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INTRODUCTION

The Holy Grail! What a strange and alluring kaleidoscope of images and thoughts gather about those two words! From King Arthur to Monty Python, from T. S. Eliot to Richard Wagner, every era since at least the 1100s has produced stories, songs, and images centering upon this mysterious theme. Once the object of chivalric quests and holy pilgrimages, it has become in recent years the sacred totem of several esoteric and New Age movements. But what was it really? Does it have any significance for twenty-first-century Catholics?

In this book, we shall look at the foundational romances concerning the Grail and their relationship to actual history. Several vessels claimed to be the mysterious thing itself shall be examined, as well as other objects associated with it, from the instruments of Christ’s passion to His burial clothes—all enshrined in different places. The relationship of the Grail to knighthood, the Crusades, the Holy Eucharist, and devotion to the Precious Blood, the Sacred Heart, the Blessed Virgin, and the Kingship of Christ shall be examined, as will their role in the creation in various places of a more modern Catholic militancy infused with the spirit of chivalry in such places as the Vendee, Tyrol, Spain, and Mexico.

The importance of the Grail today outside the Church shall also be looked at, with a view to determining whether and how it can be used as a means of bringing non-Catholics to Christ and to Catholicism. Its possible role in reigniting evangelistic fervor among Catholics shall also be looked at, not only in terms of the missionary impulse, but in terms of sparking a renewed zeal for souls and reverence for and use of the sacraments as well.

In a word, this book shall attempt to show that the Holy Grail, both as a reality and as a symbol, remains as important today as it ever has been and that the quest for it can lead the individual as far away as Spain, England, and Jerusalem—or as close to home as one’s own parish church. Perceval and Galahad, we shall follow the Holy Grail wherever the Quest leads us … regardless of the cost! But first, I invite you to enter into the lore of the Grail through reading the prelude, which is an amalgam of received versions. It is my hope that you enjoy it and that it whets your appetite and gives you the necessary background knowledge to learn more about the Holy Grail in the pages that follow.

Charles A. Coulombe
Monrovia, California
St. George’s Day, 2017





PRELUDE

Perceval was raised by his mother deep in the woods, away from all other human contact. She taught him his faith, and his letters, and warned him to stay away from other people and not to ask questions. But one day, he was out wandering in the woods and encountered a group of men in armor. At first he thought they were angels, so handsome were their faces and so gleaming their metal clothes. But they told him they were in fact “knights,” a word he had certainly never heard before. But these “knights” told him that, despite his rude clothing, he had the look of a knight himself and reminded them of someone; they could not recall whom. They invited him to accompany them back to Camelot, the city of their king, Arthur, where dwelt many fine knights. Perhaps, they said to him, he could in time become one himself. Without a second thought or warning his mother, he left with the knights for Camelot immediately.

The Camelot to which Perceval came was beautiful—on the surface. Brave knights jousted, the ladies of the court were beautiful, the feasts of the Church were celebrated brilliantly, justice and order reigned, and over all presided King Arthur and his beautiful queen, Guinevere. But dark currents ran underneath. The queen’s adultery with Lancelot, though known to few, ate like a cancer at the heart of the court. The king’s half sister, Morgan le Fay, plotted his downfall and had engineered the birth of an illegitimate and incestuous son for him on their sister Morgause; Morgan was training the lad, Mordred, to be the instrument of Arthur’s ruin. Beyond that, many of Arthur’s knights were not what they had been: an uncomfortable fact pointed up openly a few years previously one Christmastide when an uncanny Green Knight had challenged the entirety of Camelot’s chivalry, with only one beardless youth, Gawain, to accept.

But none of this was apparent to Perceval. Arthur accepted him as a candidate for knighthood, and he very quickly acquired all the basic skills in fighting he would need as though he had been born to it. After his knighting, he went forth in search of adventure, as was the custom in those days. He fought robber knights, rescued damsels in distress, and fought off wild beasts. At last he came to a district where all was barren. The villages were empty, the fields fallow and overgrown, and he heard only the clopping of his horse’s hooves and the calling of crows as they hurriedly flew out of the area. Finally, the road took him to a castle that, unlike the rest of that country, gave every sign of being prosperous and inhabited. He rode up to its gate, was challenged by the sentries, and gave his name and that of Arthur, his lord. There was a burst of trumpets, the drawbridge lowered, and he cantered in. A well-dressed maiden came out to greet him with her servants; he asked her, “What is this place called?” She replied, “Monsalvatch, the Castle of the Holy Grail, my lord.”

He was ushered into a great hall, where a regal figure, wounded in the legs, begged forgiveness for not rising due to his wound. He was, as it transpired, the king of this castle and all the land round. He invited Sir Perceval to stay for dinner and to sleep overnight. The knight accepted. Trumpets sounded again, and a number of knights entered and took their places at the tables in the great hall. At that, a procession of maidens entered the room; at their head was one who carried a spear from which flowed into the vessel carried by another an endless stream of blood; behind her was the first maiden he encountered bearing a shimmering golden vessel; she brought it to the wounded king, and first a Host floated from it into his mouth, and then the chalice filled with wine, from which he drank. Sir Perceval was much taken aback by all of this and wished to know what it meant. But he remembered his mother’s advice never to ask questions, and so he kept silent. The procession left the room, and suddenly the platters on the tables were filled with haunches of venison, and peacock, and all such meats as one could desire; the heretofore empty decanters were filled with finest wines, and all that company made merry until late. The king spoke pleasantly with Perceval of many things, but despite the knight’s wonder, no questions would he ask.

At length the king suggested that Sir Perceval might be tired; when the knight agreed that he was, a servant led him to a chamber wherein was a rich and soft bed, with saddlebag already present. That good knight said his prayers and happily lay under the blankets, falling immediately into a deep and dreamless sleep. When he woke in the morning, however, he was on the hillside outside the castle, his horse tied beside him and his baggage also. There were no sentries on the wall, and no banners on the tower. The castle seemed as dead and empty as all the land around it. After arranging his bag, he mounted his horse; but just then, the maiden who had greeted him the day before appeared. Her face was tearful, torn by rage and sorrow. “Oh, Perceval!” she said. “Had you but asked the questions that occurred to you last night, you would have healed the king—my father—and all this land! But now they must remain desolate! Oh, wretched man! And because you left her without word or warning, your mother has died of grief! She that raised you in the wild, ignorant of the ways of men, that you might avoid the fate of your father, one of the greatest knights that ever lived and true brother to my own sire, the king! Get thee hence, o wretched man!” With that the maiden vanished.

Perceval wandered far and wide after that, returning to inhabited lands but caring not if he lived or died, slaying such knights as he encountered and forgetting his duty to God and king. After a few years of this heathen life, he encountered a party of knights and damsels. He lowered his lance and charged immediately at one of the knights, despite the knight shouting at him that he ought not to fight because of the day. But Perceval took no heed and made for him as fast as his charger could gallop. In response, the other knight lowered his own lance and unhorsed him. Swiftly the knight dismounted, and before Perceval could rise, placed his foot upon his chest and his sword to his throat.

Perceval looked up at his victorious opponent and said, “Slay me if you will, then. It means naught to me, yea or nay!” The knight, looking aggrieved and bemused, said, “I cannot slay you, if I would, on this day!” “What is this day then, to me or thee?” Perceval rejoined. “Why, it is Good Friday, the day our savior Christ, born of Mary, died for all our sins!” At that, Perceval wept, for all that he had been taught came back to him, and the memory of all the ill that he had done. “Slay me now, then, good knight, for never can I be redeemed!” But instead, the stranger knight took him by the hand, and the other knights and damsels with them gathered round. The knight who had unhorsed him said, “Nay, all can be redeemed! There lives not far hence a holy hermit who can absolve thee and give whatever counsel you require.” And so the party escorted Perceval to the hermit’s dwelling and left him with that holy man.

With right good will, Sir Perceval told the hermit of his life, and all that he had wrought, and the evil he had done, and the deep repentance and sorrow that he felt for his sins. And then the hermit absolved him. After he was shriven, the hermit told him that he must return to Camelot and the service of his king, and abide whatever might befall him. And so Sir Perceval bade the hermit farewell and rode to King Arthur’s court. It was Easter Sunday, and Sir Perceval received the Holy Sacrament with all the court, and right well pleased were they all to see him, and none more than Arthur, who had been much grieved by his absence.

Much had changed since he had gone; and there was a new knight, hight Sir Galahad, who, unknown to all, was the son of Sir Lancelot; and he had sat himself in the Siege Perilous at the Round Table, which, since Arthur had instituted that company, had been inscribed with letters of gold, “none may here sit save the greatest knight in all the world.” And many a knight had essayed the seat, and died. But when Galahad was brought by his mother to Camelot and left in the king’s keeping, the letters changed to “Sir Galahad,” and he sat thereon without injury or harm. Though grave of manner and maiden-like in purity, Sir Galahad had wit and could jest as well withal. In prowess he exceeded all, save perhaps Sir Lancelot, who would not engage him in arms.

Oh, the joy there was in Camelot that Eastertide! And none in that joyous band could know that this would be the last time they dwelt together in love and merriment! The king and queen were there of course, and Lancelot, Galahad, and Perceval. There too were Sir Gawain, and Sir Bors, and Sir Ector, and Sir Kay; Sir Agravain, Sir Gareth, Sir Gaheris, Sir Lionel, Sir Launfal, and many more. And they feasted, and tourneyed, and delighted in one another’s company. Even Sir Mordred, who often before had been in black humor (perhaps in presage of what would befall in after days), was content. The ladies of the court had never been more beautiful, nor the musicians more skilled at the dances they did play. But alas, in this fallen world of sins and shadows, such mirth is fleeting, even as crabbed age must follow gallant youth.

And so it befell while King Arthur kept Whitsun with his court and the knights of the Round Table made merry at their supper, as had been their wont these past forty days, the doors to the hall flew open. Music played as if from heaven, and a vessel covered in red samite appeared, held aloft it might have been by angels. And a voice declared, “This is the Holy Grail. Find and follow it, those who can.” At that, the vessel vanished, leaving the candles extinguished and the great hall of Camelot dark. Arthur rose and ordered the candles lit, which swiftly was done. Then Sir Galahad came and knelt before him and begged leave of his king that he might pursue this quest. And so did Lancelot, and Perceval—who was once more sore ashamed—and Gawain, and Bors, and, indeed, most of that bright company. And Arthur, though his heart misgave him, allowed those who wished so to do to go.

The knights set out in small parties in different directions from Camelot; and Galahad, Lancelot, Perceval, Gawain, and Bors rode together. Many an adventure befell them, but even Perceval could not say in what direction the Holy Grail might be. But Galahad ever felt impelled this way and that, and the others followed. Many an adventure befell them separately and together, and were I to tell them all to you, we should still be here when the sun rose. But at length, they found themselves in the heart of a deep forest, where the path was lost; yet they came at last to a stone chapel, whose door was locked fast. Above that door were the words “Chapel Perilous.” Night fell upon them, and so they slept. But in the middle of the night, Sir Lancelot awoke; his companions slumbered soundly, but it seemed to him that he heard voices singing softly, and looking to the chapel, he saw that there were lights on inside. He rose him up and found the door unlocked. Entering, he saw a dead knight laid out on a table, candles at his head and feet. As he stood there, it seemed to him that he saw all his faults and virtues: his adulteries with the queen and his love of and honor for the king. And he knew that the Quest was not for him to fulfill. He resolved to return to Camelot so quick as he was able and to prevent perhaps the doom he foresaw would come upon Camelot as a result of his misdeeds. But as soon as he had resolved himself thus, he saw, as it were afar off, the Holy Grail covered in white samite. The vision vanished almost as soon as it had come, and he knew that this was as much of it as ever he would see. But from this vision, he garnered hope that he might yet be redeemed, whatever might betide. And so he departed without waking his companions.

As the night wore on, one by one Perceval, and Gawain, and Bors woke, were impelled to enter the Chapel Perilous, and forced to see, as had Lancelot, their faults and their virtues. But what each saw resolved them only the more to pursue this Quest, however it might end. And each returned to his resting place, without noting the others. When the morn had dawned, they saw that Lancelot had gone. The three knights would have searched for their companion, but Galahad declared that Sir Lancelot’s prowess would protect him and they must pursue the Grail.

They rode as before, hungry and tired, seeing many wonders and defeating many foes. But in time they came to another chapel, this one well lit, and the sound of chanting came from it, as it were from a High Mass. And so they entered thereunto. At the altar, a bishop was chanting the Mass, and he was the son of St. Joseph of Arimathaea, who for long centuries had kept this service. And Perceval, Bors, and Gawain stayed at the back of the chapel and knelt. But Galahad went up to the foot of the altar, past the rood screen, and there he knelt. The bishop elevated the chalice, which was the Holy Grail, holding the Host over it; and as he did so, there appeared in the Host first the image of a babe and then of a man, and from that man, there flowed blood into the chalice. Then it seemed but a Host again. And the bishop gave Galahad of the Communion, both the Body and the Blood. Sir Galahad swooned, and the bishop and the Sacred Vessel vanished. And never has the Holy Grail been seen by man since. The three companions rushed forward, but their friend was dying. He commended himself, the three of them, and Arthur, his lord, to God; then his soul took flight to heaven.

The three companions rode off toward Camelot. But at a given crossroads, Sir Perceval bade Gawain and Bors adieu and took the road that led him to the Grail Castle. All was as it had been before. This time, although none manned it, the drawbridge was down, and he crossed into the empty castle. In the great hall, all alone, lay the Grail King on a bier. With words like thunder, Sir Perceval declared, “Uncle, I am returned! And now I know the answers to the questions I did not ask!” At that, the Grail King was healed, all the folk of the castle reappeared, and with them his cousin the maiden. Delighted, his uncle and cousin led him to the battlements, and they saw that all the land was reborn, with villagers going about their tasks and farmers tilling fertile fields. And so Perceval abode there for the rest of his life with his uncle and cousin, and succeeded the old man when in time he came to die. But Gawain and Bors rode home to Camelot; full sad was their return for the number of knights who had perished on the Quest. What had restored Monsalvatch would set in motion the ruin that came to Camelot. But now, my lords and ladies, I have finished my story for tonight. Tomorrow, by your leave, you shall hear the dolorous tale of Le Morte d’Arthur!





CHAPTER 1

The Adventure Begins


And I thought, if there be paradise in meat and

in drink, so much the more is there paradise in

the scent of the green leaves at evening and in the

appearance of the sea and in the redness of the sky;

and there came to me a certain vision of a real

world about us all the while, of a language that was

only secret because we would not take the trouble to

listen to it and discern it.

—ARTHUR MACHEN,
THE GREAT RETURN



The first mention of something called “The Holy Grail” comes to us from the twelfth century in the pages of a romance by Chrétien de Troyes entitled Perceval, the Story of the Grail. He left it unfinished, but its mysterious story of marvels at King Arthur’s court, the travails of an uneducated knight, and the woeful results of his sticking too closely to instructions—and the Holy Grail itself—inspired a host of other writers to try to finish the tale. There are four (very different) Continuations by various unnamed authors and two prequels. Other French authors of that era produced what are called the Vulgate Cycle (Lancelot-Grail) and Perlesvaus. So popular did the stories become that they leapt the language barrier: in short order, a Welshman wrote Peredur in his native tongue and Wolfram von Eschenbach wrote his Parzival—from whence Wagner derived his opera—in German.

Although they emerged within fifty years of one another, these stories varied wildly, not only in details and which of Arthur’s knights—Sirs Perceval, Gawain, and Galahad—was the main hero, but as to the exact nature of the Holy Grail. In some, it was the dish used for the lamb course at the Last Supper; in von Eschenbach’s rendering, it was an emerald fallen from Lucifer’s crown; in the later outings, it was the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper, and then employed in catching His most Precious Blood—either at the Crucifixion or at His entombment. Although these views were very different, in every case—including Parzival, wherein a Host would daily appear upon the emerald—the Holy Grail was intimately bound up with the Eucharist.

There were other common motifs as well: the Grail was in the keeping of a wounded king, who was sustained but not healed by it; there was in all versions a procession with the vessel that also included a bleeding spear, the Holy Lance of Longinus; there was a hero whose silence in the face of this wonder led to disaster; and the Grail itself would usually vanish to some heavenly realm at the end of the given tale. In many versions, the Grail would be used at Mass, and Christ would become physically visible in the Blessed Sacrament; on a lesser note, the wondrous vessel could feed people endlessly with more mundane—but still delicious—fare.

The Grail story became an integral part of the Arthurian legends—the “Matter of Britain,” as it was called, as distinguished from the three other “Matters” of medieval romance. These others were those of Rome, in which classical heroes such as Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar were transformed into noble knights; France, which dealt with the adventures of Charlemagne and his noble peers, his doomed but courageous nephew, Roland, for example; and Jerusalem, which encompassed the heroic deeds of such as Godefroi de Bouillon in liberating the Holy Land from the Saracens. But for all of that, Arthur’s stories were the most popular and found their way into every European language. Three centuries after Chrétien, Sir Thomas Malory wrote his Middle English Morte d’Arthur, in which the Grail story appears alongside the other Arthurian episodes. Indeed, in Sir Thomas’s retelling, the glorious Quest actually marks the beginning of the end for Camelot.

It is impossible to overestimate the hold that the Quest for the Grail had on the medieval imagination—or at least on the imagination of those medievals interested in chivalry. Its attraction was several-fold. On the one hand, the stories of the knights-errant pursuing this ineffable object gave honor to a code and a way of life that was always difficult to live up to and—thanks, among other things, to successive Muslim victories, longbows, and ultimately, gunpowder—about to make its apparent exit from the field of honor by the time Sir Thomas’s manuscript was put to press by Caxton (itself another sign of change) in 1485. Ironically, that year marked the end of the old feudal England with the death of Richard III at Bosworth Field; his triumphant successor, Henry Tudor, would father a son, Henry VIII, who was in many ways the father of the modern Anglosphere, for better or much worse. But the other “Matters” also gave much solace to the chinks in knightly morale.

What distinguished the Holy Grail stories (and by extension the Arthurian cycle to which they had become attached) was that they married chivalry to an intense piety. Moreover, that piety, although strictly orthodox—despite later claims—was lay rather than clerical; for all that, it was deeply connected to the Blessed Sacrament and the passion of Our Lord. Perhaps for those very reasons, the Arthurian legends and especially those of the Grail were hated by many of the heresiarchs of the Protestant revolt. Although Shakespeare held that doughty Sir John Falstaff had gone to “Arthur’s Bosom, if ever man went to Arthur’s Bosom,” as Mistress Quickly assures us in Henry V, the Grail followed Christmas and the theatre into oblivion in Puritan England. It did not fare much better on the Continent (although those other two institutions did well enough there) and would take longer than they to return to England. But return it would, thanks to the Romantic Revolt against the eighteenth century’s “Age of Reason” and the bloody French Revolution and attendant wars it engendered.

Powered to some degree by the ideas of the Enlightenment, the Revolution struck against both altar and throne, where the Protestant revolt had only attacked the former—often enough using the greed of the occupants of the latter to do so. In this new conflagration, however, neither were safe. All the things that characterized the world in which the Grail stories arose were under attack: holy shrines, saints’ relics, abbeys and holy wells, knightly and religious orders. These had been the targets of Protestant rulers and nobility as well, but now they themselves and whatever they had retained of the trappings of medieval Christendom were targeted. They were forced to make common cause with Catholic enemies of the Revolution, even with the pope himself. One interesting byproduct of this development was King George III’s payment, in 1800, of a pension to Cardinal York, last of the direct male line of the House of Stuart and de jure King Henry IX of England, Scotland, and Ireland. Although George felt that Louis XVI had betrayed him by aiding the rebellious American colonies, he was nevertheless horrified by the French king’s murder, so reminiscent of that of England’s own Charles I. He supported Louis’s exiled brothers, offered sanctuary to French Royalists, as well as to English, Scottish, and Irish Catholic religious orders themselves driven abroad to France, Spain, Belgium, and elsewhere by the cruelty of Henry VIII, Elizabeth, Cromwell, and William of Orange. For the first time in at least a century, England once again had legal monasteries.

But French opponents of the Revolution did more than flee; against overwhelming odds, they took up arms. In the south and west of France, in Brittany, Normandy, and most famously in the Vendee, the Royalists rose in defense of their Faith and their king under the banner of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. As the revolutionary armies poured into Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Switzerland, Austria, Spain, and Portugal, they faced similar uprisings by nobles and peasants. Many of these (most notably the peasants led by Andreas Hofer in Tyrol) also used the Sacred Heart as their badge. Valiant as these counter-revolutionaries were, they were ruthlessly suppressed and slaughtered.

Nevertheless, their heroism, so often hearkening back to the example and religious faith of the Middle Ages, had an enormous effect on writers like Novalis in Germany, Chateaubriand in France, and Scott in Great Britain. Each of these men and their like-minded colleagues in that movement that became known as Romanticism were highly attracted to what they considered to be the humanity and religious fervor of medieval Europe, as opposed to the horrors and bloodshed they saw around them. Against the cult of murderous reason, many of the Romantics set a unified pre-Reformation Sacramental Christianity; as opposed to the practical here and now, they looked to the long ago and the far away; in place of the rigorous uniformity imposed upon Europe by Bonaparte, they advocated local customs and culture. Hardly a Romantic, Edmund Burke, writing of the murder of Marie Antoinette in Considerations on the Revolution in France, lamented, “I thought ten thousand swords must have leaped from their scabbards to avenge even a look that threatened her with insult. But the age of chivalry is gone. That of sophisters, economists, and calculators, has succeeded; and the glory of Europe is extinguished for ever” (p. 93).

But in 1799, Novalis disagreed heartily, declaring in Christendom or Europe?, “Once there were fine, resplendent times when Europe was a Christian land, when one Christendom occupied this humanly constituted continent. One great common interest united the remotest provinces of this broad spiritual realm” (p. 1), and went on, after denouncing both the Reformation and the Enlightenment, to predict the return of this unity. Four years later, Chateaubriand in his The Genius of Christianity amplified the same theme, and was quite particular with regard to chivalry: “That which proves that everything was not barbarous in the Middle Ages is that the institution of chivalry obtained from its birth the esteem and admiration of all Christendom” (p. 743). Ranging around the whole of human endeavor to prove the truth of Christianity—and specifically Catholicism—he concluded his monumental work on an upbeat note: “As for us, we are convinced that Christianity will rise triumphant from the dreadful trial by which it has just been purified” (p. 281). The final defeat of Napoleon in 1815 would find those in all Europe of Chateaubriand’s mindset ready to begin, with an eye to the Middle Ages, the spiritual and political regeneration of Europe. For many, the Holy Grail would come to symbolize that regeneration.

This impulse lay behind many diverse occurrences. Among the British, Scots writer Sir Walter Scott rehabilitated the Middle Ages through his many novels. Inspired by Scott, others such as Kenelm Digby were driven to reexamine medieval religion. In Digby’s case, this led to his conversion to Catholicism and his production of two multi-volume masterworks: Broadstone of Honour, in which he described chivalry at length and called for its rebirth, and Mores Catholici, a detailed description of Catholic customs throughout Europe. Not only did there begin a wave of conversions to the Catholic faith, but the Oxford Movement emerged, marking the birth of “Anglo-Catholicism,” which sought to “re-Catholicize” Anglicanism. Similar events occurred throughout Protestant Europe, as some intellectuals joined the Catholic Church and more sought to regain something of the Faith for their local state churches. In Catholic Europe, the same current led, on the one hand, to the rise of various political writers such as de Maistre, Donoso Cortes, and Haller, and, on the other, to attempts to restore such elements of Catholic life as monasticism that had been disrupted by the Revolution.

At the same time, however, there arose among many of the wealthier classes a sort of secularizing liberalism, which scholars are pleased to call “classical.” Two further developments contributed to making this kind of liberalism the dominant school of thought in Europe and North America by 1914: the Industrial Revolution and Darwinism. The first named helped to increasingly combine wealth in the hands of a few while creating a proletariat divorced from the religion and customs of their ancestors; the second assisted in banishing God from the minds of the educated. Thanks to all of this, lower and upper classes tended to be ever more detached from the teachings of the Church—that is to say, from reality.

These developments were bitterly opposed through the course of the nineteenth century on many grounds—and not just by Catholics. France, Spain, and Portugal were torn by civil unrest—sometimes, in the latter two cases, by civil wars—between liberals and Catholic conservatives. Inevitably, as had their forefathers during the wars of the Revolution, they wore the Sacred Heart as their badge. Further east, the House of Habsburg unsuccessfully supported the German and Italian minor kings and princes against the aggressions of liberalized Prussia and Sardinia. In the latter case, the Papal States came under attack by the Sardinians; the pope called for volunteers to defend his domain. Coming from all around the world, these “Papal Zouaves,” as they were called explicitly, claimed their medieval heritage and referred to their campaigns as “the Ninth Crusade.” But it was all over by 1870, and the liberal monarchies of Germany and Italy took their place upon the world stage. In reaction to the horrors of the industrial wastelands, Marxism and other forms of socialism called for an end to all classes save the proletariat and the destruction of both religion and “bourgeois” science.

Disappointing as political developments were, a great many wonderful things were happening in the strictly religious sphere. The Benedictine, Dominican, and other older orders resurrected from the wreckage of the Revolution; Gregorian chant made a recovery. New Orders were founded, the Immaculate Conception was defined, and Our Lady appeared at the rue de Bac, Lourdes, La Salette, Pellevoisin, Pontmain, and elsewhere. St. Jean Vianney illumined the first half of the nineteenth century with his work at Ars. Spurred by the Papal Zouaves as they returned to their countries, devotion to the Sacred Heart grew by literal leaps and bounds.

In the arts and literature—among Catholics and non-Catholics—the Middle Ages in general and the Holy Grail in particular made a great return. Neo-Gothic architecture, the Pre-Raphaelite, Nazarene, and Arts and Crafts movements and the like put forward the proposition that the machine-induced ugliness and poverty of the industrial, liberal age could be battled with medieval beauty. Such folk as Leon Gautier in France, and most especially Great Britain’s Lord Tennyson in his Idylls of the King looked to chivalry and, in the last case, the Grail in particular for inspiration. Edward Austin Abbey and William Morris depicted it, while Richard Wagner based his incredible opera Parsifal upon it. Various motifs from the Grail stories became ever more popular among intellectuals, none so much as that of “The Waste Land.” Where most of the medieval Grail stories simply declared that the wounding of the Grail King allowed his neighbors to lay waste his realm, in one, the land itself actually shared its sovereign’s illness—had Perceval merely asked when seeing the Grail procession what the Grail was, both king and land would have been healed.

Especially in the years following World War I, it was easy to identify the physically and spiritually ravished Western world with that very Waste Land—an idea used by T. S. Eliot in his poem of that name. Meanwhile, academic scholarship went to work on trying to find the “actual origins” of the medieval stories. Many such scholars saw the origin of the Grail in the Cauldron of Plenty of Celtic myth.

