demonstrates the now-familiar point that reception of Carolingian sources was productive rather
than merely passive” (Jones, “The Book of the Liturgy”, p. 681).
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This care for the dramatic quality of the liturgy extended from the cathedrals, in strictly
episcopal rituals such as the blessing of the oils and the Reconciliation of Penitents on
Maundy Thursday, to the monasteries, in rituals like the Visitatio, to the broader community,
for inclusive rituals like the Adoration of the Cross and the Easter Vigil, to the countryside,
for public processions like Rogationtide. After using a discussion of late Anglo-Saxon
baptism to help define just what it means to call a ritual ‘dramatic’, I will explore the various
ways in which the establishment of dramatic identification was used throughout the church
year, focussing on Christmas, Epiphany, Candlemas, Ash Wednesday and Lent, Palm
Sunday, Holy Week, Easter, and Rogationtide and the Ascension. Exploring the contexts of
this liturgical innovation will demonstrate the degree to which Anglo-Saxon appreciation of
the dramatic potential of the liturgy was realized both in creative expansion of the liturgy and

in the vernacular preaching texts that identified and enhanced this dramatic dynamic.



Baptism in Anglo-Saxon England

Baptism and communion, according to Wulfstan (and in accordance with canonical
decree), are the two ceremonies that are “purh Godes mihte swa myccle & swa mare pat
&fre £nig man ne mag dzron &nig ding awyrdan ne gewanian.” As the point at which a
heathen becomes a Christian, baptism is the standard denouement in Christian narratives and
the defining moment in a Christian’s life. Those who describe the dramatic nature of the
liturgy put forth the baptismal rite as a mimetic or quasi-mimetic ceremony, as it is rich in the
type of coincidence-based associations that spur mimetic interpretations.” From the time of
St. Paul, Christian redactors have consciously interpreted baptism as a sort of reenactment of,
primarily, the death and resurrection of Christ, an association that tied the ceremony to Easter
and largely defined the rite. Critics of liturgical drama, in seeking early examples of
mimesis, or representation, in ritual, based on criteria of secular drama, such as the fledgling
role-designation, dialogue and costuming so tantalizingly hinted at in the tenth-century
Regularis Concordia’s Visitatio Sepulchri, have explored baptism as a possible example of
the budding mimetic propensities of turn-of-the-millennium ritual. However, changes in the
application of baptism from the time of the early church to the late Anglo-Saxon period,
specifically a confused sense of audience caused by the predominance of infant baptism, the
decline of a structured catechumenate, and its related disassociation from Easter, make such a
conclusion difficult. For eleventh-century England, the relationship between baptism and
Christ’s resurrection that tends to dominate dramatic discussions of the liturgy gets lost in
favour of a description of baptism more appropriately applied to an infant, as a fulfilment of
birth, an exorcism of the devil’s taint, and an initiation through Mary into the church. With

the difficulty of applying a mimetic interpretation to baptism, one must either consider the

' Dorothy Bethurum, ed. The Homilies of Wulfstan (1957), p. 177.

2 See for example Hardison, Christian Rite and Christian Drama, pp. 81, 95-6.
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ritual ‘undramatic’ or reconsider the usefulness of using characteristics of secular drama to
mark advances in dramatic liturgical ritual.

Baptism’s confused sense of audience is intrinsic to post-Augustinian baptismal
practice, as a brief historical background to late Anglo-Saxon baptism will illustrate.
Whitaker in The Baptismal Liturgy gives a general history of the baptismal liturgy, from the
time of the early church to the development of the Sarum Missal.’ Although no actual
liturgical evidence exists from the patristic period, Whitaker gleans much from the accounts
of Tertullian and Augustine, among others. That infant baptism was performed at this time is
evident in the fact that Tertullian, in the third century, opposed it, on the grounds that
children could not make promises before they could speak. However, the paradigm was still
adult baptism, demonstrating baptismal practice at the time of the persecutions. The Western
baptismal liturgy has always consisted of three main stages, the catechumenate (begun with
the christening), when the candidates were prepared spiritually and mentally, baptism itself,
at which time they were cleansed, and confirmation, bestowing the Holy Spirit. Baptism was
also tied to Easter from at least patristic times, as Whitaker asserts:

Tertullian evidently regarded Easter as the most suitable season, ‘for then was
accomplished our Lord’s Passion, and in it we are baptized.” In any case it was
not long after this date that baptism came to be normally restricted to the Paschal
season, and the development of Lent was related to the preparation of the
candidates.*

This preparation, at least spanning much of Lent, could last years. Prospective Christians had
to prove their fidelity over a period of time, learning the basics of the faith and preparing
themselves for cleansing. When deemed ready, they would pass through a series of
scrutinies, which were basically exorcisms. Whitaker relays a dramatic account of a scrutiny

from this period, during which candidates would sometimes fall away screaming, a sign that

3E. C. Whitaker, The Baptismal Liturgy (1981); hereafter TBL. See also his translations
of documents pertaining to the liturgy of baptism over this period in Documents of the Baptismal
Liturgy (1970); hereafter DBL.

“TBL,p. 11.
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the devil had not been fully expunged and that they should wait until the next year as
catechumens.’ After the scrutinies, and before baptism, came the Delivery of the Creed, the
words of which could not be known to non-Christians. Before baptism, candidates had to
‘Return the Creed’, proving that they had it memorized, and they were exhorted not to let
anyone else know the words, and not to commit them to writing. The ceremonies described
by Whitaker could only have had adult participants, as they commanded actions and
responses that infants could not have made, and the idea of death to the world and
resurrection in a new body dominated the preparatory catechuminal period, leading up to
Easter.

Augustine’s assertion that infants who die unbaptized go to hell, however, had serious
repercussions for baptismal practice, and created tensions in the baptismal liturgy that
resound even today. In societies that had already been Christianized, infant baptism became
the norm. However, the liturgy was still based on the same adult model as that described by
Whitaker. The earliest liturgical evidence for baptism comes primarily from two traditions,
the first extant in a series of ordines collected in the eighth century, printed by Andrieu as the
Ordines Romani,® and the second in the Gelasian Sacramentary (both reflecting, theoretically,
sixth-century Roman practice, although extant only in eighth- and ninth-century Frankish
texts).” Both sources present a baptismal liturgy based firmly around Easter and beginning in
mid-Lent. As both demonstrate the same problems mentioned above, 1 will focus on the

Gelasian Sacramentary as represented in Vatican MS Regenensis 316.%

> TBL, pp. 42-3.
6 Michel Andrieu, ed. Les ordines romani (1931).

