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hristianity’ is_ not_onlylal belief system/ but_also_a wayllof life, the

parameters_of which were set’ out in thel teaching of Jesus. Thusla

good | Christianl | lifel 1is'al | fundamental I theological Jand |spiritual

question, ‘whichl ultimatelyl lderives from/ 'man’s’ right Irelationship

with IGod. It features llargely! lin ‘thel Bible, land it permeates the
writings| of thel patristic Fathers. Tt is_ al moral question that has relevancel tol all
Christians, hot only! inl this/lifelbut with fundamental repercussions in thel afterlife,
since thel moral qualityl of earthlyl lifel determines one’sl destiny’ in thel hereafter.
Attempts[to answerl thel question {Howf should Christians/ lead theirflives?’ can be
found linIseveral |genres_]of |writing Isuchllaslimoral Jand theological Itreatises,
penitentials, ] letters, | monasticl | rules, | autobiographical | writings, | and | wisdom
literature. [Hagiography' Ican lalso_ bel understood las lonel lsuchl /genre, ‘wherel tthe
answer is givenl through(the portrayal of the/ personification of Christian virtue, the
saint.

Thel author,l however, can deal with' these questions/ not only’ throughl the
exemplary image’ of the  saint, butl also throughl thel portrayal of other characters,
bothllay and ecclesiastical [ land good and bad.[IAlthough IColumba_is_clearly_a
monasticJsaint, Ithe Iminor_Icharacters_in VitalColumbae ((hereafter [lVC) linclude
several layl menl_and women. They! feature as witnesses_and[as. receivers_of the
products’ of thelsaint’s miraculous powers, Which' can/bel either positivel o1 hegative
from[ their point of View.[Inlthis paper, therefore, T will'explore the[ideal image of a
Christian, and especiallyl that of alayl person, rather than/the imagel of the saintin
VC.

Sincelthel Lifel considered inl this study was written in Latin, allanguage not
understood by the majority! of people inl earlyl medieval Ireland, we maylinfer that
the principal’audience of VClconsisted of monks and clerics. Yet does'thelmodel of

'Thelwriting/of this article hasbeen funded by thelAcademy of Finland project humber 1211006.
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a_good Christian/ lifel provided in this text apply’ only’ to thel ecclesiastics, since
avoiding Isin’ land[ Jattaining lsalvation/ Ishould 'bel lequally! lin/ thel linterests lof Jall
Christians?Althoughl the Lifel was written byl a churchman, and principallyf for a
monastic’audience,lit stillis likely to reflect the author’siunderstanding of Christian
lifethat shouldlapplyi to all Christians.

Duel itol thel Tbrevity! lof this ipaperi I 'will not Itryf Ito icover lall Jaspects lof
Adomnan’s/ vision/ concerning thelideal Christian behaviour of laity,[but rather cite
a fewfillustrating éxamples that hopefully will givelan impressionl of the parameters
of a good Christianl Life inl VC [ and demonstratel how Adomnanl uses thel minor
charactersl inl thel narrativel tol portrayl thel diametricallyl opposed destinies of good
and bad.

I'will start by lookingf atl thel portrayal of thel relativel merits of marriage and
virginity, these being the twolaspects/that clearly separatellay’and monastic ways/ of
life.[ Inl thel learned treatises concerning marriagel and especiallyl of virginityl it is
womenl who feature/ mostl oftenl although these topics should arguablyl concern'men
alike.[ The most extensivel discussion of marriage inf VC occurs inl anl episode’ that
features’ thel wife of a man' called Luigne.” This episode presents u1s with allesson
concerning marriage and woman’s.duties towards her husband.

...a certain/laymanl came to himl andl complained regarding his wife,[swho, as
helIsaid Thadl laversion/ to_ him, land ‘wouldl not Jallow! Thim/ to lenterl imarital
relations. Hearing this, thel saint badel the wifel approach, and beganl tol chide
heri as/well as ' hel could onl that account saying: ‘Why,woman/do youl attempt
to put from/ you your ownl flesh? The Lord says, “Twol shall be in onel flesh
(Erunt duolinltarne una)” Thereforel thel flesh_ of your husband_ is your flesh.’
Shelteplied: ‘I'amlteady tol performl all things/whatsoever that you mayl enjoin
on me, howeverburdensome: $ave one thing, that' you do hot constrain me to
sleepl linl lonel 'bed Jwithl |Lugne. 11 1dol Inotl Irefuse Itol Icarry’ lon/ Ithe Iwhole
management of the house; or, if you commandlit,l even tol cross_the seas, and
remain’in somel monastery_of nuns.’ Then thel saint said: ‘What youl suggest
cannot tightly beldone. Since your husband is still alive, yoularelbound by the
lawt of the husband; forf it is forbidden that should bel separated, which God
has lawfully joined (Quod énim deusllicitelconiunxitinefas est Separariy (VC1i.41).

