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Here begins the letter of Saint Martin the bishop to bishop Polemius

On chastising the simple folk

Bishop Martin to my most blessed and beloved brother in Christ bishop Polemius.

[1] I have received the letter which, of your blessed charity, you sent me, and in which you ask about chastising the simple folk who still adhere to the old superstitions and who, in their heathen cults, worship demons more than God. You ask too about the origin of idols and their evil deeds, so I am writing to you briefly on many things. But because it is proper to offer a brief survey of events since the beginning of the world so as to give the flavour of things, I have to summarise the great forest of the happenings of past times in these meagre words and so season the honest food of simple folk with plain words. And so, with God’s help, here begins the answer you have asked for:

[2] We wish, beloved children, to make known to you in the name of the Lord those things that you have not sufficiently heeded or else, having heeded, have maybe forgotten. We beg you then, of your charity, to pay close attention to something that regards your salvation. Of course, all this is set out in full in holy scripture, but we recommend that you note this outline of a greater whole so that you can better keep it in mind.

[3] At the same time that God in the beginning made heaven and earth, He also made living beings in that heavenly dwelling – angels, who would worship Him in His presence. One of them, who of them all had first been made archangel, seeing himself shining most splendid of all amid this glory, did not do honour to God his creator, but thought himself His equal; and for this arrogance he was cast down with many other angels who had conspired with him from that heavenly abode into this air that is below the heavens; and he who had been first archangel lost the splendour of his light and became a dark and awful demon. In the same way, the other angels who had plotted with him were cast out of heaven with him and, losing their splendour, became demons. But the rest of the angels who were true to God in the glory of their brightness remain in the presence of the Lord; and we call them holy angels. But those who through their pride were cast out with Satan, their prince, those we call rebel angels and demons.

[4] After this fall of the angels, God deigned to make man from the clay and placed him in paradise; and He said to him that if he would follow the commands of the Lord, he would dwell without death in that heavenly place from which the rebel angels had fallen; but if he should disregard the commands of God, he would become mortal and die. The devil therefore, seeing that man had been made for the purpose of taking his place in the kingdom of God that he had fallen from, out of envy persuaded man to disregard God’s law. For this offence man was thrown out of paradise into exile in this world, where he would endure much labour and sorrow.

[5] Now the first man was called Adam, and his wife, who God created from man’s own flesh, was called Eve. All of mankind has its origin in these two people. They, forgetting God their creator, committed many crimes, provoking God to anger. For this God released the flood and destroyed all except one just man called Noah who He preserved with his sons to renew the human race. Two thousand two hundred and forty-two years passed from the first man, Adam, until the flood.

[6] After the flood, mankind was again restored through the three sons of Noah, who had been spared along with their wives. And as the growing multitude began to fill the earth, men once more began to forget God, the creator of the world, abandoning the creator and worshipping the created. Some adored the sun, others the moon or stars, others fire, others the deep waters or springs, believing that all these things had not been created by God for the use of man, but had originated from themselves as if they had been gods.

[7] Then the devil and his agents, demons who had been cast down from heaven, seeing man in ignorance abandoning God his creator and led astray by created things, began to reveal themselves in different forms, speaking to man and demanding things of him, and in the lofty mountains and leafy forests he made offerings, considering them to be gods. They gave themselves the names of evil men who spent their lives in all manner of sin and wickedness. The one called himself Jupiter, who was a magician and whose incestuous adultery was so great that he took his own sister as wife, whose name was Juno; he corrupted his daughters, Minerva and Venus, shamefully committing incest even with his grand-daughters and all his family. Another of these demons called himself Mars, who was the cause of strife and discord. Yet another of these demons preferred the name of Mercury, and he was the inventor of all theft and crafty deceit; to him greedy men render sacrifice as if he was a god of profit, throwing down heaps of precious stones at crossroads. Another of these demons, having given himself the name of Saturn and living in all cruelty, even devoured his own children. Yet another of these demons pretended to be Venus, who was a slut. Not only did she commit countless adulteries, but she was even her own father, Jupiter’s, slut, and Mars, her brother’s.