7 See Cyrille Vogel, translated by William G. Storey and Niels Krogh Rasmussen,
Medieval Liturgy (1988), pp. 61ff, for a discussion of the definitions of ‘Gregorian’, ‘Gallican’,
and ‘Gelasian’, and of the difficulties in ascertaining a ‘pure’ form of each. See also Eric
Palazzo, translated by Madeleine Beaumont, A History of Liturgical Books (1998), pp. 35ff. In
short, any liturgy existing in any extant text is in varying degrees a mix of all three types.

® Printed by H. A. Wilson, ed. The Gelasian Sacramentary (1894), pp. 45ff, and
translated by Whitaker in DBL, pp. 166ff. Although the Anglo-Saxon liturgy is generally
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The first scrutiny begins on the Third Sunday in Lent, at which time the names of the
elect, specified as “infantum”, are called, and supplications are made for their preparation as
part of the scrutiny Mass. It is specified in the Ordines, and understood here, that the infants
are not to take part in the eucharist until they have been baptized (in OR XI, the primary
witness for baptism in the group, the dismissal of the candidates is formalized). Two other
Masses of the same type are to follow (Ordo XI has seven scrutinies in all, versus the three in
the Gelasian), but before them is the Notice of the Scrutiny, announcing the time of the
Making of the Catechumen and setting the tone for the following services by stating their
purpose, “so that the heavenly mystery, when the devil with his retinue is destroyed and the
door of the heavenly kingdom is opened, may by God’s help be perfectly performed.” From
the start, the procedure is defined as an exorcism, in the same militaristic terms later to be
used by Anglo-Saxon prose writers.

The names of the infants are written down, and they are called one at a time into the
church for the Making of the Catechumen. The service begins in the tone established in the
Notice:

Almighty everlasting God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, look upon these thy
servants whom thou hast called to the elements of faith. Drive from them all
blindness of heart: loose the bonds of Satan with which they were bound: open
to them, O Lord, the door of thy religion: that, bearing the sign of thy wisdom,
they may turn from the squalor of fleshly lusts and delight in the sweet savour of
thy commandments and joyfully serve thee in thy church: that first taking the
medicine they may increase in virtue day by day until by thy favour they come to
the grace of baptism . . . protect these thine elect with the power of the Lord’s
Cross, with which we sign them, that from this first beginning of the worship of
thy majesty, being ever set about thy commandments, they may attain to the glory
of the second birth. (169)

described as ‘Gregorian,’ the Gelasian baptismal ordo was part of the body of generally Gelasian
material with which the Gregorian Sacramentary was supplemented, and is therefore part of the
tradition from which the Anglo-Saxons drew their own baptismal liturgy. All references to
‘Gelasian’, here and elsewhere, are to the ‘Old Gelasian’ as represented in Vat. Reg. 316 and
printed by Wilson.

® DBL, p. 169. Subsequent page references are to this text.
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The salt is exorcized, sanctified as “perfect medicine” and “the salt of wisdom”, and placed in
the infants” mouths. The elect are then exorcized, the priest invoking the exodus from Egypt
under Moses, beseeching God to send his angel to guard them until baptism, as he did for the
Israelites. The devil is told to honour God, and “to never dare to violate” the cross with
which the elect are signed. A series of prayers drive out the devil, each one reminding the
devil of God’s power as evidenced in Christ’s miracles.

Following are the Exposition of the Gospels, at which the four gospels are processed
to the altar and the beginning of each is read, and the Introduction of the Creed and of the
Pater Noster, each of which is presented and explained (the Creed after the presentation and
the Pater Noster interlinearly). The Creed, notably, is presented both in Greek and in Latin,
and 1s not broken up with commentary as is the Pater Noster. It is in these instructional
sections that the survival of an adult form is most evident. The elect are addressed at the
beginning of the Exposition with an explanation:

Beloved children, we shall now open to you now the gospels, that is, the story of
the divine life. But first we must explain what the gospel is, and whence it comes,
and whose words are written therein, and why they be four who wrote of this life,
and who are the four who, as the prophet foretold, have been marked by the divine
Spirit: lest haply without this explanation we should confuse your minds: and
because it is for this that ye are come, that your ears should be opened and not that
your senses should be blunted. (172-3)

At the Introduction of the Creed, the infants are exhorted not to write the Creed on “any
corruptible material” and are afterwards told that “we transform you from the old man to the
new” (176). The picture of a group of infants warned not to write down what they hear and
joyfully told that they will be transformed from old men is logically awkward, but the tone of
the exhortation is most serious, as the salvation of the catechumens depends on the protective
power of the Creed, assumed by them in the approaching renunciation of the devil and the
confession of belief (the Abrenuntio and the Credo, performed on Holy Saturday):

. . . the power of such weapons 1s always invincible, it is of service to every good
soldier of Christ against all the snares of the enemy. The devil, who never ceases
to tempt mankind, must always find you protected by this Creed: so that with the
enemy whom you renounce cast down, and by the protection of him whom you
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confess . . . you may also have the glory of the resurrection. (176)
The extent to which the catechumens are instructed in the fundamental tenets of the faith
before baptism, addressed directly in ways that assume a rather mature level of
understanding, demonstrates the tension between the fear of hell for one’s children and the
logical incongruities inherent in the baptismal forms.

The preceding ceremonies took place before Palm Sunday, followed by a Chrismal
Mass on Maundy Thursday. The infants return early on Holy Saturday to, as the rubric
specifies, “‘make their return of the Creed.” The devil is again told to flee, the elect are
anointed with spittle (for the Effeta) and with oil, followed by the Abrenuntio. They are
asked three questions (“Dost thou renounce Satan? And all his works? And all his pomps?”),
after each of which they (or, rather, their sponsors) reply “Abrenuntio”. Then, as the infants
cannot return the Creed, it is said instead by the priest to the infants, and they are commanded
to go outside. They return later in the day for the twelve lessons and process to the font
chanting a litany. The font is consecrated, and the reading for the day (also that for the
blessing of the font in the Missal of Robert of Jumieges, see below, p. 36) describes the
various levels of significance of the water. The priest is instructed to change his voice, a final
prayer of consecration is made, and each is asked three questions:

Dost thou believe in God the Father Almighty? (I believe.)

And dost thou believe in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord, who was born and
suffered? (I believe.)

And dost thou believe in the Holy Spirit; the holy Church; the remission of sins;
the resurrection of the flesh? (I believe.) (188)

They are then baptized, dipped three times, once for each part of the Trinity. The infants are
signed with chrism, told that God “has made thee to be regenerated of water and the Holy
Spirit, and has given thee remission of all thy sins,” and (assuming a bishop is present, as
does the Gelasian), confirmed. After confirmation, the catechumens may receive their first
communion.