After thisthe saint, thel wifeland the husbandlall fast[and during thelnight/thelsaint
prays for'them. Aslaltesult the/ wife’s heart is’changed from hateltollove, and she'is
readyf to fulfil her' marital duties towards her husband.

TOf all'thewomenlin V CLColumbalphysically encounters_only  three, these being the_mother of
thesaint (whol carries’ him in her wwomb)in' VCliii. 1,/ Luigne’s Wwifel inl V(O ii.41,[and thelinnocent
girl who'isimurdered before thel saint’s eyes inl VClii.25.[ Luigne’s wifelis furthermore thel only one
the'saint directlyladdresses.
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Inl thel foregoing episodel Adomnanl uises| thel Bible, that is Matt.[19.5-6 and Mark
10.8-9, to makel a statement  about the Value of marriage. Adomnan’s.¢citations(in
turn refer’ backl tol Gen.[ 2.20-25, where Evelis created as a companion to Adam
from[ onel of hisl ribs, andl it is[ stated: fFor this reason a iman will leavel his father
and mother and belunited to his Wife,[ and they will become onelinl fleshl (erunt duo
inlearneluna).’ "W e infer [therefore [ thatt Adomnan reminds his public that'marriage
islan/institution/ ¢created andblessed by God, while hel also provides alesson onlthe
dutiesl of alwwoman towards her husband, and onl thel indissolubility’ of the marital
bond. Thelwomanl offers tol go tol almonasteryl of nunslinstead of sleeping with/ her
husband, but ]Adomnanl imakes |Columba lpromotel Ithe Igood lof Imarriagel land
marital relations instead of continence.

Adomnan’s recommendation to_givel to the husband what is his due, could
belread against Paul’s statementiin 1. Cor. 7.3—5that both[the husband and the[wife
should fulfill their’ marital duties_ towards_eachl other,  and thatl they should come
togetheri sol that' Satan wouldl hot tempt them because of theirl lackl of self control.
Augustine [ on the other'hand, could be writing directlyl tol Luigne’slwife[swhen he
states:

Observel how! continencel has uisually’ been pleasing to thel wwoman, butl does
not Ipleasel lthel iman.[ I Thel lwifel lleaves! him/ land Ibegins Itol llead Jal lifel lof
continence._ Shel obviouslylintends’tol remain_chaste, but_ she_ will makel an
adulterert of herl husband, whichl thel Lord does not wish. For, the[ husband
will seeki ‘another womanl whenl it_ becomesimpossiblel forl him/to restrain
himself What are wel tol sayl tol the woman, except tol repeat what the sound
doctrinelof thel church maintains, that is, render the debt to_your_ husband,
lest, while youl seek after’ a sourcel of further glory, he find the source of his
damnification...[All this,because you have hot authority of yourlbody, but'he
does; and hel has not authority’ of hisl body, but youl do. Except byl mutual
consent, do not tefuse éach other his dues. (DelConiugiis Adulterinisi.4)

Therefore,[ both |Augustine land |/Adomnan( Jagree! lin lpresenting /marriage’ las’ la
safeguard | againstl ] adultery_ | and ] fornication, | andl] intercourse.] in_ | marriagel] as
blameless.”/Adomndan’s_view_of marriagethe essential element of lay life* is thus

’Matt.[19.5-60'and said‘For this‘teason a manivill leave hisfatherrand mother and beunited to
hisiwife [and thetwo will becomel onel fleshl (eruntf duolinlcarneiina)’ So theylarelnol longer two, but
one. Thereforel what' Godhasljoined together, let manl not separatel (quod! ergol Deusl toniunxit homo
nonlseparet).” Thelwording of Mark 10.8-9is practically’identical.

“See V(1ii.20,whererAdomnan writeslabout'arman called Nesan'saying And because this Nesan
wasl al laymanl (homo plebeus), with wife andl children. .. [thus  asserting wifeand children/to be an
essential part of lay way of life.
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positive land Thel ldoes/ Inotl lexpect leverybody Ito Itakel Ithe Ipursuit lof |Christian
perfection as far as(thelcelibate'monks'and huns’do.

Thislpositivelimagel of marriage/in VClis teinforced in  thel épisode wherel the
saint’ seesl a_ happy and virtuous woman being taken/ to heaven byl angels. Al year
later' the saint/ sees’how! thel Wwomanl helps/the angels tol rescuel the soul of her pious
husband! froml the ldemons (VC iii.10).[ The order of wifel and husband here is
noteworthy; it is the_womanl who_goes_ to_the heaven directlyl without battling
demonsland wholhelps to rescue her husband’s soul. Herel it seems| that  thel Wwifelis
morel virtuous,[ though bothl lof them have merited heaven by being pious and
virtuous.  Therefore, it is' /Adomnan’s/ lview! tthat married people ‘can’ lead 'good
Christian/lives.