Another reaction to the materialism of the time was the so-called “Occult Revival” of the nineteenth century. Ceremonial magic, alchemy, and Rosicrucianism came back to life; Spiritualism, Theosophy, Anthroposophy, and various other arcane beliefs were created. For such as sought relief through these venues, the idea came in vogue that a sort of secret esoteric wisdom, symbolized by the Holy Grail, had somehow come down to the present. As it did in the original stories, the identity of the Grail in these narratives kept changing: it might be an alternate view of Christianity, or a scripture or artifact proving the truth of that alternative against orthodoxy; it might be some sort of spiritual technique that would liberate the mystic from the bonds of the flesh; in the past five decades, many have come to believe that it—the Grail itself—is a blood-line descending from Jesus and Mary Magdalene. But whatever it was, so goes the narrative, it came down to us—despite the bloody opposition of the Catholic Church—from the Gnostics via the Cathars, Albigenses, and Knights Templar (all of whom were persecuted for their adherence to said Grail). As of this writing, these views, though well-debunked among scholars, have a tight lock on what might be called the “Grail Market,” which fact can be both confirmed and lamented by a visit to your local bookstore or a cursory search online.

Nevertheless, some few writers such as Arthur Machen and Charles Williams (as well as T. S. Eliot) continued to write of the Grail in what one might call a “Neo-Medievalist” vein. In his World War I novel The Great Return, a fictional account of the appearance of the sacred vessel in a Welsh village, Machen describes the ecstatic feelings roused by encountering it:


And they too, like the sailors, were transmuted, or the world was transmuted for them. They experienced what the doctors call a sense of bien être, but a bien être raised to the highest power. Old men felt young again, eyes that had been growing dim now saw clearly, and saw a world that was like Paradise, the same world, it is true, but a world rectified and glowing, as if an inner flame shone in all things, and behind all things.

And the difficulty in recording this state is this, that it is so rare an experience that no set language to express it is in existence. A shadow of its raptures and ecstasies is found in the highest poetry; there are phrases in ancient books telling of the Celtic saints that dimly hint at it; some of the old Italian masters of painting had known it, for the light of it shines in their skies and about the battlements of their cities that are founded on magic hills. But these are but broken hints. (pp. 61–62)



Charles Williams, in his novel War in Heaven, describes the effect of the Holy Grail on the Duke of the North Ridings, sophisticated heir of an old Catholic recusant family:


Under the concentrated attention the vessel itself seemed to shine and expand. In each of them differently the spirit was moved and exalted—most perhaps in the Duke. He was aware of a sense of the adoration of kings—the great tradition of his house stirred within him. The memories of proscribed and martyred priests awoke; masses said swiftly and in the midst of the fearful breathing of a small group of the faithful; the ninth Duke who had served the Roman Pontiff at his private mass; the Roman Order he himself wore; the fidelity of his family to the Faith under the anger of Henry and the cold suspicion of Elizabeth; the duels fought in Richmond Park by the thirteenth Duke in defence of the honour of our Lady, when he met and killed three antagonists consecutively—all these things, not so formulated but certainly there, drew his mind into a vivid consciousness of all the royal and sacerdotal figures of the world adoring before this consecrated shrine. “Jhesu, Rex et Sacerdos,” he prayed. (p. 136)



Beautiful as these and other such literary attempts at portraying the Holy Grail have been, and mysterious and even bizarre as the attempts of the more esoteric-minded to define it are, the Grail continues to attract the efforts of some of our finest academics. As mentioned, the supposed Celtic roots of the tale were popularized in the nineteenth century; the finest exponent of this view in the twentieth century was Roger Sherman Loomis. Jessie Weston explored the idea of the Grail stories as remnants of ancient Indo-European fertility myths. In the twenty-first century, Grail scholarship by such as Juliette Wood and Richard Barber has tackled the entirety of the Grail mythos: the various possible origins, the medieval tales themselves, and all the later attributions of meaning to the mysterious vessel. But one thing that those such as Drs. Barber and Wood agree on—regardless of where the material owes its obscure origins, or whatever people of various beliefs have made of it in modern times—the stories themselves were written by and for orthodox Catholics. This was at a time when both doctrinal defense and definition of the Blessed Sacrament and Eucharistic piety were very much in the air, and particularly appealing to those of chivalric mentality.

In his recent and superbly researched book, The Holy Grail: Imagination and Belief, Barber, a distinguished medievalist, made a telling confession:


This is not the book I expected to write when I started. I believed that I would be engaged with pagan myth and the marvellous Celtic stories on which much of Arthurian romance is founded, and that the first shape of the Grail would be dimly discernible in the remote past. Instead, I find myself offering a very different picture, deeply indebted to medieval theology and mysticism, driving forces, as an agnostic, I can only approach from outside, like Lancelot at the door of the Grail chamber. (p. 369)



The believing Catholic, however, has no such impediment. Chalice, plate, stone, or all three at once … for him the Holy Grail—whatever it might be—is at the very least a relic touched by Christ Himself and tied to events at the very origins of his religion: the Last Supper and Calvary. What for others might be an obscure folkloric motif or an inducement to some ecstatic spiritual state is for the Catholic a reality. But it is not only in purely doctrinal matters that the Holy Grail calls to him. In all the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century struggles we have touched upon in this chapter, those who fought beneath the banner of the Sacred Heart were—knowingly or not—emulating the knights who longed to go in quest of the Grail, and went on Crusade instead.

But there is more than this to the stories of the Holy Grail; for in addition to doctrine and chivalry, they encompass wonders: folk who live off only the Eucharist; miraculous relics and pictures; and indeed, bread and wine changing visibly to flesh and blood—or even to Our Lord Himself. Here then, for the Catholic, is another attraction of the Holy Grail: few, if any, of the miracles encountered by Gawain, Perceval, Galahad, and the rest have not occurred in real life; indeed, they are occurring today.

We, as Catholics in the twenty-first century, will find great profit in riding the same trail as did the knights of old. Our Faith has the truths that can unlock for us the whereabouts of the Holy Grail, and indeed, she impels us to make the Quest. We shall have to leave behind, as did our forebears, all things extraneous—our doubts, our fears, and our ignorance. As with the titular hero in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, we may paint a pentangle on our shield in memory of the Five Wounds of Our Lord and the Five Joys of Our Lady: the Annunciation, the Nativity, the Resurrection, the Ascension, and her own Assumption. As with him also, we shall have the Blessed Virgin’s image painted on the inside of our shield to give us strength, to gaze at when we are weary. Although he did not fare as well on the Grail Quest as he did when seeking the Green Chapel, he did well enough—especially if the legends equating him with St. Govan1 be true! For us, the Quest shall take us through time and space, through horror, joy, and exultation. Our first destination? Jerusalem, Passover of AD 33.

____________

1St. Govan (d. 586) was a hermit dwelling in a fissure on the side of coastal cliff near Bosherston, on the coast of Pembrokeshire in Wales. The chapel that bears his name was erected in the fissure in the fourteenth century at what is now known as St. Govan’s Head. One of the origins attributed to him is that he was actually St. Gawain, who sought solitude after the collapse of King Arthur’s court.





CHAPTER 2

Origins of Church and Grail

The Grail prequels began with Christ, and, indeed, His earthly ministry is the place to begin our quest, as it was the life of Our Savior on earth that set the dramas of both the Church and the Grail in motion. As with all else in those stories, the story of Jesus begins with the combination of the tangible and the miraculous. When the archangel Gabriel announced to the Virgin Mary in her house at Nazareth that she would bear a son by the Holy Spirit, the incomprehensible occurred: the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, eternally begotten of the Father, and just as eternally generating with Him the Holy Spirit, was hypostatically united with a human body and soul. The icing on the cake, as it were, is that both His mother (who was the sole source of His human DNA) and His legal father, St. Joseph, were of the House of David. It was not just that through Him all things were made, but that He was rightful heir to the thrones of Israel and Judah. As befits such a miraculous occasion, the house in which it took place still exists, albeit in pieces as it were. The grotto/basement remains in Nazareth, but the house itself was transported—by angels, as it is said, and despite the best efforts of doubters, there is really no better explanation—successively to Trsat, Croatia; Recanati, Italy; and at last to Loreto in the same country, where it is venerated today. So too is Ein Karem, an ancient village in the Jerusalem hills, dotted with various sites made holy by the Virgin’s visit to her cousin, St. Elizabeth, and the later activities of Elizabeth’s son, St. John the Baptist.

The Gospels relate in their various ways how Caesar Augustus called for a census and Joseph and Mary repaired to David’s ancestral city of Bethlehem; some sources relate that the cave-stable in which Jesus was born on the first Christmas was in fact part of the ruins of David’s palace. Angels appeared to shepherds in a nearby field, telling them of the miraculous birth, and to the stable, they ran quickly. The child Jesus was circumcised—the first time He shed blood for our salvation. Sometime later, the Three Kings made their appearance, guided by a star from the East; they had told Herod of the child they sought, and after their departure and the Presentation of the Child and purification of His mother in the Temple at Jerusalem, the evil usurper struck. Herod’s men killed all the male children two years old and younger, the Holy Innocents. But they were too late, for the Holy Family had already fled into Egypt.

Now it might be objected at this point that we are relating Scripture and legend as though they were simple historical fact—to include the miraculous parts of the story. This is true. There are several reasons for this. To begin with, as noted in the last chapter, the miraculous indisputably continues to occur down to our own time, so we shall not exclude any commonly received narrative simply because of its containing wonders we ourselves have not seen. In their book In Search of the Holy Grail and the Precious Blood, Ean and Deike Begg (of whose work Richard Barber in his book declares, “they manage to balance scepticism and enthusiasm in a commendable way”) lament, “Now, even the Catholic Church, repository of so many wonders and mysteries, is embarrassed by anything that smacks of non-historical orthodoxy, especially the cult of saints and relics” (pp. 223-24). This is an embarrassment we shall forego. It would be the worst sort of arrogance if we of the twenty-first century demanded of accounts that date to a very few centuries after the occurrences they relate a standard of proof that we are often unable to provide for our own recent past. Apart from the Gospels (which the best modern scholarship now place before AD 100), most of what we have heard about the doings of Our Lord is no more recent than the fourth century. The traditions regarding Our Lord’s life that were current at the time of Constantine seem more reliable than the speculations of scholars twenty centuries later. In the absence of any other sources, we must put the burden of proof upon the modern questioner, not the legend.

At any rate, Constantine’s mother, the empress St. Helena, found the site of the Nativity and there erected the first basilica in Bethlehem. The Coptic Church guards various sites associated with the Holy Family’s sojourn in Egypt, while the relics of the Three Kings were brought by Constantine to Constantinople, whence they came to Milan and ultimately Cologne, their current resting place. As might be supposed by their numbers, there are relics of the Holy Innocents in Rome at St. Paul’s Outside the Walls and Santa Maria Maggiore, Santa Giustina at Padua, and the cathedrals of Lisbon and Milan, among others.

After their return from Egypt, the Holy Family took up residence at Nazareth once more—with at least one more visit to the Temple in Jerusalem when Jesus was twelve years old. After St. Joseph’s death when Jesus was about thirty, the marriage feast at Cana, Jesus’s temptation in the desert, and His baptism in the Jordan by His cousin St. John the Baptist signaled the beginning of His three-year ministry. He went about Galilee teaching a “fulfilled” version of Judaism, and backing up His authority to do so with miracles: casting out demons, multiplying food, healing the sick and blind, and raising the dead. His teaching was not merely ethical: He claimed to be the veritable Son of God and made the telling comment (in terms of revealing the Divine sense of time) “Before Abraham was, I am” (Jn 8:58). In so doing He gathered about Him the twelve apostles—with St. Peter at their head—and seventy disciples. This activity culminated with His transfiguration on Mount Tabor.

From there, events moved swiftly. From Bethany, Jesus entered Jerusalem on the first Palm Sunday, washed the feet of His disciples, first transubstantiated bread and wine into Himself, underwent the Agony in the Garden the following Thursday, and undertook the Way of the Cross, crucifixion, and death the next day. After His body’s sojourn in the tomb and His harrowing of hell on Holy Saturday, He rose again from the dead, conquering the death He had undergone to redeem us all. Over the next few weeks, He instructed His apostles and at last ascended to heaven from the Mount of Olives. As He had promised, the Holy Spirit descended upon the apostles at the first Pentecost, and the Church was born. Thereafter, eleven of the twelve apostles and many of the seventy disciples scattered to the four winds, evangelizing wherever they went and leaving St. James the Less to lead the community at Jerusalem. Among these groups, it is said, were Sts. Mary Magdalene, Martha, Lazarus, Maximin, and Sara who went to Provence (with the body of St. Anne). St. Matthew went to Ethiopia, St. James the Great to Spain, St. Thomas to India, and so on. St. Peter went first to Antioch and then Rome, where he established the papacy. The great adventure of Catholicism had begun.

But for these first Christians, every tangible connection to Our Lord was precious—the places where He lived and died preeminently so, as well as the instruments of His passion and any other relic of His stay on Earth—among which, it was said, were drops of His Blood (St. Mary Magdalene, it was said, had left with some of the blood-soaked soil of Calvary). After the Church became illegal in AD 67, these latter treasures were hidden by the faithful in Palestine and elsewhere. After the Jewish Revolts of AD 70 and AD 135, Emperor Hadrian resolved to punish the Christians as well as the Jews by building pagan temples atop some of these sites—most particularly one to Venus on the site of the Holy Sepulchre. Ironically, however, these attempts to obscure the memory of these places had the effect of securing them.

Apparently a particularly precious relic had been taken by St. Peter on his voyages and ended up with him at Rome: the cup that Jesus had used at the Last Supper. Among evidences amassed by modern scholars in favor of this occurrence is the fact that the words of the Roman Canon leading up to the consecration of the Precious Blood—“In like manner after he had Supped, taking this excellent chalice into his holy and venerable hands”—appear in no other Eucharistic formula in any of the Christian liturgies, ancient or modern, East or West. The canon is the most ancient part of the Roman Rite, and that Rite was originally that of the pope himself. This is why the most ancient versions are called “The Liturgy of St. Peter” by Eastern Orthodox scholars—and, of course, for all that it was the Rite used by the bishops of Rome, it was originally in Greek. When Pope Sixtus II was arrested during the persecution of Emperor Valerian in 258, he instructed his Spanish deacon, St. Lawrence, to distribute the treasures of the Church to the poor; the chalice, we are told in the oldest extant accounts of St. Lawrence’s life, the wily deacon sent to Spain—this vessel (of which more will be said later), after many adventures, is believed to have ended up in the cathedral of Valencia. St. Lawrence—after his own arrest a few days later, asked the prefect Decius (who had demanded them) for a few days to gather up the treasures of the Church to deliver to him. At the appointed hour, the deacon appeared with all the poor whom the charity of the Church was supporting. Outraged at St. Lawrence’s joke, Decius resolved to make an example of him and had the Spaniard burned on a gridiron. Unfazed, the Spaniard departed this life with a last bit of humor: “You may turn me over now, this side is done!”

But the blood of the martyrs is indeed the seed of the Church, and beyond the frontiers of the Roman Empire, whole nations and their monarchs were converting to the Faith en masse—around AD 190, King Abgar V of Edessa came into the fold. In 301, Armenia entered the Church, as did Ethiopia in 325 and Georgia the following year. But already, by the Edict of Milan in 312, Emperor Constantine had legalized the Faith. His mother, Empress St. Helena, went to Palestine for the express purpose of identifying and building churches at the sites of Christ’s endeavors—thus were built at imperial expense the first basilicas at the Holy Sepulchre, the Cenacle in Jerusalem, the grotto of the Nativity in Bethlehem, and many other such spots. St. Helena also found or collected a large number of relics—most notably the True Cross. Pieces of this, as well as the title on the Cross and other relics of the Passion, she enshrined at the Basilica of the Holy Cross in Rome, where Constantine was also building such churches as St. Peter’s and St. Paul’s Outside the Walls. Many of these relics of Christ would continue to be exhibited at Jerusalem; many more were taken to the new capital of Constantinople—especially in such churches the emperor built as Hagia Sophia and the Holy Apostles (the latter of which was expressly intended as a reliquary).

Thus began the idea of the Holy Empire, a notion codified by Emperor Theodosius the Great in his Edict of Thessalonica in 380, which made Baptism the automatic entry not only into the Church but into Roman citizenship. Constantine, by convoking and hosting the First Council of Nicaea against the Arian heresy in 325, had already established the role of the emperor as civil guardian of orthodoxy—an idea undimmed by his sons’ embracing of Arianism, and various of their successors succumbing to Monophysitism, Monothelitism, and Iconoclasm. Neither would the split of the empire into eastern and western halves by Theodosius’s sons weaken the notion. Thus, the idea of Christian monarchy—so important to the Grail legends—was born. As the sacramental rite of imperial and later royal coronation developed, the Christian sovereign was seen ever more as both God’s lieutenant in temporal affairs and the guardian of the Church in his lands. Until World War I ended with the death of the last tsar of Russia and the last kaiser of Austria (to date, anyway), there were always claimants to the heritage of the double-headed eagle, symbol of the Christian Empire—and note that tsar and kaiser are the Russian and German equivalents of “Caesar.”

Under the imperial banner, a new institution arose: monasticism. Before Constantine, simply to be a member of the Church guaranteed a life of sacrifice—often enough, unto death. But after the Faith became tolerated, some souls sought a more perfect life. Among these pioneers were St. Paul, the first hermit, and his friend St. Anthony the Abbot—founders of solitary and community life—St. Basil the Great, father of Byzantine monastics, and St. Benedict, patriarch of the monks of the West. Spurred by these men, and by the rules of life of the latter three, thousands of men and women left the cities for the deserts, forests, and mountains. Hoping to save their souls through lives of prayer, work, and study, Christendom’s monks and nuns have had a huge effect for good on the Church and the world, and continue to do so today. They became a key pillar of the Church and the empire.

Both of these, however, soon faced a very grave test: the Germanic invasions. These tribes, most either pagan or Arian, would, by 476, snuff out the Western Roman Empire (although Odoacer, deposer of the last Western Emperor, saw it simply as reuniting the imperial dignity into one person—the emperor at Constantinople). But despite initial reactions to their savagery, the Church would set herself to converting these newcomers, and the Slavs who followed in their train, as she had the Latins, Greeks, Syriacs, Copts, and Celts. But initially, the invaders were a threat to both Faith and culture, and nowhere was that danger more pronounced than in the island of Britain, wherein, if the later St. Joseph of Arimathea legends are true, the Holy Grail was already enshrined.

Originally invaded by the Romans under Emperor Claudius in AD 43, it took the conquerors forty years to completely subjugate the Celtic Britons. But from being wild warriors themselves, they absorbed Roman culture as well as any province in the empire. It was held early on—and the Grail literature certainly popularized the idea—that St. Joseph of Arimathea (according to some sources having come to Provence with earlier mentioned saints, and then moving on) had founded what became Glastonbury Abbey even before the Romans arrived. With him he was said to have brought two vessels: one containing blood and the other water that had flowed from Christ’s side at the Crucifixion. Having arrived at Glastonbury’s Wearyall Hill, he drove his staff made of thorn into the ground. There it took root and flourished, blooming at Christmas every year until the Puritans cut it down. Cuttings were saved and replanted however, and they too bloom at Christmas; blossoms from the Glastonbury Thorn are sent to the queen every Yuletide and may sometimes be seen in Her Majesty’s Christmas broadcast.

However that may be, the Romanizing of Britain continued; despite the wishes of the authorities, however, the Faith came to Britain as well. So too, however, came the anti-Christian laws. Whether it was 209, under Emperor Severus, or else during the persecution a few decades later that in Rome claimed the lives of Sts. Sixtus II and Lawrence, these laws forced a priest, St. Amphibalus, to flee his home near what was then the town of Verulam. He was hidden by Alban, a pagan, whom he converted to the Faith. The new convert then dressed in the priest’s clothes to divert the hunters and give the priest time to escape. When the Romans discovered they had been fooled, St. Alban became the protomartyr of Britain. In time an abbey grew up around his tomb, and Verulam became known as St. Albans. For centuries, however, due to their various claims of antiquity, Glastonbury and St. Alban’s Abbeys disputed which of them was the senior monastery in England, until Henry VIII ended the debate by destroying them both.

In any case, Roman Britain became culturally and religiously assimilated to the empire; the province’s loyalty to Rome was unquestioned. Although large tracts of land remained Celtic-speaking, a vernacular Latin developed that might have developed into a Romance language had things happened differently. But the Germanic incursions across the Rhine and the civil wars of the period led to the withdrawal of Roman troops; in 411, Emperor Honorius wrote to the Britons that they must defend themselves. The future looked bleak as Irish and Saxon pirates began to raid the hapless province’s coasts. In an attempt to secure Britain’s defense, a local leader called Vortigern summoned the Jutish brothers Hengist and Horsa. Instead of being hoped-for deliverers, the brothers turned out to be the vanguard of an Angle, Saxon, and Jute invasion whose members came to steal the land. At this point in the historical record, the fog descends upon Britain.

From that fog would emerge a name: Arthur.





CHAPTER 3

Kings, Knights, and Crusaders


He bear her off, he bear her down
He bear her into an orchard ground
Lu Li Lu Lay
Lu Li Lu Lay
The falcon hath bourne my mate away
And in this orchard there was a hold
That was hanged with purple and gold
And in that hold there was a bed
And it was hanged with chords of red
Lu Li Lu Lay
Lu Li Lu Lay
The falcon hath bourne my mate away
And on this bed there lyeth a knight
His wound is bleeding day and night
By his bedside kneeleth a maid
And she weepeth both night and day
Lu Li Lu Lay
Lu Li Lu Lay
The falcon hath bourne my mate away
By his bedside standeth a stone
Corpus Christi written thereon



Some claim he never existed—and certainly he did not as the quasi-medieval king familiar to us from the tales of the Grail and later film! But in all likelihood he was a leader of the Briton resistance to the Saxons—perhaps the last Dux Bellorum, “Duke of Battles.” One can imagine him leading his cavalry from one end of Britain to the other, striking at the Saxons wherever they advanced. And Camelot? Well, instead of the walled and turreted city the name has come to conjure up in our imaginations, it was more probably a hill fort, like Cadbury Castle in Somerset—which local legend has always claimed to have been his headquarters. At least this is the first picture that we have of him in Nennius’s Historia Brittonum, written around 830—which would have been around three and one-half centuries after the time when he is said to have flourished.

In the centuries to follow, the Arthur whom we know—the Arthur of the Holy Grail legends—would emerge. The epitome of kingly and Christian virtue, his court at Camelot, the Round Table, his noble knights—Kay, Gawain, Lancelot and the rest, Merlin, Queen Guinevere, Morgan le Fay, and all of what we know as the Arthurian Legend, the “Matter of Britain”—would be born from a mixture of Irish and Welsh legendry; various real people, places, and events; and the imaginations of the Franco-Breton minstrels who brought the stories from their tongue to French. That having been accomplished, such as Chrétien de Troyes began their magic.

But that was all centuries in the future when Arthur actually fought the Saxons. Despite the bloodshed, disruption, and upheaval, Western Christendom slowly emerged from the horror. The Faith seeped out into the countryside from the old Roman towns where it had held sway. Monasteries were founded in remote places and evangelized their neighborhoods, as St. Martin did Touraine and St. Hubert the Ardennes. Various monks or layfolk would convert an area, and eventually whole nations emerged from the process—so St. Patrick was the Apostle of Ireland, St. Remigius of the Franks, St. Augustine of (Anglo-Saxon) England, St. Boniface of Germany, and on and on. Very often these national apostles would convert, baptize, and crown the local barbarian ruler, as St. Remigius did with the Frankish king Clovis in 488. So the Christian monarchies of the west emerged in tandem with their national identities; all, however, were considered to be vaguely subordinate to the emperor at Constantinople—even as was, as a temporal ruler, the pope.

Ever so slowly, the Faith transformed the cultures and customs of these new peoples. Warlike as they were, they saw the triune God as lord of battles. In the Anglo-Saxon masterpiece Beowulf, the monster Grendel is a descendant of Cain. In the ninth-century Saxon poem Heliand (“Savior”), the Gospel story is retold in a Germanized manner, with Christ as chieftain and His twelve apostles as a doughty war band. So, similarly with the Germanic coming-of-age ceremony, as Gautier tells us in Chivalry, which featured the young warrior being presented ceremonially with weapons, “the solemn handing of arms to the young German—such is the first germ of chivalry which Christianity was one day to animate into life” (p. 12). From the same mix of classical civilization, Germanic energy, and the Faith that produced Christian kingship, would ultimately come knighthood.

Before that arrival, however, came another. Of all the newly-made monarchies, the most powerful was that of the Franks. Clovis’s descendants by St. Clotilde, the Merovingians, may not have been the strongest or best of kings, but they married such saintly princesses as Radegonde and Bathilde. St. Radegonde, after the death of her husband King Clotaire, founded and entered the Convent of St. Cross at Poitiers, where in 600 Emperor Justin II of Constantinople sent her and her sisters a large relic of the True Cross. In honor of the arrival of this gift, the poet St. Venantius Fortunatus composed the hymn “Vexilla Regis,” still used today in the Latin-Rite Good Friday liturgy.

A few of the Merovingian kings themselves, like St. Dagobert II, were saints. But with each generation, the line became more and more feeble until, in 718, Charles Martel became mayor of the palace, ruling the kingdom in all but name—and halting the Moors in their invasion from Spain at Tours and Poitiers in 732. By this time, the Eastern emperors—completely absorbed in trying to retain Asia Minor against the Muslims, who in the previous century had swallowed up Syria, Palestine, and Egypt—were unable to act as protectors of Rome from the Lombards who had occupied most of the Italian peninsula. The popes called upon the Franks under Charles Martel’s son, Pepin, to defend them. This they did. But Pepin wished to be king in name as well as reality, and in 751 Pope St. Zachary deposed the last Merovingian, Childeric III, in Pepin’s favor. Three years later, Pope Stephen II traveled to Paris and crowned Pepin at the Abbey of St. Denis. Pepin’s son Charles inherited his father’s role as protector of the papacy, intervening in Italian affairs several times. During one of these trips, on Christmas Day of 800, Pope St. Leo III crowned him emperor. We know him better as Blessed Charlemagne.

Emperor Charlemagne defended the Faith in more places than Italy; he fought and converted the Saxons, ravaged the Avar lands, and pushed forward into Spain in support of the embattled Christians there. The Spanish Muslims were still under the Ommayad dynasty, while the rest of the Muslim world was ruled by the Abbasid dynasty, which had unseated them. Allying against their common foe with this latter family, Charlemagne received from the Abbasid caliph the keys to the Holy Sepulchre in token of his friendship.

