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There is something about the modern world that makes it hard even 

for Christians to grasp the very central Christian concept of patience. 

The word is at present used mainly to children, or even dogs, in the 

sense of “wait uncomplainingly”. Be patient and you can have your 

dinner soon. That is not the sense we get from the prime source, the 

New Testament. Patience is giving the cloak also, turning the other 

cheek, going the second mile—all examples of doing something—

but, surely, principally, Jesus in Gethsemane and then on the cross. 

He did not want the cross and would have avoided it if he could have 

done so without denying the divine will. But: “O my Father, if it be 

possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but as 

thou wilt.”[1] That was to make the Father’s will his own, and 

therefore to will suffering which in itself he would have avoided. 

        Patience is the voluntary acceptance of inevitable suffering.[2] 

All the elements of this definition are necessary. Self-inflicted 

torment cannot be the occasion of patience: the suffering has to be 

genuine suffering that we would avoid if we could, but has 

nevertheless to be willed. The paradoxicality of willing what we 

would avoid if we could is what makes the concept difficult. 

        How we can learn from poets is a good question. Unless we do 

learn there is little justification for awarding degrees in literary 

studies—also, I would say, unless what we learn is at least closely 

related to virtue. But the greater the poet the less directly didactic. If 

a poet does no more than dress a moral in beautiful or elegant 

language, if it is possible to extract a paraphrasable lesson from a 

poet, you may as well have the paraphrase without the poetry. But 

though I believe that any statement of the form “From this poem we 

learn th’t ...” must complete the sentence with a mistake, because of 

the unparaphrasability of poetry, I think I can say that I have learned 

the meaning of patience from the medieval poets even more than 

from Peter Winch. Art has a way of getting more deeply into the 

heart. This also is true of the New Testament. Without a parable 

spake He no thing. 

        I don’t mean that the later poets have nothing to say. 

Shakespeare understood patience, smiling at grief, and in King 

Lear’s cry “Patience I need”. Hopkins gives a true but particularly 

grim version. “Patience, hard thing!” is hard indeed:  

        

Patience who asks 

Wants war, wants wounds; weary his times, his tasks; 

To do without, take tosses, and obey. 

        

Dickens, I have recently argued, gives a beautiful picture of patience 

in Little Dorrit, who suffers the dreadful doings of her family and by 

her willing suffering transforms them. But it’s still true that the 

whole idea is more at home in the Middle Ages.  
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        In fact I would go as far as to say that patience is one of the two 

great moral themes (the other is what they called trouthe) of the first 

great age of English literature after the Conquest, the age of Chaucer, 

Piers Plowman and the northern poets of the Gawain/Pearl 

manuscript. The natural place to start is Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale. 

Patient Grissell, as she entered folklore, certainly deserves the name. 

I shall decline this opening, though, because I have already had my 

say about the tale.[3] So let us go to Northumbria. 

        In Chaucer’s day there were at least two great poets at work in 

London, himself and a tall “clerk” whom he very likely never met, 

the author of Piers Plowman; and there was also a group of poets of 

a quite different tradition attached to one of the great northern 

centres whose works Chaucer would probably have found as hard to 

read as we do. The only evidence for the Northern literary tradition 

is the manuscript I have just mentioned, British Library Cotton Nero 

a.x, but the four poems could not possibly have happened in a void. 

Whether they are by the same author has been much debated, and the 

putative author of all four, a person for whose existence there is no 

evidence whatever, even gets into catalogues and indexes as The 

Gawain Poet. In fact they differ very much in feeling and verse form 

(two being perhaps the most Anglo-Saxon like alliteratives in Middle 

English, another in a complicated short-line rhyming stanza), but 

they do have some things in common. They all mention pearls, three 

requote their opening lines at the end. My guess is that the collection 

is the result of a literary competition that made the mention of pearls 

one of the rules. If so another was that they must be about patience, 

which three of them are, though in wonderfully different ways. 

        One is actually called Patience by the editors. The exemplum is 

the story of Jonah, who has to learn to suffer the will of God. 