Twolwives/in VClshow byftheirl examplel theltight role’a wifel should havelin
thel family. Theyl arel virtuous wives who! givel sound advicel tol their husbands:[the
first advising her husband! tol trust’ thel power of thel saint and to sow grain' even
afterrmidsummer, and(thel second counselling her husband to refuselthel gift sent’ by
thelsaint’ and to let their servant bel released without payment (VClii.3, 39).[ Their
prudencel andl respect towards! thel saint is' rewarded! inl thel first casel by  thel grain
sownllatel being miraculouslyl readyl forl harvestlat the beginning of August,land in
the second byl the implied blessing of the saint. By giving beneficial advicel tol their
husbands/ lthesel twol lwisel l'womenl /[demonstratel ithel right irolel ifor lal 'woman( lin
supporting herl spouse, whol is thel decision maker of thel familyf asl stated in Eph.
5.23.[These two wisel women! canl bel contrasted withl a wife who! tells'herr husband
to geti rid of al stake blessed by the saint, not trusting thelsaint’s.word! thatlit would
not hurt people or cattlel (VCi1.37).[1t isl said that she does hot act like a prudent
person! butl like  al fool.  Thellesson about! trusting thel saint’s powersl is inderlined
whenl thelloss| of thel blessed stakel reduces’ thel familyl tol itsl original poverty, and
Adomnanl states: ‘but thel malicel of thel devil reached this wretched man, aslit did
Adam, through! hisl wife. Evel isl thereby implicitlyl the archetypel of al wife who
channels demonic plans for tuining a man.’

However, thelonly hamed Wwomanlin VC, besides the. mother of the saint, is
thel virginl Maugin (VC ii.5).[ Thel fact that shel isl named, and presented las an
independent entity, unlike otherl womenl in thel Life, whol frequentlyl featurel as
unnamed._companions_to the named men,% demonstrates_that she_held al special
status_asl a holylvirgin_dedicated tol the_ Church.JAdomnanl thusl can bel seen to

[Thesamelidea concerning Eve’s_tolelis also presented by Patrick-whowrites in his Epistolal3
‘just'as'Eve did not inderstand that she certainly handed over death tolher'husband.’

5"Of thel twenty women Wwho havelany tole_in the harrative fivel are[introduced as wives, four as
mothers,[and fourl asswomen with ol further distinguishing attributes.[Forf a  detailed évaluation of
all female roles/in VCisee Borsje 2001.
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imply! that thel valuel of virginityl wasl greater than that of thel married, although
marriage was not' condemned as/such.

Other aspects of good Christian’ lifel focused in /Adomnan’s image of lay
peopleare the virtues' of hospitality and charity. Hospitalityl had important social
implications in earlyl medieval Irishl society, sincel it was/ a duty of clients/ to pay
partl of their food rent whilel entertaining their lords in/ theirf own homes, and there
wasl alsol al class called briugu, ‘a hospitaller’ [ Whosel dutyf it wasl tol offer hospitality
to Jalll freemen.’ |Although! hospitality thus |has special Isignificance! in ithe Irish
context, Adomnan seems to bel giving to the concept' morel Christian overtones.

Adomnanl states inl VC[i1.20" that an inhospitablel richl man/ had ‘spurned
Christ linl Ipilgriml iguests,’ lthel guests being lin[ this| linstancel Ithel saint/ Jand his
companions. However, it was not only thelsaint but all needy persons/that could'be
seen to represent’ Christ. Thus’Adomnan’s rejection of the niggardly rich manl has
tolbe read against the[wider'background of charity [Adomnan/ shows knowledge of
Sulpicius Severus’s Vita Martini (herafter VM), andl thus hel must havel knownl the
famous miraclelof saint' Martin/involving thel divided ¢cloaki given/to a beggar (VM
3).[There Christ appears/to Martin/in & dream/ wearing the beggar’s half of his cape,
thus' demonstrating that thel beggar represented Christ.” Adomnan/ might also have
inimind thelbiblical maximlin Matt.[25.40, ‘whatever you_did for onelof thelleast of
thesel brothers of mine,[youl did for' me, [ whichlis  also quoted byl Sulpicius Severus
inl thel abovel mentioned chapter of VM.[Thisl overall imagel of charityl and(itsvalue
in Christian life(is' confirmed byl Adomnan when he Wwrites about theltich manwho
enjoyed God’sl mercyl on account of fhis' mercies to thel poor, and hisl generosity’
(VC1.50).[ This_could bel a reference to.Matt.[5.7: ‘Blessed arel the merciful for they
will'bel shown/ mercy.’ Charity is  clearly’ seen byl Adomnanl asl a salient featurelina
truly_Christianl life, since it isl al means_of earning God’s_mercy, and therefore a
placel in heaven. Charityl canl also bel seen as thel foundation onl whichl al truly
Christianl society, where_all men would bel merciful towards_eachl other, could be
built.