What has all this to do with the Grail? Well, from this alliance came a steady stream of relics, such as that of the Blood of Christ that eventually ended up in the great Carolingian monastery of Reichenau. Charlemagne encountered another such in Mantua in 804 when he was asked by Pope St. Leo III to investigate the discovery of the tomb of St. Longinus, the soldier who had pierced Christ’s side with a lance. The emperor was satisfied with the authenticity of the tomb, the relics of the holy centurion, and the vial of Christ’s blood the soldier had taken with him. In his chapel at Aix-la-Chapelle, he enshrined what are called the four great relics of Aachen: the Virgin’s cloak, Christ’s swaddling clothes, St. John the Baptist’s beheading cloth, and the loincloth Christ wore at the Crucifixion. As emperor, Charlemagne did more than merely restore the empire in the West. He encouraged learning, rationalized the monetary system, and modernized administration throughout his empire. He also played a huge part in the history of the Roman Liturgy. Charlemagne would be accounted first of the Holy Roman emperors and likewise of the kings of France, and both sets of sovereigns would count a “Sword of Charlemagne” among the regalia used at their coronations.

In time, there grew up around Charlemagne and his court a body of tales to rival those of King Arthur: where the brave Briton had his Round Table, Charlemagne had his Twelve Peers. If Arthur wielded Excalibur, Charlemagne could draw Joyeuse. There was even a certain overlap, as Charlemagne’s paladin Ogier the Dane fell victim to the enchantments of Arthur’s sister, Morgan le Fay. Shakespeare’s king of the fairies, Oberon, makes his first appearance in “the Matter of France,” as Charlemagne’s stories were called. The legends of Arthur and Charlemagne would play a large role in creating the self-image of Christian monarchs and the expectations their subjects would have of them. They would also play an important role in the development of chivalry and its code. These two realities—kingship and knighthood—would in turn become key elements of Catholic life in general and the Grail stories in particular.

There were others, however. The lesser competence of Charlemagne’s descendants and the attacks of the Vikings and Magyars destroyed the unity of the Carolingian Empire, and on its ruins arose the feudal system. Peasants owed their lords a few days labor every year, sometimes a percentage of their own crops, and usually were required to use (at a price) the mill the lord owned. Local lords owed fealty, crops or other taxes, and, in wartime, a certain number of men-at-arms to their higher lord. These in turn owed more of the same to their king, who in his turn owed some sort of vague allegiance to him who was called Holy Roman Emperor. Feudal society was extremely decentralized in practical terms; but the ties of Church, empire, king, lord, vassal, and serf represented a web of privilege and obligation that covered all of Western Europe. In the private feuds of the nobility—and sometimes in civil wars driven by dynastic disputes—the model of Christian soldiering, or knighthood, slowly emerged. This is why, until 1955, the Roman Missal included prayers for the Holy Roman Emperor. When, in 1097, Blessed Pope Urban II at the Council of Clermont called for the princes, lords, and peoples of Christendom to free the Holy Land, another major element in knighthood was added to the preexisting mix: the Crusades.

These much-misunderstood conflicts are key to understanding the Holy Grail and its significance. After the fall of the Holy Land to the Muslims in the seventh century, although the conquerors kept up a constant (primarily economic) pressure on the local population to convert to Islam, they generally left Christian pilgrims to the Holy Places unmolested. Indeed, such pilgrims were a steady source of income, and so were usually encouraged. But two things happened that would alter this state of affairs. In 1009, the fanatical Egyptian caliph Hakim conquered Palestine, harassed and imprisoned pilgrims, and destroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulchre that Constantine had built. Then, in 1071, the Seljuq Turks overwhelmed the Byzantines at the Battle of Manzikert; they then swept over Asia Minor in a bloody wave, taking most of that land—then just as Christian as Italy or Spain—and beginning its Islamization. From that time on, the Byzantine emperors began appealing to successive popes and the monarchs of the West for aid against the common foe. In the intervening period, Western Europe had suffered from many conflicts and divisions—indeed, as had the papacy itself. But by 1097, Christendom was ready to go on the offensive at last.

The First Crusade, for all its hiccups, was by far the most successful; not only was half of Asia Minor restored to the Byzantines, but Edessa, Antioch, Tripoli, and, at last, Jerusalem were liberated from the Muslims. The heroic figure of Godefroi de Bouillon emerged as leader of the Crusaders, but refusing to take the title of king, saying, “I will not wear a Crown of Gold where my Savior wore one of thorns,” he was called Advocate of the Holy Sepulchre. Godefroi left behind a memory of bravery and holiness that, to future generations, put him in the same league as Arthur and Charlemagne. The list-loving Middle Ages came up with a very famous roster—“The Nine Worthies.” This comprised three pagans, Hector, Alexander the Great, and Julius Caesar; three Jews, Joshua, David, and Judas Maccabeus; and our three Christian heroes.

The concept of the Crusade came to include not only the ongoing conflicts with the Muslims in Syria and Palestine but those against Muslims in Spain, against the Albigenses in Southern France, and against the pagans in the Baltic. In Palestine, the Crusaders rebuilt the ruined churches and thrilled to be in the very spots where Our Lord, Our Lady, the apostles, and the rest had all actually been. From this time on, a steady flow of relics back to the West started; this became a flood when the Fourth Crusade looted Constantinople (itself then filled with such things) in 1204—an offence for which its leaders were excommunicated. The Crown of Thorns came to Paris this way, and there were relics galore of the True Cross, the apostles and various other saints, and, of course, of the Holy Blood of Christ. Both shrines and relics brought Crusaders, pilgrims, and those who visited the shrines closer to home in direct touch with Christ Himself—even as the Grail would be said to do.

From the experience of the Crusades came the finalization of the ideal of chivalry as a religious calling as well as a military one. Leon Gautier in Chivalry sums up the curious reality of knighthood:


Chivalry may be considered as an eighth sacrament, and this is perhaps the name that suits it best, which describes it most accurately. It is the sacrament, it is the baptism of the warrior. But we must also regard it as a corporation, like a college, of which every member is a responsible individual.

It is true that this last idea is not of very ancient date, that it has taken a long time to shape itself, and has only at a comparatively late period reached its normal development. But, at any rate, amongst the formulas which were customary in the reception of a knight, there was one which from this point of view is very significant, “I receive thee willingly into our college.” A curious confraternity, too, one of which all the members were every day exposed to do battle, to fight with, and to massacre each other, as a matter of course.

Yet it was necessary, in order to kill each other in this fashion, that these adversaries should entertain a real esteem one for the other, and consider themselves as equals. The very poorest, the most humble of the knights was the equal of a knightly-king—of an emperor. (pp. 18–19)



They had all been baptized in the same way—with the same baptism. This is why the ceremonial side of knighthood—particularly in its reception via the accolade—became ever more ceremonial. At first, it was held that every knight could make other knights—in a sort of chivalric apostolic succession. In time, this power was also believed to be attached to the episcopate, which is why there are rites not only for the coronation of kings but for the investing of knights and the bestowal of the cross (to go on crusade) in the editions of the Roman Pontificale prior to 1960. Eventually, though, the kings of Europe tried to restrict the making of knights to themselves, which is why so many sets of coronation regalia in the various European counties have spurs, to symbolize that the local monarch is the head of chivalry and fons honorum in his own realm. Many books of rules for chivalry were written, all underscoring the religious as well as military side of knighthood; most famous, perhaps, were The Book of Chivalry by Geoffroy de Charny and The Book of the Order of Chivalry or Knighthood by Blessed Ramon Llull, Franciscan martyr and inspirer of St. Junipero Serra.

To this point, knighthood bears—save for its particular warlike vocation—a remarkable similarity to the numerous other guilds of particular trades that blossomed across Europe’s towns and cities: butchers, bakers, candlestick makers, and the like. Each combined training and maintenance of high standards in their profession with care of members’ widows and orphans and a deep devotion to the patron saint of their trade (often extending to endowing a side chapel in his honor to the parish church). Chivalry, of course, had the added note of being quite literally a life-or-death matter. But in the Holy Land during the Crusades there arose the great religious orders of chivalry: the Knights Templars, named after the Temple in Jerusalem and given their first Rule by St. Bernard of Clairvaux; the Knights Hospitallers, who were based at Jerusalem’s Hospital of St. John, and who later occupied successively Rhodes and Malta (from which last place the Order currently takes its name); the Teutonic Order, who began by staffing a German hospital in Jerusalem and later conquered East Prussia, Latvia, and Estonia from the pagans; and the Order of St. Lazarus, who originally were leper knights and their attendants.

These orders are echoed to a degree in the Grail Knights in the stories, who serve the Grail King, and staff the castle wherein the Holy Vessel is kept. As time passed, independent groups of knights formed fraternities, and various kings and rulers formed royal orders of knighthood in imitation of the religious orders—a number of the latter, such as the Garter and the Golden Fleece, survive today.

Understanding of knighthood is essential to understanding the Grail stories, because in the form that we have them, from Chrétien de Troyes and his continuators, they were intended to both entertain the knights and reassure them that their attempt to imitate Christ through a life of militant sacrifice was not in vain. It is probably not a coincidence that Chrétien de Troyes wrote his Perceval sometime between 1181 and 1190; July 4, 1187 saw the horrible defeat of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem at the Battle of Hattin. The whole effort of the Crusade was in peril, and many knights were doubtless downhearted throughout Europe.

Another element in the contemporary mind was what might be called the Eucharistic Revolution. Where the East had suffered several Christological heresies, the West dealt with Sacramental ones. One of the most difficult was that of Berengar of Tours, who in the eleventh century denied the Real Presence (though he recanted before his death). Hildebert of Lavardin (d. 1133) was the first to describe the process whereby bread and wine are replaced by the Body and Blood of Christ at the Mass as “transubstantiation.” This term gained increasing favor among hierarchs and scholars, until at last in 1215 the Ecumenical Council of Lyons declared that was indeed the best word to use and infallibly bound the Church to do so ever after.

This doctrinal progress was matched by devotional and liturgical occurrences. St. Juliana of Cornillon, a nun from Liège born about 1191, was completely devoted to the Blessed Sacrament from the age of five. She began to long for a holy day to honor the Eucharist outside of Maundy Thursday, given that that day also celebrated the washing of the apostles’ feet by Christ (a task often emulated by emperors and kings in washing the feet of the poor on that day), the founding of the priesthood, and the Agony in the Garden. Juliana had a vision of the full moon, in which there was one section darkened; she took that to symbolize the liturgical year lacking such a feast. In 1208, she began to receive visions of Christ asking for that very thing: a feast in honor of His own Eucharistic Body and Blood. To this end, Juliana began corresponding with the famous Dominican theologian Hugh of St-Cher and her own ordinary, Robert de Thorete, Bishop of Liège. This latter ordered in 1246 that the new feast of Corpus Christi be kept on the Thursday after the feast of the Holy Trinity. But the bishop died and the practice lapsed with him. Hugh came to Liège as papal legate in 1251 and ordered that the feast be restored, and the archdeacon of Liège, Jacques Pantaléon of Troyes, became one of its foremost practitioners and defenders.

In 1263, at Bolsena, there was a miracle concerning some bleeding hosts—this was very much in the air of nearby Rome when Jacques Pantaléon was unexpectedly elected pope as Urban IV. He added the feast to the Universal Calendar, and it rapidly became very popular (the Mass propers were composed by St. Thomas Aquinas)—as did its accompanying procession with the Blessed Sacrament.

In those early days, the procession incorporated what the most elaborate of them in traditionally Catholic areas have today: priests holding the monstrance aloft, distinguished laymen holding the canopy, acolytes censing away, various ecclesiastical and civic authorities marching along, and sometimes soldiers, brass bands, and royal personages. But added to that in many places were floats, upon which the different guilds to which we referred earlier sponsored performances of various miracle or mystery plays, depicting biblical stories, acts of various saints, or different doctrines of the Church. These eventually became stationary performances, and such “Corpus Christi cycles” as those of York and Chester are accounted today among the world’s great literature.

This upsurge in interest in the Blessed Sacrament was shared by the knightly populations and reflected in the Romances they read or had recited to them—and not just those of the Holy Grail. It is important to bear in mind that the manners and customs of the characters in the tales of King Arthur and Charlemagne were not necessarily reflective of the respective eras in which they were set, but rather showed the mores of the time at which they were offered to their eager hearers and readers. John Hobson Matthews tells us in The Mass and Its Folklore:


No one who has read the old Welsh and English tales on which Tennyson founded his Arthurian idylls, can have failed to be struck with their frequent allusions to the Mass. King Arthur’s knights, good, bad and indifferent, all turn in to wayside chapels to hear Mass, as naturally as in the present day their descendants would enter the news-rooms of their various clubs. It would seem, too, that the hearing of Mass always preceded the taking of the morning meal: “And on the morrow he heard Mass, and brake his fast,” is one of the commonplaces of the chronicles of the Round Table. “And Sir Launcelot awoke, and went and took his horse, and rode all day and all that night in a forest; and at the last he was aware of a hermitage, and a chapel that stood between two cliffs. And then he heard a little bell ring to Mass; and thither he rode, and alighted, and tied his horse to the gate, and heard Mass. And he that sang the Mass was the Bishop of Canterbury.” (pp. 11–12)



But this was because regular knights of the thirteenth century valued the Mass this highly. So too, the high regard in which the feasts of the liturgical year were held was transferred into the stories of Arthur and the rest. So many tales begin by telling us that King Arthur was keeping Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, or whatever at Camelot, Caerleon, or Carlisle. Christmas, most famously, is when the Green Knight came to call. Good Friday saw Perceval reinstructed in the Faith by his uncle the hermit. Several stories deal with Easter at Camelot—somewhat reminiscent of the current custom of Queen Elizabeth II’s springtime sojourn at Windsor being called “Easter Court” to this day. Pentecost, of course, is when the Holy Grail made its appearance at Camelot, thus inspiring most of Arthur’s knights to go questing for it. As with their real world counterparts, the knights of the old Romances were guided by the Church’s feasts.

One other real world attribute that Arthurian knights imbibed was devotion to Our Lady. It is impossible to overestimate how much current Marian devotion owes to the age of chivalry—as even the phrase “Our Lady” implies. The identification of the month of May with the Virgin is one example. As such medieval stories as “Of the Knight Who Prayed Whilst Our Lady Tourneyed in His Stead” tell us, knights faithful in religion and especially to the Mother of God might expect even miraculous aid. Knights would often leave their sword before certain favored images of Mary and particular shrines: to this day, that of Rocamadour exhibits the famed sword of Roland, Durendal. A lingering whiff of medieval Marian piety comes to us also in the custom in the Spanish and various Latin American militaries of giving a favored image of Our Lady a military rank with corresponding insignia.

This, then, was the mindset of the audience for the Grail stories, a mindset at once deeply mystical and extremely practical that held all the mysteries of our Faith to be true—true in that way that falling rain or a cutting knife is real. Our Lord and Our Lady, the angels, saints, and holy souls, were all as far above and beyond mankind as it is possible to be, and yet might well appear to travelers just beyond the next bend in heavenly glory … or in disguise. Shrines and relics were sacred and mysterious things that needed to be defended at all costs, and yet which might turn around and protect their defenders. The keynote for the knight in all of this was loyalty—to the company of heaven, to the Church, the emperor, the king, and his lord.

Of course, this web of loyalties could easily be tangled and so play one against the other to the knight’s confusion—hence much of medieval history. The Crusades gave him a less complex focus, one in which loyalties might not be that confused most of the time. For such as these, the Quest of the Holy Grail was a godsend to think about, one in which the greatest foes were the knight’s own sinfulness, and the prize nothing less than salvation. In a sense, therefore, although it might owe its origins to various myths and legends, the Holy Grail Quest had a higher reality for the knight than the actual struggles in which he had to fight.

For us modern Catholics, this mindset, with its odd paradoxes and its dedication to sacred kingship and sacralized soldiering, its mingled piety and cruelty, is hard to understand—at least with the modern half of our minds. But the Catholic half may well find something oddly fulfilling. In any case, having tried to understand the Catholic mental and spiritual landscape that produced the stories of the Holy Grail, it is time to explore the physical landscape, the terrain through which that Quest was followed—a terrain whose roots are in Europe, but which retains a hold even now upon the Western imagination, Catholic or not.





CHAPTER 4

The Landscape of the Holy Grail


O land without passion

or sorrow’s obsession.

O land without strife,

Magnificent towers,

O homeland of flowers,

Thou Country of Life.

—BERNARD OF CLUNY,
DE CONTEMPTU MUNDI



Just as understanding the mentality of those for whom the Grail stories were composed requires use of the imagination, so too does the terrain over which our heroes sought the blessed vessel. If anything, in some ways the terrain has changed even more than the mentality—but there are areas where it has not. The biggest single difference between the Christendom of the twelfth century and the Europe of today is a question of lighting. The realm of the Grail was, in the evocative title of William Manchester, “A World Lit Only by Fire:”


The darkness that blanketed the turning world in those days is hard to envision now. The night sky then was an ebony canopy crowded with stars and banded by the Milky Way, a pale river of light so familiar and easily seen that the British called it Watling Street, after their own Roman road. Through this sparkling tapestry sailed the radiant moon. When it was at the full, even the smallest blade of grass shone sharp and clear; when it waned or was obscured by clouds, a man could not see his hand in front of his face.

This night-time realm was almost unbroken by mortal-made light. A bird flying over Europe would see a landscape of almost unrelieved black and gray. A few points of brightness might shine in coastal regions; these were beacons for sailors. In towns might appear moving rows of illumination that signified torchlight processions. There were no streetlights, except at crossroads near cities. (Time-Life Books, Night Creatures, p. 15)



The towns of which the text speaks, save for Constantinople, were nothing like approaching the size of cities on the scale with which we are familiar: London was only the square mile that we call today the city; Paris was simply the little island in the Seine. A measure of just how wild the land was in the time of the Grail stories is shown by the name of a French Royal hunting lodge on the north bank of the river close to Paris—called the Louvre, its name betrays the fact that it was primarily a point from which to hunt wolves (loups).

From Ireland to Poland, what distinguished a city from a town was the presence of a cathedral and bishop (the latter at various times frequently the civic ruler of the place as well). Cities and towns alike were distinguished from mere villages by having charters freeing them from dependence upon emperor, king, or local lord. Their internal constitutions varied wildly, but as the Middle Ages wore on, local nobilities developed in some, merchant and craft guilds of the sort we saw in the last chapter arose—and played a larger or smaller part in municipal governance—and being a freeman of the town or city meant a great deal. The guilds were also a big part of the municipality’s observance of the major feast days of the Church years and that of the local patron saint.

In the cathedrals of the cities were relics of major saints and famed images of Our Lord and Our Lady—and many of these were responsible for miracles, medical or otherwise. Sometimes, for the honor of a town or to spur pilgrimages, actual theft of relics would take place—which is how St. Mark traveled from Alexandria, Egypt to Venice, St. Nicholas from Myra, Turkey to Bari, and St. Andrew from Patras, Greece to Amalfi—terrible thefts, to be sure; but providential in the light of what happened to the original host towns later. At any rate, there would be quite a number of parish churches and chapels of all kinds within the town and city walls. There might be a town watch or guard serving as a cross between police and militia. When night descended, a great show was made of closing and locking the city gates, shutting out whatever might lurk outside. As late as 1848, when this task had been done in Copenhagen, the keys were then taken with some ceremony to the king, only to be returned to the town guard the next morning for the reopening.

What was the world outside the walls like? Most of Europe’s arable land was divided into manors, each with its hall, village, and parish church (the appointment of whose parish priest often laid with the lord of the manor). Some minor gentry had only one or two manors; greater lords would have more and the feudal allegiance of many lesser. Some manors belonged to the king or the emperor; others to abbeys or dioceses or collegiate churches. Brotherhoods grew up dedicated to the local area’s wine, vegetable, or other major agricultural product—closely dedicated to some patron saint (for vintners, as an example, it would be to St. Vincent or St. Martin). In, with, and under these prosaic details, however, whichever saint converted the district would have left his mark; his shrine, hermitage, holy well—or all three together—would be the centers of local pilgrimage. Miraculous images of Our Lady or other major saints or angels might also attract the pious, as well as sites of apparitions of those heavenly denizens. Many a place name, such as Mont St. Michel in Normandy or St. Michael’s Mount in Cornwall, revealed a heavenly visitant—in or out of the flesh.

But between the farms and fields and cities were forests, mountains, and swamps. These were not the park-like plots of greenery that dot the continent today, but veritable old-growth temperate jungles. Within their reaches might be found several kinds of deer, elk (which we Americans call moose), wild boar—even the European bison, the Aurochs or wild ox, and the Tarpan, or wild horse. There were predators as well—the lynx and wolf. Fearsome as these might be, there were other beings thought to dwell in the woods and fields: elves and sprites of all descriptions, as well as unicorns, dragons, and other such beasts. The unwary would do well to fear the werewolf and vampire as well, and witchcraft was an ever-present danger. Holy monks and hermits might seek refuge from the world of men in such wild places. But so, too, in the popular imagination, might witches and wizards. Outside the woods, in hamlet and glen, the devil performed his wonders (often in mockery of God’s) and, possessing people now and then, had to be exorcised.

Linking the cities, towns, and villages were roads. Some few of these were major thoroughfares—sometimes originally Roman-built. But many were mere trails, often betraying their origins as linked-together cow paths. As Europe grew, so too did the concept of the king’s highway—roads maintained by local landowners, but upon which the king rode, and for whom, perhaps, horses and lodgings were kept at stated intervals. But even the best kept road must cross rivers at intervals—and this required fords, ferries (which often themselves needed a charter from king or lord), and even bridges. As with all else in medieval life, the construction, maintenance, and security of all of these lines of travel called yet more guilds and confraternities into existence. In Spain, these were the famous Santa Hermandades, “Holy Brotherhoods,” who acted as an informal local police. It would, perhaps, have been wisest to stay at home.

But there were reasons to brave the dangers of the road, whether supernatural or criminal. The first of these—other than official business for servants of the Church or the monarch—was to go on pilgrimage to a great shrine, such as Jerusalem, Rome, or Compostela. So arose such highways as the Via Francigena that led from Canterbury to Rome and the several Caminos de Santiago, which, starting in various places in Central Europe and England, brought various streams of pilgrims together in northern Spain and blended them at last on to one road. All along such paths were shrines of the sort we have earlier described. When Catholic Europe expanded beyond the Continent, places thoroughly evangelized like Latin America, Quebec, southern Louisiana, northern New Mexico, the Philippines, and those happy bits of India, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka thoroughly converted by the Portuguese developed very similar patterns of life—complete with miraculous shrines.

It was in such dangerous terrain that we might imagine the knights of the Round Table riding through on their quest. Indeed, outside of the major built-up areas of modern Europe, the latter-day pilgrim who walks these routes is likely to encounter many of the more pleasant features of the landscape that faced Gawain, Perceval, and Lancelot. The forests (with a few exceptions such as Bialowieza on the Polish-Belarusan border) are nothing like they were in the Middle Ages; you need not fear wolves in Western Europe, save in a few mountainous spots. Brigands are likelier to be found lurking in government offices than on the roads. Although the hotels are far better than the primitive hostels of days gone by, there are still camping and primitive shelters in some spots, if you want it.

But castles still dot the European landscape—some ruined, some rebuilt in later styles; a number are owned by governments or private companies, yet a surprisingly large remnant still exist in the hands of noble families whose ancestors built or inherited them. Occasionally you might meet a baron or count whose forbears wore in tournament or war some of the armor gracing the great hall or the dungeon; you are even likelier to fall in with farmers whose fathers tilled the same land centuries ago. In the towns—depending upon the country—you may encounter members of one or another brotherhood or guild carrying on a medieval tradition.

More important for our purposes, you will still find the holy wells, abbeys, hermitages, and shrines at which our knights so often took refuge in the stories. Here there is an ancient image of the Blessed Virgin, with crutches discarded by cured lame folk left beside her. Over there is a place where St. Michael appeared to a cloistered nun and asked for a specific devotion. Yet while often enough these shrines began centuries ago, there are a number whose origins are much more recent. For—while the Catholic must leave each of these to the Church authorities for final approval—Our Lady, the saints, and various angels continue to appear to particular people at different times; holy statues still occasionally cry or bleed; and, as we shall see later in more detail, sometimes strange things happen with the Consecrated Host and Precious Blood.

In a word, the landscape of the Holy Grail is the landscape of Christendom. Despite the best efforts of almost three (and in northern Europe, five) centuries of anti-Catholicism laid over it like a death shroud, the contours of the land of Chrétien de Troyes and his contemporaries remains—and in some ways has been extended. Although the terrain that the Grail knights rode through may seem enchanted and otherworldly to us, it is one of the most realistic things about the Holy Grail stories (though not, as we shall see, the most realistic!). In truth, the magic has survived our best efforts to destroy it.

But when we move from general landscape to specific geography, we begin to have problems. Until we have a real definition of what the Holy Grail is, it is difficult to determine where it was! If we use the stories as our guide, we have the added problem that the sacred vessel can move unassisted by human hands. Then there is the further difficulty of the Holy Lance, which stays close by the Grail’s side in the stories. But in today’s world, the several items that are claimed to be the Lance are nowhere near those held to be the Grail. And, as noted, since the nineteenth century, a whole literature has grown up linking the Grail with the Cathars, the Templars, and sundry other folk, to say nothing of those who would see its origin in the Celtic cauldron of plenty. Wagner, of course, invented a whole geography for his Parsifal. So finding ourselves on the map on this Quest is no small matter.

The stories of Chrétien and his continuators, down to Wolfram von Eschenbach and Malory, see the Grail as linked to Arthur of Britain, and mountains of evidence have been adduced to prove that they were using Celtic material that had come down from earlier sources. Of course, we know that such evidence cannot simply be dismissed: Heinrich Schliemann discovered Troy using The Illiad as his guide, despite it having been written down over four hundred years after it was composed as an oral poem. But unlike Homer’s work, there are very many versions of Arthurian legend, and the many authors are far from unanimous, especially as regards the Holy Grail. But at any rate, if Chrétien and Company are to serve us as Homer did Schliemann, it is to Britain now we go.

The mentioned “prequels” to Chrétien’s work have St. Joseph of Arimathea, subsequent to the Crucifixion, catching Our Lord’s blood with the Holy Grail (in those versions where it is Christ’s cup from the Last Supper) and bringing it with him eventually to Britain, and then settling down with it at Glastonbury. Some of the stories have the saint begetting a dynasty of Grail keepers, extending all the way through the Grail King to Sir Galahad. So then, it is off to Glastonbury that we first will go in search of the Holy Grail.

Now certainly the great Abbey of Glastonbury claimed to have been founded by St. Joseph of Arimathea, and, as we saw, disputed St. Alban’s claim to seniority. Its monks also zealously claimed to be the guardians of Arthur and Guinevere’s tomb, and proudly exhibited the Glastonbury Thorn and other mysterious relics. But they did not claim Joseph brought any vessel used at the Last Supper—cup, dish, or emerald; still less did they claim the Holy Lance. Rather, they maintained that he had brought two cruets—one with some of the Precious Blood and the other with water that had flowed from Christ’s side. As we shall see, these are not unusual claims in the world of relics.

