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A CHRISTIAN VIEW: REGINALD OF DURHAM ON SAINT GODRIC

This excerpt from a biography of Godric, an English merchant who later became a
saint, both describes actual merchant activities in Europe and provides an example
of an established literary-religious form of writing in Christian Europe in which the
main point was to stress the saint’s virtues and use biography as an inspiration to
others. There may be some distortion of reality here; certainly, some aspects of the
merchant condition have to be discovered by reading between the lines.
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This holy man’s father was named Ailward, and his mother Edwenna; both of
slender rank and wealth, but abundant in righteousness and virtue. ... When the boy
had passed his childish years quietly at home; then, as he began to grow to
manhood, he began to follow more prudent ways of life, and to learn carefully and
persistently the teachings of worldly forethought. Wherefore he chose not to follow
the life of a husbandman, but rather to study, learn and exercise the rudiment of
more subtle conceptions. For this reason, aspiring to the merchant’s trade, he began
to follow the chapman’s [peddler’s] way of life, first learning how to gain in small
bargains and things of insignificant price; and thence, while yet a youth, his mind
advanced little by little to buy and sell and gain from things of greater expense. For,
in his beginnings, he was wont to wander with small wares around the villages and
farmsteads of his own neighborhood; but, in process of time, he gradually associated
himself by compact with city merchants. Hence, within a brief space of time, the
youth who had trudged for many weary hours from village to village, from farm to
farm, did so profit by his increase of age and wisdom as to travel with associates of
his own age through towns and boroughs fortresses and cities, to fairs and to all the
various booths of the market-place.... He went along the high-way, neither puffed up
by the good testimony of his conscience nor downcast in the nobler part of his soul
by the reproach of poverty....

Yet in all things he walked with simplicity; and, in so far as he yet knew how, it
was ever his pleasure to follow in the footsteps of the truth. For, having learned the
Lord’s Prayer and the Creed from his very cradle, he oftentimes turned them over in
his mind, even as he went alone on his longer journeys; and, in so far as the truth
was revealed to his mind, he clung thereunto most devoutly in all his thoughts
concerning God. At first, he lived as a [salesman] for four years in Lincolnshire,
going on foot and carrying the smallest wares; then he travelled abroad, first to St

Andrews in Scotland and then for the first time to Rome. On his return, having
formed a familiar friendship with certain other young men who were eager for
merchandise, he began to launch upon bolder courses, and to coast frequently by sea
to the foreign lands that lay around him. Thus, sailing often to and fro between
Scotland and Britain, he traded in many divers wares and, amid these occupations,
learned much worldly wisdom. ... He fell into many perils of the sea, yet by God’s
mercy he was never wrecked; for He who had upheld St Peter as he walked upon the
waves, by that same strong right arm kept this His chosen vessel from all misfortune
amid these perils. Thus, having learned by frequent experience his wretchedness
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amid such dangers, he began to worship certain of the Saints with more ardent zeal,
venerating and calling upon their shrines, and giving himself up by wholehearted
service to those holy names. In such invocations his prayers were oftentimes
answered by prompt consolation; some of which prayers he learned from his fellows
with whom he shared these frequent perils; others he collected from faithful hearsay;
others again from the custom of the place, for he saw and visited such holy places
with frequent assiduity. Thus aspiring ever higher and higher, and yearning upward
with his whole heart, at length his great labours and cares bore much fruit of
worldly gain. For he laboured not only as a merchant but also as a shipman... to
Denmark and Flanders and Scotland; in all which lands he found certain rare, and
therefore more precious, wares, which he carried to other parts wherein he knew
them to be least familiar, and coveted by the inhabitants beyond the price of gold
itself; wherefore he exchanged these wares for others coveted by men of other lands.
... Hence he made great profit in all his bargains, and gathered much wealth in the
sweat of his brow; for he sold dear in one place the wares which he had bought
elsewhere at a small price.

Then he purchased the half of a merchant-ship with certain of his partners in the
trade; and again by his prudence he bought the fourth part of another ship. At
length, by his skill in navigation, wherein he excelled all his fellows, he earned
promotion to the post of steersman....

[On his travels] he oftentimes touched at the island of Lindisfarne, wherein St
Cuthbert had been bishop, and at the isle of Farne, where that Saint had lived as an
anchoret, and where St Godric (as he himself would tell afterwards) would meditate
on the Saint’s life with abundant tears. Thence he began to yearn for solitude, and to
hold his merchandise in less esteem than heretofore....

And now he had lived sixteen years as a merchant, and began to think of spending
on charity, to God’s honour and service, the goods which he had so laboriously
acquired. He therefore took the cross as a pilgrim to Jerusalem, and, having visited
the Holy Sepulchre, came back to England by way of St James [of Compostella]. Not
long afterwards he became steward to a certain rich man of his own country, with
the care of his whole house and household. But certain of the younger household
were men of iniquity, who stole their neighbours’ cattle and thus held luxurious
feasts, whereat Godric, in his ignorance, was sometimes present. Afterwards,
discovering the truth, he rebuked and admonished them to cease; but they made no
account of his warnings; wherefore he concealed not their iniquity, but disclosed it
to the lord of the household, who, however, slighted his advice. Wherefore he
begged to be dismissed and went on a pilgrimage, first to St Gilles and thence to
Rome the abode of the Apostles, that thus he might knowingly pay the penalty for
those misdeeds wherein he had ignorantly partaken. I have often seen him, even in
his old age, weeping for this unknowing transgression....

On his return from Rome, he abode awhile in his father’s house; until, inflamed



again with holy zeal, he purposed to revisit the abode of the Apostles and made his
desire known unto his parents. Not only did they approve his purpose, but his
mother besought his leave to bear him company on this pilgrimage; which he gladly
granted, and willingly paid her every filial service that was her due. They came
therefore to London; and they had scarcely departed from thence when his mother
took off her shoes, going thus barefooted to Rome and back to London. Godric,
humbly serving his parent, was wont to bear her on his shoulders....

Godric, when he had restored his mother safe to his father’s arms, abode but a
brief while at home; for he was now already firmly purposed to give himself entirely
to God’s service. Wherefore, that he might follow Christ the more freely, he sold all
his possessions and distributed them among the poor. Then, telling his parents of
this purpose and receiving their blessing, he went forth to no certain abode, but
whithersoever the Lord should deign to lead him; for above all things he coveted the
life of a hermit.

From Reginald of Durham, “Life of St. Godric,” in G. G. Coulton, ed., Social Life in
Britain from the Conquest to the Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1918), 415-20. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press.