The imorall Ipositivel lcan lalsol Ibel lexpressed through! ithel Iportrayal lof the
immoral negative and thel evil consequences! of bad behaviour. Thus the value of
generosity' is also highlighted through' thel representation of its’ opposite, thel sinl of
avarice inl VC.[Among the four men/ whol arel guilty’ of avarice inthel Life,lonelis a
leader (VCIi.35),land onel tich (VC1i.20).[ Thel other twol arel simply hamed without
giving detailsl of their social status (VC i.50), but the contextl of their appearance
suggests that theyl arel likelyl to bel men of property. Inl this episodel thel first man

"On this see for example Charles' Edwards 2000, 525-527; Jaski 2000,105-107; - McCone 1990,
124-128.
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whosel giftl the saint immediatelyl accepts isl denoted asl rich,[ and his’ generosity
highlights! the others’ lackl of thel virtue. IGregoryl the Great tells_al similar story
about a sinful man wholhad seduced alvirgin of God and whose giftlis tejected byla
holyll manl'] called | Menas| | (Dialogi 11i1.26).[ 1 In[] both[ | cases' | thel ] donations | are
anonymously placed withl others, but thel saint isl able/to recognize theml as being
given/ by’ sinful men.[Thel function of thesel episodes/ seems[ to bel to tol illustratelin
practice the principle that' God will hot accept the  gifts of the wicked as stated in
theldeuterocanonical book of Wisdoml of Sirachlor Ecclesiasticus 34.18.

The! first man whosel gift is readily’ accepted by Columbalis’anl examplel of a
rich man/ who uses’ his riches! generously to help thel poor.” Adomnan clearly sees
avarice as’ al sinl of richl people, who! canl overcomel it byl acting generouslyf towards
the[needy. Anotherf examplel of thelright uisel of riches is/that of thel charitable iron/
smith of whom Columbalstatesas follows:

Columbl ICoilrigin 'the iron $mithl has not laboured linl ivain. Hel Thasl been
fortunatelinl procuring with' the’labour of his"own hands the eternal rewards
that he desired tolbuy. Seelnow, his'soul'is’being carried by holyfangels/to the
joys/lof the heavenly Icountry. [For whatever el has been lablel to gain by
practising his crafthe laid out'inl alms/tol the heedy (VCl1ii.9).

Thus, richesl are hotl a hindrancel in/leading a’ good Christian/lifel and in’ earning a
placeinheaven, as'long as'theylare well ised, according tol thel Christian principle
of ¢harity.

Besides avarice, alackl of respect towards thel saint/is'another prominentlsin
of lay people in VC.[Thel presentation of ithis lsin/ hasl to be understood inl the
context of hagiographical literature,/ which' as’al genrel aims tol engender veneration
for thel saintl (and his_or her successors) byl relating the benefits of the miraculous
powersl off thel saint for those who! believel in them. Thel same messagel canl alsol be
conveyed byl telling 'what Thappens itol lthose Iwretched Ipeoplel Jwho lopposellor
mistrust thel$aint.

Episodes/ havel to be understood from! their hagiographical context,[ but the
centrality! of particular themes might bel reinforced byl tendencies nativel to Irish
society. Status’ and honour werel central ideas inl thel early medieval Trish social
order,land the principal vehicle throughl which these[were conveyed was enech, the
value of thel face. Honour wasl duel tol those  whol upheld their status/ by fitting
conduct, but'it' could be always/ threatened by the loss of physical attributes, orl by
being lattacked by ridicule ‘and satire.. Thusl thesel lepisodes/ involving Idisrespect
towards thel saintl canl also bel understood from! anl Trishl social background, where
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status'was/upheld and madel Visible/ through! fitting social tesponse, and thus/public
acts of disrespect towards the saint could have wider $ocial implications.

Onel éxample of the sinl of disrespect is thel abovel mentioned fool wifelin VC
11.370whosel lacki of trust towards! thel saint’s’ powers leads tol thel family’ being
reduced backi to poverty. There are, however, also plenty of examples of much
graver | transgressions’ | againstl | the[ | saint’ | than/ | mistrust | of | his'| word.[| These
transgressions arel committed by’ deeply sinful men whol arel guilty of killing and
other gravelsins, and Wholare denoted as bloody, wicked, cruel, hard, treacherous,
unyielding, and greedy.[ Theyl not only mistrust| thel saint, but alsol activelyl mock
andscorn Columbalandhis.God (see[ VC1.39,1i.20,22,23,25) [ Thelioral of these
stories’ becomesl Iclear’ 'when Iwel looki Jat how( this Idisrespect lis lrepaid byl lthe
punishments thatl are_ meted out’ tol them by’ thel saintl and God. One illustrative
examplel of theselisthe case of Toan3who had scorned thel saint’ and plundered the
houselof Columba’s friend with hisibandl of men(in VCli1.22./ When/ the/ robberssail
awayl Columbal prays! tol the [Lord andl predictsl that they’ will be drowned by a
suddenl storm,[whichlthenlin/ duelcourse happens.