Patience is very nicely written, with the wild walterand whale and 

the storm very realistic, down to the detail of the whale’s belly that 

stank like the devil. It also brings out the comic futility of Jonah’s 

anger when God makes his sheltering gourd die. This is of course 

there in the biblical source.[4] I like Patience and enjoy its poetry. 

Patience illustrates clearly what the word means and makes an 

intelligent use of Jonah. But I would not quite call it a work of 

genius nor claim for it what I do claim for two of the other poems of 

the manuscript, that they give in their very different ways a 

wonderful depth to the idea of patience. 

        Pearl is narrated by a father[5] whose suffering is the loss 

through death of a beloved daughter before her second birthday. At 

the beginning he is literally prostrate with grief on her grave-mound. 

The only way he has of expressing the extremity of his grief is to use 

the language of courtly love, a fact that the editors do their best to 

blur. He says he is 

 

                Fordolked of the luf daungere 

                Of that privee pearl without a spot 

 

Fordolked is “made very dull”, and I think what danger means is 

quite clear, though unrecognised by the editors. Danger in this sense 
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comes from The Romance of the Rose, where he is the ogrish 

character who rushes in to warn the rosebud just when it seems to the 

Amant that everything is going well and that he can soon pluck her. 

Danger in courtly love is the lady’s saying no, her repulsing the 

lover. In case we should miss the sense the Pearl poet takes care to 

say not just “danger” but “luf-danger”. Her death is to him as if he 

has been finally repulsed by the beloved—as people do sometimes 

react to bereavement. It is possible for a death to make the survivor 

feel rejected. So, made stupid by the agony of rejection, he falls 

asleep on the grave and (of course, this being a fourteenth-century 

poem), has a vision. In it she comes to him, and he is, naturally, 

overjoyed. But there is humour, structurally necessary to the poetry, 

in three of the four poems of the manuscript, including this one, and 

the Pearl maiden goes on to preach patience to the dreamer in a way 

hardly likely to make him accept it. This is a good example of the 

comparative weakness of pure argumentation. The narrating 

bereaved father begins by saying three things and puts his foot in it 

every time. He cannot believe for instance that she has been made a 

queen on the first day in heaven, or if so how she is not dethroning 

the Queen of Heaven. And she talks rather like a hard-minded 

schoolteacher, with very little sense that he ought to be treated 

gently. He resists her rather hard-headed doctrine, and they dispute 

long and comically. What she says, again, about God’s grace is 

true—as abundant as water from a ditch!—but the question is 

whether the dreamer can accept what she says. In the end she accepts 

that he accepts the situation and has come to see that Nella sua 

voluntade e nostra pace (the Pearl poet had probably read Dante). 

        She is empowered to give him a reward for his declared 

acceptance: a vision of the New Jerusalem—and it falls flat. Well, 

what poet can describe heaven? Bunyan couldn’t manage it, nor 

Milton, nor, in my view, Dante. Even St John the Divine nods. The 

last two books of the Revelation are ecstatic, but can we really make 

anything of his cubic New Jerusalem? 

        The Pearl poet virtually admits defeat by falling back on the 

Apocalypse at this most insecure place, and uses the ascription to 

“the apostle John” as a chorus line. But perhaps in Pearl the 

feebleness of this effect is intended by the poet’s muse if not his 

conscious mind. The Pearl maiden has slipped away from his side 

unawares, and he finds himself parted from her again. She is the 

other side of the stream, the “narrow stream of death” as Charles 

Wesley calls it, narrow but not so easy to cross. 

        The climax of the poem comes when, intent on the sight of the 

virgin train in the New Jerusalem, the dreamer suddenly sees her 

there. 