Much time has been spent trying to prove or disprove the assertions made by the monks. For the reasons mentioned earlier, I accept them. But regardless of their truth or falsehood, there is certainly a mysterious and mystical atmosphere at Glastonbury. In the Catholic shrine across from the abbey ruins, one may venerate the crowned statue of Our Lady of Glastonbury and the tapestry depicting Sts. Joseph of Arimathea, Patrick, Dunstan, and David who lived there at various times, as well as Blessed Richard Bere, a Carthusian martyred by Henry VIII who tested his vocation at the abbey, and the martyred last abbot Blessed Richard Whiting and his two beatified companions. On the third Sunday of every month, an Extraordinary Form Mass is offered so that one may be present at a liturgy similar to that offered by these confessors and martyrs.

The ruins themselves manage to be holy and melancholy at once, and you may stand by the grave of Arthur and his queen. The tower on the tor, dedicated to St. Michael, reminds one of just how often throughout Europe hilltop chapels were dedicated to the Bright Archangel, partly because he made a habit of appearing to them—as at Mont St. Michel in Normandy, St. Michael’s Mount in Cornwall, Mount Pirchiriano in Piedmont, and so on—and partly because in many of the old pagan religions in Europe, the high places were dedicated to their gods, and the Christians invoked St. Michael to cleanse them of demons as he had heaven. Wearyall Hill and every cutting of the Glastonbury Thorn you see will remind you of St. Joseph of Arimathea’s staff—and no amount of scholarly debunking seems to keep those cuttings from blooming at Christmas time. Certainly, despite all the New Agery surrounding them, the reddish color of the waters of the Chalice Well and that of those of the neighboring White Well remind one of the two cruets St. Joseph of Arimathea is supposed to have brought to Glastonbury. Whether or not each are colored by one of those cruets having been hid beneath them before Henry’s commissioners could destroy them as is claimed, it is very mysterious that two wells so close should have such different hues.

In any case, much of the historicity of the Arthurian Grail stories depends upon the reality of Arthur himself. Throughout the island of Great Britain, and indeed, in Brittany—Little Britain—across the English Channel, there are sites associated by legend and folklore with him and his knights. Tintagel in Cornwall claims to be his birthplace, and nineteenth-century debunking claims that the current castle, being of Norman origin, is too recent to have sheltered him have themselves been called into question by the discovery of much earlier adjoining ruins. Dozmary Pool in the same duchy is claimed as being the body of water where Sir Bedivere returned Excalibur to the Lady of the Lake. Cadbury Castle in Somerset is put forward both in terms of legend and archaeology as a prime candidate for Camelot, while Caerleon in Wales and Carlisle in Cumberland are both noted as places where Arthur and his peripatetic court kept various holy days. Wetton Mill and Ludchurch, both in Derbyshire, are touted as candidates for the Green Chapel where Sir Gawain squared off against the Green Knight. The legend-haunted forest of Broceliande or Paimpont in Brittany is said to be where Merlin lies bound. But the Grail? There things become much more vague.

The town of Marazion in Cornwall is alleged to have been where St. Joseph of Arimathea would come to buy tin; some claim that the very name of the town is a sign of its supposed Jewish connection, although scholars maintain that it commemorates the two markets (Marghas in Cornish) held here. It is, however, quite close to St. Michael’s Mount with its history of veneration of the archangel. In Perlesvaus, nearby Penzance is where the Grail reveals itself to Arthur’s court. But there is not much in local legendry attesting to this.

Some claim that the beautiful and ornate late Gothic Rosslyn Chapel near Edinburgh conceals the Holy Grail in one of its pillars. But lovely as the chapel is, and impressive as Edinburgh’s great height called “Arthur’s Seat” most assuredly is, this notion is impossible to trace back further than the nineteenth-century “Grail explosion.” Moreover, it is associated with the idea that the Templars had the Grail and hid it therein.

Some Holy Grail and Arthurian enthusiasts have asserted the stories really occurred, but outside Britain and Brittany. One school holds that most of the stories really occurred in the border lands between the French provinces of Normandy and Maine, the area called le Passais. They adduce evidence that Chrétien de Troyes was familiar with the area and that various place names in the area can be associated with Arthur and Lancelot. Indeed, the sixth-century apostle of the region, St. Fraimbault, is identified with Sir Lancelot by these theorists. But there is not much tangible associated with the Holy Grail here, save mention of the relic of the Holy Blood of Fecamp, of which more will be said later.

It would seem that however much historic fact may lie behind the stories of Arthur (and I would argue there is a great deal), said factual matter is least present with the Grail stories. However, just because the Quest for the Holy Grail is unlikely to have been undertaken by fifth- or sixth-century Romano-British warriors at the behest of their Dux Bellorum, it does not follow that the Holy Grail does not exist. All it means is that we must look elsewhere than Glastonbury or the other Arthurian sites to find it.

The medieval stories we have inherited were meant primarily to entertain knights and their ladies, and secondarily to reinforce their religious and chivalric knowledge. As we have noted in the last chapter, they were written under the influence of both a rise in Eucharistic devotion and a wave of relics coming west in the wake of the Crusades. So the next milestone on our Quest for the Holy Grail will be among the relics of the Passion. For now, we take our leave of Arthur and Britain. But don’t worry; we’ll be back.





CHAPTER 5

Relics of the Passion:
Clues on the Way to the Holy Grail


Ho! for the Sangraal! Vanish’d Vase of Heaven!

That held, like Christ’s own heart, an hin of blood!

Ho! for the Sangraal! …

How the merry shout

Of reckless riders on their rushing steeds,

Smote the loose echo from the drowsy rock

Of grim Dundagel, thron’d along the sea!

—REV. ROBERT HAWKER,
THE QUEST OF THE SANGRAAL



Leaving Britain behind for the nonce, we might think to pick up the trail of the Holy Grail among the instruments of the Passion (the True Cross, the Title on the Cross, the Crown of Thorns, the Pillar of the Flagellation, the whip used thereat, the Holy Sponge, the nails, the veil of Veronica, and, of course, the Holy Lance) and other relics associated with Christ during His last hours on Earth. These would include His clothing, burial cloths, and, of course, the vessels He used at the Last Supper—the declared sources of the Holy Grail idea.

Some of these relics that we possess today are claimed to have always been cherished by the Church since the time of the very first Christians; others were rediscovered by St. Helena and either kept in Jerusalem or sent by her to Rome, Constantinople, or elsewhere. If we follow the paths taken by these others, it may well give us clarity in examining the claims set forth for various vessels as the actual Holy Grail. After all, if we cannot find the Grail with King Arthur, we should be able to find at least its starting point in Jerusalem.

As we know from the biblical account, Jesus sent His disciples into Jerusalem to find a place wherein to celebrate the Pasch; that structure we call the Cenacle, located in the City of David on Mount Zion. That venue secured, He celebrated with them what we call the Last Supper, and it was there that—leaving aside for the moment Wolfram von Eschenbach’s emerald fallen from Lucifer’s crown, though we shall return to it—He first transubstantiated wine in a cup and bread on a platter into His own Flesh and Blood. Either or both of these vessels, then, can be called the “Holy Grail.” Here in the Cenacle occurred also that washing of the apostles’ feet by Christ that has since been commemorated liturgically in many ways throughout the Church, and by Christian sovereigns almost to our day. The Supper concluded, Christ and His closest disciples departed for the Garden of Gethsemane where the events of the Passion would begin. Part of the tabletop used at the Last Supper is preserved at the Basilica of St. John Lateran in Rome.

The Cenacle itself would follow a much-checkered path ever after. After the horrific events of the Crucifixion and its aftermath, the apostles and disciples in their sorrow used the Cenacle as their headquarters, Christ appeared to them there, and there it was that the Holy Spirit descended upon them and the Church was founded. It was quite literally the very first church, and the seat of St. James the Less, who became the first bishop of Jerusalem. Although the Christian community fled the city in AD 66 (and so avoided the horrors of the siege and fall of Jerusalem four years later), they returned after the Roman victory over the Jews. When Emperor Hadrian renamed the Holy City Aelia Capitolina and built pagan temples on the sites of the Crucifixion and Holy Sepulchre, the Cenacle was being used for Christian worship according to Bishop Epiphanius (310–403). The pilgrim Egeria, who visited the Holy City in the 380s, witnessed the liturgy there commemorating Christ’s appearance after the Resurrection.

According to fifth- and sixth-century pilgrims, among the relics treasured in the “Holy Zion Church,” as the Cenacle was now called, were the Column of the Flagellation, the Crown of Thorns, the Lance, and, most interesting for our purposes, a chalice used by the apostles. In time, these relics went to Constantinople and elsewhere. The building itself became the center of a large Byzantine church that was destroyed by the Muslims, rebuilt by the Crusaders, wrecked again, and in subsequent times has gone back and forth between Christian, Muslim, and Jewish control (the latter two because of the tradition that King David is buried there).

From the Cenacle, Christ and His followers went on to Gethsemane; there, He suffered the Agony in the Garden; there, His bloody sweat was His second blood-shedding for us, the first having been at His circumcision. He was then arrested, and His disciples fled. He was led to the Sanhedrin and condemned by the Jewish authorities. Jesus was then brought to the Praetorium, the residence of Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, at the Antonia Fortress. Today the area is marked by the Churches of the Flagellation and the Condemnation. There, after being sent to Herod and returned, He was mocked, tied to a pillar and whipped, crowned with the Crown of Thorns (these being the occasion of His third and fourth shedding of blood for us), and then exhibited to the people by Pilate in hopes that His condition would move the mob to pity. It did not.

Now while this is of course a familiar story to the Christian, the current locations of physical elements of the story may not be. The steps of the Praetorium that Jesus trod were removed by the empress St. Helena and brought back to Rome. The “Scala Sancta” or Holy Stairs are among the most popular destinations for pilgrims and locals alike in the Eternal City and are traditionally ascended on one’s knees. At St. Praxedes in the same city is a large chunk of the Column of the Flagellation; another is at the Cathedral of St. Mark in Venice. But most horrifying was the crowning with thorns—at once cruel in the pain it induced in Jesus and the mockery it made of His sacred kingship. But the Crown of Thorns, too, was preserved, and may be venerated today.

As noted, it was once among the relics kept at the church on Mount Zion; as with so many others, it was eventually brought by the Byzantine emperor to Constantinople for safekeeping in the wake of Jerusalem’s fall to the Muslims. But individual thorns had already been taken by the emperors, and were given by them as gifts: Justinian gave one to the bishop of Auxerre in 565, and the empress Irene gave several to Charlemagne, who placed them in his chapel at Aachen. Nevertheless, the Crown remained safely in the imperial capital even after the looting of 1204, when so many relics prized there were taken by the rampaging Crusaders and brought west. But the “Latin Empire of Constantinople,” founded by those same Crusaders upon the wreck of the Byzantine Empire, was on shaky financial as well as political grounds. In 1238, Baldwin II—then the Latin emperor—having pawned the Crown with the Venetians, offered it to King St. Louis IX of France. That saintly monarch redeemed the relic and built the beautiful Sainte Chapelle in Paris for it and other relics of the Passion. There it stayed, exposed to the veneration of the faithful every Good Friday, until the French Revolution. The Crown survived that conflagration and was placed in Notre Dame Cathedral. Today it may be venerated every first Friday of the month—in honor of the Sacred Heart of Jesus—and Good Friday, appropriately enough guarded by the local Knights of the Holy Sepulchre on that day.

There are no longer any thorns upon the Crown, however. A few remain at Notre Dame in a separate reliquary, but the kings of France, like the custodians who preceded them, would give thorns out to other monarchs and to monasteries and churches thought deserving of such a great gift. Over seven hundred survive in various churches (and a few museums) throughout Europe today; one even made its way to Pittsburgh’s St. Anthony Chapel. A great number of these are thought, however, to be third class relics—other thorns of the same species touched to an actual one from that placed on our Savior’s head.

While it is extremely hard to tell which of them are which, one’s first class status is obvious: that preserved in the Cathedral of Andria, in Apulia, Italy. That thorn, in a manner eerily reminiscent of the Holy Lance in the Grail stories, bleeds whenever the feast of the Annunciation falls on Good Friday; the last time this happened was in 2016. At that time, Bishop Raffaele Calabro announced that it had done so—precisely in the three spots where the residue from the previous occurrence, in 2005, could be clearly seen. This is not expected to happen again until the two feasts once more coincide in 2157. The thorn in question was part of the dowry of Beatrice of Anjou, niece of St. Louis IX, when she married the lord of Andria in 1309.

There have been several feast days commemorating the Crown of Thorns observed in various places at different times, but never universally: the dioceses of Northern France observed it on August 11, the anniversary of its coming to Paris; the Spanish, Scandinavians, and some others kept it on May 3 along with that of the Discovery of the Holy Cross; in later days since the Baroque era Spain and the Dominicans today on April 24; a number of dioceses now observe it on the Friday after Ash Wednesday.

Since Pilate’s ploy did not work, and the mob demanded Jesus’s blood, he quite literally washed his hands of the whole affair. Jesus was made to take up His Cross and begin the Via Dolorosa, shedding His blood for the fifth time all along the way. In time, His sacrifice upon it transformed this cross from a symbol of ignominious death to noble oblation and triumph—the latter in particular when it appeared in the sky to Constantine the Great, who in that sign would conquer. Dom Gueranger describes this process with his usual flair:


Thou, o cross, wert the rallying-standard of all Europe in those sacred expeditions which borrowed from thee their beautiful title of crusades, and which exalted the Christian name in the east. While on the one hand thou wert thus warding off degradation and ruin, on the other thou wert preparing the conquest of new continents; so that it is by thee that our west remains at the head of nations. Through thee, the warriors in those glorious campaigns are inscribed on the first pages of the golden book of nobility. And now the new orders of chivalry, which claim to hold among their ranks the élite of the human race, look upon thee as the highest mark of merit and honour. It is the continuation of to-day’s mystery, the exaltation, even in our times of decadence, of the holy cross, which in past ages was the standard of the legions, and glittered on the diadems of emperors and kings. (The Liturgical Year, vol. V, “Time after Pentecost,” pp. 204–5)



The Grail is often depicted in medieval pictures wherein angels or people are seen catching Christ’s Precious Blood in a chalice. The use of the Cross as a sign of bravery suggested to the knights an equation of their bravery with His—and does so, unconsciously no doubt, with more modern decorations for valor. But we Questers must not tarry among the symbols; what of the True Cross that He carried and upon which He died? That, with the crosses of the two thieves, was thrown into a refuse pit, from which it would be brought out three centuries later by St. Helena on her famous pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Unable to choose which of the trio was that of Christ, the holy empress asked St. Macarius, then the bishop of Jerusalem, for help. He had a lady with a disease brought to each of them and judged the one that cured her to be Jesus’s. Although St. Helena took a chunk of the Cross with her to give her son at Constantinople, she left a large part behind; this would be taken by the Persians in the seventh century, regained by Heraclius, and lost for good when Saladin captured it from the Crusaders.

It is from the chunk taken away by St. Helena that most of the pieces we have of it now were taken. Despite the jibe of Calvin, later repeated by Voltaire, that “there are enough pieces of the True Cross to build a ship,” extensive research by Charles Rohault de Fleury, in his 1870 book Mémoire sur les instruments de la Passion, uncovered the fact that all the relics of the True Cross that had been recorded came to less than a third of its probable size. Most—though not all—of these fragments came from the portion at Constantinople, which, after the aforementioned looting of 1204, saw most of these relics go west.

As with the thorns, relics of the True Cross were a favored gift by monarchs to other sovereigns as well as to favored churches and monasteries. In the first case, the relics often became treasured heirlooms of a given country’s royal house. In 567, Emperor Justin II gave Queen St. Radegonde of the Franks a large relic for the convent she had founded at Poitiers; the sisters treasure it to this day. So too, the emperors at Vienna had several relics of the True Cross, and their abbey at Heiligenkreuz has a particularly large example. One given to the kings of Scots, the “Black Rood of Scotland,” gave its name to Holyrood Abbey and House. Despite the innumerable small pieces of the Cross, there are several large and notable such relics, including those at Koutloumousiou Monastery on Mount Athos, Santo Toribio de Liébana in Spain, Amba Geshen in Ethiopia, and the Abbey of Tarlac in the Philippines.

Having shouldered His cross, Jesus fell the first time and met His Mother. Simon of Cyrene was dragooned into carrying the wood for a short time. At length, a woman named Veronica wiped His face with a veil. This veil resurfaced in Rome in the 800s in the Basilica of St. Peter and shared that church’s stormy history. Today there are no less than seven images that are claimed to be the veil of Veronica: two in St. Peter’s (one of which was brought there from another church in Rome in the nineteenth century); one in Manoppello, Italy; two in Spain, in Jaen and Alicante; and one each in Genoa and the Imperial Treasury in Vienna. Each bears a great resemblance to the others, and indeed, there are records of copies being made. Another explanation offered, however, is that they may all be layers of the original veil, separated for precisely the same reason that so many other relics were divided—in order to bring the particular grace of that relic to a multiplicity of places and persons. Whatever the case, however, in all likelihood the conundrum cannot be solved without bringing the various images together and subjecting them to scientific enquiry, an event not like to occur any time soon. That being said, these veils each became centers of veneration of the Holy Face—a practice that for reasons we shall see shortly, received an enormous boost in the nineteenth century.

In any case, after Veronica wiped His face, Jesus continued His agonizing journey uphill. He fell a second time, met the women of Jerusalem and warned them of the future that faced them, and then fell a third time. His shoulder had been torn open, and that wound too—reinforced by revelations to such favored souls as Sts. Gertrude, Mechtilde, and Bernard—in later years became a focus of devotion itself. At last, He arrived at the place of His execution, Golgotha, which today is inside the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre. Here the soldiers relieved Him of His burden and then stripped Him of His garments, save a loincloth (which loincloth, alongside His swaddling clothes and a robe and veil of His Virgin Mother’s would later be given to Charlemagne by the Muslim Sultan who ruled Jerusalem, in token of their alliance against the Muslim rulers of Spain; these are the “Great Relics of Aachen,” venerated in that cathedral today). His outer mantle being seamless, the soldiers cast lots for His clothes rather than cutting them up.

St. Helena found Jesus’s outer mantle and inner robe during her famous pilgrimage. The outer mantle she sent to Trier, the city on the Rhine where she and her son had lived before he took Rome, and for which she retained great affection (the ruins of their palace were discovered subsequent to the bombing of Trier during World War II and the ensuing repair work). The robe went to Constantinople; from thence, Empress Irene sent it as another gift to Charlemagne, who in turn bestowed it on his daughter Theocrate, abbess of Argenteuil. During the French Revolution, it was cut up into pieces and hidden in different spots; four were later recovered and are available for veneration.

Two items of Jesus’s that were already gone from Jerusalem by the time St. Helena arrived were his chiton and himation (tunic and under-mantle) that had been bought from one of the soldiers by a Georgian rabbi and brought back by him to his homeland. Eventually, they found their way to that country’s Svetitskhoveli Cathedral; from thence, in 1625 the Persian Shah took the himation and sent it to the tsar in Moscow, and pieces can be found there and in several churches in St. Petersburg. Lastly, Jesus’s sandals also came into the possession of St. Helena, and these she sent to Rome. From thence, Pope Zachary in 752 sent them to King Pepin of the Franks, and he in turn donated them to his newly founded Abbey of Prüm; his son Charlemagne finished the church where they are today, and it was consecrated by Pope St. Leo III.

Having disposed of His clothing, the soldiers then nailed Christ to the Cross—the blood He shed then and during His crucifixion was the sixth of His emissions of blood for us. Above Him on the Cross was fastened the title “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews,” that Pilate had written in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, much to the annoyance of the priests, who fruitlessly begged the governor to change it to something more to their liking. “What I have written, I have written,” was the infuriated bureaucrat’s reply.

As might be supposed, the nails that pierced His hands and feet as well as the title were also treasured by the earliest Christians, and said title and one nail were taken charge of by St. Helena. To house them as well as some pieces of the True Cross, she founded in Rome the Basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, where they may be found today (the Latin in the title reads from right to left; although this looks odd to us, it bolsters the authenticity of the relic). But her son Constantine the Great had one of the nails made into a bridle for his horse, to give him victory in combat. This too may seem odd to us, but it shows the confidence he had in the relic’s efficacy. What may be truly confusing is that there are two bridles said to be that made by Constantine—in Milan and Carpentras, France. Were that not enough, in addition to the nail at Santa Croce, one was flattened, made into a sort of headband, and placed within the Iron Crown of Lombardy. Moreover, there are also what are claimed to be nails from the Crucifixion at Vienna’s Hofburg, Trier, Bamberg, Catania, and the Tuscan town of Colle de Val d’Elsa. If this seems odd, it should be remembered how much medieval royalty loved to give holy relics as gifts; one way to stretch the supply with metal objects was to take a few filings and add them to molten metal about to be made into nails. At Mission San Jose in California, there is a nail-shaped reliquary with a few such filings in its center.

Once the Cross was hoisted, Jesus hung upon it for three hours; toward the end, He said, “I thirst!” In response, one of the soldiers ran up and raised a sponge soaked in vinegar and gall to his lips, but He refused to drink. Nevertheless, the sponge, too, was preserved, although in time broken into a number of fragments. St. Helena brought a chunk back to Rome, where it was divided among the churches of St. John Lateran, St. Mary Major, Santa Maria in Trastevere, San Silvestro in Capite, and Santa Maria in Campitelli. Charlemagne was given a piece and divided it between Aachen and Compiegne, while St. Louis also bought a chunk, placed it with other relics in his Sainte Chapelle, whence with them it went to Notre Dame after the French Revolution, and may be venerated today. Small pieces found their way into other churches and abbeys, including Andechs in Bavaria and Vatopaidi on Mount Athos.

Christ uttered His Seven Last Words and died; the sun darkened, the veil of the Temple was torn from top to bottom, an earthquake hit, and the bodies of several holy persons arose and were seen by many. Far away, in Athens, the future St. Dionysius the Areopagite felt the tremor and declared that “either the world is being unmade or an unknown god has died.” But all of this subsiding, the soldier Longinus was sent to break the legs of the three prisoners; this he did to the two thieves. But he thrust his lance into Christ’s right side up into His heart, and therefrom flowed blood and water (the seventh and final blood-shedding)—as is shown symbolically in the famous Divine Mercy picture. Longinus was converted, became a saint and martyr, and in time had his relics enshrined in the Basilica of Sant’Andrea in Mantua.

But the Holy Lance became the object of much confusion: it might be the one kept at Vienna’s Hofburg; the one divided between St. Louis for the Sainte Chapelle (the upper part, lost in the French Revolution and the lower, still preserved by the popes at St. Peter’s); and a third, preserved by the Armenians at Etchmiadzin. Whichever it may be, the knife used to divide the Eucharist in the Byzantine Liturgy is called the “lance” in memory of it. Certainly, devotion to the wound it inflicted on Christ was a forerunner to veneration of the Sacred Heart, and, too, the Five Wounds of Christ. This latter devotion was particularly widespread in the Middle Ages. Given the militant nature of this occurrence, it was fitting that the Five Wounds were found on the banner of the Pilgrimage of Grace, a doomed resistance effort to Henry VIII’s measures tearing the Church in England from Catholic unity.

Christ’s body was taken down from the Cross, and after being presented to His mother (an act immortalized in Leonardo’s Pieta), and having been wrapped according to custom with spices brought by Nicodemus in a face veil (the Sudarium of Oviedo) and a body cloth (the Shroud of Turin), it was laid into a new tomb provided by St. Joseph of Arimathea. There it remained over the following Saturday. According to Catholic theology, the soul of Christ then went down to what was called the “Limbo of the Fathers,” rescuing the souls of the just who died throughout the Old Testament up to the Crucifixion: these included St. Joseph, St. John the Baptist, and, most recently, the Good Thief, St. Dismas—for all of whom, by virtue of Adam’s Fall, heaven had been closed. This action was referred to in medieval English as the “Harrowing of Hell.” But the time spent in the tomb by Christ’s Body on that first Holy Saturday is why the Byzantine Rite—instead of our Latin All Souls’ Day—commemorates the faithful departed on several “Souls’ Saturdays.” The chief of these is the day before Pentecost, but the four Saturdays of Lent and a couple of others are also so observed.

The battered, bloody Body of Christ lay in the tomb for many hours while His soul and divinity performed His salvific task for the just of the Old Law. But early the next day, perhaps at midnight, they reunited with His physical form. This apparently generated a sort of electromagnetic charge of light, which had the effect of engraving the image of His corpse upon His burial shroud: an event that was discovered in October of 2016 to have left a residue in the tomb capable—two millennia later—of disrupting modern electronic equipment. The nature of this event we cannot as yet (if ever we shall) understand. But the image upon His shroud, as revealed by experiments conducted by ENEA2 (Italian National Agency for New Technologies, Energy and Sustainable Economic Development) would require 34 thousand billion watts of VUV radiations to inscribe the negative photographic image we see today—far more than we are currently capable of generating. While there is no such image on the Sudarium of Oviedo, there are first-century pollen grains and copious bloodstains. The blood on both cloths is AB positive—the universal plasma donor. While rare today, it was relatively common in the Near East during the first century.

Close as the two cloths were at the Resurrection (they matched exactly when NASA scientists placed the one over the other), they took very different routes to their present-day locales. The Sudarium was publicly venerated in Jerusalem after the Church became legal in AD 312. But in 614, when Persia invaded the Holy Land, it was brought to Alexandria in Egypt; the Persians invading that province, it was taken by another group of refugees to Spain. There it was enshrined in Toledo. But when Spain was invaded by the Muslims in 711, it was removed by the fleeing Christians (as so many other relics were) and brought north as they retreated—ending up in the mountains of Asturias, their last stronghold. A little over a century later, King Alphonso II of Asturias (great-great-great grandson of Pelagius—Don Pelayo—who had led the last resistance to the Moors in the cave of Covadonga and begun the eight-hundred-years-long Reconquista), fresh from building a church over the tomb of St. James at Compostela, erected the Camara Santa, a highly ornate chapel, at his capital of Oviedo to hold the Sudarium. It has been there ever since, and has been venerated since then by many kings and heroes—among the latter of whom, in 1075, was El Cid. In addition to the first-century pollen grains the Sudarium shares with the Shroud, it has later ones from various parts of Africa and Spain, lending physical evidence to the stories of its wanderings.

The Shroud of Turin came to its present resting place by a very different path. It was venerated in Jerusalem early on, but there is some dispute as to whether or not the image of Christ treasured for some time at Edessa was in fact the Shroud. In that case, only the face was seen—some maintain that the cloth was folded in such a way that only the face would have been visible—and as happened later, the face on the Shroud has tended to attract a deep devotion all its own. Whatever the truth of the matter, as with so many other relics associated with Christ, the Virgin, and the earlier saints, the Shroud came to Constantinople under the protection of the emperors, as the cradle lands of Christianity fell initially to the Persians and then, after being briefly regained, to the Muslims. As with so many others, it was taken from the imperial city after the sack of 1204. It was possibly taken as booty by the knight Othon de la Roche, who was given Athens as a duchy of his own as the Latins divided up the Byzantine Empire among themselves. He in turn is said to have given it to the Knights Templar; one of these—probably during the chaos of the Order’s fourteenth-century suppression—gave it to a relative.