Another sin lconnected withla” lack lof respect towards! the saint is pride
(superbia) It is_often considered by Christian_authors, suchl_asl Augustine, John
Cassian_and_Gregoryl the_ Great, to_be_ the root_of all evil.®_Adomnan_ mentions
pridel inf VCli1.350inl connection with' a  king who! is uplifted withl toyal arrogance
and Irefuses Ito lopenl Ithel Igates/ Jof 'hisl Ifortress |for Ithel Isaint. ] Afterf Ithel Isaint
miraculously’ lopens’ Ithe |gates,  'the king llearns |his[ lesson,/ Jand from/ Ithat Iday
onwards_he honours’ thel saint with highl esteem. Here /Adomnanl treats pride in
connection withl thel powerful status of royalty,[whilel giving al lessonl onl the!fitting
esteeml and reverencel tol be_shown! to_thel rulers_of the. Church, or ati least tol the
followers of Columba. Pride, therefore, isl seen byl lAdomnanl as/ al sin especially
relevant tolpowerful people,whol can/ bel puffedup byl their status and start abusing
their_authority.” HereCAdomnan’s_thinking agrees_with that of Athanasius, who
presents pride as'al sin $pecifically’ threatening rulers, whenl hel describes how! saint
Antony' Igave ladvice to [Emperor |Constantine, land Ito his 'sons/ /Constans land
Constantius,/ concerning their salvation, warning theml against thel lurel of imperial
power andagainst allowing theroyal authority to make them swell with/ pridel(Vita
Antonii 181(50)). John Cassian alsol treats’ wainglory! and ipridel las/ sins especially
relevant to rulers, since all thel biblical examples he gives inl order to illustrate/the
sinsl of wainglory and pridel arel of kings whol arel proud, just likel thel king inf VC

S Onlthesin‘of pride see Bloomfield 1952,/69-73.

TAdomnan furthermore enlarges-upon the[opposite_of pridelin the context of monasticlifelwhen
discussing the saint’s_ownl humility” and thel monastic virtuel of obedience. See’ VClii.1,{ii. 7 for
Columba’sthumility’and VC1.2,018,19,/81,032,34,(41,/48,1i.27 [1ii. 16 for monastic bbedience.
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ii.35 whois. puffed upl by royal pride.'” Adomnanl thus! is hot the only author to
makelal connection between pride and royal status, but he is rather following a line
of thinking availablelin éarlierl Christian/ writing.

Penance hasla ¢central role’in' Adomnan’s vision ¢concerning a good Christian
life [ $ince only the saints can/ be Wwithout sins. Penance can be inderstoodlasla key
to a Christianl life, since it is thel means of purging oneself froml one’s sins and
healing one’s/ soul,l and thus helping oneself to go to heaven. Inl VCltwo Wwise. men
arel healed of theirl vices by theirl truel repentance (VCl1.30, 50), and another’ man
finishes sevenl years of penancel following the instructionsl of the  saint and toiling
for fthel salvationof his soul’ (VCLii.39).. However, therelis_also_a man/ whol has
committed incest with/ his_ mother, asl well as fratricide, and to whoml thel saint
answers: If iyoulldol jpenancel among thel Britons! with wailing ‘and weeping for
twelvel years, and 'do not return tol Ireland until your death, perhaps God will
condonelyoursin’ (VC1.22).[Thelsaint, however, later concludes to hisimonks/that
thel man/ will hot fulfil his penance, but will returnl to' Ireland,l and bel killed by his
enemies. Thusl thel wretched man might have a chancel if hel repents, the word

forsan,[‘perhaps’ [ reflecting possibility [ 1t canl either refer tol the gravityl of the’man’s
sin, and thustol thel fact that' thel sin_ might bel tool_gravel for forgiveness, or to the
fact that thel saint knows/ thatl thelman might not, afterf all, fulfil his penance, and
thereby be ldoomed.['The latter loption Jseems morel plausible, Jsincel thel 'saint’s
successor. Baithéne suggests! that thel man’s penancel would be accepted, quoting
Holy IScripturel tol 'support this  view. /Adomnéandoes not reveal 'which biblical
passagel |he Thas/ lin[ iImind, 'but he imight bel Ireferring Itol [Psalms[132.5[1‘Thenl I
acknowledged my sinl tol you andl did notl cover upl my' iniquity, Il said, “Iwill
confess_myi transgressions_tol thel L.ord”, and iyoul forgave my sin’[ and 51.17fa
broken and contrite[heart, O God, you will hot' despise. " Adomnéan himself quotes
thelatter in VC1.30.C Al similarf viewlis reflected in/the/ Trishl penitential of Finnian,
which comments| that ‘therelis nol crime whichl cannot bel eéxpiated throughl penance
so long as wel arel inl this body’ (Finnianl 47). Furthermore, Augustinel states that
mercylis hot denied of thoselwho repent (Epistolaclad Romanosiinchoatal éxpositio 22).
Thusl it seems’ that' Columbal is  not denying thel possibility  of penancel becausel of
thelgravityl of the’man’s(sin, but becauselhelknows/ that the man’s repentancelis hot