1147   Then saw I ther my lyttel quene 

 

—the stressing of the pronoun is irresistible, but with the sense, if we 

also stress there, that she is no longer his. For a moment he is 
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granted true patience, is able to see that their separation is for the 

best (for her if not for him), is able to rejoice in his suffering. But not 

securely. He is still human, with the kind of humanity that can hardly 

be imagined otherwise, like Milton’s Adam’s when he decides to 

share her lot of death with Eve. The dreamer accepts his loss, but 

seeing her how can he not also want to be with her? His “mannes 

mind”, whatever is human in him, “to maddyng malt”, melted into 

madness: 

1153   Delyt me drof in yghe and ere 

    My manez mynde to maddyng malte 

    Quen I segh my frely I wolde be there 

    

Byyonde the water thagh ho were walte 

                                               [ho were walte she may be 

cast] 

 

But the stream now divides them, the waters are wide, he cannot get 

o’er. He wildly, with human impatience, tries to cross, 

1159 
  

And to start in the strem schulde non 

me stere 
[stere restrain 

    
To swymme the remnaunt thagh I 

ther swalte 

[swalte swooned, 

died 

 

but “Hit watz not at my Pryncez paye”, it was not pleasing to my 

prince, or not in accordance with his will, so … the dream is broken. 

“Human voices wake us, and we drown.” He finds himself back on 

the grave-mound: but not now in his previous desperate state 

because despite this lapse into humanity he has learned to accept and 

to pray that all should be to his prince’s paye. 

 

        Sir Gawain and the Green Knight shows patience in a quite 

different, perhaps more startling way. Sir Gawain is a knight, and a 

Christian; one of the great themes of the poem is putting the two 

together by way of the word trawthe. Knighthood is all about honour 

and fighting, or fighting and honour—I’m not quite sure which 

comes first, but both are necessary. Chaucer’s knight is just an 

honourable fighting man. He will fight for anybody worthy enough, 

even for one heathen against another in Turkey. His son the Squire 

adds the other basic element of knightly life by being unable to sleep 

more than a nightingale, thanks to the torments of love. Sir Gawain 

adds the virtue terms to the honour terms, but does not thereby cease 

to be a fighting man; and he is one of the great lovers of the 

Arthurian cycle. In this story he has to resist the very persistent and 

direct advances of an attractive lady. And as a knight he has to do the 

thing hardest of all for any soldier: not to move a muscle as he is 

being attacked, to receive a blow without giving one back, and in 
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particularly aggravated circumstances. He is not responsible for the 

odd situation. If a green monster rides into your hall during the 

Christmas festivities and proposes a little game, that you may hit him 

once with his own axe provided that the following Christmas he can 

return the blow, you would, I take it, read the small print carefully 

even before recalling the sixth commandment. The poem’s King 

Arthur is not a fool and does not want to accept this extraordinary 

proposition from an unpresentable green monster, but he allows 

himself to be taunted into losing his temper and does accept it. Then 

it falls to Gawain as the senior counsellor present to take the strange 

errand upon himself; plainly his duty, and also, by the related 

morality of trouthe, to stand by what he has undertaken, whatever 

reasonable objections there are to keeping a silly agreement with an 

elvish man. So he does behead the green man, and so in due course 

finds himself facing the return match, for naturally the green man 

picks up his head and rides off after reminding Gawain of his 

trawthe, his promise to receive the return blow. 

        At the specified time the Green Knight is waiting for Gawain 

and making a tremendous din, for which alliterative verse is the ideal 

instrument, as he sharpens his new axe. Far from conducting the 

grim and strange business with decorum he torments his victim by 

pretending to strike then withholding the blow at the last moment 

and causing Gawain to flinch, then sneering at Gawain for a coward. 

At the last Gawain has to see the axe coming, his long lovely locks 

forward over his forehead, and accept it willingly. He passes the test 

and is rewarded by that strange judge, the Green Knight, with being 

let off with only a nick. 

        It isn’t that Gawain has any death wish. As soon as he knows he 

is only nicked he performs a gymnastic feat: 

2316        He sprit forth spenne fote ⋅ more then a spere lenthe 

 

—he did a standing broad jump (in one movement from the posture 

of bending to receive the blow) of Olympic class, and is instantly 

again a fighting man. But he has passed the test, he has been willing 

to suffer for the trawthe. 