Almost all passages in the baptismal liturgy extant in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts stem

from the Gelasian (possibly by way of the Supplemented Hadrianum or derived from earlier
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Gelasian sacramentaries that might have been used in England before the ninth or tenth
century), and they have inherited the same tensions. Sarah Larratt Keefer lists four sources
for the baptismal liturgy as practised in Anglo-Saxon England: The Missal of Robert of
Jumieges, The Red Book of Darley, The Leofric Missal, and the Corpus 163 copy of the
Romano-German Pontifical.'” All four examples are firmly of the Gregorian/Gelasian type,
and I will focus on the first, and to a lesser degree the second. The baptismal services in the
Robert Missal do appear in the midst of a series of Masses for Holy Saturday (the services in
Darley and the Leofric Missal have been moved out of the main cycle and placed towards the
back). Most notable about the service in Robert (as in the others) is its condensed nature.
The scrutiny Masses are gone, the services beginning with the Ordo Ad Caticuminum
Faciendum, which has been moved from mid-Lent to (it seems) the day of baptism. In fact
there is no indication, either in the order of sections or in rubrics, that the ceremonies are not
to be performed all at once. The infants are exorcized, given the salt, and prayed over in the
exact words extant in the Gelasian (indeed, every passage but two, the first and the second to
last, is verbatim from the Gelasian). The formal Exposition of the Gospels is replaced with a
simple reading from Matthew, and the Pater Noster is presented (with only the incipit in the
MS). In Darley, the Creed is presented in full following the incipit for the Pater Noster,
although in Robert the presentation of the Creed has been, remarkably, meshed with the
Credo, where the three questions are expanded to include the entire Creed (Robert is unique
in this respect). Following the Pater Noster, in Robert, are the pre-4Abrenuntio warning to the
devil, the Effeta, and the Abrenuntio, as in the Gelasian (Darley moves the Effeta and
Abrenuntio until just before the Credo. Winchcombe moves only the Abrenuntio, so that it is

removed from the Effeta, and instead directly precedes the Credo and the actual baptism).

'9See Sarah Larratt Keefer, “Manuals”, in The Liturgical Books of Anglo-Saxon England,
ed. Pfaff, (1995), pp. 101-2. The Winchcombe Sacramentary also contains an ordo for baptism,
integrated with the Vigil Mass, although Pfaff (The Liturgical Books of Anglo-Saxon England,
p. 15) cautions against its relevance as a witness to the Anglo-Saxon liturgy, as it did not remain
long in the country, and seems to have been written for Fleury.
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Following the Abrenuntio in Robert (or following the Creed in Darley) is the procession to
the font for its consecration. The Gelasian specifies a litany during the procession. Although
Robert makes no mention of it, Darley presents one, spanning five pages in the manuscript
(pp. 378-382). After the Benediction of the Font, which is the same in the Gelasian, Robert,
and Darley, is the mixing of the chrism and the water, in which the chrism is poured into the
water in the form of the cross, followed by the Credo and the actual baptism, the vesting of
the infants with white garments, and, “si episcopus adest statim,” confirmation. The whole
ceremony, although in the same basic form, is a good deal shorter than that in the Gelasian.
Although it would be dangerous to make too much out of a lack of rubrics specifying that the
ceremonies should be performed separately, as different ceremonies are often lumped
together without such rubrics, the series of passages from the Making of the Catechumen to
the vesting has the feel of a single ceremony, closer to the quick ceremonies for the infirm
that follow in each manuscript than to the structured, month-long process presented so
carefully in the Gelasian. Such a condensing allowed the ceremony to move away from the
kind of firm tie to Easter demonstrated in the Gelasian.

Alfric’s translation and discussion of the Abrenuntio and the Credo in his Second
Series Epiphany sermon supports such a view.!' Even if we are uneasy taking his account as
a direct reflection of the liturgy, he at least seems to imply that the two sets of responses,
originally part of the christening and baptism respectively and over half a day apart, are part
of the same ceremony. More important is Wulfstan’s explanation of baptism in his Sermo de
Baptismate."? He presents the ceremony in accordance with the basic Gelasian order:
christening, delivery of the Creed, Effeta, Benediction of the Font, baptism, and vestment.
He does not mention the Abrenuntio in his first quick account (11. 29-99), as he discusses it

later in the text, but he does specify that the Effeta and the pre-Abrenuntio chrism precede the

"' See CHLILiii, pp. 26-8.

12 Bethurum, The Homilies of Wulfstan, Vllic, pp. 175-84.



25

procession to the font, so we might assume that the Abrenuntio does as well.” In any case,
his explanation of Abrenuntio and Credo, “‘pe man &t fulluht-penung on gewunan hafd”
assumes a single “fulluht-penung” of which both are a part. Of particular interest is his
transition between the Effeta/chrism and the benediction of the font:

And donne pis gedon bid eal fullice wel swa to dare cristnunge gebyred, ponne
is fter eallum pisum mid rihtum geleafan to efstanne wid fontbades georne.'*

Whether we can take “georne” to mean ‘quickly’ or just as a general intensifier (e.g. ‘in
earnest’), Wulfstan seems to imply a continuity, that christening and baptism can be thought
of as a single ceremony, as with the ceremony for the baptism of the infirm, rather than two
distinct phases of the baptismal liturgy."” If so, then the candidates are catechumens for too
short a period of time to mean much, and the ceremony is more readily portable to any time
of the year.

The idea of the catechumenate is not entirely absent from Anglo-Saxon baptismal
thought. According to Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, King Edwin was catechized for a period
of time by Paulinus before being baptized on (in the Old English translation of Bede) “py
halgestan Eastordage,” in the year 627 according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.'® His
daughter Eanfled, the first of the Northumbrians to be baptized, born on Easter Sunday, was
‘consecrated to God’ and then baptized at Pentecost. The importance of the two Roman

baptismal days in the accounts of Edwin and Eanfled and the suggestion of a period of

' In this respect, and because of the importance Wulfstan places on the delivery of the
Creed, which neither Robert nor Leofric has in this position, his account, if it can be taken as
chronologically accurate, must follow a version slightly different than that of Darley, Robert, or
Leofric (unless, as is possible, the Delivery of the Creed in Leofric is assumed and not stated).

14 Bethurum, The Homilies of Wulfstan, p. 179.

'’ See also Susan Irvine’s comments on infant baptisms and on Zlfric’s assumption of
the union of christening and baptism in her introduction to £lfric’s homily on The Healing of
the Blind Man (Old English Homilies from MS Bodley 343, Item 111, (1993), pp. 58-60).