10" Institutiones'xi.10,0111,xii.2 1._Cassian_is_primarily_directing his_words_to_monks._He warns
especially monks whol have already conquered thel other wises of pride.l Whenl tead inlthis context
it seemsl interesting’ tol mel that” hel chooses tol usel the examplel of kings to illustratel pridel and
vainglory,linstead of stories of monks.[ This seems| to suggest that therelis somel kind of profound
connection betweenl pridel andl royal status. What makes kings! fitting” examples| tol illustratel pride
and vainglory tolmonks! seems| tol bel thel parallelism/ betweenl the height/ from which both' the king
and thel perfect monki fall when! guilty of pride.
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genuine. This[ would suggest that anybody who! genuinely’ repents his’ orl herl sins
can'haveltheml forgiven.

Thel right attitudel towards penancel is illustrated by thel exemplary penitent
Féchnal who! flings himself at thel saint’s feet, weeping andl grieving and publicly
confessing his sinslin' VCl1.30. Adomnan’ could here have in his' mind Luke 7.36—
500 wherel al repentant’ sinner. washes/ IChrist’s| feet with| her tears. Weeping and
lamentation arel mentioned’ asl partl of penancel alsol inf VCi.22[and 30. They seem
to function as outer signs/of inner' compunction and temorse, thus guaranteeing the
sinner’s true tepentance.'!

Thelimportancel of preparing thel soul for deathl withl penancel is highlighted
in' thelepisodel concerning a man of whom/the saint says:

Muchltol bel pitied is that' man whol isl shouting and who has come’ tol seek
things suitable forf physical remedies, Wwhenl today! thel fitter thing forl himl was
to occupy himself withl truel repentancel for his/ sins.  For in the end of this
weekl helwill die[(VC1.27).

Thelconnection between penanceland deathl alsolbecomes/ cleart whenl thelsaint says
of thel abovel mentioned manl whol had committed incest and! fratricide: fThis' man
s al son of perdition; he will not fulfil the penancel that he has promised, butlinla
little[ 'while  will lreturn/ Ito Ireland, land 'will itherel lshortly lperish, killed by( This
enemies’[(VC1.22).[ The/man/will suffer a violent deathl at the hands of hisléenemies,
whichl functionslas a’ punishment and indicates that he'is destined tolhell, $ince’he
didinot expiate his $ins by penance.

Thel destinies. of good and bad menl at thel timel of their deathsl are most
clearlyl contrastedlinl VC.[Therelisl a connection/ betweenl the way’ a manl lives and
hisimanner of death,[Which mirrors_his destiny! in/ thel afterlife. In/thel Lifelthel$aint
predicts tol good menl that theylwill hever bel delivered intol the handsl of enemies,
and that they will dielin peace, in old age, in/ theirr own house, and surrounded by
friends[(VC1.10,13,15).[Thel good deathl gives a man/ timeltol prepare his soul,land
it is[very similari tol thel deaths of manyf saints. Forl example, bothl $aintl Antony and
Columba himself diel peacefully in old age, surrounded byl their followers, after
giving instructions tothem(( VitalAntonii 91(58),92(59), V(Cliii.23).

Bad men, onlthe otherrhand, havel violent and sudden/ deaths at the hands of
enemies (VC 1.1,/ 22,086,/ 89,11.20,0 24). The oppositel of this sudden/ death, mors
subita, of thelwicked menlis(the mors placida,the peaceful deathlat old age, Wwhichlis
thelexemplaryl good death.” Adomnan/is hot alonelin sing the imagel of the sudden

"According to/O’Loughlin’thelbackground of the'idea of tepentance with[tears’isin the*baptism
of tears’[promoted by the Eastern theologian Gregory Nazianzen. O’Louhglin 2000, 54-55.
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deathlas a punishment,since it also features in  other Irish/ saints’ Lives'’ and in the
Dialogiiv.33(in PLiv.32) of Gregory the. Great, where a_ manl guilty’ of seducing a
young girl is overtaken by a sudden death.  Adomnan’s_thinking agrees also with
that of Cassian,” whol recommends preparation’ for deathl earlyl on, sincel sudden
deathl (subitae imortis) lcanl carry off ‘evenl children/ land young ipeoplel (Collationes
xx1.8).[ Al biblical model for thel imagel of thel evil doers, whol diel as a punishment
byl drowning andl of whomlhotl one[will survivel to_tell the  storylin V(Clii.22, can be
found in/the/ Pharaoh’s army’in Ex.[14.28 wholarel swept' awayl by the[Red sealas a
punishment andlof whom(itis stated that ot onelof them/survived.