 

        With Gawain patience is still a passive suffering. Christians of 

the twentieth century celebrated the resurrection, even to the point of 

cliché, in military terms, as the victor triumphing over death; the 

crucifixion, however, is ordinarily taken to be the evil commanding 

the good and death defeating life, if only for that time. The poetry of 

the age before Sir Gawain and the Green Knight shows something 

different, and gives a different aspect of patience. 

        Editors, of course, give their manuscript authorities for 

medieval poems. There are three extant sources of The Dream of the 

Rood, and the fullest text is indeed a manuscript, and a quite peculiar 

one. The poem appears in the collection called The Vercelli Book. 

This, one of the two most important collections of Old English verse, 

has been in the cathedral of the Italian city of Vercelli for a thousand 

years or so.[6] There it remained throughout the middle ages, unread, 
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because nobody could read it. The other two sources are not 

manuscripts. One of the things noted by continental visitors to 

Anglo-Saxon England was the big stone crosses. Before the parish 

system that made the geography of England as we know it, the 

country was evangelized from north and south, the former often by 

the establishment of minster churches, monastic centres from which 

the mass could be taken into the towns and villages, and the gospel 

preached. (A minster would not usually be the seat of a bishop.) Just 

about the first thing the evangelists would do was erect a cross. So a 

parish might well have a big cross literally towering over the huts 

and hovels, well before the stone-parish-church phase. A few still 

exist, the most unlikely survival being the Ruthwell Cross, seventeen 

feet nine inches high, and still there after vicissitudes including 

serious attention from the Presbyterians in 1642. On it is inscribed, 

amongst other things, in Runic characters and the Northumbrian 

dialect, a substantial part of The Dream of the Rood. The third source 

is two lines written on a reliquary. 

        This is a bit more than curious information. Most Anglo-Saxon 

poetry survives in unique manuscripts, and we must have lost hugely 

more than survives. At the other extreme, the creation song 

attributed by Bede to Cædmon survives in more than ten 

manuscripts, some of which are post-Conquest. This, by the 

standards of these things, makes it a runaway best-seller. But for 

parts to have survived in such different ways The Dream of the Rood 

must have been widely known too, probably modified and expanded 

in the medieval manner by succeeding generations. 

        The German heroic world is after all very unChristian, like the 

Homeric world. Honour, shall we say, comes before virtue; the idea 

of voluntary suffering is foreign to the tradition. I do think it was a 

work of genius to see how the mortal combat of Germanic antiquity 

could give a true, if startling, view of the crucifixion. 

        Patience is a virtue difficult to understand not only because it 

goes against the modern grain to suffer at all, but in the word’s 

etymology. Patience is bound to seem passive, even grammatically, 

passive being from the same root. It is hard for Christians to see that 

the taking up of the cross, the central example, is a thing done, as 

well as a thing suffered. But though suffering has to be something 

opposed to our will that we would avoid if we could, it is still 

something we are called upon to do, to embrace voluntarily and 

actively. The phrase from the Epistle to the Hebrews xii. 1, “run with 

patience”, only makes sense if patience can be this active thing. 

Running is a thing we do, not a thing done to us, though the race that 

is set before us is not of our choosing. 

        The Dream of the Rood shows Christ as the young hero, very 

Germanic with his comitatus of followers (though they unheroically 

desert), mounting the Cross as if engaging in mortal combat, actively 

making of his suffering a heroic deed, then resting in death after the 

hard struggle, as his followers sing the song of the passing of a great 

king. 

        If a language has to be converted there is little alternative to 

somehow using it to express the new truth, and thereby redeeming it. 
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I am inclined to call The Dream of the Rood an example of the 

redemption of language. Christianity could be preached in Latin and 

the mass celebrated in Latin. But to bring it home it had to get on the 

inside of this unChristian culture and remake it from within, in a 

kind of Nietzschean transvaluation. For us, the benefit is some quite 

startling glimpses of Christianity seen by way of a very unRoman 

sensibility. For the Germanic world can make, in the process of 

redemption, its own contribution to understanding. 