'® Thomas Miller, ed. and tr. The Old English Version of Bede's Ecclesiastical History
of the English People, v.1(1890), p. 138. D. P. Kirby, “Bede and Northumbrian Chronology”,
EHR 78 (1963), pp. 514-27, ascribes the conversion of Edwin to 628.
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preparatory time before baptism (although we have no indication of what might have been
involved liturgically before or during baptism) seem to be in agreement with early Roman
practice. At least, Edwin seems to be christened well before his baptism (“Sidpan he
gecristnad wees, swylce eac his lareowe & biscope Paulini biscopsedl forgeaf”),'” building a
timber church in the interim, while being instructed. The West-Saxon king Cynegils was
catechized before his baptism, and was received from the font by King Oswald of
Northumbria. While Bede indicates that this pre-baptismal period was catechetical, the Old
English translator more certainly separates his christening from his baptism:

Itaque euangelizante illo in praefata prouincia, cum rex ipse cathecizatus fonte
baptismi cum sua gente ablueretur.

[He] lerde per godcunde lare 4 pone cyning to Cristes geleafan gecerde, 4 hine
gecristnade, 4 hine eft &fter face mid fulwihtes bede apwoh mid his peode
Westseaxum.'®

Often in Bede, adult candidates must be catechized before they can undergo baptism,
although we have no way of knowing whether this involved a structured liturgical
progression from christening to baptism.

The practice of Easter baptism following a preparatory period should not have been
unfamiliar to Bede. In a homily for Holy Saturday, Bede may refer to a period of Lenten
preparation for baptism:

As to his saying ‘Effeta’ (that is, ‘be opened’), he did this in order to heal the
ears which a longstanding deafness had closed up, but which his touch now
opened that they might hear. Hence I believe a custom has prevailed in the Church

"7 Miller, The Old English Version of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, p. 138. The
expression “Sidpan he gecristnod was” has been grammatically shifted from its position in the
Latin, where it has a closer relationship with the preceding sentence, which tells of Edwin
building his church: “Baptizatus est autem Eburaci die sancto paschae pridie iduum Aprilium,
in ecclesia sancti Petr1 apostoli, quam ibidem ipse de ligno, cum cathecizaretur atque ad
percipiendum baptisma inbueretur, citato opere construxit” (Colgrave and Myners, eds. Bede's
Ecclesiastical History of the English People (1969), p. 186). In any case, the Old English
translator seems to understand Edwin’s period of catechetical instruction as a post-christening
catechumenate.

'* Colgrave and Myners, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, p. 232; Morris, The Blickling
Homilies, p. 168.
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that his priests, first among all the elementary stages of consecration [that they
perform] for those whom they are preparing to receive the sacrament of baptism,
touch their nostrils and ears with saliva from their mouth, while they say, ‘Effeta’. . .
Each one of us, dearly beloved brothers, who has received the baptism of Christ
according to the sacred rites, has been consecrated in this way. All who are going

to receive this healing and saving bath according to the sacred rites, either at the
approaching time of Easter, or at some other time, will be consecrated in this way."

This passage does stress the importance of Easter (while possibly leaving room for baptism
outside of Easter or Pentecost), although if it does invoke a catechumenical period, it does so
vaguely. Sarah Foot, in her thorough survey of baptism in early Anglo-Saxon England,”
points out that while Bede’s story of the conversion of Edwin does indicate a catechumenical
period, other conversions, such as that of Zthelbert of Kent, do not. Regarding these early
conversions, she conjectures

circumstances in which missionaries might have thought it more politic to proceed
relatively swiftly with the rituals of initiation, and reserve the more thorough
education of the neophytes to a later point, rather than risk the alienation of
potentially hostile converts anxious for the outward forms of the ceremony.*!

By the time of Bede, a more settled system of baptism might have been codified, but eighth-
century evidence, as Foot demonstrates, suggests “considerable diversity in liturgical practice
between different English minsters.”” This evidence does seem to indicate a baptism
centered primarily on Easter and involving some sort of preparation. Because of the nature of
missionary work, the ideal of Easter baptism might certainly have been compromised, and “it
is difficult to see how the preparation of candidates could have involved a prolonged period

of fasting, exorcism and instruction, unless the clergy had been able to stay amongst their

' Martin and Hurst, tr. Bede the Venerable: Homilies on the Gospels, v. 2 (1991), pp.
54-5. See also D. Hurst, ed. Bedae Venerabilis homeliarum evangelii (1955), p. 222.

20 Foot explores the available (all non-liturgical) evidence concerning the form, time of
year, setting, ministers, and recipients of baptism through the ninth century.

21 Foot, ““By water in the spirit’”, p. 176.

2 Ibid. p. 175.
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flock for weeks at a time.”” However, the weight of patristic exegetes, for whom baptism
and Easter were intertwined, would have encouraged the older system, such that in ninth-
century France, Amalarius of Metz wrote about baptismal candidates as integral to the
festivities of the Easter Vigil.

By the time of the Benedictine Reform, however, baptismal practice had changed a
great deal, and appreciation of this earlier ideal of Easter baptism following a catechumenate
seems even less clear. The various versions of the Life of St. Martin (represented in the
Blickling and Vercelli collections and in two versions by ZAlfric, all based on Sulpicius’ Latin
Life) demonstrate an ambiguous understanding of the separation of christening and baptism.
St. Martin, in Zlfric’s account of the bishop’s life in his Lives of Saints, was christened (“pa
weard he gecristnod”) against his heathen parents’ will when he was ten years old.** He was
not baptized until age eighteen, and £lfric expresses amazement (as had Sulpicius) that in the
three years between his being sent to war and his baptism, he was unspotted, fulfilling “pas
fulluhtes deda mid fulfremedum weorcum.”” It is during this time that Martin famously
divides his cloak and then dreams of Christ with the cloak, who proclaims that “Martinus pe
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git nis gefullod me mid pysum reafe gescrydde.”” Zlfric recognizes what was done to St.
Martin at age ten as a pre-baptismal christening, but he is not described as a catechumen,
simply as someone who has not yet been baptized. The Blickling homily for the festival of
St. Martin shows even more self-consciousness in the separation of Martin’s christening from

his baptism, explaining that “deah he pa gyt nere fullice &fter operre endebyrdnesse

gefulwad, ah he was gecristnod, swa ic &r segde, hwedre he pet geryne pere halgan

2 Ibid. p. 176.

4 See W. W. Skeat, ed. and tr. /Elfric’s Lives of Saints, v. II (1890-1900; reprint 1966),
p. 220.

% Ibid. p. 222.