The! sinsl for’ whichl wicked menl deserve violent' and sudden deathslinf VC
include plundering, killing,[ committing fratricideland incest, trying to kill the saint,
being Iresponsible for! lthel /deathl lof lal iman 'under protection, land Iscoffing land
mocking thelsaint (VCLi.1,22,136,139,11.20, 2223, 24,[25)..IAdomnanl clearly
demonstrates/that these kinds of violent deaths’arela deserved punishment from/the
bad deeds_of ‘these_'men, whenIsaying lof lone lof them, *And 1Aid, lunworthily
ordained,Wwill teturnlike[a dog to his[¥omit,"and he[will again be a bloody killer,
andlat last, Jpierced with a ispear, iwill fall from wood intol ‘water, land idie by
drowning.' Hel has deserved suchl an end much sooner, who hasl slaughtered the
king of all Treland’[(VC.36).

Christianityfisla religion Wherelthe ultimatel rewards and punishments come
after deathlinl either heavenl orl hell. Heavenis thel goal of all' good Christians, and
the reward for theirl good deeds. This is clearlyl demonstrated in[ VCLonl the four
occasions/ wherel soulsl of layl peoplel arel seen by' thel saint tol bel takenl tol heaven by
angels.[ Thel first instance_concerns_a righteous_and charitable iron smith iwho gave
alms/ Ifort Ithel needy (VCiii.9). 'Then, therel lis'la_happy land lvirtuous 'woman,
followed by her pious andl righteous husband (V(Cliii.10).[ Thel fourth'is a  guest at
Abboti Comgall’s monastery, wholis. drowned with! al group of monks (VC'iii.13)."
Thesel examples clearly demonstratel how! in /Adomnan’s/ view layi peoplel could
earnl a placelin heaven byl doing good deeds, suchl as practicing the Christian/ virtue
of ¢harity.

Correspondingly' therel arel somel épisodes/in VCwherel thelsouls of evil men
are_taken to_lhell. /'Threel lof ‘the Jevil_imen whose isouls_are ldragged ‘to_hell Jare
specifically said ‘to havel had la lsudden /death. Tnl thel first two casesl ithel lsame

' Seelfor example Vita Primal SanctaelBrigidae 80,118.

U1, sicuti_canis_ ad uomitum reuertetur suumis_a quote from Prov.26.11. sicut tanis qui reuertitur'ad
uomitum suam. .. 'As a dog returns'to his'vomit, o a fool repeats his folly.’

""Here_Adomnanl seems_to be teferring to the motif of threefold_death’ known froml early Irish
literature.[See[Picard 1989,(372.

“[Ttake this manl tolbe alaymanisince therelis ho/indicationof his'ecclesiastical status.
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structure subita...lmorteisused (VClii.22,[23),[Wwhile in/the third case death happens
dictol citius, 'morel quickly than speech’ (VCl1i.25). Therel is also onel casel where
deathl can/be inderstood to be sudden, althoughl therelis less specification than/in
thelthreelabove mentioned cases. The manlis foundlyingin albed with alwhore by
his_enemies, who  cut_his_head off (VCLi.39).[Thislis_worth[ noting since_in’ the
remaining twol cases/ where menl arel takenl to hell neither their sins hor their way of
dying is specified (VC.1,035).. Thus'in those episodes of VClwherelsouls areltaken
tol hell, and wherel there is' somel information about thel crimes and deaths of the
men, thel deaths arelspecified, orf at least implied, to/be’ sudden.[ InfAdomnan’s view
therel clearlyfis a connection between sudden’ and unpleasant’ death and the soul’s
final destiny in'hell. Adomnan/ has/ herelinimind thel deathl of Ananias/in  Acts.[5.1—
11-who! falls ' downl and dies/ suddenly as' a punishment for his greed, becausel he
refers/ tol him whenl writing about thel murdereri whol fell dead onl the spot fmore
quickly thanl$peech...[like” Ananias/before Peterand whosel soul wasl taken/to hell
(VCii.25).