        Jesus here is not as a lamb to the slaughter, nor as a sheep 

before the shearers is dumb, and if a victim certainly not a helpless 

one. He is the “Frea” (line 33), the “geong hæleth”, young hero (line 

39) “strang and stithmod”, strong and firm in courage, a phrase that 

would well fit Beowulf or Finn. (line 40)[7] In Old English poetic 

diction there is a kind of alliterative alphabet for what we would 

translate as “warrior” or “hero”. A poet will use whichever term he is 

alliterating on. You can find them here. Jesus is an ætheling (line 58) 

which does have the additional sense of noble or heir to the throne. 

Beorn (line 42). He is not called cniht as we might expect, because 

the even more splended cyning is used for c. And so on. God is 

Dryhten, the Lord of the driht (line 35), a word with strong military 

connotations which was useful for translating the phrase that later 

became Lord of Hosts. The poet makes much of the tension between 

the hero’s death and the fact that he is the Lord of Hosts.[8] We have 

a characteristic understatement at the end when he has “mæte 

weorode” (line 69), a small host—i.e. no army at all. The retainers, 

as they are in this poem, come to sing their lament and to remove the 

body, and they are of course “Dryhtnes thegnas” (line 75), the thegns 

of the Lord of Hosts. 

        In this poem there are two narrators, an unidentified dreamer 

who has a vision of a cross, full of splendour, stretched out to the 

ends of the world and dominating the whole creation, and the cross 

itself. (This is startling enough on its own, I think.) The cross is no 

enemy of the Lord, but a fellow sufferer—much more of a passive 

sufferer, indeed, than the Lord. The Rood itself is patient in the way 

we have been looking at. Naturally it recounts its experience in 

passives. It is hewn down at the end of the wood, moved from its 

stump. Foreign enemies (strange feondas) turn it into a wæfersyne, a 

word that combines the senses of token and beacon, a meaningful 

thing you can’t help noticing. The Rood is reared on a hill, and dare 

not budge or break. It could have fallen on the foes, but stood fast, 

inactive, suffering God’s will. The poem as we have it is rather 

repetitive of this point. The nails are driven into the cross, which 

suffers them, and dare not harm any in return. The closeness to 

Christ comes out in a use of the dual form. “Bysmeredon hie unc 

butu ætgædere” (58)—they mocked us both together. So the Cross 

truly says, 

50   Feala ic on tham beorge   gebiden hæbbe 

   wrathra wyrda 



WORDS IN EDGEWAYS - 6 

 

—I suffered on that hill many fates of wrath. 

        But this is in contrast with the Lord himself. He is not a passive 

sufferer, far from it. “I saw the Lord of mankind hasten with great 

valour, when he intended to mount me.” (33–4) The verb I translate 

mount, gestigan, is used later in the poem of Our Lord’s ascension 

into heaven, the same word as climbing on to the cross, when he 

intended to free mankind. At the end, the Rood tells us that it was all 

drenched with blood after he had sent away his spirit. 

        This is no distortion of the gospel, but an illumination of it. This 

active sending away of his spirit accords with the Fourth Gospel. No 

man takes his life from him: he lays it down. He could have chosen 

not to suffer, and in that differs from us; but keeping his father’s will 

in not resisting evil he is still dominant from the cross, still able to 

pray for forgiveness for the crucifiers, and to promise the good thief 

paradise this day. 

        The followers in The Dream of the Rood then sing the “sorh-

leoth”, the formal lament, in lines whose beauty and power, I think, 

can step over the centuries: 

67b       
On gunnon him tha sorh leoth galan earme on tha æfen 

tide 

 

—They began to sing to themselves the grief-lament, mourning in 

the eventide. Earlier, at the moment of crucifixion, all creation wept, 

“cwithdon Cyninges fyll” (line 56)—made formal lamentation of the 

fall of a king. 

        Please note that the suffering is not being minimized: for 

instance he is “thearle thenian” (line 52)—cruelly stretched out, as 

on a rack. But it is seen in a way we are not used to. 