26 Tbid. p. 224
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fulwihte mid godum dzdu heold & fullade.”” The account of his christening in the Vercelli
homily demonstrates more clearly the later Anglo-Saxon need to interpret the Latin
“catechumenum fieri postaulauit” in Sulpicius (see Scragg’s parallel Latin text to Homily
XVIII, De Sancto Martino Confessore).”® The Vercelli homilist translates this expression as
“baed peet hine man par gecristnode” and then adds an explanatory appositive, “‘pet bid sio
onginnes 4 se @resta del pare halgan fulwihte.”” To come to terms with the idea of a
catechumenate, the translator must envision a divided baptismal ceremony, of which the
‘christening’ represented merely the first part. After Martin builds a monastery, “sum
gecristnod man” (translating the Latin catechumenus) comes to him to be trained, dies
unbaptized while Martin 1s away, and is raised from death and baptized upon Martin’s return.
The man is called ‘a christened man’ in the Blickling and Vercelli versions and in ZElfric’s
Lives of Saints account. In Zlfric’s Second Series homily on the Deposition of Saint Martin,
however, the man is simply a heathen:

After disum gedeodde sum haden wer him to. and se binnon feawum dagum swa
ferlice swealt. pat he on fulluhte underfangen nas. for dan de martinus da on
neawiste na&s. ac com da to huse hearde gedrefed. and hine sylfne astrehte. sona
ofer done deadan, drihten biddende. pat he him lif sealde. and he weard da
geedcucod &fter lytlum fyrste. and sona gefullod.®

The newborn St. Rumwold, in his eleventh-century Anglo-Latin Life, asked to be ‘made a
catechumen,’ although it is not clear whether this was distinct from his baptism, both
ceremonies being performed by the priest Widerin.”' St. Machutus, however, according to

the anonymous author of his Life, was born during Easter Vigils and baptized at its end, with

27 Morris, The Blickling Homilies, p. 213.

2 D. G. Scragg, ed. The Vercelli Homilies and Related Texts (1992), pp. 291-309.
? Ibid. p. 292.

30 CH.ILxxxiv, pp. 290-1.

31 See Foot, ““By water in the spirit’”, pp. 171-3.
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no time or need for a catechumenical period.”® If there is an appreciation in later Anglo-
Saxon England of the earlier catechumenical period, it is a vague one, defined almost solely
by a separation in time between christening and baptism, and with almost no indication of
what happened during that time.

It 1s a staple of Anglo-Saxon penitential texts (as well as the Irish texts to which they
owe a great deal) that adult candidates must learn the Creed and the Pater Noster and be
spiritually and mentally ready before being baptized. An Irish canon attributed to St. Patrick
prescribes forty days of penance to any brother seeking baptism. The early-eighth-century
(and heavily influenced by Irish custom) ‘Penitential of Theodore’ mentions that “Baptized
persons may not eat with catechumens.”” Nowhere in the Anglo-Saxon codes is there any
mention of a period of time, or of anything specific that must be done, with the exception of
learning the Creed and the Pater Noster, and generally readying oneself. It is this general
sense of a need for instruction in the Creed and the Pater Noster that survived of the adult
catechumenate, and Zlfric and Wulfstan both stress the same requirement.

Evidence for an infant catechumenate in Irish and Anglo-Saxon penitential texts is a
bit less consistent, and has much more bearing on the regularity of formalized Easter baptism.
It existed in Irish practice, as attested in a canon attributed to St. Patrick:

19. Of the proper age for baptism. On the eighth day they are catechumens;
thereafter they are baptized in the solemn feast days of the Lord, that is at Easter,
Pentecost, and Epiphany.**

This would imply, in some cases, a fairly long period of time between christening and
baptism, as would be necessary to keep Easter (or, as a secondary option, Pentecost or
Epiphany) baptism a regular part of the liturgy. Theodore’s penitential instructs that “one

person may, if it is necessary, be [god]father to a catechumen both in baptism and in

3 See David Yerkes, ed. The Old English Life of St. Machutus (1984), p. 5.
3 Gamer and McNeill, tr. Medieval Handbooks of Penance (1979), p. 202.

3 Ibid. p. 84.
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confirmation,” referring to christening and baptism as two separate occasions, with (usually)
two different sponsors.” By the time of Zlfric and Wulfstan, however, canons referring to
baptism are concerned not with the time of year or with the christening of infants, but with
the need to baptize quickly. The fifteenth Canon of Edgar, probably by Wulfstan (taken from
the version 1n Junius 121) firmly stresses this need:

And riht is pat preosta gehwylc fulluhtes and scriftes tydige sona swa man gyrmne,
and &ghwer on his scriftscyre beode pat &lc cild sy gefullod binnan vii nihtum
and pat 2nig man to lange unbiscopad ne wyrde.*

The Northumbrian Priests’ Law calls for baptism within 9 days,’’ and various penitential
codes prescribe heavy penances for those whose children die unbaptized.

Both Irish and Anglo-Saxon canons dealing with baptism tend to contradict one
another, and one often finds contradictions within the same body of text. Most notably, the
debate over re-baptism shows some volatile disagreement. On this issue, the Penitential of
Theodore says:

12. If through ignorance anyone has been ordained before he is baptized, those
who have been baptized by that pagan ought to be rebaptized, and he himself
shall not be ordained [again].

This, again, is said to have been differently determined by the Roman
Pontiff of the Apostolic See, to the effect that not he who baptizes, even if he is
a pagan, but the Spirit of God, ministers the grace of baptism: but also this matter
was differently decided in the case of a “pagan” presbyter -- he who thinks himself
baptized, holding the Catholic faith in his works -- these cases are differently
decided -- that is, that he should be baptized and ordained.*®

* Tbid. p. 202.

* Roger Fowler, ed. Wulfstan's Canons of Edgar (1972), p. 5. Fowler points out that
the version in Corpus 201 reads “xxxvii” instead of ““vii,” which he explains as “a scribal error
combining an original xxx with a correction to vii based on Z£lfric” (26). If so, we have some
evidence of a controversy about the correct age for infant baptism (as Fowler discusses briefly
in his note for canon 15), perhaps demonstrating the tension between the fear of allowing a child
to die unbaptized and the desire to maintain the tradition of baptism at the high festivals.

*7 See Dorothy Whitelock, et al, eds. and tr. Councils and Synods, v. 1 (1981), p. 455:
“@eghwilc cild sy, we lerad, gefullod binnan nigon nihton, be wite VI or.”

% Gamer and McNeill, Medieval Handbooks of Penance, p. 193.
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In the Confessional of Egbert, this canon has been compressed into one even more confusing
and self-contradictory:

7. If any mass-priest knows that he is unbaptized, he and all those whom he
previously baptized shall be baptized. A Roman pope declared that though a
priest be sinful or a heathen, nevertheless the ministry of the Holy Ghost, not
that of the man, is in the grace of baptism.”