Thus, the brave knight Geoffroi de Charny, standard-bearer to the king of France and author of no less than three books on chivalry, became the Shroud’s owner. He and his wife, Jeanne de Vergy (who was a descendant of Othon de la Roche, and so it may have come to them through her family rather than the Templars), in 1353 endowed a collegiate church at Lirey in Burgundy for the purpose of exposing the Shroud to veneration. Some years later, the local bishop forbade this, but Geoffroi’s son obtained permission to continue to expose it from Pope Clement VI. In 1418, the canons of the church, in the face of disorder resulting from the Hundred Years’ War, gave it for safekeeping to a local lord, whose widow in turn confided it to the Duke of Savoy at Chambery. It has remained in their possession until our time: first at Chambery in the Sainte Chapelle built by the duke at that time to hold it in 1502 (four years later, Pope Julius II approved a local feast in its honor); then to Turin at the hands of Duke Emmanuel Philibert in 1578; and finally, in 1694, when it was installed in the new royal chapel of the cathedral of that city. There it has remained ever since.

Already, the Shroud had sparked a renewed devotion to the Holy Face. In 1843, a Carmelite nun of Tours, France, named Sister Marie of St. Peter received a number of revelations from Our Lord and Our Lady urging this devotion, which at the time was reliant on only Veronica’s veil. This idea was taken up by Venerable Leon Dupont, the “Holy Man of Tours,” who did much to popularize the devotion. He died in 1876, but among the devotees to the Holy Face whom his work inspired was St. Thérèse of Lisieux, whose full religious name was St. Thérèse of the Child Jesus and of the Holy Face. Twenty-two years after Venerable Leon’s death, an amazing discovery was made: a photographer took a picture of the image on the Shroud, only to discover that it was a negative image. The face of Christ on the Shroud was made quite clear by the camera and has been the basis of the devotion ever since—Blessed Maria Pierina designed a medal of the Holy Face based on it that has been key to the practice ever since. Since that time, despite attempts at debunking that have themselves been debunked, the Shroud has yielded up an immense number of strange facts about itself to scientific study and has gained tremendous popularity among Catholics worldwide.

But all those developments lay far in the future when shroud and sudarium were first marked. Christ’s resurrection was followed by His appearances to various of His disciples at the tomb, the Cenacle, and, most notably, on the road to Emmaus, where they recognized Him “in the breaking of the bread” (Lk 24:35); this has been said by many of the Fathers and Doctors to be the second recorded Mass, after the Last Supper. Having bestowed the priesthood upon the apostles and their leadership to St. Peter, He ascended into heaven. Afterward, the Holy Spirit descended upon the doughty band at the first Pentecost, and the Church was born.

Having looked at the places, things, and persons surrounding the events out of which the Holy Grail emerged, we may now at last turn our attention to trying to find the thing itself—or things themselves. As noted earlier, a great deal of the Holy Grail lore accepted by people interested in such things today is really the creation of nineteenth-century writers. Sadly enough, the links between the Holy Grail and the brave companions of that kingly warrior Arthur seem tenuous as well. But even so, having identified so many other relics stemming from the Last Supper and the Passion, let us not give up hope of finding the object of our Quest!

____________

2Online sources for this are as follows: http://opac.bologna.enea.it:8991/RT/2011/2011_14_ENEA.pdf; https://www.shroud.com/pdfs/kearse.pdf; https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/1999/08/990803073154.htm





CHAPTER 6

Candidates for the Grail

For starters though, there are some candidates for the Holy Grail we can eliminate immediately. We need not trouble ourselves with the Cathars; the veneration of relics was one of the things they attacked. Others have asserted that the Shroud of Turin was in fact the Grail, but this is dependent upon the Templars having had possession of the Shroud for a longer period of time than they could have, if they had it at all—and their connection with the Grail is itself tenuous, much to the chagrin, perhaps, of many moderns. According to Richard Barber, “There is no trace in any medieval source of an association between the Templars and the literature on the Grail, and the earliest suggestion of such a possibility comes from a very unexpected quarter, the great German critic Lessing, writing in the 1770s” (The Holy Grail, p. 306). Barber points out that Lessing’s claim of a connection between the Order and the Grail came from his reading of the commentaries on Masonry of the Chevalier Ramsay. But as he shows us, Ramsay speculated on a connection between the Grail and the Templars’ great rival, the Knights of St. John—today’s Order of Malta. So with the unfortunate Templars also depart the candidacies of Rosslyn Chapel and whatever the Sinclairs may or may not have brought to North America. So, too, vanishes any connection the Freemasons may claim to it. In recent years, some have made much about the “Cup of Dona Urraca” in Spain, but this is a recent supposition and has little behind it. There is the “Chalice of Antioch,” which was discovered in that Syrian city in the early 1900s, made quite a splash as the Grail at the time, and currently resides in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, but, alas, in recent years this item has allegedly been identified as actually being a lamp. The wise and marvelous Welsh writer Arthur Machen, lover of the Grail and all things Arthurian, himself apparently favored the “Nanteos Cup,” but that historical wooden vessel’s provenance before the Reformation is very sketchy, and it appears to be more likely one of the many cups that Welsh saints delighted in blessing with healing powers.

So where should we start? At the Treasure Chamber of the Hofburg, that repository of holy relics (as we have seen to already include thorns from the Crown, pieces of the True Cross, and possibly the Holy Lance of Longinus itself) gathered by the devout and pious House of Habsburg. Therein we may find among many other wonders an agate bowl, about thirty inches in diameter—the largest in existence. Carved out of a single block of stone, it has delicate-looking handles likewise carved from the extremely hard stones. Look into its bottom and you will see not only the lines you would expect in such a vessel but the Greek word KRISTOS (“Christ”). But the letters are not carved; they are under the surface of the dish! It is altogether an amazing and beautiful object. But although some have speculated for the last few centuries that it be the Grail itself or, perhaps, the inspiration for its appearance in the Arthurian legends, the earliest accounts have declared that it was made by an unknown genius at Constantine the Great’s court. Like so many relics and objets d‘art in that city, the aftermath of the 1204 plunder brought it west. Eventually it came to Charles the Bold of Burgundy and was eventually inherited with much else by the House of Habsburg. It is probably not the Holy Grail, but it is truly beautiful and inspiring.

The next candidate is to be found today in the treasury of the cathedral in Genoa, Italy. A hauntingly beautiful hexagonal dish of green Egyptian glass, it is about sixteen inches wide. Called the Sacro Catino (“Holy Basin”), it first surfaces after the liberation of Caesarea by the Crusaders in 1101. Believing it to be made of emerald, Genoese leader Guglielmo Embriaco accepted it as his city’s share of the spoils and brought it back. Now, whether some believed that this dish was the Holy Grail because it was an emerald, or else the Holy Grail was an emerald because it was this dish, it seems fairly clear that there was some connection between Wolfram von Eschenbach’s vessel in Parzival and this one. John Calvin said rather mockingly that if it was at the Last Supper, then Our Lord had an expensive service. Napoleon seized it when he took Genoa; the French did tests and determined that it was merely colored glass—it was returned in 1816. But while its not being a gemstone was doubtless disappointing to French and Genoese alike, there is one redeeming factor at work: it would have been far likelier for Jesus to have had a green Egyptian glass dish at the Cenacle than an emerald one! At any rate, it is held to be the dish in which the Paschal lamb was served at the Last Supper.

That leaves us one more vessel to examine: the Santo Caliz of Valencia. Although looking at first glance like a two-handled medieval chalice, closer examination reveals that the top bowl—made of agate—is actually separate from the rest, and, indeed, tradition claims that it is this section that Jesus used at the Last Supper, the rest being added at different times to protect or beautify the cup. It is the only vessel that approaches official recognition by the Church as the Holy Grail; indeed, both Popes St. John Paul II and Benedict XVI who used it for Mass referred to it as the chalice used by Christ, though of course those were hardly infallible declarations. The cup is enshrined in a chapel specially built for it in the cathedral at Valencia, Spain. There the canons of the cathedral chant the hours and offer Mass before it. In memory of the night on which Christ said the first Mass, on Thursday evenings at 7:30 p.m., the Holy Sacrament is exposed, the Rosary is prayed, and fifteen minutes later, the acclamations to the Holy Chalice are chanted. Benediction follows, and finally Mass is offered. As befits Maundy Thursday itself, the Holy Chalice is brought to the high altar of the cathedral following the entrance procession of the Lord’s Supper Mass. A similar program is followed on the Last Thursday in October, which is the feast of the Holy Chalice locally.

The rites are overseen by two key groups. One, the Royal Brotherhood of the Holy Chalice, dates back to 1916 and is open solely to members of the local titled nobility. King Alfonso XIII joined as “Senior Brother” in 1923, an action his grandson Juan Carlos I would repeat in 2000. The other group, although newer (1955) and less elevated in membership requirements, definitely does its part; this is the simple Confraternity of the Holy Chalice, which plays a major role in organizing the ceremonies referred to.

So what is the background to this chalice, so wound around with veneration and ritual? The tradition is that St. John the Evangelist took charge of it after Pentecost and used it to say daily Mass for the Blessed Virgin. After her death and assumption into heaven, he gave it to St. Peter, who brought it to Rome with him. The first pope and the twenty-four who would follow him used it for their Masses, which is why—of all the liturgies of Christendom—the Roman Rite alone has the phrase introducing the words of institution over the Precious Blood: “In like manner, after He had supped, taking also into His holy and venerable hands this goodly chalice. …” The belief is that the term “this” was quite literal. But in 258, another persecution broke out. Pope St. Sixtus II was arrested; as we have seen, before he was martyred, he instructed his deacon, St. Lawrence, to disperse the treasures of the Church among the poor. This the faithful deacon did, taking care to send the Holy Chalice to Huesca, his parents’ hometown in Spain.

For the next four centuries, the Chalice was kept at Huesca, venerated and guarded by the faithful. But as we saw earlier, the Muslims invaded in 711, and the following year the bishop of Huesca decided that it was time to move north with many of his flock, a number of holy relics, and, of course, the Grail. They reached the cave of Yebra near what is now the village of Santa Orosia. There the Moors caught up with them, martyring the bishop, his nephew Cornelius, and his niece Orosia. But the rest of the band made their escape deeper into the Aragonese mountains. They found refuge at the Monastery of San Zacarias de Siresa, which in time was renamed “San Pedro” after the longtime guardian of the Chalice. This area became the foundation of the Kingdom of Aragon, just as Asturias ultimately was for Castile. In 778, Charlemagne came this way after the Battle of Roncesvalles at which his nephew Roland famously died; impressed with what he saw, he doubled the size of the monastery.

As the Muslims were slowly pushed back from the area, the bishops who watched over the Grail became more confident and moved their seat and their precious charge further south to the Abbey of San Adrian de Sasabe. As the frontier advanced, so did the Holy Chalice, being moved on to San Pedro de Bailo, and then in 1063 to Jaca at the behest of King Ramiro I, who made the town his capital. There he erected a cathedral, the pride of which was the gorgeous shrine of the Holy Chalice, which soon became a must-see on the pilgrims’ route to Santiago.

But Ramiro’s son, King Sancho IV, decided that the great royal abbey, San Juan de la Pena, was a more fitting place for the Holy Vessel and arranged for its transfer there in 1071. As a consolation, the body of St. Orosia—who as we just saw had her own relationship with the Grail before her martyrdom—was solemnly enshrined in Jaca Cathedral, leaving the place of her death with only her name but not her relics. The Holy Chalice’s new home was high on a mountain and off the regular pilgrims’ track. But the notion of the Holy Grail residing in such a mysterious place struck a chord in the medieval imagination. A number of scholars today claim that San Juan de la Pena—which was not only an abbey and the refuge of the Holy Chalice but a part-time residence of the kings of Aragon—was the original of Wolfram’s Grail castle, Munsalvaeche, and the Aragonese dynasty themselves the line of his Grail kings. Whether that is precisely true, Wolfram certainly claimed Spanish sources for his story, though how factual that may be is open to hot dispute among academics!

Whether Amfortas, Titurel, and the rest of Wolfram’s Grail kings can be identified with specific kings of Aragon or not, there can be no doubt that the latter continued to have a huge effect on the travels of the Holy Chalice. In September of 1399, King Martin I, a pious lover of relics, begged the monks to give him the Grail for his royal chapel in the Aljafería Palace in Zaragoza; in return he offered them a golden chalice and paten. The monks accepted, although their gift was melted in a fire many decades later. But Martin was restless; he began building a new palace at Poblet near Barcelona (to which he brought his collection of relics, including the Holy Chalice), and there he died in 1410. He was succeeded by his nephew Fernando, who, in turn, was followed by his son, Alfonso V. A very busy man, having to settle dynastic issues in Naples, Sardinia, and elsewhere, in 1437 he gave his family’s collection of relics to the chapter of canons at the Valencia cathedral for safekeeping; this is how the Holy Chalice finally made its way there.

For centuries, its peaceful veneration was undisturbed. But the French invasion of Spain after the Revolution there disrupted life in Valencia, as it did everywhere it touched. In March of 1809, the Holy Chalice was taken to Alicante for safety, but it was returned in January of the next year. It was only a short reprieve: two months later, it had to be taken away again to Ibiza; in February of 1812, the Grail’s guardians took it a little further away to Palma de Mallorca; at last the Holy Chalice could return home safely in September of 1813. Once again it returned to the usual round of veneration—until the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. On July 2, 1936, three priests smuggled the Grail out of the cathedral; it was a good job they did, too, because shortly afterward the venerable building was looted and desecrated by the Communists. It spent the intervening years hidden in the town of Carlet. At last, the victory of Franco’s forces meant that the Holy Chalice could return once more; it made its triumphal return to its chapel on July 9, 1939. Except for a brief celebratory return to San Juan de la Pena twenty years later, and an occasional similar trip since, the Holy Grail has remained safe in its current locale, receiving the sort of reverence described earlier.

But is it really the Holy Grail? Are any of the stories of relics, so beloved of kings and knights, true? To the best of this writer’s belief, they are. But here is the funny thing. If the Holy Grail of Valencia and every other relic we have looked at in this chapter—and I include in particular here the Sudarium of Oviedo and the Shroud of Turin—were absolutely proved to be false, it would not affect the truth of the Catholic faith one iota. But if any or all of them are authentic, then the disbeliever, the atheist, the agnostic, and the “scientificist” are faced with a terrible dilemma; hence their need to discredit the Shroud and the Sudarium in particular, since the scientific analyses of them are like a shot across the bow of the secular worldview with the only weapons it respects.

At any rate, our Quest is very far from over. Presuming the Valencia Cup to be the Holy Grail, we have, to a great degree, isolated it from both Arthurian legend (save for Wolfram von Eschenbach) and St. Joseph of Arimathea (except for his possible use of it to collect Our Lord’s blood during His crucifixion and preparation for entombment). But we are far from done with either; they both play a role in our next consideration: that which made the Holy Grail holy in the first place, what it contained … the Matter of Christ.





CHAPTER 7

The Contents of the Holy Grail


King of kings, yet born of Mary,

As of old on earth He stood,

Lord of lords, in human vesture,

In the body and the blood;

He will give to all the faithful

His own self for heavenly food.

—GERARD MOULTRIE,
LET ALL MORTAL FLESH KEEP SILENCE



The Grail was made holy by those things which it contained; first, the wine that Christ transubstantiated into His own blood at the Last Supper, and secondly, however much of the blood He shed during the Crucifixion and whatever was collected from His body during the preparation for burial. The Eucharistic Blood of Christ we shall deal with later; paradoxically, it provides us with less of a conundrum because it remains united to both His humanity and His divinity. But what of the relics that are claimed to be His blood saved by Sts. Joseph of Arimathaea and Nicodemus and subsequently venerated in various places down to our own day? Could such things even exist, and if they do, should they be worshiped for their participation in the Godhead, as is the Blessed Sacrament? Theologians are divided on the topic, and William S. Walsh in his Curiosities of Popular Customs sums up the division nicely:


Against these legends, however, must be put the opinion of St. Thomas Aquinas that all the particles of blood which Christ shed in his passion were reassumed by him in his resurrection, “and that the blood which is kept in some churches as relics did not flow from Christ’s side, but is said to have flowed miraculously from some image of Christ when struck.” Benedict XIV, on the other hand, admits the possibility that some particles of Christ’s blood may not have been reassumed and may remain as relics. In this case they are not reunited to the Godhead, and it would be the crime of idolatry to give them divine worship. (p. 127)



In this case, this writer sides with the pope.

At any rate, as we saw in earlier chapters, Sts. Joseph of Arimathaea and Mary Magdalene have been held to have brought the first relics of Christ’s blood to Europe. A number of others would follow in their wake—many involved, as with so many of the relics pertaining to the Passion, with knights and monarchs returning from the Crusades. Perhaps the best-known today is the Holy Blood of Bruges. Enshrined in the lower church of a small Gothic basilica in Belgium, this relic of dried blood in a glass vial rests in a beautiful silver reliquary. It is exposed for veneration every Friday before and after Mass, and may be kissed by the faithful—which custom is practiced every day for two weeks in May. But on Ascension Day, it is carried in procession by a bishop, with about 1800 clergy, confraternities of different sorts, and civic officials. The thirty-one members of the Noble Brotherhood of the Holy Blood look after all of this.

How did a relic of Christ’s blood come to Bruges? Apparently, some was left behind in Palestine when the two earlier named saints departed for the West. In 1150, impressed by the bravery of his brother-in-law Thierry (Derrick) of Alsace, Count of Flanders, in fighting the Moors, King Baldwin III of Jerusalem gave him the relic—a blood-stained piece of cloth that St. Joseph of Arimathea had used to clean Christ’s body—as a gift prior to the count’s return to his homeland. Upon his arrival in Bruges on April 7 of that year, Thierry and his wife together with a local abbot solemnly enshrined the precious present in the chapel of St. Basilius, which he had built prior to his departure to the Holy Land. His son, Philip of Alsace, was, as it happens, the patron of Chrétien de Troyes, who first added the Holy Grail to the Arthurian legend; moreover, Chrétien dedicated Le Conte del Graal to him. It is very hard to believe that Chrétien’s account was not influenced by his knowledge of the Bruges relic, as Wolfram appears to have been influenced by the Valencia chalice. In 1291, the custom of the procession began, and eight years later was making the circuit of the city walls. By 1400 the Noble Brotherhood was founded. During the Protestant Revolt and the French Revolution, the relic had to be hidden, and the chapel was a wreck after the last event; but in 1816, the Holy Blood was once again in its shrine and has never left since.

The Cathedral of St. Andrew in Mantua, Italy, has two vials filled with earth soaked by Christ’s blood, which are normally kept under lock and key, but every Good Friday are exposed for veneration and featured in the city’s procession. These owe their origin to St. Longinus, who, as we saw with St. Mary Magdalene, picked up some of the soil at the foot of the Cross. Converted by his experience at the Crucifixion, the former centurion courted death after his return to Italy by preaching the Good News he had received. When Longinus was martyred in Mantua in AD 37, the blood-stained earth was buried with him.

In 804, an apparition of St. Andrew led to the discovery of Longinus’s relics and the Holy Blood; both were enshrined in separate chapels in the Basilica of St. Andrew built on the site … but not before Charlemagne asked Pope St. Leo III to convoke learned men to investigate the authenticity of the relics. Satisfied, he had a small portion of the blood-soaked soil sent to the pious emperor. In 923, to save the Holy Blood from the ravaging Magyars, it was divided into three portions and hidden. Yet another appearance by St. Andrew to a blind man in 1048 led to their rediscovery, which is commemorated every year on March 12. In 1053, Pope St. Leo IX visited the shrine, followed by Emperor Henry III two years later; he was so taken with the Holy Blood relic that he asked for a small amount (of which more, momentarily). Popes and emperors like Pius II and Charles IV continued to venerate the Holy Blood of Mantua, and in 1608, the Duke of Mantua, Vincenzo Gonzaga, founded the Military Order of the Blood of Christ, a knightly order intended to defend the relic and the pope, among other things; it lasted only a century. The duke also sent part of the blood to the church of Santa Maria delle Asse in Modena, where it remains today and is venerated on Good Friday. In August of 1848, two Austrian soldiers stole the gold reliquaries in which the relics were exposed for veneration; fortunately, the Holy Blood relics themselves were in a cupboard, and Emperor Franz Josef bought new containers and took the relics under his own protection. In 2010, the Company of the Most Precious Blood of Jesus Christ of Mantua was founded to look after the relics, assist with veneration, and preserve the heritage of the place.

As mentioned, Emperor Henry III happily took a small part of the Mantua blood with him. The following year, he died, leaving the relic to Baldwin, Count of Flanders, as a sign of reconciliation (they had been enemies before). He in turn bequeathed it to his daughter Judith, who would marry twice. She donated the Holy Blood to the imperial abbey of Weingarten in Wuerttemberg on the Friday following the Ascension. Since then—and even after the abbey was secularized and became a simple parish church—“Blood Friday” features a procession with the relic on horseback, a Blutritt or “Blood Ride,” originally conducted by mounted knights, and drawing riders and spectators from miles around. There is a Holy Blood Brotherhood that has the usual responsibilities and is affiliated with the one at Mantua—not surprising considering the common origins of their respective relics. Judith also sent a small sample of the relic to the church at Kappelkirche in Unterammergau, Bavaria; this was lost to looters in 1704 during the War of Spanish Succession, but another sent from Italy in 1739 took its place and remains there today.

France, as befits the country first evangelized by St. Mary Magdalene and her companions—Holy Blood in tow—also has a number of other such relics. The great abbey of Fecamp in Normandy boasts an earth- and cloth-free relic of Our Lord’s blood. The tradition is that St. Nicodemus, while helping St. Joseph of Arimathea prepare Jesus’s body for entombment, scraped some of the dried blood off of the wounds on His hands and feet; he saved the flakes. Eventually, he entrusted the container in which they were placed to his nephew Isaac, who left Palestine for Gaul. After being hidden and rediscovered several times, it was housed in a church built for it by the first Duke of Normandy. That church has been rebuilt several times and is now a huge and striking example of Gothic architecture. But the Holy Blood, displayed in two reliquaries chained together, is exposed for veneration the Tuesday after Trinity Sunday and the following Thursday (Corpus Christi). Here too is a Confraternity of the Precious Blood. St. Nicodemus’s scrapings were also the origin of the relic of the Holy Blood at the Basilica of Santa Maria, in Sarzana, Italy.

In Boulogne there is a very famous relic of Christ’s Blood. It was received in 1104 by Ida of Boulogne, mother of Godefroi de Bouillon, liberator of Jerusalem in the First Crusade. The chapel she built to hold it was destroyed in the French Revolution, but the relic was saved, and a new chapel built for it in the 1860s. But the relic itself is now to be seen in the Church of St. Francis de Sales.

The Church of St. James in Clauzetto, Italy, shelters a reliquary with two drops of the Holy Blood. This was one of the very few that had managed to stay in Constantinople. It was acquired in the mid-eighteenth century by the Venetian ambassador, who in turn gave it to a devoted servant who brought the relic back to his hometown. After holding on to it for a few years, he made a present of it to his parish. For the next two centuries, hundreds of people a year visited it, many of them suffering from demonic possession; it was found that the blood had a peculiar power over this malady. But the numbers of pilgrims began to dwindle and practically stopped after the region suffered an earthquake in 1976. But in recent years they have begun to return.

In Austria, the city of Heiligenblut owes its name also to a Holy Blood relic from Constantinople. In 914, a Danish prince named Briccius was making his way back from the imperial city with the precious gift he had been given by Emperor Constantine VII. He was, however, caught in an avalanche and killed. But searchers found him thanks to three blades of wheat that were growing in the snow; they were able to recover both the prince’s body and the Holy Blood. The former they entombed, the latter was enshrined and may be venerated today.

A totally different source for Christ’s blood may be seen at the Church of the Holy Blood in Willisau, Switzerland. Back in 1392, three gamblers were playing at cards. One of them who lost everything blasphemed and waved his sword in the air to “pierce the Body of Christ.” At that, five drops of blood fell down onto the table from an unseen source. Ever since then on the Second Sunday after Pentecost there has been a procession in honor of this strange miracle.

So far, we have been dealing with, as it were, passive relics of the Holy Blood, whose only contact, if any, with the Grail were during their initial gathering up by Sts. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea. Amazing as their continuance into our own time has been, such relics are not to receive divine worship, but rather a veneration that differs only in degree, not in kind, from that given the instruments of the Passion or the relics of saints. But before that occurrence, of course, the Grail had been host, as it were, to the first transubstantiation of bread and wine into Christ’s Body and Blood. Now, as we know, said Body and Blood are inseparable. That is why, as was and has been the case for many centuries, Latin Rite Catholics who receive only the Host nevertheless receive the Precious Blood as well; by the same token, Eastern Rite infants who receive a drop of the Precious Blood as their first Communion are not denied His Sacred Body.

As if to underline this reality, there exists another sort of Holy Blood relic: bleeding Hosts. There were and remain quite a goodly number of these. The first of these that this writer could find which remains today is that of Ferrara, Italy. There, on Easter Sunday (March 28) of 1171 in the church of Santa Maria in Vado, while offering a Solemn High Mass, Fr. Pietro da Verona, his three assistants, and the large congregation witnessed an incredible thing. At the fraction of the Host, blood spurted out of the broken Eucharist with such force that it stained the ceiling (upon which the stains can still be seen today). Witnesses saw the Host redden and the image of an infant appear. Note that this occurred at least a decade before Chrétien wrote his Conte del Graal. But the image of an infant appearing in the Host was a motif that would be adopted by a number of Grail writers.

In 1263, at Bolsena, Italy, another miracle occurred whilst a priest named Peter of Prague was saying Mass on the altar above the tomb of St. Christina. He had harbored doubts about the Real Presence, and great was his surprise when, as he said the words of consecration, the Host began to bleed, trickling over his hands and on to the corporal and at last the floor. Peter tried at first to hide the blood and go on with the Mass, but his nerve failed him. He gave up and asked to be taken to where Pope Urban IV was staying at the nearby town of Orvieto; he then laid the whole case before the pontiff. Urban absolved him of any wrongdoing; the bloodstained corporal he enshrined (and it may be venerated today). But this event is said to have played a large part in his approving the placing of the feast of Corpus Christi on the Universal Calendar.

Over the course of the next several centuries, in addition to a number of examples of miraculously bleeding Hosts, many other types of Eucharistic miracles have occurred down to our present time: lost or threatened Hosts protected from decay, impervious to flame, or in several cases, floating out of harm’s way—even as the Holy Grail itself is related to have mysteriously floated in and out of Camelot and the Grail castle. Others, concealed for one reason or another, have revealed their hiding place through strange lights. Still other Hosts—and this too brings us back to the Grail—had the image of either an infant or adult Jesus appear on them to large crowds. But perhaps the most compelling are those where the apparent bread and wine have turned to actual flesh and blood.