        The Dream of the Rood is careful to make the Cross claim to be 

making room for the strait way of life (lines 88–9). I think that is 

something truly to be said of that poem, and to some extent of the 

whole literature. 

        I wonder whether Langland[9] knew The Dream of the Rood. 

Given his energetic denunciations it may be surprising that he 

steadily recommends patience in the most ordinary sense. Suffer thy 

masters to haven their will, he says: resist not evil. But I introduce 

him here because of that wonderful passus of the crucifixion, the 

harrowing of hell and the resurrection. Langland too makes the 

crucifixion into a tournament, in which Christ fights and puts down 

for ever the Devil, false judgement and death—a significant 

grouping.[10] The object of the jousting is “to fecche fro the fende ⋅ 
Pieres fruite the Plomwan”: 

B xviii. 29        Deth seith he shal fordo ⋅ and adown brynge 

        Al that lyueth or loketh ⋅ in londe or in watere 

    Lyf seith that he likth ⋅ and leyth his lif to wedde 



WORDS IN EDGEWAYS - 6 

    That for al that Deth can do ⋅ with in thre dayes 

    To walke and fecche fro the fende ⋅ Pieres fruite the Plowman 

    And legge it there hym lyketh ⋅ and Lucifer bynde 

    And forbete and adown brynge ⋅ bale and deth for euere 

    O mors ero mors tua 

 

(The only comparable later hints I have come across are occasionally 

in hymns, as in the first reading of the opening lines of Isaac Watts’s 

great hymn, where the cross is “wondrous” and Jesus the “young 

prince of glory”.) Piers Plowman then goes straight on to the 

harrowing of Hell, in a wonderfully dramatic passage (Langland 

surely learned something from the mystery plays) where the power 

of the Lord to cast out Satan derives from his patient suffering. 

 

        Notice that everything I have been saying about patience 

applies to individuals not to any group collectively. I am told to turn 

my cheek to receive the second blow, to give my cloak also; but if I 

turn your cheek that’s aggression, and if I give your cloak it’s theft. 

We have to be patient one at a time. We are not, thank God, all 

crucified and most of us are quite comfortable. But we do all have to 

suffer. Taking up the cross: if only of old age—the common lot of 

the animals that survive so long—and death, the conscious prospect 

of which seems to be uniquely human, especially if we understand it 

as the wages of sin. When that Christian hero Samuel Johnson on his 

deathbed said, “You cannot conceive with what velocity I accelerate 

towards death” he may not have been being altogether patient; but 

that is what we should do, when we cannot avoid it: accelerate 

towards death, willingly, if our time has come. Not medically, that 

is, but in spirit. Bunyan gets that right at the end of the second part of 

The Pilgrim’s Progress, when the pilgrims cross the river, which 

they cannot help crossing, voluntarily and in some cases with 

exultation. 

        For it to be possible to take The Dream of the Rood as an 

instance of the redemption of language, the language has to be in a 

fallen state; miserable. In the fallen state notions of the valuable are 

distorted but they do exist. Christianity is far from the Homeric 

world, but one might say that the Homeric does have some sense of 

the divine, though not ours. Germanic heroism is not Christian 

virtue, but can have some sparks of God in it. They are what made it 

possible for that Old English poet or poets to make that startling 

inversion of Germanic values: not by destroying them utterly, but 

giving them a true metanoia while making use of their senses, the 

only ones available in that language. Our own plight seems to me 

worse. I don’t know what can be done with a language from which 

God has vanished altogether and in which even the good is hardly 

mentioned. Imperial Rome, that large machine, in which real 

religious belief had become virtually impossible, was a tougher nut 

for Christianity to crack than the Germanic tribes. What St Paul 
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proclaimed was “To the Greeks foolishness”, standing up after you 

are dead—just senseless. 