If wel look at’ the deathsl of all people, bothl laityl and ecclesiastics, wWhose
souls are ltaken tol Theaven in [VC, Iwel find lout 'that Itherel Jis Ino lunequivocal
correlation between' the way' those peoplel died and their final destiny.[ Tt is thus
evident that not' all good people have good deaths, although' Adomnanl presents s
with'al cleart model for thel desirablel deathlin other episodes concerning prophecies
ofl deathl rather thanl Visions_of $souls_ carried to heaven.In the cases.where the way
of dying is'mentionedin/ connection withl al soul taken to heaven, in threel cases the
deathlhappens nhaturally in old age (VC1ii.9,/14,23),whilelin onel casel thel deathis
apparently dueltol a’sickness,[in onel casel thel people in question’ are. drowned, and
in one’ case the person! is murdered (VCii.25,1ii.6, 13)." However therelis al clear
connection between the wayl lof living ‘and the destiny inl lafterlife. The people
whosel souls arel taken' tol heaven' are specified as being just, innocent, virtuous,
pious,[and devotedtol charityland acts/ of righteousness.

Thel episodes! describing thel encounters. between Columbal and layi people
canl bel seen as’ having al moral ‘and didacticl purpose, besides strengthening the
renownl of the saintf byl telling about his powers. In thesel éncounters/ thel good and
thel bad peoplel larel Iclearly’ divided, Jand thus ithe icharacters larel lsome kind lof
archetypes that can be used tol givel al lesson onl thel type of behaviour fitting for
Christians./Adomnanl clearlyl presents his audience with” al well' developed moral
lesson_based on_his[ theological learning. /This_moral lesson concerning al good

"The¥Violent deathrof thelinnocent girlin VClii. 25 canbe viewed against the-model of the violent
deathsl of the martyrs, which explains why! the torrelation between her soul’s destinyl inl heaven
and her waylof dying seemsltolbe teversed.
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Christianl lifel is' not conveyed sol muchl throughl thel portrayal of tthel saint, but
through! ithe portrayal lof 'thel ldiametrically lopposed Idestinies” lof lother, iminor,
characters/in'the Life.[ Thel virtues of charityland respect towards thel saint'and his
followersl arel central forr Adomnan’s vision of a good Christian (lay) life. Penance
also has’ an/ important rolel in this/ vision, since it is' thel means/ of purging oneself
froml one’s/ sins and thus helping oneself tol gol tol heaven. The evidence of the
episodes concerning souls/ taken to heaven orf hell inl VClcan be read together with
thel | episodes/ ] about | good |and Ibad | people, | bearing |in I mind | especially | the
information_about the_manner of their dying. In VC wicked men/havel violent
deaths, often/ at thelhands/ of énemies,[ whilethelmodel of al good deathlis dying in
old age, at homel and surrounded byl family and friends. The  episodes featuring
heavenl Jland Jhell Jtakel /thel ]destinies lof IsoulslJone Istepl /further, 'revealing Ithe
otherworldlyf laspect, land thus! the final ldestiny! lof ‘all 'menl and women.[ If we
combinel thesel statements about! good and bad menl andl theirf respectivel destinies,
bothlinl this world and inl thel beyond, wel can’ concludel that' Adomnan’is clearly
trying to_convey_ an/integrated worldview! concerning good and bad Christians,land
thel rewards and punishments' that' they merit from God. Thel episodesl concerning
the rewards and punishments of thel good and bad deeds in" VC canl thereforel be
interpretedlasl conveying al clearr moral message concerning the’ good Christian life
and itslantithesis.

Thisl vision of IChristian behaviour, whichisl rewarded in heavenl applies
bothl tol thel ecclesiastics and thel laity alike. It[is  thereforel a’ fitting lessonl for the
Columban monks'wholwould havelbeen' Adomnan’s primaryfaudience, and whose
task it was not onlyf to_ contend for heavenl themselves, but also tol help by their
prayers, if not byl their pastoral functions, the rest of the/ world in/ teaching thel same
goal.[The fact that' the Life provides al clear' moral messagel suitablel alsol forf thellay
people, however, raises the  question of whether' Adomnan meant thel Life, orl at
least somel episodes of it, to beised as a basisl when preaching inlthel vernacular to
thellaity attached tolthel Columban/ monasteries/ byl economicl orf more spiritual ties
of affection.

Welcanl conclude that in’ Adomnan’s mind a good Christian lay(life[involves
charity’ towards! the poor and respect towards thel Columban communityl among
other virtues. Penance hasl a central role as/ thel means of freeing oneself from the
consequences! of sin,[in other wordslas almeans| of securing a placelin heaven.[Such
aspects/ of lay!lifel asimarriagel orl highl $ocial status and tiches are[not hindrances in
reaching this[goal, althoughl thel rewards meted out to thellaity in the hereafterl may
belless than thosel given to thel virgins_and thel ecclesiastics.. Onl the wholelit Seems
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that Adomnan’s attitudel towards(layf people and their chances of attaining heaven
isgenerallyl positive,[as long as/the sinnersimend! theirf waysand tepent  their sins.
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