The first on record took place in Lanciano in Italy’s Abruzzi; it is worth noting for two reasons: it took place in the birthplace of St. Longinus, in a chapel dedicated to him, and it laid down a pattern which has persisted down to the present—and might have come directly from one of the Holy Grail stories. Back in the eighth century, a Byzantine Rite Basilian priest was offering the Mass; once again—as was common with him, apparently—at the consecration, he was assailed by doubts regarding the Real Presence. Just then, to his shock and horror, the Host turned to flesh, and the Wine to blood. The blood soon dried and was separated into five lumps by itself, which the people around took to symbolize the Five Wounds. One amazing property of them that was soon discovered was that any one of them weighed as much as all five together. As might be imagined, the priest’s doubts vanished entirely. In an attempt to keep the flesh from contracting—for although it was fresh at the time, they feared the effects of rigor mortis—the monks nailed it flat to a board. This was unsuccessful, and it contracted anyway, causing a tear in the central part of the tissue.

Were that all there was to the story, then like so many medieval legends, it could be easily ignored and forgotten. What makes that impossible in this case is that in defiance of chemistry and biology, the Host-turned-flesh and the Wine-turned-blood are still with us. More surprising still is that the ecclesiastical authorities allowed them to be subjected to thoroughgoing scientific testing in 1970 and again in 1980. What they found was astounding. The flesh was so old that it had mummified, but without any chemical evidence of preservation. Moreover, it is heart tissue—cut in such a way that would be difficult if not impossible to do today, let alone then. They also saw clearly the nail holes in the flesh, thus confirming that part of the received story. The blood also was found to be extremely old, definitely human, and AB positive—the same blood type as on the Shroud of Turin and the Sudarium of Oviedo.3

All of this is extraordinary, to be sure, and it is a tribute to the misplaced priorities of modern society that it is not better known. And like the Shroud and Sudarium, were this a onetime event, it would demand our attention. But as with the bleeding Hosts, it was the first of a long trail of such prodigies, each with its own unique properties. But transformation of bread and wine into flesh and blood is rather decisive. At this point one might be tempted to say, “Oh, if only such things happened today! Then they could test them.” Well, they do, and they have been. One example will have to suffice.

On August 15, 1996, the feast of the Assumption, at the church of Santa Maria in the Almagro section of Buenos Aires, a woman told Fr. Alejandro Pezet about finding a desecrated Host left on a candleholder in the rear of the church. The priest took the Host and placed it in a glass of water to dissolve, as the Church’s law requires. Instead, it transformed into what looked like a piece of bloody flesh, larger than a Host in size. Flabbergasted, Fr. Pezet called in the archdiocese. Archbishop Antonio Cardinal Quarracino and his auxiliary, Jorge Bergoglio (now Pope Francis), arranged to have the thing photographed. It was then placed in a tabernacle. Three years later, it showed no sign of decay and Bishop Bergoglio launched an investigation, appointing noted scientist Ricardo Castañon Gomez to head it.

Without informing them of the origin of the sample, Gomez had a sample of the blood sent to Forensic Analytical in San Francisco; they reported back that it was human blood, AB positive. Gomez next had tissue samples sent to Columbia University’s famed forensic pathologist and cardiologist Dr. Frederic Zugiba. Dr. Zugiba’s March 26, 2005 finding declared that the samples were human blood and flesh, the latter, specifically, being “a fragment of the heart muscle found in the wall of the left ventricle close to the valves.” White cells having entered the tissue, Dr. Zugiba opined that “the heart had been under severe stress, as if the owner had been beaten severely about the chest.” One of the witnesses asked the doctor how long white blood cells from a piece of human tissue kept in water could stay alive. His response was that it would be a matter of minutes. Informed that the sample had been in water for more than three years, the physician was astonished. He observed that the cells from the sample were moving and beating as a heart would. In his opinion there could be no scientific explanation for the occurrence. As a final fillip to his own report, Gomez had experts compare the findings on the Buenos Aires sample with those of Lanciano; their verdict was that they came from the same individual, who had AB positive blood. What they were not told was that the samples from which the two reports came were 1300 years apart in origin. The Host may be venerated at Santa Maria today.

Another miraculous earmark of the Holy Grail, which has its echoes in similar stories regarding the Eucharist, was its ability to sustain those who relied upon it for their daily food. That this phenomenon was also known to the legend’s first hearers is made abundantly clear by Richard Loomis in The Grail: From Celtic Myth to Christian Symbol:


Now the French were not too familiar with sacred drinking-horns, but they were familiar in Chrétien’s Day with the Corpus Christi as a sacred, miraculous food. Caesarius of Heisterbach gives an instance of a woman who was sustained solely by the Body of Christ. Under the date 1180, the chronicler Guillaume de Nangis told of a paralytic young herdswoman of the diocese of Sens who, unable to take other food, was likewise kept alive by the Host; the rumor of this could easily have reached Chrétien if he was living in or near Troyes. In the Queste del Saint Graal we read that Perceval saw in an Abbey King Mordrain, who had lived for four hundred years so saintly a life that he had tasted no earthly viand but that which the priest elevates in the Mass; “that is, the body (cors) of Jesus Christ.” In Mordrain then, we have a close counterpart to the Fisher King’s father, and it seems plain that the author of the Queste and Chrétien were both reflecting the current belief in the miraculous nutritive virtue of the Corpus Christi. (pp. 60–61)



The two sources that Loomis mentions were, in fact, writing about the same paralyzed shepherdess, Blessed Alpais, whose sole reliance upon the Blessed Sacrament was attested by a commission appointed by her ordinary, the bishop of Sens. But she was only the first in a long list of such folk—extending into modern times—who would subsist only upon the Eucharist for days, weeks, months, or even years at a time, many of whom also had the stigmata and other wondrous gifts.

What should be apparent by now is that the age of miracles in which the medieval audience of the Grail stories lived is far from over. (Skeptics are invited to review the Appendix dealing with more miracles found at the back of this book.) However fast and loose they may have played with history and geography (save possibly Wolfram, as noted with Spain), their descriptions of the supernatural occurrences surrounding the Holy Grail certainly reflect those around the Blessed Sacrament, which made its first appearance in this world in said Grail. The sacred vessel itself may reside in Valencia, but its contents are all over the world. And yet, the Grail and the other instruments of the Passion—like the Holy Places in which Our Lord lived—had a very strong hold on the imagination of the knights of that era. Maurice Keen gives us a good insight into the reasons for that hold:


The significance of the Grail legends lies not in any contrasting of worldly with religious chivalry, but in the way in which they carry us, through stories of martial adventure, on to something beyond. The quest that they describe is not just for the Grail, as an object, but for what it symbolises: Eucharistic grace and communion with God. The distinctive feature of the stories centring around it is that these spiritual things are presented as the ultimate goal and prize of the elite of knighthood: the idea of the knight errant seeking adventure and the quest for union with God are as it were fused together. As Frappier has put it, what the Grail romances express is not so much an ideal of knighthood in the service of religion but of knighthood as a religious service in itself. (Chivalry, p. 61)



The lesson that the knight drew from the Holy Grail stories, therefore, was that his profession—like those of clergy and monarchs—was a very particular one in the very heart of the Church, and as essential to her mission. Moreover, the sacrifice of self for his fellows, sanctified by Christ on the Cross and continued in different ways by priest and king, could also be exhibited by the knight himself in a way specific to his calling. He too had a place at the Table of Mystery and was called upon to serve it in his own manner, and that Mystery was real and living. In several of the Grail stories, Christ Himself vouchsafes a secret to St. Joseph of Arimathea, who in turn passes it down to the various Grail kings who rule by it, and the knights who defend it. What is this secret? Transubstantiation, the very lifeblood of the Church.

Although the Crusades have ended, knights no longer ride about in armor, and even the wildest parts of Europe look little like the terrain described earlier, the Holy Grail—including its significance to its audience of long ago—retains its importance for us today. The reason lies both in the contents of the vessel, as we have been examining, and two of the devotions that have been called for by them: those of the Precious Blood and the Sacred Heart. It is to them that we now turn our attention.

____________

3Nicola Nasuti, A Never-ending Mass: The Eucharistic Miracle of Lanciano (Lanciano: Edizioni SMEL, 2001).





CHAPTER 8

The Sacred Heart


In conclusion, a letter promising a work in eight

volumes on the Grail and the Sacred Heart.

What’s its thesis? That the Grail is an allegory of the

Sacred Heart or that the Sacred Heart is an allegory

of the Grail? He wants it both ways, I think.

—UMBERTO ECO,
FOUCAULT’S PENDULUM



The fictional author of the just as fictional work described above may well have wanted it both ways. In this case, however, he would have been correct. For the Holy Grail once held (most recently, if it is the Valencia cup, under Benedict XVI) the Precious Blood and Body of Christ, and on those occasions when He has decided to manifest that flesh openly, it has been as a fragment of His Sacred Heart. The Holy Grail most certainly can be an allegory of the Sacred Heart; the blood and water flowed from the latter through the wound in Christ’s side into the Chalice, and in a real sense continues to do so today, as one sees in the Divine Mercy picture. But for the same reason, the Sacred Heart can also be seen as symbolizing the Holy Grail. Not only is there an historic connection between the two, but the chivalric and crusading spirit called forth by the Holy Grail from the knights of medieval Christendom was similarly summoned in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries from those who wanted to defend the Church from her enemies in their times and places.

There are two common fallacies about the Sacred Heart devotion that must be dispelled immediately. One is that it is somehow effeminate or unmanly; the other is that it only originated in the seventeenth century. The first fallacy, no doubt inspired by some unfortunate mid-twentieth century artwork, is quickly dispelled by looking at some of the devotion’s champions. The second has a grain of truth in the sense that the devotion as we know it today is rooted in the revelations given to St. Margaret Mary Alacoque (1647–1690). But in the first centuries after Christ, the Church Fathers made much of both St. John resting his head on Jesus’s chest and of believers drinking from the wound in Christ’s side as symbols of receiving divine grace in general and the Eucharist in particular—and they very consciously linked the two. For the Church Fathers, Christ’s tender and one might say genial love for each of us was intimately linked to His sacrificial love for us on the Cross—both came from the same Heart and were delivered to us via the same Blood.

This symbolism was retained by the medieval spiritual writers and saints, who connected it to that of the Five Wounds and added the notion of “hiding oneself in the wounds,” especially the chest wound. The idea of the Heart and Wounds and Blood of Christ as both sustenance and refuge certainly resembled what began to be said about the Holy Grail in the mid-twelfth century by Franciscan, Dominican, and Cistercian theologians. But the latter half of the thirteenth century saw a series of revelations granted by Jesus to three holy Benedictine nuns at the Abbey of Helfta in Germany: Sts. Mechtilde of Hackeborn, Mechtilde of Magdeburg, and Gertrude the Great. Much of what Our Lord told the trio separately regarded His most Sacred Heart—the intense love He feels for the mankind on whose redemptive behalf He died and the rejection He endures. St. Gertrude also received an apparition of St. John the Evangelist. According to her first biography:


She ventured to ask him why he, who had rested on Christ’s bosom, and who, after our Lady, knew better than any other the secrets of His Divine Heart, had never written anything to make it more known and loved. St John explained that his mission was to present to the first ages of the Church the doctrine of the Incarnation, a doctrine containing inexhaustible food for the minds and hearts of men until the end of time. He added that, as to the love of the Word made Flesh, manifested by the beating of the Sacred Heart, “it is reserved for the last ages to make it known; so that the world, carried away by follies, may regain a little of the warmth of early charity by learning of the love of the Sacred Heart.” (Gilbert Dolan, St. Gertrude the Great, p. 91)



Perhaps ironically, perhaps not, Helfta was the very first monastery to be closed by Martin Luther; it was reopened as a monastery of Cistercian nuns in 1994.

Although St. Catherine of Siena made reference to the Sacred Heart, after the sisters of Helfta, mentions of it would be few and far between until the seventeenth century. St. Francis de Sales spoke of Christ’s Heart from time to time in his writings and his correspondence with St. Jeanne Francoise de Chantal, with whom he cofounded the Order of the Visitation. As the century wore on, Sts. John Eudes and Claude de la Colombiere began preaching about the Sacred Heart. In 1671, St. Margaret Mary Alacoque entered the monastery of the Visitation Order at Paray-le-Monial. Two years later, she received her first vision of Christ. She is most closely identified today with the devotion.

This is not the place to detail the entirety of the history and practice of devotion to the Sacred Heart. Suffice to say that—spurred by the work of Sts. John Eudes and Claude de la Colombiere (the latter by now chaplain of the Visitation Monastery at Paray and confessor to St. Margaret Mary Alacoque), and the latter’s successor at Paray, Fr. Jean Croiset—it spread through the Order of the Visitation and among court circles in Paris. But to that point it remained a private practice for devout individuals.

However, just as the health or weakness of the Grail King in the tales affected his entire realm, so Jesus desired royal homage. In June of 1689, St. Margaret Mary Alacoque wrote to her superior:


He desires, then, it seems to me, to enter with pomp and splendor into the palaces of princes and kings. He wants to be honored there as much as He was outraged, contemned, and humiliated in His Passion; and to receive as much pleasure at seeing the great ones of the Earth abased and humiliated before Him as He felt bitterness at seeing Himself spurned at their feet. Here are the words I heard with regard to our king [Louis XIV]:

“Make known to the eldest son of My Sacred Heart that, as his temporal birth was obtained by devotion to My Holy Infancy, so will he obtain his birth into grace and eternal glory by consecrating himself to My adorable Heart. It wants to triumph over his and, through him, over the hearts of the great ones of the Earth. It wants to Reign in his palace, be painted on his standards, and engraved on his arms, so that they may be victorious over all his enemies. It wants to bring low these proud and stubborn heads and make him triumphant over all the enemies of holy Church.” (Vie et Ouevres de Bienheurese Marguerite-Marie Alacoque, Vol. II. pp. 199–200)



A letter relaying Margaret Mary’s message from Christ was immediately dispatched to the king. It is not known if he received it, but nothing was done. As the years passed, brotherhoods and orders devoted to the Sacred Heart were multiplying, as were prayer books and scapulars. But other currents were also afoot in French and European society, and the French Revolution broke out in all its blood and sacrilege in 1789. Very early on, the revolutionaries decided that those devoted to the Sacred Heart and the God they loved were the enemy. Wearing a scapular of the Sacred Heart or having an image in one’s home became tantamount to treason.

In the initial stages of the Revolution, the king was forced or convinced to become a “constitutional” monarch, ruling alongside the National Assembly but increasingly subservient to it, a change symbolized by the mob bringing Louis XVI and the royal family from Versailles to the old and disused Palace of the Tuileries in Paris. There they became ever more prisoners of the Assembly, which ruled France as it chose. Things came to a head when the Assembly passed the Civil Constitution of the Clergy on July 12, 1790. This gave the French government control over the Church in France, leaving the pope with only a nominal role; priests were ordered to swear allegiance to it, and those who refused lost their positions and parishes—and eventually were declared guilty of treason. Louis had opposed the measure, but in the end acquiesced, although he chose his own confessors from the ranks of the “non-jurors,” as those who refused the Oath were called. On June 20, 1791, the king and his family attempted to flee the country but were caught and returned to Paris. For the next year, although officially remaining as head of state, Louis XVI was effectively a prisoner in his palace, unable to affect the course of affairs. A clearer image of the wounded Grail King in his castle, powerless to defend or nurture his kingdom, would be hard to paint.

His confessor at this point, Fr. Hebert, had been the superior general of the Eudists (an order founded by St. John Eudes to spread devotion to the Sacred Heart) and was a non-juror. Fr. Hebert informed the king of the letter sent to Louis XIV from St. Margaret Mary that had been either unreceived or ignored by him. The result was that Louis XVI wrote up his own vow and gave it to Fr. Hebert, who passed it on to another priest before his own martyrdom. Again, thinking of Louis in the role of the hapless Grail King gives this vow a very special meaning:


You see, O my God! all the wounds which tear my heart, and depth of the abyss into which I have fallen. Evils without number surround me on all sides. My personal misfortunes and those of my family, which are dreadful, overwhelm my heart, as well as those which cover the face of the kingdom. The cries of all the unfortunate ones, the moaning of oppressed religion resounds in my ears, and an interior voice still informs me that perhaps Your justice reproaches me with all these calamities, because, in the days of my power, I did not repress the license of the people and the irreligion, which are their principal sources; because I served the weapons of heresy which has triumphed, by supporting it with laws which doubled its force and gave it the audacity to dare all.

I will not have temerity, O my God! to justify myself before You; but You know that my heart was always subject to faith and morals; my faults are the fruit of my weakness and seem worthy of Your great mercy. You forgave King David, who caused your enemies to blaspheme You, and King Manasseh, who had involved his people in the idolatry. Disarmed by their penitence, you restored them, one and the other, on the throne of Judah; you made them reign with peace and glory. Would You be inexorable today towards a son of Saint Louis, who takes these penitent kings for models, and which, with their example, wishes to repair his faults and to become a King according to Your Heart?

O Jesus-Christ! divine Redeemer of all our iniquities, it is in Your Adorable Heart that I want to deposit the overflowing of my afflicted heart. I call upon the help of the tender Heart of Mary, my majestic protector and my mother, and the assistance of Saint Louis, my most famous patron and my ancestor. O adorable Heart, by the so pure hands of my powerful intercessors, receive with kindness the wishes that confidence inspires in me and that I offer to You like the humble expression of my feelings. If, by an effect of the infinite kindness of God, I recover my freedom, my crown and my royal power, I promise solemnly:

1. To revoke as soon as possible all the laws which will be indicated to me, either by the Pope, or by a Council, or by the four Bishops chosen among the most enlightened and most virtuous of my kingdom, with the purity and the integrity of the faith, the discipline and the spiritual jurisdiction of Holy Catholic, Apostolic Church, Roman, and in particular to revoke the Civil Constitution of the Clergy.

2. To take, in a one year interval, in union with the Pope and the Bishops of my kingdom, all measures necessary to establish, according to the canonical forms, a solemn festival in honor of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, which will be celebrated in perpetuity in all France, on the first Friday after the octave of the Blessed Sacrament, and always followed by a general procession, in repair of the insults and profanations made in the time of the disorders, by the schismatics, the heretics, and the bad Christians.

3. To go myself in person, within three months from the day of my delivery, to the church of Notre-Dame of Paris, or in any other principal church of the place where I will be, and to pronounce, one day of Sunday or festival, at the foot of the high altar, after the offertory of the Mass, and between the hands of the celebrant, a solemn act of dedication of my person, my family and my kingdom to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, promising to give to all my subjects, the example of the worship and the devotion which are due to this adorable Heart.

4. To set up and to decorate at my own expense, in the church which I will choose for it, within one year from the day of my delivery, an altar which will be dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and which will be used as an eternal monument of my recognition and my confidence without end in the infinite merits and in the inexhaustible treasures of grace which are contained in this Crowned Heart.

5. Finally, to renew every year, in the place where I will be, on the Feast of the Sacred Heart, the act of dedication expressed in the third article, and to attend the general procession which will follow the Mass of this day. Today I pronounce only in secrecy this promise, but I would sign it in my blood if it were needed; and the most beautiful day of my life will be that where I will be able to aloud publish it in the temple. O Adorable Heart of my Savior! Let my right hand be forgotten and let me curse myself, if I forget Your blessings and my promises, if I cease to love You, finding my confidence in You and all of my consolation. Amen.



Alas, the king did not regain his throne; after a show trial of the sort made famous by the Nazis and Communists in the twentieth century, he was martyred on January 21, 1793. His wife would follow him to the guillotine later in the year, and their little son, Louis XVII, the “Lost Dauphin,” would die of neglect in prison two years later. Although the private vow of Louis XVI was unknown to the public at the time, both the enmity of the revolutionaries to the Sacred Heart and the late king’s devotion to it were common knowledge. When, on March 10, 1793, rebellion against the Revolution broke out in the western French region called the Vendee, the Sacred Heart was soon on the badges and flags of the insurgents, who called themselves the “Royal Catholic Army.” The rebellion spread in Normandy and Brittany, and while eventually put down with much bloodshed, the Sacred Heart became the badge of all opposed to the Revolution, and those willing to die for God, king, and country.

Nor was this phenomenon confined to France. On June 6, 1796, the estates of the Austrian province of Tyrol, fearful of the war that was about to overwhelm their borders, officially consecrated their land to the Sacred Heart. When at length the region was occupied by the Bavarian allies of the French, the resistance likewise wore the Heart of Jesus as their badge; ever since then, though Tyrol has been divided between Austria and Italy since 1918, the province remains united in its devotion—one great sign of which being the bonfires lit on the feast day.

After the defeat of Napoleon, in France and throughout Europe, the Church and the different countries began to recover. As far as Catholicism was concerned, devotion to the Sacred Heart played a significant role in that recovery, as the Jesuits and other orders encouraged the devotion, and new orders—both male and female—expressly dedicated to it emerged. Among the foremost disciples of the Sacred Heart at that time (and there were very many) were Jules Chevalier, founder of the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart, and Léon Dehon, who began the Priests of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Blessed Pius IX and Leo XIII encouraged devotion to the Sacred Heart from the highest level. One of the practices that became widespread was that of Reparation to the Sacred Heart—prayers, communions, Masses, penances, and good works, all undertaken in a spirit of attempting to compensate Our Lord for the hatred and neglect His love so often receives in return from an ungrateful mankind. In addition, there was a growth of devotion to the Blessed Sacrament—including adoration, perpetual or otherwise—thanks to the work of such as St. Peter Julian Eymard. He too encouraged veneration of the “Eucharistic Heart of Jesus,” while practitioners of such devotions as the Holy Face also linked their prayers and works to the Sacred Heart. Those particularly devoted to Our Lady similarly linked devotion to her Immaculate Heart with that of Jesus’s Sacred one.

Although the interior life of the Church was receiving a great deal of stimulus during the nineteenth century, politically she faced ever-growing opposition, which Pope Pius IX was forced to deal with. In every European country and in Latin America, the anticlericals went from strength to strength. But inevitably the defenders of the Church—such as the Spanish Carlists—used the Sacred Heart as a favored devotion, and often enough as their badge and protection in war. Among no one was this truer than the Papal Zouaves, the body of young men drawn from all over Europe and the rest of the Christian world to defend the pope’s territories against the encroaching Sardinians. They looked to the Grail and the medieval knights directly for inspiration, going so far as to call their efforts for the pope the “Ninth Crusade.” The Frenchmen among them, upon the fall of Rome in 1870, returned to their homeland to fight as a body in the Franco-Prussian War; they fought beneath a standard of the Sacred Heart—as had the men of the Vendee, and as St. Margaret Mary Alacoque had told Louis XIV God wanted. Although France was defeated on the battlefield, the Zouaves were not.

In response to their defeat by the Germans, in 1871 several prominent French Catholic laymen made the “National Vow”: that as an expression of the country’s sorrow for its crimes against God and the king, a national shrine of expiation to the Sacred Heart would be built. The site chosen was Montmartre; completed in 1919, it is one of the major sights of Paris. But more needed to be done; as St. Margaret Mary Alacoque had written, as Louis XVI had promised, France must be consecrated to the Sacred Heart by her head of state in union with the country’s bishops.

This concept of national consecration—and the necessity of a country’s ruler to take part in it alongside the nation’s clergy—does indeed take us back to medieval monarchy and the spiritual connection between land, people, and sovereign, as symbolized by the Grail King. Certainly, the refusal of successive French kings, emperors, and presidents to do so cannot help but remind one of Parzival’s refusal to ask the question that would heal the Grail King and his country.

In any case, the points of resemblance between the Sacred Heart and the Holy Grail were obvious to European Catholic intellectuals in the nineteenth century. At Paray-le-Monial in 1865, the Jesuit Fr. Victor Drevon (1820–1880) founded the Association of Restorative Communion in the Monastery of the Visitation. This was to unite devotion to the Eucharist and the Sacred Heart. Fr. Drevon, in 1873, started playing a major role in organizing pilgrimages—often led by Colonel de Charette, former commander of the French Papal Zouaves—to Paray-le-Monial in order to rally support throughout France for the building of the basilica and the fulfillment of the national vow. In that same year, Fr. Drevon began, in partnership with Franco-Spanish diplomat Baron Alexis de Sarachaga (1841–1918), an organization variously known as the Society of the Social Reign of Jesus Christ, the Institute of the Eucharistic Fasts, or the Hieron of the Val d’Or (Hieron meaning “Holy Place” in Greek and Val d’Or or Orval being the original name of the valley of Paray). In his 1888 letter approving the Society, Leo XIII wrote, “The Society of the Eucharistic Fasts professes to promote, in the nations, the Empire of Christ, by exalting the August Sacrament of the Eucharist. … This enterprise is undoubtedly excellent. For what can be done more holy than to endeavor to call upon the nations to pay homage to their God, by the profound study of this sublime marvel, by virtue of which Christ is mysteriously united to each of the Faithful!”

Not too surprisingly, the museum that the group established, collecting as it did images of the Blessed Sacrament, also devoted some time to the iconography of the Holy Grail. One of their most successful efforts was to link the devotions to the Blessed Sacrament and the Sacred Heart to the social kingship of Christ over all nations and individuals—as expressed in the burgeoning consecrations of nations, families and individuals thereto—and to employ the Holy Grail as a symbol of all three, just as those who worked and sometimes had to fight for these things were seen as the successors of the knights of old. All of this work was being carried out against a backdrop of increasing anticlericalism on the part of the French government.