[8] This is the sort of degenerate men there were in those days, who common people ignorantly honoured for their wicked inventions, whose names were assumed in this way by demons so that men would worship them as gods and offer them sacrifices and imitate the deeds of those whose names they invoked. Those demons even persuaded men to build temples to them and to place there images and statues of wicked men and to set up altars, at which the blood not just of animals but even of men was shed for them. But besides this, many of these devils who were banished from heaven hold sway over the rivers, the springs and the forests, and ignorant men worship them and make sacrifices to them as if they were gods. And in the sea they are called Neptune, in the rivers Lamia, in the springs Nymphs, in the forests Diana, and they are all no more than evil demons and spirits who harm and harass unfaithful men who do not know how to defend themselves with the sign of the cross. Yet they cannot do harm without the permission of God, for men have angered God and do not believe with all their heart in Christ’s faith, and are so doubting that they give the names of these demons to each day of the week, calling these days by the names of Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus and Saturn, where these created no days, but were wicked and evil men among the Greeks.

[9] And when almighty God made heaven and earth, He also made the light that, according to His works, turns seven times. For on the first day God made light, which is called day; on the second day the firmament of the heavens was made; on the third the earth was sundered from the sea; on the fourth the sun, the moon and the stars were made; on the fifth beasts that go on four legs, and that fly, and that swim; on the sixth man was shaped; and on the seventh, having perfected all the world and the things in it, God called it a day of rest. This very light that was created first among God’s works and which, according to His works, turns seven times, was called ‘week’. What folly it therefore is that man, baptised in the faith of Christ, does not honour the Lord’s day, but says to honour the days of Jupiter, and Mercury, and Venus and Saturn, who have no days of their own, but rather were adulterers and sorcerers and were wicked and who died evilly in their own land! Yet as we have said, it is with these kind of names that foolish men show veneration and honour to demons.

[10] In the same way the error was insinuated among the ignorant and simple that the year should begin on the calends of January, which is altogether fictitious. For as holy scripture tells us, the first year began at the equinox of the eighth of the calends of April. As we may read: ‘and God divided the light from the darkness’. Since in all true division there is equalness, so on the eighth of the calends of April the day has as many hours as does the night. And so it is false that the year should begin on the calends of January.

[11] With what anguish should we speak of that foolish error of observing the day of the moth and the mouse, and is it right to say that a Christian may worship the moth and the mouse in place of God? If the cask and chest are guarded, the bread and clothes well-hidden from these creatures, they will spare what they might find. The wretched man believes in these things without any reason, just as he believes that if he is well-fed and happy at the beginning of the year, so he will continue for the rest of it. All these observances are made by the pagans and are taken from the inventions of demons. Woe be the man who does not favour God and does not see that abundance of bread and security of life are furnished by Him! This is how you follow these vain superstitions, in secret or openly, and persist in giving sacrifices to demons. And why do they not keep you so that you are always well-fed, safe and happy? Why, when God is angry, do these vain sacrifices not preserve you against locusts, mice and from the many other afflictions that God sends you in His anger?

[12] Do you not understand that these demons are lying to you in these practises that you vainly follow, and that they are tricking you with these soothsayings that you repeatedly heed? Indeed as the most wise Solomon says: ‘divinations and soothsayings are vain’; and the more a man fears them, the more greatly is his heart deceived. ‘Do not set your heart on them, for they have deceived many’. Hear what the holy scripture says, and it is certainly so, because so much do demons urge on unfortunate men with the voices of birds that at last they lose faith in Christ through the pursuit of trivial and vain things, and they unexpectedly meet with an untimely death. God does not appoint man to have knowledge of the future, but rather to live always in fear of Him, and of Him desire governance and help in this life. God alone knows things before they happen, but demons trick vain men with various arguments, until they are led to displease God and their very souls are dragged into hell, just as these demons had done from the beginning out of malice, that man might not enter the kingdom of heaven that they had been cast out of.