Whether one attributes this version to carelessness in transmission or to a genuine lack of
consensus on the issue, the debate stands until the time of ZAlfric and Wulfstan. Wulfstan,
concurring with the more orthodox view, interrupts his account of the christening in his
Sermo De Baptismate to assert definitively:

Twa ding syndon purh Godes mihte swa myccle & swa mare pxt &fre £nig man
ne mag dxron &nig ding awyrdan ne gewanian, fulluht & huslhalgung. Nis se
massepreost on worulde swa synful ne swa fracod on his dedan, gyf he dzra
penunga apere ded swa swa dzrto gebyred, peah he sylf @lc unriht dreoge on his
life, ne byd seo penung pas na pe wyrse. . . . Do swa hwylc swa hit do, Godes
sylfes miht byd on pare deede purh halig geryne.*

Waulfstan’s statement represents the final word (for the Anglo-Saxons) in a debate that had
spanned the whole of early Christianity. Both he and &lfric consistently make this assertion,
that never should a correctly-administered (i.e. according to the Triune formula) baptism be
repeated regardless of the state of the person performing the baptism.

It is characteristic of Z£lfric and Wulfstan to settle theological debates and present a
consistent theology, and Wulfstan does so in regards to baptism, concerning the issues
discussed above. While Wulfstan too seems, at first glance, to succumb to baptism’s
confused sense of audience (in Bethurum VIIIb, the priest christens “pone cild” and gives the
salt to “pam cilde”, but he touches with spittle “pas mannes nose”, and “se man” is worthy of
the Eucharist), he presents in his Sermo De Baptismate a consistent and unified description of

baptism that accounts for both adults and children, and makes logical sense for each, avoiding

* Ibid. p. 245.

“ Bethurum, The Homilies of Wulfstan, p. 177. Subsequent page references are to this
text.
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the kind of confusion intrinsic to the liturgy.*' All references to the candidate have been
changed to the unspecific “pone man”, rather than switching awkwardly between “cild” and
“man”. He makes a clear distinction between those who have “pare ylde & dzs andgytes”
(175) and those who don’t. His description, general as it is, could apply to either group, and
he makes it clear how each bit should be understood in each case. The former must be
“gewisod pat he cunne hu he of h&pendome mage to cristendome durh rihtne geleafan &
purh fulluht cuman” (175). These must learn the Pater Noster and the Creed, which
“geswutelian rihtne geleafan” (176). For infants, the Delivery of the Creed is understood to
be more applied then learned; rather than pretending that the child can learn and understand
it, the candidate plays a passive, not an active role, as the priest, singing the Creed to him,
“trymed he his geleafan & mid dam geleafan gefretewad & gewadad his hus . . . gegearwad
his heortan Gode on to wunianne” (178). When it must be pretended that a child can respond,
for the Abrenuntio and the Credo, Wulfstan makes it clear that, while *“his freonda forspac
forstent him eal pat sylfe swylce hit sylf spece” (182), it is then the prime responsibility of
those relatives to make sure that the first things that the child does learn, when it can, are the
Pater Noster and the Creed. The forms are clearly rationalized and explained, and the
theology surrounding them is codified. Baptism in late Anglo-Saxon is discussed generally
as a sacrament for infants,* but £lfric and Wulfstan recognize the need for some malleability
in the application of the ceremony. Whatever the circumstances, however, the baptism

described by Zlfric and Wulfstan is a single ceremony, performed at any time.

' See Ibid. p. 31 on the relationship between VIII a, b, and c.

“2 Bazire and Cross, eds. Eleven Old English Rogationtide Homilies (1982), p. 68
(hereafter BC), discuss an anonymous Rogationtide sermon which compares rebirth at baptism
to confession, when one is “gewintrod.” See also the examples put forth by Irvine, Old English

Homilies, pp. 58-60, concerning statements by £lfric and Wulfstan reflecting an assumption that
baptism is a sacrament for infants.



A rubric in a sixteenth-century version of the Sarum missal demonstrates a later

solution to the same tension we see in Anglo-Saxon baptism. After describing the

benediction of the font, it states:

At the vigils of Easter and Pentecost this office should not be continued further,
unless there were somebody to be baptized . . . Note that at the vigil of Easter
and of Pentecost when the fonts have been consecrated neither the oil nor chrism
shall be poured into them, unless there be present some who are to be baptized:
but let them be covered with a clean cloth, and kept until the end of the Paschal
or Pentecostal season, so that, if it happen that during those days someone comes
to be baptized, then the fonts may be made fruitful and sanctified by the infusion
of oil and chrism, and he may be baptized.*

This was the compromise reached by Zlfric in a letter for Wulfsige, discussing Holy
Saturday: “Ne do man nznne ele to pam fante, buton mann ber cild on fullige.”** While
recognizing the traditional propriety of baptism in the Paschal season, this seems to suggest
that 1t was not the norm for those that used this text, but that the urgency of quick baptism
was deemed more important. In his Letter for the Monks of Eynsham, Zlfric seems to give
baptism more weight than one might expect, given its general disassociation from Easter.
After the blessing of the Paschal candle and a set of readings and antiphons on Holy
Saturday, the baptismal font is blessed. Into the Concordia’s account of Holy Saturday,

Alfric inserts some interesting baptismal instructions:

When infants are baptized they should be anointed on the top of the head by the
priest, because the bishop should anoint on the forehead, where the high priest
used to wear a plate of gold. The candle that is placed in the hand of the baptized
infant is likened to the lamps of the wise virgins.*

Both parts of this passage are derived from Amalarius, except for the likening of the candle

the wise virgins. Jones discusses Zlfric’s use of Amalarius here,* emphasizing that this

“ DBL, p. 244.

“ Bernhard Fehr, ed. Die hirtenbriefe £lfrics (1914), p. 28.
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to

* LME (1998), p. 134-5. “Infantes, quando baptizantur, in cerebro unguendi sunt a

presbitero, quia episcopus debet in fronte unguere ubi laminam auream pontifex ferebat. Cereus

qui infanti baptizato datur in manum coadunatur lapadibus sapientium uirginum.”

“ See LME, p. 201, n. 230, 231.
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material, and especially its placement in the discussion of the Easter Vigil, is close to the
version of Amalarius’ Retractatio prima in a post-Conquest manuscript, Salisbury, Cathedral
Library MS 154, which Jones argues “confirms the existence of an augmented version of the
Retractatio prima from which Zlfric’s exemplar, like Salisbury 154, clearly derived.”’
Although the instruction concerning the candle does not appear elsewhere in Anglo-Saxon
witnesses, the directions for the application of the chrism* are echoed in Zlfric’s Second
Letter for Wulfstan, where they have no particular relationship to Easter:

Mid pam haligan ele ge scylan pa ha&penan cild mearcian on pam breoste and
betwux pam [ge]sculdru on middeweardan mid rode tacne, @rpanpe ge hit
fullian on pam fantwatere. And ponne hit of p& watere cynd, ge scylan wyrcan
rode tacen upp on pem heafde mid pam haligan crisman.”’