 

        One remarkable and hopeful fact is that poetry and stories can 

still be read in the post-Christian world. I do think that applies to 

medieval English poetry. It requires some effort to be understood 

(but then so does Shakespeare or Milton or T. S. Eliot.) but is well 

worth the effort, and the advice is: don’t let it intimidate you. Open 

The Clerk’sTale or Piers Plowman and launch in—and, as Johnson 

advised about Shakespeare, don’t stop for every word you don’t 

know, but once your imagination is on the wing let it fly! There are 

several New Testament citations of “the prophecy of Esaias, which 

saith, ‘By hearing ye shall hear, and shall not understand; and seeing 

ye shall see, and shall not perceive . . . lest at any time they should 

see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand 

with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal 

them’,”[11], which sounds remarkably hostile to the fallen race. The 

charitable interpretation of this (for which I am indebted to a sermon 

some years ago by the Rev’d Ivon Baker) is that we can’t help 

following the parable even if we are unaware of or can’t accept the 

spiritual meaning. The Good Samaritan makes sense whatever you 

think your opinions are about loving one’s neighbour. The Friend at 

Midnight and the excuses they make when invited to the Marriage 

Feast are stories that depend for their humour on a tacit 

understanding of things we might not be ready to admit as 

statements. We can’t read Piers Plowman or The Dream of the Rood 

without seeing the crucifixion in a new light. Art can do this for us, 

even unawares. It may be that these medieval poems can be read 

with understanding even by people whose first language is the 

terribly detheized system we live in. 

        As a member of the Church of England I will end with another 

brief example of patience from a little later than the Middle Ages. 

        Archbishop Thomas Cranmer vacillated; recanted repeatedly 

with greater and greater degradation, then at last recanted his last 

recantation. He does not seem to have been a self-confident man; his 

confidence was in his Lord not in himself. He managed at the very 

last to witness by heroic patience, the patience we see in Christ in 

command of events even from the Cross, or in that fine Old English 

poem. That old man running through the streets of Oxford from the 

university church to the place appointed for his burning, then that old 

man putting his right hand in the flame and holding it steadily there 

(a thing not easy to imagine, but more easily imagined than done) 

showed patience as an activity of suffering that gave final unity and 

point to his whole life. That was surely, in the two New Testament 

running images, to finish his course, to run with patience the race 

that was set before him. 

 

Notes and References 

For the sake of readers not acquainted with the scribes’ occasional 

use of runic characters to represent two th sounds, gh, y and z¸ and 

for others whose software may not cope with the runic letters, I have 
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altered them into modern equivalents. In England you can still 

occasionally see signs like “Ye olde tea shoppe”, the first word of 

which is misread as our modern “ye”; actually the y is a descendant 

of the old thorn, representing th and the word should be read “the” as 

usual. 

[1] Matthew xxvi. 39b 

[2] I owe a debt to Peter Winch’s essay “Ethical Reward and 

Punishment” in the first issue of The Human World 1970, and he to 

Kierkegaard in Purity of Heart. 

[3] Ian Robinson, Chaucer and the English Tradition, 2nd edition in 

preparation 

[4] And cf. D. S. Savage’s comparable rewriting of the Jonah story 

in the idiom of the calypso, And Also Much Cattle, Brynmill Press 

[5] There have been many readings of the poem, some of them as it 

seems to me unnecessarily fanciful. I claim to be taking the poem 

straight. 

[6] How it got there is not known, though it may have had something 

to do with the conferences engendered by the eucharistic doctrine of 

Berengar of Tours. Alternatively it could have been given in 

payment for lodging or in pawn. It is unlikely just to have been left 

by accident—books then were precious. 

[7] Mod [long o] is worth a lecture in itself, and the history of its 

change from a heroic-complimentary term to our “mood”. In our 

poem it is something like “temperament”, a sense that went into 

music. 

[8] Lord of Hosts is probably the best Old Testament equivalent of 

phrases like sigora Wealdend (line 67), Governor of Victories—

watered down in modern Bible versions to the phrase derived from 

the more abstract Greek pantocrator, “Lord of power and might”. 

[9] Let’s assume for convenience that there was one author of Piers 

Plowman called William Langland—which I do believe. 

[10] The reading is not allowed by A. V. C. Schmidt’s useful 

Everyman edition but has manuscript authority. 

[11] Matthew xiii. 13–14 

 