[13] And so for this reason, that God had seen wretched man deceived by the devil and his evil angels and forgetting his creator, adoring demons in the place of God, He sent his son – that is His wisdom and His word – so that man could be brought back from the error of the devil to worship of the true God. And because men could not perceive the divinity of the Son of God, He took on human flesh from the womb of the virgin Mary, not from mortal wedlock, but conceived by the holy spirit. And so the Son of God was born in human flesh, containing within Him unseeable God, and revealing visible man, preaching to men: He taught them to abandon idols and evil works, to put the devil behind them and to return to the worship of their creator. After He had taught them, He wished to die for humankind. He endured death willingly and was not forced to it; He was crucified by the Jews under the rule of Pontius Pilate who, born in the province of Ponto, then ruled over the province of Syria; taken down from the cross, He was laid in a tomb; on the third day He rose from death back to life, and for forty days stayed with His twelve disciples and to show them that He had truly been resurrected in the flesh, ate food before His disciples after the resurrection. After forty days had passed, He instructed His disciples to announce to all men the resurrection of the Son of God and to baptise them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit for the forgiveness of their sins, and taught them that those already baptised should refrain from evil deeds, that is from idols, from murder, from theft, from bearing false witness, from fornication, and not to do to others what they did not wish to have done to themselves. And after He had commanded these things, He ascended up to heaven in view of His disciples and sits there at the right hand of the Father, and from there He will return at the end of this world, clothed in the same flesh with which He ascended to heaven.

[14] And when the end of the world comes, all the people and all men descended from those first two, from Adam and Eve, shall be revived, both good and evil; and all shall appear before the judgement of Christ, and then all those who had been faithful and good in their lives shall be divided from the wicked and will enter into the kingdom of God with the blessed angels, and their souls and their bodies will have eternal rest and never more shall die. They will no longer have toil or grief, nor sadness, nor hunger or thirst, nor heat or cold, nor darkness or night but, ever happy, shall be content, in light, in glory, like to the angels of God, because they have deserved to enter into that place from where the devil and his co-conspiring angels had fallen. There shall all who had been faithful to God remain for eternity. Now those who had not believed or not been baptised or who, having been baptised, turned back after baptism to idols and murder or adultery or to false witness and to other evils and who died without repentance, all those found in this state will be damned together with the devil and with all the demons who they honoured and whose works they did, and will be cast with their bodies into the eternal fires of hell, and will live forever in that inextinguishable fire, and their flesh, recovered at the resurrection, shall lament in eternal torment. They will long to die again and not to suffer that punishment, but they will not be allowed to die and will suffer everlasting torment. This is what the law says, this is what the prophets say, this the gospel of Christ, this the apostles, this all of holy scripture witnesses; and this we simply summarise for you from a greater whole. Beloved sons, your hope in the eternal rest of the kingdom of God, as we have described with these words, is assured if you act well hereafter, but evil deeds (God forbid!) will assure you of a future place in the everlasting fire. Indeed, eternal life and eternal death are in the choice of man. Each man will have what he chooses.

[15] And so you faithful, to whom baptism gave access to Christ in the name of the Father and Son and Holy Spirit, consider that with that baptism you have made an agreement with God. For each of you gave his name at the font, for example Peter, or John or some other name, and were asked by the priest: “What shall you be called?” And either you answered, if you were able, or else your sponsor, who supported you at the font, and said for example: “He is called John.” And the priest asked: “John, do you renounce the devil and his angels, his worships and idols, his deceits and frauds, his fornication and drunkenness and all his evil deeds?” And you replied: “I do.” And after renouncing the devil, the priest then asked you: “Do you believe in God the almighty Father?” You answered: “I do.” “And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord and God, Who was born of the Holy Spirit from the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified and buried, descended into hell, was resurrected on the third day, ascended into heaven, Who sits at the right hand of the Father, from where He will come to judge the living and the dead? Do you believe this?” And you replied: “I do.” And again you were asked: “Do you believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the resurrection of the flesh and eternal life?” And you answered: “I do.” And so consider that you made an agreement with God in baptism. You promised to renounce the devil and his angels and all his evil works, and acknowledged your belief in the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit and your hope for resurrection of the flesh and for life eternal at the end of all things.