Nevertheless, this sort of fervor was not restricted to France; it was spreading throughout the Catholic world. In 1885, Fr. Giammaria Sanna Solaro, SJ (1824–1908), after a pilgrimage to Paray-le-Monial and a visit to the Hieron, decided to found an Italian section of the Society based in Turin. The following year, he was one of those commissioned by the bishop of Lanciano to reexamine (to the best of their ability in that pre-scientific time) the miraculous Blood and Flesh enshrined thereat. Fr. Sanna Solaro would also become noted as an expert on the Shroud of Turin, the Holy Blood of Mantua (in the course of studying which he was befriended by the city’s bishop, Giuseppe Sarto—the future Pope St. Pius X), and several of the other miraculous relics we saw in the last chapter. He began the work of propagating loyalty to the social kingship of Christ via devotion to the Blessed Sacrament and the Sacred Heart and social and political action. In 1888, he composed an act of homage to the Sacred Heart:


Yes, Eucharistic Lord Jesus Christ, we proclaim and revere you, in your Sacred Heart, our sovereign ruler by right, by birth, and by conquest. On this two-hundred-year anniversary of your promise to reign by your Heart, we proclaim that the loving love of this Heart has earned the throne, crown, scepter and empire of the world. … Be merciful, Lord Jesus Christ, to the States, Princes and Republics of our time. Remember the triumphal festivals and national homage that your Sacrament received in the best ages of Christendom, and lately in the Catholic Republic of Ecuador and the Eucharistic Congress of Freiburg. In remembrance of the trophies which our ancestors vowed for your victories, let the act of public reparation, deposited at your feet by our hands, preserve from your justice the peoples and the governments. May your reign come, Lord Jesus Christ, the fullness of the reign of your Sacred Heart; that all restoration works through your mercy; that your Sacred Heart shine in the sun of universal love on the standards of the nations! In order to hasten this happy advent, Divine Majesty, Sacred Heart, Holy Host, all of us here present, we swear by loyal oath and legal promise, maintaining all your rights, honors, titles, tributes and services, as they resulted in the social pacts of Tolbiac, Covadonga, Milan, Braga, Rutli, Florence, Venice, and Quito, and we want to enforce the clauses by all the means you will give us to know and apply in their own time. And this, Lord Jesus Christ, in virtue and for the glory of your formal promise and the significant word of your Sacred Heart: “I will reign in spite of Satan and all who oppose it.” Long live the Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ, sovereign of the nations! I swear fidelity to his social reign. (Abbé S. Coubé, La Royauté du Sacré-Cœur, Paris, Bureau de la Ligue Eucharistique, 1906)



In keeping with the identification of the glories of old with the struggles of the present time, Fr. Sanna Solaro invoked here in one breath the foundational places of Christendom with the then-recent acts of homage to the Sacred Heart at Quito and the resolutions of various contemporary Eucharistic and devotional conferences. When his old friend became pope in 1903, some saw the influence of Fr. Sanna Solaro in the new pontiff’s choice of motto: the Reign of Christ in the Peace of Christ. The same ideas gathered strength elsewhere in the Catholic world. Their connection with the Holy Grail seemed obvious to Austrian writer Richard Kralik and his circle; they took the name Gralbund (“Grail Union”) to make this clear.

But while these notions became ever clearer among some Catholics, the world at large was going in the opposite direction. World War I saw not only the death of millions and the ruin of much of Europe but the overthrow of the chivalrous and saintly emperor of Austria, Blessed Charles I—himself a knight of Malta and devotee of the Sacred Heart. Even so, Pope Pius XI issued his encyclical on the kingship of Christ, Quas primas, in 1925. In that decade, the Cristeros in Mexico, and in the next the Nationalists in Spain, fought the enemies of the Church in the name of Christ the King.

All this activity was the culmination of several points of development. Essential as devotion to the Sacred Heart and the Eucharist are for the individual, the social order requires them—and the recognition of Christ’s kingship—as well. This is because the Body and Blood of Christ that transubstantiates every day (and occasionally become visible) is the same as that of the Man-God born in Bethlehem and crucified in Jerusalem, as well as the Mystical Body of Christ, the Church. Just as the Holy Grail itself manifested here and there in the stories, first as one thing and then another, so too with Christ Himself in the varying ways He chooses to be made manifest to His people. He is at once the kingdom and the king, and His people are not merely His subjects but destined one day to be divinized; what is now true of each member of the Church, as Pius XII teaches us in his encyclical Mystici Corporis, will then be readily apparent. Now let us look at the actual means whereby this is so.





CHAPTER 9

Precious Blood


Place on thy heart one drop of the Precious Blood of

Jesus and FEAR NOTHING.

—PIUS IX



It is time now to look at the development of devotion to that very element that intimately ties together Holy Grail and Sacred Heart, clergy and laity, knight and peasant, and all the rest: the Precious Blood of Jesus. As we have seen, devotion thereto was quite common in the Middle Ages thanks to many of the shrines and miracles we have looked at. Thus it was that St. Catherine of Siena could explode with such sentiments as:


Why is the fire to be found in the Blood? Because the blood was spread with a most ardent fire of love. Oh glorious and precious Blood, you have become for us bath, and ointment placed on our wounds. … He [Jesus] is bath; because in the bath you find heat and water, and the place where he is. Thus I tell you that in this glorious bath you find the warmth of divine charity, that he has given it for love … you find the water in the blood, that is, that from the blood issues the water of grace. (Emanuele Musso, La corporeità del “Cristo dolce Gesù in Caterina da Siena p. 39, from Letter 73)



Just as St. Catherine is accounted also an early witness to the Sacred Heart devotion, so too is Blessed Angela of Foligno who, after she lost her husband and children, took the habit of the Third Order of St. Francis. Her revelations were approved in 1309. In her Life, written by her confessor Brother Arnaud, she says, “I had a dream. I was shown the Heart of Christ, and He said to me: ‘In this Heart there is no lie; all is true.’” She said further, “He called me and told me to lay my mouth in the wound on His side. And it seemed to me that I saw and drank His fresh blood flowing on his side.” A great many medieval mystics wrote in much the same vein of both the Sacred Heart and Precious Blood at once. There were many brotherhoods devoted to the Blood of Christ; among those that survive from that era is the Brotherhood of the “Sanch” (local dialect for “Blood”) founded by St. Vincent Ferrer in 1416—there are a number of others in Italy and Spain. An allied devotion was that of the Five Wounds, and it was not a coincidence that the members of the Pilgrimage of Grace, which fought unsuccessfully against Henry VIII to reestablish Catholicism as the religion of England, marched under a banner bearing the Five Wounds, which even today are symbolized on the Portuguese flag.

But the Protestant Revolt and the so-called Enlightenment ate away at these devotions; even though devotion to the Sacred Heart was beginning to spread, devotion to the Precious Blood was at very low ebb in the life of the Church by the beginning of the nineteenth century. Yet it was precisely through one of the lesser-known relics of the Holy Blood that a love and veneration of the Blood of Jesus in and of itself would be rekindled in the Church at large.

There was an ancient noble family in Rome called the Savelli, whose origins are literally lost in the mists of time—some genealogists asserting that they descended from the Roman “cognomen” of Sabellius. For centuries they had long treasured, albeit quietly, a relic of blood- and water-stained cloth, which they maintained had belonged to St. Longinus, upon whose clothing some of Christ’s blood and water had flowed when His side was pierced. The last of the main line, Prince Giulio Savelli donated the relic to the church of S. Nicola in Carcere four years before he died in 1712. San Nicola at the time was staffed by its own canons, who were already in possession of the crucifix that had spoken to St. Bridget of Sweden. They placed the two relics together in the same chapel for public veneration.

A century passed, and the area around the church had become a very poor slum. Its rector, Canon Francesco Albertini, encouraged devotion to the relic in particular and the Precious Blood in general. On the anniversary of the relic’s donation, December 8, 1808, he founded what became the Archconfraternity of the Precious Blood, and in time developed the chaplet of the Precious Blood. This latter honors, in turn, each of the seven bloodsheddings of Christ and ends with a prayer to the Precious Blood that Fr. Albertini composed. He characterized the goals of the new organization thusly, “To promote the greater glory of God, the devotion and frequent reception of the sacraments among the people, especially in the poor artisans, workers, and peasants, and to obtain a more abundant suffrage for the souls of the deceased, particularly of those who died in the inns and in those places where they are ordinarily most forgotten.” Members would be required to “engage in many pious works … for the spiritual benefit of large surrounding population and neighboring places, especially to the poor peasants and day laborers, who are so numerous in this vast parish.” Fr. Albertini also designed the Scapular of the Most Precious Blood for members to wear.

On the night of the organization’s founding, he asked a young priest, whose spiritual director he was, to preach. This man, Gaspar del Bufalo, would one day be canonized. Together the two cooperated on both good works and spreading the devotion. But less than a year later, when the troops of Napoleon occupied Rome, both priests refused to take the oath to the new ruler and were banished. But even in exile, they were at work printing holy cards with a prayer to the Precious Blood.

During this time, under Fr. Albertini’s guidance, Fr. del Bufalo was inspired to found an order of priests that would spread the devotion throughout the world. After their return to Rome in 1815, the Congregation of the Missionaries of the Precious Blood was born. Sixth months after he was made a bishop in 1819, Francesco Albertini died. But the Missionaries soldiered on, preaching parish missions and retreats. St. Gaspar and his disciples (who included Venerable Giovanni Merlini and the future Blessed Pius IX) spoke in particular against the Carbonari, Freemasons, and other secret lodges that were working against the Papal States—hence St. Gaspar’s nickname of the “Hammer of Freemasons.”

He and his brethren were sent by the pope to preach in the most robbery-ridden areas of the country, where they reduced the amount of brigandage tremendously, which fact is, incidentally, well in keeping with the knightly connections to the Grail. (Just as their knightly forebears made kingdoms safe through force of arms, so these holy men of God made the byways and highways safe through force of preaching.) In 1825, he met the future St. Maria de Mattias; she would later found, under his guidance, the Adorers of the Blood of Christ for women. This would be the first of a large number of women’s congregations founded during the nineteenth century.

Of what, then, did the Spirituality of the Precious Blood fostered by St. Gaspar del Bufalo and his companions consist? “I wish I had a thousand tongues to tenderize every heart to the Most Precious Blood of Jesus. This is a fundamental devotion that embraces all the others: it is the base, the support, the essence of Catholic piety. The devotion to the Most Precious Blood, here is the weapon of our time!” (St. Gaspar del Bufalo, Collected Letters, vol. IX, p. 149). It was also a very Marian piety. According to article 6 of the Rule approved in 1841 (four years after St. Gaspar died),


It is also customary for the congregation that in our churches there is an altar on which is offered to the veneration of the faithful an image of the Blessed Virgin Mary; in her arms is the Child Jesus, Who holds in His right hand the chalice of His precious Blood in the attitude of showing it to His Mother. The same Blessed Virgin invites sinners to use that divine medicine, prepared for the men, as pressing love to erase their sins and clothing them in virtue. The Venerable Founder determined that our priests will serve the same image in the missions.



It is a picture that cannot help but remind the viewer of the Holy Grail. Not surprisingly, the image is called “Our Lady of the Precious Blood.”

His spiritual commitment to this devotion led St. Gaspar in his effort to unite the contemplative and apostolic life. He organized prayer groups and promoted perpetual adoration, day and night, to the Blessed Sacrament; he formed groups of well-prepared catechists for the instruction of children and adults in Rome as well as in neighboring provinces. St. Gaspar also organized visits to the sick in hospitals and homes, and promoted a number of charitable initiatives. He began the first parish theater in order to give the young men something wholesome and enjoyable to do. He wrote dramas and comedies and also acted as director; soon the cream of Roman society was attending his shows. In all these efforts, he undercut the propaganda of the anticlericals. His Order’s work spread throughout Italy even before he died in 1837; it was crowned with a miracle thirteen years later when the painting of the Virgin over the altar in their church at Rimini moved its eyes repeatedly in the sight of many witnesses. Blessed Pope Pius IX approved the miracle after a thorough investigation and crowned the image. Our Lady of Mercy, as she is called, has been the patroness of the town ever since.

In 1851, the Archconfraternity of the Precious Blood at S. Nicola in Carcere was separated from the Pious Union of the Precious Blood (whose symbol is an overflowing chalice topped by a Host inscribed with IHS, again, reminiscent of the Holy Grail)—the latter of which would be the Third Order of the Missionaries. The now-independent Archconfraternity continued to spread, and people outside the Missionaries of the Precious Blood began to get involved with it and the devotion in general. St. Gaspar’s friend and contemporary, the Passionist St. Vincenzo Maria Strambi, introduced the devotion to his order and originated the now-general custom of consecrating July to the Precious Blood. St. Maddalena di Canossa, foundress of the Sons and Daughters of Charity and who originated a form of devotion to the seven bloodsheddings, brought Blessed Antonio Rosmini Serbati, founder of the Rosminians, to a love of the Precious Blood. She also influenced St. Gaspare Bertone, the founder of the Stigmatist Fathers, who have a special devotion to the Five Wounds.

The Passionists introduced the Confraternity of the Precious Blood to the United States in the 1840s. At the same time, they came to England in the person of Blessed Dominic Barbieri, who, after arriving in 1841 from Italy, was key in the conversions of a number of members of the Anglican Oxford Movement, including Blessed John Henry Newman, Edward Caswall, and Frederick Faber. The first two founded the Birmingham Oratory; the last-named, London’s Brompton Oratory. But although they were following in the footsteps of St. Philip Neri, their Passionist mentor in the Faith had introduced them all to devotion to the Precious Blood, which has been a part of English Oratorian life ever since. So much so, in fact, that in 1847, Fr. Faber erected a Confraternity of the Precious Blood at the now-derelict church of St. Wilfrid, Cotton, in Staffordshire; when he and his nascent community removed to London to found Brompton, the Confraternity also moved. Today, members of Brompton’s Third Order, the “Little Oratory,” automatically become members of the Confraternity. Fr. Caswall wrote the first English-language manual for the Confraternity, and in 1860, Fr. Faber penned what is probably the best single book on the devotion ever written in our language: The Precious Blood: The Price of Our Salvation.

It is not too much to say that in this book Fr. Faber has linked the Precious Blood to every element at work in the Church and the world—and in the soul of each individual. He examines it from six different points of view: doctrinally, in which he discusses its primal role in Church teaching; as a necessity, in which is shown how utterly we need it for our salvation; as an empire, by which he means its role in the life of the Church, whose absolute necessity he demonstrates, and of which the Precious Blood is quite literally the blood stream (the Church being the Mystical Body of Christ); historically, whereby Fr. Faber likens the Precious Blood to a procession emerging from the Mind of God through the life first of Christ and then of the Church and at last through the life of each Catholic until the final judgment; as what he calls a “Divine Prodigality,” meaning that it demonstrates, through Christ’s bloodsheddings, how utterly complete and gratuitous God’s saving love for each of us is; and at last as a devotion, combining both history and suggested practice. Through the course of the book, Fr. Faber also demonstrates how the Precious Blood intertwines with all of our other devotions—most especially the Sacred Heart, wherein it has resided and continues to; the Eucharist and other Sacraments, through which it operates upon us; and Our Lady, from whose Immaculate Heart, humanly speaking, the Precious Blood first flowed and which was pierced by a sword spiritually as Our Lord’s was physically by a lance.

Fr. Faber’s skillful manner of weaving together all things holy through their relationship to the Precious Blood is well illustrated by the following passage:


Here is part of that awfulness of our holy faith, which makes us so thrill with love that it is sometimes as if we could not bear the fire which is burning in our hearts. We actually worship it every day in the chalice at Mass. When the chalice is uplifted over the altar, the Blood of Jesus is there, whole and entire, glorified and full of the pulses of his true human life. The blood that once lay in the cave at Olivet, that curdled in the thongs and knots of the scourges, that matted His hair and soaked His garments, that stained the crown of thorns and bedewed the Cross, the Blood that He drank Himself in His own communion on the Thursday night, the Blood that lay all Friday night in seemingly careless prodigality upon the pavement of the treacherous city, that same Blood is living in the chalice, united to the Person of the Eternal Word, to be worshipped with the uttermost prostration of our bodies and our souls. (p. 35)



To illustrate the way in which the fervor for the Precious Blood, so richly expressed in the words of Father Faber above, manifested itself miraculously in one case, we can look to the year 1861 when a truly extraordinary mystic, Venerable Catherine-Aurelie Caouette, received permission from her bishop to found the Sisters Adorers of the Precious Blood.

Her life was filled with as many wonders as one might expect from a medieval legend. At six, young Aurelie was drawn to the presence of Jesus in the tabernacle and was seen to float when praying. Her parents, alarmed by her interests and the phenomena around her, worriedly consulted the parish priest; he carefully examined the child and found her to be mentally normal, of good humor, and uncommonly informed about the Faith. The result was that she received her first Communion at age nine, four years before the customary age in those days. As she grew, her prayer life became ever more devout, and when she was nineteen, in 1852, Aurelie received the stigmata. She prayed to Jesus not to give her any visible wounds, but at various intervals through the rest of her life, witnesses saw blood gushing forth from her head, side, and hands—through her clothing. Her spiritual director, Fr. Joseph-Sabin Raymond, carefully observed and recorded all that occurred with her and arranged for witnesses.

On August 15, 1852, she pledged her virginity to Our Lord, took the name Catherine (in honor of St. Catherine of Siena, who, as we have seen, also had the stigmata and a devotion to both the Sacred Heart and Precious Blood), and had a vision of her mystical marriage with Jesus Christ, with Our Lady as witness—as had St. Catherine. Catherine-Aurelie, as we must now call her, was very devoted to the immaculate conception of the Virgin Mary—whose conception without original sin was essential for the moral purity of the blood she would generate for Jesus in the womb.

Interior things are hard to verify; what was not, however, was that whatever the color of her dress, it would change to red when she received Communion and turn back as the priest made his thanksgiving. Catherine-Aurelie was often, because of illness, unable to attend Mass during those years and so made spiritual communions instead. On February 27, 1856, she was delighted to find out that as she did so, an actual Host appeared on her tongue. In subsequent days, this would be repeated; she started seeing an angel placing the Host there just as Fr. Raymond noticed that one Host would always be missing. He began setting one aside for her every day; on one occasion, he forgot to do so, only to find that the level had gone down in the chalice when he lifted it to his lips. Peculiar as these prodigies may seem to us, they are far from unknown in the lives of the saints.

Ever fearful of fraud and trickery, the local hierarchy began to investigate Catherine-Aurelie’s case. The bishop referred her to the bishop of Montreal, Ignace Bourget. Bishop Bourget was, without doubt, the greatest prelate French Canada has ever produced. Unafraid of standing up for the rights of his people to the British, the Canadian government, or local politicians, he organized the French-Canadian contingents of Papal Zouaves, who as we saw earlier fought for the pope under the banner of the Sacred Heart. But Bourget was far more interested in religious than political affairs: he introduced a number of religious orders to his diocese and founded others; made more splendid the liturgy along the lines recommended by Dom Gueranger and brought in a number of public devotions to Montreal; and took especial care of the non-Francophone Catholics of Montreal. If anyone could detect a phony mystic, it would be this sophisticated and clever man, equally at home in Paris, London, Rome, or the backwoods of his native province.

Her biographer gives an account of the meeting:


The interview took place on the 11th of August, 1859, and the bishop was struck by the expression of sanctity in her person and the celestial joy of her gaze, in spite of the sufferings which she seemed to endure at that very moment. He asked about her inspirations and intentions, then took her into his oratory, and there, in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament, and after praying with her, he uttered these prophetic words: “My child, if I was the Bishop of Saint-Hyacinthe, I would say to you: Go to a little solitary cottage, and found a community of Adorers of the Precious Blood, daughters of Mary Immaculate.”4



“I cannot express,” Catherine-Aurelie said later, “the expansion of my heart, when I heard these words: ‘a community of Adorers of the Precious Blood, Daughters of Mary Immaculate.’ In an instant I passed from deep sadness to a lively joy. My whole being was exulting. Everything sang in me: Long live the Blood of Jesus! … Love to Mary Immaculate! … I was convinced that Our Lord wanted me in this community.”5

And so it proved. Two years later—and a year after the publication of Fr. Faber’s book—the Sisters Adorers of the Precious Blood were founded, with their motherhouse in Saint-Hyacinthe, Quebec. Despite many pains and trials, alongside continued mystical phenomena, the Order spread rapidly in Mother Catherine-Aurelie’s lifetime; before she died in 1905, she had the joy of opening houses throughout Canada and in the United States and Cuba. Her cause has been introduced, and she is now “Venerable,” with a miracle attributed to her awaiting approval. At its pre-Vatican II height, there were twenty-six houses of the Order in those three countries, China, Japan, and Rome. The communists closed those in China and Cuba; the post-Vatican II malaise cleared out most of the rest. But houses remain in Saint-Hyacinthe, Quebec; Brooklyn, New York; Manchester, New Hampshire; London, Ontario; Edmonton, Alberta; Nasu, Japan; Hamilton, Ontario; Calgary, Alberta; Watertown, New York; and Kagashima, Japan.

In each of those houses, the Sisters Adorers continue their completely contemplative life, doing what their foundress set forth for them to do:


The virgins of the Blood will pray for the sanctification of the people, their prayers will bring down a beneficent dew on the apostles of Christ, who evangelize their brothers still sitting in the shadow of death; they will obtain for the sinner the grace of repentance. The restorative virgins will also pray for the heart that suffering is tearing apart and that despair continues to attack; they will pray that the righteous may be more just, that the virgin may be more virgin, that the priest may be more holy, that the flame of his zeal may be more vivid, and that he be a more worthy dispenser of the divine Blood. Following the example of their seraphic and gentle protector, St. Catherine of Siena, they will work ardently in the agitated vessel of the Church, they shall pour out the balm of prayer upon her deep wounds, and burn their blood, their life, the very marrow of their bones for the defense of her holy cause; finally, by their groans and their mortifications, they will attract the graces for which the earth is thirsty; and if they are truly contemplative, God will give their souls divine wings, to fly like angels wherever the interests of the Beloved will call them.



In addition to this hidden calling, the Brooklyn monastery, whose foundation in 1890 was presided over by Venerable Catherine-Aurelie herself, has played an important part in the interior life of the Church in these United States. Within a year of the house’s beginning, the Holy See authorized the erection of the Confraternity of the Precious Blood at the Sisters’ chapel. From that point on, laity flocked to the place to expand their devotional life. The Confraternity in Brooklyn would zoom into nationwide significance after energetic twenty-seven-year-old Fr. Joseph F. Stedman arrived in 1925 as chaplain to the nuns and director to the organization—twin positions he would hold for the next twenty years, the entire remainder of his short life.

While the Brooklyn native was finding his way, the Archconfraternity in Rome was dealing with changes of its own. The advent of Benito Mussolini to power three years earlier led to a positive mania for archaeology in Rome—exposure of the glories of the old empire to emphasize those of the new. Excavations ended up leveling almost the entire neighborhood around St. Nicholas in Carcere, driving away the larger part of their inhabitants and almost leading to the church’s demolition. This last was avoided; but in 1936, the chapter of canons was dissolved and the Archconfraternity of the Precious Blood needed a new home. This they found in the deconsecrated church of S. Giuseppe Capo le Case, which they refurbished and redecorated, installing both St. Bridget’s crucifix and the relic of the Holy Blood; it has been the Confraternity’s world-wide headquarters ever since. Although it lacked the memories associated with the old church, San Giuseppe did have an appropriate history: in October of 1648, St. Carlo di Sezze was attending Mass there when at the elevation of the Host a ray of light shot out from the Blessed Sacrament to his side, leaving him with an open wound there ever after.

While these changes were taking place, Fr. Stedman was hitting his stride. A fine writer, he began the Confraternity of the Precious Blood’s ambitious publishing program. He produced himself three missals: My Military Missal, My Sunday Missal, and My Lenten Missal, as well as My Daily Readings from the Four Gospels and the “Triple” Novena Manual. When World War II broke out, these became the spiritual standbys of countless Catholics in the United States armed forces, as did the equally countless rosaries the Confraternity sent out. Certainly, these humble paperbacks and their unusual but haunting artwork are engraved in the memories of two or three generations of American Catholics. By the time Fr. Stedman died of a brain tumor in 1946, more than thirteen million of his books had been sold. In the ensuing years, similar cheap and easy to use books were added to the line, including an edition of Thomas à Kempis with Doré illustrations and spiritual writings by Fr. Anthony Paone, SJ.

Throughout the 1950s, devotion to the Precious Blood was a given in these apostolates and many more like them around the globe. But with the accession of St. John XXIII to the throne of St. Peter, reverence for the Blood of Christ was to reach its apogee. Litanies have always been a favorite style of prayer among Catholics; by 1601 there were about eighty in public use in the Catholic world. Considering this an abuse, Pope Clement VIII in that year forbade the public use of all but two—the Litany of the Saints and that of Loreto. As the years passed and various devotions gained in popularity, successive popes approved a few more—the Litanies of the Holy Name, the Sacred Heart, and St. Joseph. On February 24, 1960, Pope St. John XXIII approved the Litany of the Precious Blood for public use; he also added to the Divine Praises used during Benediction, “Blessed be His Most Precious Blood.” On June 30 of that year, the pope made his reasons for doing so plain in an apostolic letter, Inde a Primis, “On Promotion of Devotion to the Precious Blood of Jesus.” After linking it with the Sacred Heart and Holy Name devotions and speaking of its importance in his own life, the pontiff declared, “Such surpassing love suggests, nay demands, that everyone reborn in the torrents of that Blood adore it with grateful love” (no. 12). After speaking of the particular need to adore it at the elevation at Mass, St. John XXIII went on to say:


Let us, then, come back from that table like lions breathing out fire, thus becoming terrifying to the Devil, and remaining mindful of our Head and of the love he has shown for us. … This Blood, when worthily received, drives away demons and puts them at a distance from us, and even summons to us angels and the Lord of angels. … This Blood, poured out in abundance, has washed the whole world clean. … This is the price of the world; by it Christ purchased the Church. … This thought will check in us unruly passions. How long, in truth, shall we be attached to present things? How long shall we remain asleep? How long shall we not take thought for our own salvation? Let us remember what privileges God has bestowed on us, let us give thanks, let us glorify him, not only by faith, but also by our very works. (no. 14)



When the calendar was revised, in keeping with sentiments he had expressed in this letter, the pope made the feast of the Precious Blood a first class feast.

Despite the plethora of folk who invoke the memory of “Good Pope John,” his devotion to the Precious Blood was to be forgotten as swiftly as his insistence on the retention of Latin in the life of the Church in Veterum Sapientia. At the revision of the calendar in 1969, the feast of the Precious Blood was suppressed “because the Most Precious Blood of Christ the Redeemer is already venerated in the solemnities of the Passion, of Corpus Christi, of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and in the feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. But the Mass of the Most Precious Blood of Our Lord Jesus Christ is placed among the votive Masses” (Calendarium Romanum, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1969, p. 128).

As might be imagined, the various orders dedicated to the Precious Blood and the Passionists were none too pleased with this idea. At a meeting with their superiors, however, Paul VI allowed such communities to retain the feast, and they do so to the present day. Moreover, as the traditional Mass—the Extraordinary Form—has continued since St. John Paul II and especially since Benedict XVI acted in its favor, the number of places where the feast is observed has expanded radically, as the feast is retained in that calendar. Interestingly enough, two of the churches in Rome where the Extraordinary Form is offered from time to time are St. Nicholas in Carcere and St. Giuseppe Capo le Case, the past and present homes of the Archconfraternity of the Precious Blood.

And after a long recession of the role of the Precious Blood in Catholic devotional life, a new wind is blowing through the Church in its regard. One symptom is some of the older orders rediscovering their original charisms; another is the rise of new communities dedicated to the age-old truths of the Faith. Among these is the Community of the Precious Blood, made up of several different orders—men (Oratorians of the Blood of Christ), women (Sisters), and laity. Tellingly, the name of their journal is “Chalice of Life.” The Chalice of Mass—of which the Holy Grail was the prototype—retains the power to stir the heart, if we allow it to.

____________

4Fr. Elie-Joseph Auclair, Mère Catherine Aurélie: histoire de mère Catherine-Aurélie-du-Précieux-Sang, née Aurélie Caouette, fondatrice de l’Institut du Précieux-Sang au Canada, 1833–1905 (Québec, Imprimerie L’Action sociale: 1923), pp. 76–77.

5Ibid.