Granted Zlfric’s reliance on Amalarius here, the inclusion of baptismal forms for the Easter
Vigil in his Eynsham letter should probably be seen in the light of the insinuation in his letter
for Wulfsige that Easter baptisms were a possibility rather than an integral part of Easter
worship. Consistent throughout these instructions, in any event, is the assumption of infant
baptism.

What is lost here, in a society that thinks of baptism as, predominately, an event for
infants, without a Lenten catechumenical period, is the idea of a dramatic Easter submission
to death and resurrection. What survives from the Gelasian scrutinies is the sense of

christening as an exorcism of the devil and an initiation by birth into the church, applied to

' IME, p. 64.

*® The inclusion of episcopal baptismal instructions does not mean that a bishop would
regularly be participating in the liturgy for Holy Saturday at Eynsham. Zlfric also includes in
his Eynsham Letter instructions for the episcopal blessing of the oils on Maundy Thursday,
perhaps reflecting “a scholarly interest in the rite itself and in the unusual exposition provided
by his exemplar of the Retractio prima” (LME, p. 192, n. 196). Jones further expresses his
suspicion that “LME 39 [the blessing of the oils] reflects its immediate written source more than
Alfric’s memory of the actual rite performed at Winchester.” Perhaps his interest in episcopal
baptismal instructions is equally ‘scholarly.” These episcopal instructions, along with other
general instructions, probably indicate that Zlfric’s Letter was constructed with the possibility
of a wider audience than just the Eynsham community (see also LME, p. 170, n. 98).

“ Fehr, Die hirtenbriefe £lfrics, p. 148.
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the child rather than submitted to in a quasi-mimetic correlation with the events at Easter.
That there is some sort of ‘dramatic’ quality to baptism, in some sense of the word, is certain,
given the range and power of its associations. The matter of the sacrament, the water,
encompasses most of these. A key passage in the liturgy for the Blessing of the Font from
the Robert Missal, directly preceding the actual baptism, addresses the water:

Unde benedico te creature aquae. per deum uiuum. per deum sanctum. qui te in
principio verbo separauit ab arida. cuius spiritus super te ferebatur. qui te de
paradyso manare. et in quattuor fluminibus totam terram rigare praecepit. Qui te
in deserto amaram suauitate indita fecit esse potabilem. et sitienti populo de petra
produxit. Benedico te et per iesum christum filium eius. unicum dominum
mostrum. qui te in chana galileae signo admirabili sua potentia conuertit in uinum.
Qui pedibus super te ambulauit. et a iohanne in iordane in te baptizatus est. Qui te
una cum sanguine de latere suo produxit. et discipulis suis iussit ut credentes
baptizarentur in te dicens. Ite docete omnes gentes. baptizantes eos in nomine
patris. et filii et spiritus sancti.’’

In directly addressing the water, the priest makes it clear that the water in the font is the same
water that God first shaped into the four rivers that flowed from Eden and gave life to the
world, that sprang forth from the rock in the desert giving life to the Israelites, that Christ
turned to wine at Cana, on which he walked, in which he was baptized, and which flowed
from his side at the Crucifixion. In the same way that the consecrated host calls forth, in a
very real, spiritual sense, the body of Christ, so the consecrated water calls forth the life-
giving power of God, such that the participants are dipped into the actual water that baptized
Christ, and that flowed from his side. This blessing is something of a hodge-podge, pulling
from events throughout Christian history in order to make them present, not for the sake of
mimetic setting, but to make clear the water’s power, its ability to drive out the devil.

Anglo-Saxon prose writers picked up these associations as well, particularly the latter
two, to the same effect. Zlfric, in a homily for mid-Lent, specifies that the water from

Christ’s side was “to urum fulluhte.”' The first Vercelli homily proclaims: “pat tacnode

0 Wilson, The Missal of Robert of Jumiéges, p. 98.

' CH.ILxii, p. 116.
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helo middangeardes, pat durh his blod fulwihtwater gewyrpan sceolde.”® In his Second
Series sermon for Epiphany, ZElfric asserts that at Christ’s entry into the Jordan at his
baptism, “da was paet waeter and ealle wyll-springas gehalgode purh Cristes lichaman to
urum fulluhte.” One of the most interesting explorations of this theme is in the sixteenth
Vercelli homily, where the author, using a prophecy of David, turns the river Jordan into a
sort of proto-Font:

[Swylce weard &t] pa[m dryhten]lican fulwihte se / cwide 4 se witedom gefylled
geworden pe Dauid se witiga in pam sealme sang 4 toweard sa&gde, da he purh
haligne gast pa dryhtenlican fulwihte him toweard geseah . . . ‘Hwat is pe, sa, for
hwan fluge du? Od08¢ pu, Iordan, for hwan cerdest du on baclincg?’ Iordan is
haten seo ea be se hazlend on gefulwad was, 4 heo is swide mycel water 4 swide
strang stream hafad 4 s&flod on ymed. § pa was geworden in pa tid pe se /haelend
in bt water astag pa ge-cyrde se seflod 4 se stream eall on b&cling, 4 swa stille
gestod pet flod swylce he flowan ne meahte, ac he was swide mid py godcundan
egesan gepreatod pet he hine styrian ne dorste.>

This kind of legend strengthens the coincident relationship between the contemporary font
and the Jordan at the time of Christ. The Jordan as a font is a popular hagiographical theme.
In Alfric’s life of St. Basilius, Basil travels to Jerusalem to be baptized in the Jordan,
whereupon, at the point of baptism, a dove descends from a fire in the heavens and stirs the
water in imitation of a priest’s consecration of the font. The river, after the dove’s descent, is
referred to as the “fant-bade.””® Such associations give the consecrated water the same
apotropaeic power held by the host, to the degree that people would take vials of it to bless

their homes and fields, to drive out evil spirits, and to heal the sick.’® These associations also

*2 Scragg, The Vercelli Homilies, p. 261.

¥ CH.ILiii, p. 22.

** Scragg, The Vercelli Homilies, p. 269.

5% Skeat, AZlfric’s Lives of Saints, v. 1, p. 54.

>* In a spectacular illustration of superstition surrounding the power of the consecrated
water, a mother in ZAlfric’s Second Series sermon on St. Stephen dips her hair into a baptismal
font as part of a curse on her children (CH.ILii, p. 15).
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serve as a conduit for drawing Christ’s baptism and his crucifixion into the contemporary
baptismal ceremony by infusing the water with the power behind these events.