[16] This is your bond and confession to be kept before God! So why do some of you who have renounced the devil and his angels, his worship and his evil deeds then go back to worshipping the devil? For lighting candles by rocks, by trees, by springs and at crossroads – what is this other than worshipping the devil? Celebrating the feast of Vulcan and the calends, decking tables, laying laurel wreaths, placing the right foot first, throwing food and wine over the hearth-log, casting bread into the spring, what else is this but worshipping the devil? Women that invoke Minerva at their looms, that choose the day of Venus to get married, and that regard a particular day as auspicious for travel – what else is this but worshipping the devil? Making spells with herbs to do injury and thereat invoking the names of demons – what else is this but worshipping the devil? And there are many more things that would take too long to tell. The point is that you do all this after having renounced the devil, after having been baptised, you revert to the worship of demons and to the works of wicked idols, you breach your faith and break the agreement you made with God. You abandon the sign of the cross that you accepted at baptism, and pay heed instead to signs of the devil like small birds, sneezes and many other things. Why do augurs not harm me or any other righteous Christian? It is because where the sign of the cross is, the sign of the devil is as nothing. And why do they harm you? It is because you scorn the sign of the cross, and you dread what you have taken as a sign for yourselves. In the same way you have abandoned the sacred verse, the symbol that you accepted at baptism, that is ‘I believe in God the almighty Father’, and the Lord’s Prayer, that is ‘Our Father Who is in heaven’, and instead keep to spells and rhymes of the devil. So whoever scorns the sign of Christ’s cross and does obeisance to other signs has lost the sign of the cross that he accepted at baptism. In the same way, whoever practises enchantments made up by sorcerers and evildoers has dismissed the enchantment of the holy creed and the Lord’s Prayer, which he had received in the faith of Christ, and has trampled down the faith of Christ, because one cannot serve God and the devil at the same time.

[17] And so dearest sons, if you have understood all we have said, should anyone realise that they have done these things after being baptised and so has broken faith with Christ, do not despair of yourself or say in your heart: “Maybe God will not forgive me my sins because I have done so much evil after baptism.” Do not doubt in God’s mercy. Make an agreement with God in your heart, such that you will no more worship the devil, nor adore another save God in heaven, nor do murder, nor adultery or fornication, nor steal, nor bear false witness. And if you promise this to God with all your heart and commit no further sins like this, you should hope confidently in the forgiveness of God, for so says God in the writings of the prophets: “On the day that the unrighteous forgets his sins and does what is right, I shall forget all his transgressions.” God awaits the penitence of the sinner. And that penitence is real when a man no longer continues with the evil he has been doing, asks for forgiveness for his past sins, and is careful not to return to them in the future, but on the contrary rather practises good works, extends alms to the hungry poor, gives succour to the weary traveller, does to others what he would have done to himself, and what he would not have done to himself, that he also does not do, for in this way are God’s commands carried out.

[18] So we ask you, dearest brothers and sons, to keep in mind these lessons that God has deigned to give to you through us, who are humble and small, and to think on how to save your souls, so that you do not just take care of this life in the present and take advantage of this transient world, but rather recall that you promised to believe in the Creed, that is in the resurrection of the flesh and in life eternal. So if you have believed and believe that the flesh will be resurrected and in eternal life in the kingdom of heaven among God’s angels, as we have told you above, think well on that, and not always on the wretchedness of this world. Prepare your life with good works. Go to church or to holy places for the intercession of God. Do not despise the Lord’s day, which is rightly so called, but keep it with reverence, for it was on this day that our Lord Jesus Christ was resurrected from the dead. Do no toil on the Lord’s day, whether in the fields, the meadows, the vineyards, or at other burdensome works, except what is needful to restore the body, or else to prepare food and other needs for a lengthy journey. It is allowed to visit a nearby place on the Lord’s day, not with an evil purpose, but rather with a good one: that is to visit a holy place, or to visit a brother or friend, to give comfort to the sick, to give counsel to the troubled, or to bear help in a good cause. This is how the Christian man must honour the Lord’s day. How unjust and shameful it is that those who are pagans and ignorant of Christian faith should worship the idols of demons, should observe the day of Jupiter or some other demon, and refrain from toil even though these demons neither have nor have they created any day. And we, who worship the true God and believe that the Son of God was resurrected from the dead, should so poorly revere the day of His resurrection, that is Sunday! Do not abuse the resurrection of the Lord, but honour and cherish it with reverence, on account of the hope we have in it. For like our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who is our head, on the third day resurrected from the dead, so we, who are the very limbs, hope to be resurrected in our flesh at the end of ages, so each of us will receive either eternal rest or eternal punishment according to how he acted in this life.

[19] Speaking in this way, witnessed by God and the blessed angels who listen to us, we in this manner acquit the debt we owe to your charity, and the Lord’s property, given us in the form of teaching, is released into your ownership. It is for you to think and determine, however much each one of you accepts, how to pay this back to the Lord with interest when He returns on the day of judgement. So we pray for the mercy of the same Lord, that He will protect you from all evil, and will make you worthy companions of His blessed angels in His kingdom, according to He Who lives and reigns in the age of ages. Amen.