As the water is understood to be one with that involved in the original events, so the
participants are described as, in a spiritual sense, participating in those events. As these
events are cataclysmic, demonstrations of God’s power and violent desire to purge the world
of sin, it is not surprising that baptism is most commonly described as a battle with the devil.
In his sermon for the second Sunday after Epiphany, Zlfric, discussing the second water
vessel changed to wine at Cana, claims:

On dare odre ylde . . . se swymmenda arc getacnode godes geladunge. and pat se
rihtwisa noe getacnode crist. and pat ydigende flod pe da synfullan adylegode.
gebicnode pat halige water ures fulluhtes. pe ure synna adilegad . . .’

In his sermon for Mid-Lent Sunday, Zlfric explains that:

Seo reade s& hafde getacnunge ures fulluhtes. on d&re adranc pharao and his here
samod. swa eac on urum gastlicum fulluhte bid se deofol forsmorod fram us. and
ealle ure synna beod adylegode. and we donne sigefaste mid geleafan godes lof
singad. . .>°

The baptismal liturgy describes baptism as an exorcism of the devil and the devil’s taint,
making the drowning of Pharaoh in the Red Sea a fitting precursor. The poem Andreas
contains a powerful use of baptism as a conquering force, in that the soldiers who had killed
the saint are literally drowned in a flood and requickened by God into a life of faithfulness.
Their baptism is literal enough, in the word’s original sense of ‘drowning’, to make the poet’s
assertion that “pa waes mid py folce fulwiht hafen . . . riht arered” a wonderful litotes.>
Zlfric’s First Series sermon for Pentecost develops more fully the theme of baptism
conquering enemies, explaining Easter as an old Hebrew festival celebrating the drowning of

Pharaoh (followed fifty days later, at Pentecost, with God’s bestowal of his law at Mt.

" CH.ILiv, p. 33.
® CH.IL.xii, p. 115.

* See George Philip Krapp, ed. The Vercelli Book (1932), pp. 48-9.
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Sinai).*® The destruction of the devil-Pharaoh is relived in the contemporary baptism, as that
same power that rescued the Israelites from captivity will rescue the baptismal candidate from
the devil’s influence. What rings through here, whenever baptism is invoked, is the power of
the water, drawn from these Old Testament events, his baptism and his crucifixion into the
present ceremony by way of invocations like that in the Robert Missal.

What is most surprising, in looking at late Anglo-Saxon treatment of baptism, is the
paucity of overt association with the Resurrection. That there is a spiritual connection
between baptism and Easter is undeniable. It is the heart of Christianity that Christ’s death
and resurrection paved the way for our redemption, realized in baptism, and the parallel 1s
obvious in the very word ‘baptism’, signifying a death, followed by a rebirth. Zlfric does
find an Old Testament relationship between baptism and Easter by way of the Red Sea in the
aforementioned sermon for Pentecost. In the same sermon, he makes the New Testament
connection, asserting:

Nu is his prowung - his @rist ure eastertid- for pan de he us alysde fram deofles
pbeowdome. 4 ure ehteras beod besencte purh pat halige fulluht. swa swa waes
pharao mid his leode on pare readan sz;"’

The relationship here is assumed, but the dominant image is, again, that of conquering water.
Even baptismal references to the Crucifixion focus on the water from Christ’s side, not on the
supposed co-occurrence of ‘dramatic’ roles. If baptism belonged predominately to Easter,
and if the death and resurrection of Christ reenacted by the baptismal participants was a major
theme, one might expect to see some reflection of that in sermons for Easter. In £lfric’s First
Series sermon for Easter, we find the liturgy for the day reflected in the Visitatio Sepulchri,
the visitation of the three women to the tomb on Sunday moming. Baptism, however, is
conspicuously absent. At one point, ZAlfric discusses how Christ ‘passed over from passion

to resurrection, from death to life, from torment to glory,” a discussion that would be a good

% Peter Clemoes, ed. £lfric’s Catholic Homilies: The First Series (1997), p. 355;
hereafter CH 1.

' CH.L.xxii, p. 355.
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occasion for referring to Easter Vigil baptisms in which Christ’s passing over comes to
fruition in men, yet this is not an imperative for him. Zlfric does mention baptism in his
Sermo de Sacrificio in Die Pascae, explaining how when a child is baptized, “hit ne bret na
his hiw widutan. deah de hit beo widinnan awend . . . hit bid adwogen fram eallum synnum
widinnan. beah de hit widutan his hiw ne awende.”® This discussion, however, focuses on
the nature of the consecrated water, and is really an attempt to explain the nature of the
consecrated host, which is a central part of the liturgy for the day.

There is a more developed identification between the baptismal participant and Christ
at his birth. The author of a homily for Tuesday in Rogationtide tells us that, “Durh clene
maden Crist weard geboren, and purh clene fulluht we syndon ealle cristene gewordene.””

In his Second Series Sermon for Christmas, Zlfric describes baptism as a birth:

Zlc man bid mid synnum gestryned and geboren durh adames forgegednysse. ac
he bid eft criste acenned on dzre halgan geladunge. pat is on godes cyrcan purh
fulluht; pat water adwehd pone lichaman. and se halga gast adwehd da sawle
fram eallum synnum. and se gefulloda man bid ponne godes bearn.*

This is a more natural association to make for those who, as £lfric says in his dual
interpretation of the parable of the vineyard in a homily for Septuagesima Sunday, “fram
cildcradole to godes geleafan comon.”® While identification with Christ has shifted focus
from his resurrection to his birth and his own baptism, discussion of baptism belongs, for
Alfric, to Epiphany rather than Easter, highlighting the idea of baptism as a ceremony of
birth and initiation more than death and resurrection. As the commemoration of Christ’s own

baptism, Epiphany is a natural forum for discussing the theology of baptism. However, in

52 CH.ILxv, p. 153.

% BC, p. 95. This passage is found in a variety of places, including a composite homily
(number 30) printed by Napier and discussed in D. G. Scragg, “The Corpus of Vernacular
Homilies and Prose Saints’ Lives Before £lfric”, ASE 8 (1979), p. 25. See also M. R. Godden,
“Old English Composite Homilies from Winchester”, ASE 4 (1975), pp. 57-65.

% CH.ILi, p. 6.

% CH.ILv, p. 44.
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Alfric’s Second Series sermon for Epiphany, he not only discusses some of its repercussions,
but he presents in translation the heart of the baptismal liturgy, the Abrenuntio and the Credo.
As interested as Z£lfric is in explaining in his preaching the liturgy for the day, this inclusion
is compelling. Baptism at Epiphany, according to Whitaker, is an Eastern pheno<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>