CHAPTER 10

Queen of the Holy Grail


Who is she that cometh forth as the morning

rising, fair as the moon, bright as the sun, terrible

as an army set in battle array? (Song of Solomon

6:9, DV)



One of our earliest sources for King Arthur, the ninth-century writer Nennius, declares that:


The first battle [of Arthur against the Saxons] was at the mouth of the river called Glein. The second, the third, the fourth, and the fifth were on another river called the Douglas, which is in the country of Lindsey. The sixth battle was on the river called Bassas. The seventh battle was in Celyddon Forest, that is, the Battle of Celyddon Coed. The eighth battle was in Guinnion fort, and in it Arthur carried the image of the holy Mary, the everlasting Virgin, on his [shield], and the heathen were put to flight on that day, and there was a great slaughter upon them, through the power of Our Lord Jesus Christ and the power of the holy Virgin Mary, his mother. The ninth battle was fought in the city of the Legion. The tenth battle was fought on the bank of the river called Tryfrwyd. The eleventh battle was on the hill called Agned. The twelfth battle was on Badon Hill and in it nine hundred and sixty men fell in one day, from a single charge of Arthur’s, and no one laid them low save he alone; and he was victorious in all his campaigns.6



According to the monastic chronicler John of Glastonbury, Arthur had placed this device upon his shield in response to a vision he had of the Virgin Mary and Infant Jesus while staying in the Glastonbury area at Beckery; the site associated with the event was excavated in May of 2016. Similarly, a Breton legend derives the unique coat-of-arms of Brittany from an ermine cloak Our Lady slipped around Arthur’s shield while he was fighting a giant pagan to the death; so grateful was the king that he ordered his nephew, Hoel, the first Duke of Brittany, to place the ermine pattern on his arms. At any rate, the church at Glastonbury was always dedicated to Our Lady, and the largest surviving building is what remains of the Lady Chapel.

As in the Bible, the Virgin’s appearances in the Arthurian legend are few other than glancing references to her, as when Sir Gawain set out for the Green Chapel with her picture painted on the inside of his shield to give him strength, or individual characters quickly invoke her name. Mysterious as her place in the legends is, it cannot help but remind one of the enigmatic smile French statues of her made during the era when the Grail stories were being composed. The Holy Grail is very much connected with her Son; and yet, as in real life, wherever He is concerned, she is involved. You really cannot separate the two, no matter how much the unbelieving may try.

Certainly, as we noticed earlier, the knightly audience for whom the Grail stories were written was very devoted to the Blessed Virgin—especially as Queen of Heaven. As we have noted, the Matter of France dealt primarily with the tales of Charlemagne, who in both history and legend was a devoted client of the Mother of God. Not only did he name his churches at Aachen and Paderborn after her (and kept her cloak with the swaddling clothes and loincloth of Jesus in the first named cathedral where it resides today), he was a great pilgrim. The great emperor wended his way to such shrines as Notre Dame de Marillais near Anjou, France, where the Blessed Virgin appeared in 430 to affirm her divine maternity a year before the Council of Ephesus did so (and around which church, two thousand people would later be murdered by the French Revolutionaries); Notre Dame du Puy; Notre Dame du Rochefort; Notre Dame de Sabart; and many others. He was particularly anxious that the feasts of the Assumption and the Purification of Our Lady be zealously observed throughout his empire. Nor were his courtiers far behind their leader in their love of the Virgin. His nephew, the brave and pious Roland, endowed the shrine of Notre Dame de Mont-Roland. As he lay dying at Roncesvalles, he invoked Our Lady and directed that his sword, Durendal, be hung up at the shrine of Rocamadour, where it may still be seen today.

The third great hero to the Grail audience was Godefroi de Bouillon, the liberator of Jerusalem in 1099. When, before his departure for the Holy Land, he led his troops in the seizure of the city of Verdun and some of the men under his command violated the cathedral of Our Lady, he not only made good the thefts but did public penance before the cathedral gate. Godefroi built a small chapel to Our Lady at Antwerp, which is considered the origin of the great cathedral in that city. When he and the Crusaders finally freed Jerusalem, as noticed earlier, he refused the crown because, he said, he would not wear one of gold where his Savior had worn one of thorns. Instead, he offered it to Our Lady under the titles of Boulogne (one of his favorite shrines) and Molanus, at that time a local Jerusalem devotion. The Grail stories being written when the great victories of the First Crusade had been pushed back but their ultimate goals still seemed attainable, many of the European chivalry who enjoyed and were inspired by them identified the Grail Quest not only with the Eucharist but with the Crusade.

These knights prayed to the Blessed Virgin a great deal—both for victory in the wars they fought against the Muslims and each other, and deliverance if they lost. Their prayers were often answered; July 15, the day that the Crusaders took Jerusalem, was observed as a Double with an octave in honor of Our Lady of Molanus so long as the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem survived. Three days later, another feast was observed by the Spanish: Our Lady of Victory, in token of the defeat of the Moors in Spain at Navas de Tolosa, on July 18, 1212. So it was in numerous other places, leading to an enormous number of Marian feasts on local calendars commemorating various such victories. Even in Santa Fe, New Mexico, January 12 is observed as the feast of “La Conquistadora,” the image of the Virgin brought up from Mexico in the seventeenth century to whose intercession the peaceful reconquest of the city was attributed by the grateful Spanish soldiers.

There were also a number of Marian shrines connected to a miraculous release from captivity. Perhaps the most famous of these is Notre Dame de Liesse in France. During the twelfth century, the three Eppes brothers, all knights of St. John, were captured near Ascalon and put into captivity in Egypt. The Sultan had his beautiful daughter attempt to convert the trio to Islam, but the result of their conversations was that she became convinced of the truth of Christianity. She helped them to escape, but once clear of the prison, they realized that they had no way to get back home. They went to sleep after praying to the Virgin to help them, and the four awoke in France, near the Eppes’ estate. The princess was baptized, and the knights built the shrine in gratitude for their deliverance. In time the shrine became a great center for pilgrimage and was visited by a number of French kings. If the story seems a bit far-fetched, it is good to remember that there were a number of such, including that of the Englishman St. Leonard of Reresby, who made a similar escape and miraculous return to his home in the following century.

With this sort of martial Marian devotion, it is little surprise that the great military religious orders of knights that arose during the Crusades were all deeply devoted to the Virgin. The Templars—whatever became of them later—started out as disciples of the great mariologist St. Bernard of Clairvaux; accordingly, they dedicated their church and headquarters at the site of Solomon’s Temple (now the Al-Aqsa Mosque) to Our Lady—as they did their church in London, the Temple Church. Our Lady of Phileremos is an icon of the Blessed Virgin that the Knights Hospitaller acquired on Rhodes after the loss of the Holy Land, and which they took with them when they went to Malta; to her intercession, they ascribed several of their successes against the Turks, most notably the raising of the Turkish siege in 1565 on September 8, the feast of the Nativity of Our Lady. The Teutonic Knights are officially the Knights of the German Hospital of St. Mary in Jerusalem and have always venerated her under that title on February 6. The Order of the Holy Sepulchre venerates the Blessed Virgin under the title of Our Lady of Palestine on October 25 and has done so since the feast was originated by the Latin patriarch of Jerusalem back in 1937.

Very reminiscent of the days of chivalry is one particular kind of Marian devotion in Spanish-speaking countries: awarding rank in a nation’s armed forces to the Blessed Virgin Mary. The practice began after the Battle of Lepanto when Don Juan of Austria, leader of the Christian forces, gave the title of Captain General to the statue of Our Lady of Butarque. He had taken her from the shrine where he had lived a good piece of his life, and attributed his victory to her and to the image of the Mexican Virgin, Our Lady of Guadalupe, which he also brought along—this was later deposited in his home town by an Italian officer of the fleet, and now resides in the only shrine to the Mexican Virgin in Italy.

Among other statues of Our Lady to receive appointments to the rank of Captain General may be included the Virgin of Pilar, in Zaragoza, foremost Marian Shrine in Spain (and whose feast is immortalized in our own Columbus Day); of Guadalupe (the Spanish one, whose history predates the Mexican apparition; she was also named Queen of the Spains and Hispanidad by King Alfonso XIII); de los Reyes (“of the Kings”) in Seville; of the Desamparados; Montblanch; Toro; and Fregenal de la Sierra. Each of these statues has the distinctive sash of its rank around its waist. There are, throughout Spain, a number of images of the Virgin with military rank—and quite a large number who have been made “Perpetual Mayors” of their given town, with the elected individual having to be satisfied as “deputy.” This custom goes on at the present day, much to the annoyance of socialists, anticlericals, and other folk of that genre (the fact that such things can only be done with the overwhelming desire of the people involved is lost on them).

The custom of giving favored images of Our Lady military rank is also prevalent in South America; Our Lady of Merced is commander-in-chief of the Argentine army (she is also grand marshal of the Peruvian armed forces), while Our Lady, Star of the Sea is an admiral in that country’s navy; Our Lady of Mt. Carmel has command of the Chilean army; in Paraguay it is Our Lady of the Assumption; in El Salvador, Our Lady of the Rosary; the Virgins of Guadalupe and Los Remedios both have military rank in Mexico; and there are many more.

This close identification of the Virgin Mary with the military and civil government in the Hispanic world is a testament to the Reconquista and the discovery and occupation of the New World (the Jesuits who evangelized southern Arizona called it “the Northern Rim of Christendom”). Peculiar as it may seem to us, it would have been clearly understood by the audiences for whom the Grail stories were composed—and, perhaps why, in the decision of Divine Providence, the Holy Grail went to Spain. But even outside Hispanidad, Our Lady has retained her traditional role of cooperating with her Son in defense of the Faith. The Rosary continues to be regarded as a weapon of truth, just as it was at Lepanto (which is why the feast of Our Lady of the Rosary is celebrated on the date of that battle; it was formerly observed only in Spain, but was extended to the whole Church in thanksgiving for the victory of Prince Eugene of Savoy over the Ottomans). Similarly, the feast of the Most Holy Name of Mary commemorates the lifting of the siege of Vienna in 1683. Our Lady of Victories or Victory has been invoked for many reasons—from defeating the Albigenses or Huguenots in France to the English in the Philippines (the Virgin of “La Naval”). Certainly, the Austrians attribute the withdrawal of the Soviets from their country in 1955 to a Rosary Crusade launched at the time.

Just as the Grail and the Sacred Heart of Jesus are intimately connected to Catholic militancy, and as the Blessed Virgin is connected to every work of her Son, so too is her Immaculate Heart also connected to Catholic militancy, to His Sacred Heart, and so to the Holy Grail. Devotion to the Immaculate Heart has scriptural roots, as does that to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, with Mary “pondering all these things in her heart” (Lk 2:19) and being warned by Simeon that a sword her own heart would pierce (see Lk 2:35). Similar too, is the “pre-history” of the practice, as found in the writings of such saints as Anselm of Canterbury, Bernard of Clairvaux, Mechtilde, Gertrude the Great, Bridget of Sweden, Thomas à Becket, Hermann, Bernardine of Siena, and Francis de Sales. St. John Eudes and his disciples spread devotion to the Immaculate Heart in tandem with that to the Sacred Heart; but in 1765, Rome ordered that the two devotions be separated in order to focus on the latter. In 1795, Pope Pius VI permitted celebration in the Archdiocese of Palermo of the feast of the Most Pure Heart of Mary. It spread rapidly, but it would be two occurrences in Paris that led to the start of the modern devotion.

One was the series of apparitions at the rue de Bac resulting in the Miraculous Medal devotion; the other was the establishment, seven years later, of the Archconfraternity of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, Refuge of Sinners at the church of Our Lady of Victories. As that century of Marian apparitions continued, devotion to the Immaculate Heart grew, culminating with the appearance of Our Lady of Fatima in 1917. During her third apparition, Our Lady told the three children that “God wishes to establish in the world devotion to her Immaculate Heart” for the salvation of souls and world peace. She also asked for the consecration of Russia to her Immaculate Heart. It is from this apparition that the devotion of the First Saturdays derives, as well as the consecrations by Pius XII. Our Lady appeared again to Sister Lucia, last survivor of the trio of little shepherds, at her convent in 1929. The Virgin indirectly invoked St. Margaret Mary Alacoque and the Sacred Heart when, among other things, she told Sister Lucia about the consecration of Russia, “Like the King of France, they will repent and do it, but it will be late. Russia will have already spread her errors throughout the world, provoking wars, and persecutions of the Church: the Holy Father will have much to suffer.”

This reference to the Sacred Heart underscored another devotional element launched by the presence of both Hearts on the Miraculous Medal. The Sacred Heart represents God’s love overflowing for mankind; the Immaculate Heart signifies Mary’s response to it and our desire to emulate and be united with that love which she returns. So the devotional Alliance of the Two Hearts represents our desire to partake of those two acts of love, divine and human. This is why the “Morning Offering to the Sacred Heart” makes specific reference to both the Blessed Sacrament and the Immaculate Heart:


O Jesus through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, I offer You my prayers, works, joys, sufferings of this day, in union with the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass throughout the world. I offer them for all the intentions of Your Sacred Heart: the salvation of souls, the reparation for sin, the reunion of Christians; and in particular for the intentions of the Holy Father this month. Amen.



It was in the mid-nineteenth century that such terms as “the Eucharistic Heart of Jesus” and “Queen of the Blessed Sacrament” came into use, emphasizing that—as with the pentangle on Sir Gawain’s shield representing both the Five Wounds of Our Lord and the Five Joys of Our Lady—these devotions and their objects were not in competition with each other but in the closest possible union.

If Our Lady is connected with the Sacred Heart of her Son, what about His Precious Blood? One of the interesting things about the Eucharistic miracles we examined earlier is that while many show the presence of human DNA, so far, that DNA has defied all attempts to map it. One of the explanations offered for this is that such mapping requires the subject to be the inheritor of two different strands of DNA—one from each of his parents. But Our Lord had no human father; He had only His mother’s DNA. Our Lady, despite the spiritual piercing of her heart, shed no physical blood for us. Nevertheless, Christ’s Blood that was shed for us derived entirely from her. This is why its devotees had no scruples in referring to the Virgin as Our Lady of, or even Queen of, the Precious Blood.

In a sense, Mary can also be symbolized by the Holy Grail, for she was the first repository of the Body and Blood of Christ; where that Body and Blood purifies and redeems us sinners, it gave life and her standing in creation to her, conceived without sin. She was also the first recipient of that Body and Blood. All the graces that Christ has given us have come through and continue to come through her. She is the greatest of all creatures, but that greatness has come about purely through her relationship with her son. Hers is a role in our salvation that is quiet, but nonetheless essential. By way of illustrating her relationship with the Church, Pope Benedict XV gave us the inelegant but nevertheless accurate metaphor that just as Christ is the head of the Church, so Mary is the neck.

Moreover, she plays a key though quiet role in the kingship of Christ. For He is king on three counts: His roles in the creation of the world, which gave Him the right of nature; His saving death on the Cross, which gave Him the right of conquest; and His descent from King David, which gave Him the right of inheritance. Although He inherited the legal rights of His foster father, St. Joseph, in this regard, His blood descent from David He owes to Our Lady alone.

In 1925, in his encyclical Quas Primas, Pius XI explained the kingship of Christ in great detail and started a feast in its honor. He pointed out that this kingship is not purely spiritual, but extends to all nations; that great evils come from refusing to acknowledge it; and great good from governments publicly accepting it. “Consecration of the Human Race to the Sacred Heart,” written by Leo XIII, became one method of celebrating the feast; having large public processions became another—especially under totalitarian regimes like Nazi Germany, where these activities tend to become signs of defiance to the regime.

Twenty-nine years later, Venerable Pius XII wrote an encyclical on the Queenship of Mary, Ad Caeli Reginam. Therein the pontiff spoke of the immemorial custom of calling Mary Queen—especially Queen of Heaven. Pius pointed out both that she had acquired her queenship over the universe by virtue of her divine maternity and that, at the same time, she plays an essential accessory role in our salvation. While her queenship is analogous to her Son’s kingship, it is utterly dependent upon it, but by the same token, a lack of respect for the mother necessarily includes a similar disrespect for the Son.

As has been mentioned, various countries claimed her as their particular queen, and Pius XII named her as Our Lady of Guadalupe, Queen of Mexico and Empress of the Americas. The fifth Glorious Mystery of the Holy Rosary is her Coronation as Queen of Heaven and Earth, so those who pray the Rosary meditate regularly upon her regal status. Moreover, most countries—especially the settler and mission nations—have her, in one manifestation or another, as their patroness. In China, Australia, and New Zealand, it is as Our Lady, Help of Christians; in South Africa, Our Lady of the Assumption; in Canada, Our Lady of the Cape; and in the United States, Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception—hence the National Shrine of that name in Washington, DC.

In many ways, the Holy Grail represents the actions of Our Lady; she is always present for her subjects, in silent adoration, interceding for her people. As with her depictions on King Arthur’s and Sir Gawain’s shields, she too is along for the quest—invisible though she may seem to many, and silent. But her presence is essential. As she is Queen of Heaven and Earth, she is also most assuredly the Queen of the Holy Grail.

____________

6Nennius, in Arthurian Period Sources, Vol. 8 (also includes the Annales Cambriae), trans. John Morris, (Chichester: Phillimore), 1980, p. 35, (as cited at www.heroofcamelot.com).





CHAPTER 11

The Quest Fulfilled …
and Begun Anew


“Over the Mountains

Of the Moon,

Down the Valley of the Shadow,

Ride, boldly ride,”

The shade replied,—

“If you seek for Eldorado!”

—EDGAR ALLAN POE,
ELDORADO



In the process of looking at Catholic history and lore in an attempt to grasp the real meaning and reality of the Holy Grail, we have covered an awful lot of ground, both in time and space. What do all of these facts, names, and places mean for us today in the context of the Holy Grail? To begin with, we need to remember that the audiences for whom the Grail stories were written were comprised of believing Catholics with a deep sense of wonder regarding the world in which they lived. The miraculous and the marvelous were simply factual to them, as were the devotions and rites of the Church. Moreover, they knew the wonders that occur in the history of the Church are not merely random events but the work of a keen and omniscient intellect who, for reasons known only to Himself, has chosen to work with and for innumerable lesser free wills, both human and angelic, that He has created. Moreover, He deigns to love each of them with an intensity none of them can match. Between the events they encounter—both natural and miraculous—and their own reactions to them, these sundry free wills choose sides as it were—either all at once, as with the angels, or in a murky piecemeal way, muddling their way through, as humans do.

It was against this background that those knights and dames heard troubadours sing of Arthur and read Chrétien and Wolfram. What we have tried to do in our journey thus far is to recapture some of what they knew and we have lost since then. Of course, we have also explored what has occurred in the same line since then; but depend upon it, wonders that have been granted us in our day—such as the five approved Eucharistic miracles that have happened over the past twenty-five years—would have been common knowledge all over Christendom when the Grail stories were told. In our time, they are known to few, obscured by an ocean of trivial information regularly fed into the popular mind.

But let us presume that we are now in the mindset of our forebears, and ready to hear once more of the Quest of the Holy Grail. You, dear reader, began this book with this amalgam of the received versions, which contradict each other at several points, most notably over whether it is Perceval-Parzival or Galahad who is the main focus of the story and the achiever of the Quest. As in the prelude, never mind the differences; we shall focus on the main points more or less in common. But now you will be rereading the tale with the knowledge gleaned from the intervening pages and, perhaps, something of the mindset of the original audience.

Do bear in mind before we start out what the first hearers of the stories derived from them. Part of the audience would have been stirred to go on Crusade and reinforce the crumbling position of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. Others would have seen the reality of the Real Presence in the Blessed Sacrament they had received or seen elevated in the castle chapel that morning. Another sort would have felt added reverence toward womanhood because of the Virgin Mary—or vice versa. However it affected them, most would have felt strengthened in their attempts to live out the knightly ideal and the Catholic life.

And so let us begin, and see what we may glean out of the story.

* * *

Perceval was raised by his mother deep in the woods, away from all other human contact. She taught him his faith, and his letters, and warned him to stay away from other people and not to ask questions. But one day, he was out wandering in the woods and encountered a group of men in armor. At first he thought they were angels, so handsome were their faces and so gleaming their metal clothes. But they told him they were in fact “knights,” a word he had certainly never heard before. But these “knights” told him that, despite his rude clothing, he had the look of a knight himself and reminded them of someone; they could not recall whom. They invited him to accompany them back to Camelot, the city of their king, Arthur, where dwelt many fine knights. Perhaps, they said to him, he could in time become one himself. Without a second thought or warning his mother, he left with the knights for Camelot immediately.

The Camelot to which Perceval came was beautiful—on the surface. Brave knights jousted, the ladies of the court were beautiful, the feasts of the Church were celebrated brilliantly, justice and order reigned, and over all presided King Arthur and his beautiful queen, Guinevere. But dark currents ran underneath. The queen’s adultery with Lancelot, though known to few, ate like a cancer at the heart of the court. The king’s half sister, Morgan le Fay, plotted his downfall and had engineered the birth of an illegitimate and incestuous son for him on their sister Morgause; Morgan was training the lad, Mordred, to be the instrument of Arthur’s ruin. Beyond that, many of Arthur’s knights were not what they had been; an uncomfortable fact pointed up openly a few years previously one Christmastide when an uncanny Green Knight had challenged the entirety of Camelot’s chivalry, with only one beardless youth, Gawain, to accept.

But none of this was apparent to Perceval. Arthur accepted him as a candidate for knighthood, and he very quickly acquired all the basic skills in fighting he would need as though he had been born to it. After his knighting, he went forth in search of adventure, as was the custom in those days. He fought robber knights, rescued damsels in distress, and fought off wild beasts. At last he came to a district where all was barren. The villages were empty, the fields fallow and overgrown, and he heard only the clopping of his horse’s hooves and the calling of crows as they hurriedly flew out of the area. Finally, the road took him to a castle that, unlike the rest of that country, gave every sign of being prosperous and inhabited. He rode up to its gate, was challenged by the sentries, and gave his name and that of Arthur, his lord. There was a burst of trumpets, the drawbridge lowered, and he cantered in. A well-dressed maiden came out to greet him with her servants; he asked her, “What is this place called?” She replied, “Monsalvatch, the Castle of the Holy Grail, my lord.”

He was ushered into a great hall, where a regal figure, wounded in the legs, begged forgiveness for not rising due to his wound. He was, as it transpired, the king of this castle and all the land round. He invited Sir Perceval to stay for dinner and to sleep overnight. The knight accepted. Trumpets sounded again, and a number of knights entered and took their places at the tables in the great hall. At that, a procession of maidens entered the room; at their head was one who carried a spear from which flowed into the vessel carried by another an endless stream of blood; behind her was the first maiden he encountered bearing a shimmering golden vessel; she brought it to the wounded king, and first a Host floated from it into his mouth, and then the chalice filled with wine, from which he drank. Sir Perceval was much taken aback by all of this and wished to know what it meant. But he remembered his mother’s advice never to ask questions, and so he kept silent. The procession left the room, and suddenly the platters on the tables were filled with haunches of venison, and peacock, and all such meats as one could desire; the heretofore empty decanters were filled with finest wines, and all that company made merry until late. The king spoke pleasantly with Perceval of many things, but despite the knight’s wonder, no questions would he ask.

At length the king suggested that Sir Perceval might be tired; when the knight agreed that he was, a servant led him to a chamber wherein was a rich and soft bed, with saddlebag already present. That good knight said his prayers and happily lay under the blankets, falling immediately into a deep and dreamless sleep. When he woke in the morning, however, he was on the hillside outside the castle, his horse tied beside him and his baggage also. There were no sentries on the wall, and no banners on the tower. The castle seemed as dead and empty as all the land around it. After arranging his bag, he mounted his horse; but just then, the maiden who had greeted him the day before appeared. Her face was tearful, torn by rage and sorrow. “Oh, Perceval!” she said. “Had you but asked the questions that occurred to you last night, you would have healed the king—my father—and all this land! But now they must remain desolate! Oh, wretched man! And because you left her without word or warning, your mother has died of grief! She that raised you in the wild, ignorant of the ways of men, that you might avoid the fate of your father, one of the greatest knights that ever lived and true brother to my own sire, the king! Get thee hence, o wretched man!” With that the maiden vanished.

Perceval wandered far and wide after that, returning to inhabited lands but caring not if he lived or died, slaying such knights as he encountered and forgetting his duty to God and king. After a few years of this heathen life, he encountered a party of knights and damsels. He lowered his lance and charged immediately at one of the knights, despite the knight shouting at him that he ought not to fight because of the day. But Perceval took no heed and made for him as fast as his charger could gallop. In response, the other knight lowered his own lance and unhorsed him. Swiftly the knight dismounted, and before Perceval could rise, placed his foot upon his chest and his sword to his throat.

Perceval looked up at his victorious opponent and said, “Slay me if you will, then. It means naught to me, yea or nay!” The knight, looking aggrieved and bemused, said, “I cannot slay you, if I would, on this day!” “What is this day then, to me or thee?” Perceval rejoined. “Why, it is Good Friday, the day our savior Christ, born of Mary, died for all our sins!” At that, Perceval wept, for all that he had been taught came back to him, and the memory of all the ill that he had done. “Slay me now, then, good knight, for never can I be redeemed!” But instead, the stranger knight took him by the hand, and the other knights and damsels with them gathered round. The knight who had unhorsed him said, “Nay, all can be redeemed! There lives not far hence a holy hermit who can absolve thee and give whatever counsel you require.” And so the party escorted Perceval to the hermit’s dwelling and left him with that holy man.

With right good will, Sir Perceval told the hermit of his life, and all that he had wrought, and the evil he had done, and the deep repentance and sorrow that he felt for his sins. And then the hermit absolved him. After he was shriven, the hermit told him that he must return to Camelot and the service of his king, and abide whatever might befall him. And so Sir Perceval bade the hermit farewell and rode to King Arthur’s court. It was Easter Sunday, and Sir Perceval received the Holy Sacrament with all the court, and right well pleased were they all to see him, and none more than Arthur, who had been much grieved by his absence.

Much had changed since he had gone; and there was a new knight, hight Sir Galahad, who, unknown to all, was the son of Sir Lancelot; and he had sat himself in the Siege Perilous at the Round Table, which, since Arthur had instituted that company, had been inscribed with letters of gold, “none may here sit save the greatest knight in all the world.” And many a knight had essayed the seat, and died. But when Galahad was brought by his mother to Camelot and left in the king’s keeping, the letters changed to “Sir Galahad,” and he sat thereon without injury or harm. Though grave of manner and maiden-like in purity, Sir Galahad had wit and could jest as well withal. In prowess he exceeded all, save perhaps Sir Lancelot, who would not engage him in arms.

Oh the joy there was in Camelot that Eastertide! And none in that joyous band could know that this would be the last time they dwelt together in love and merriment! The king and queen were there of course, and Lancelot, Galahad, and Perceval. There too were Sir Gawain, and Sir Bors, and Sir Ector, and Sir Kay; Sir Agravain, Sir Gareth, Sir Gaheris, Sir Lionel, Sir Launfal, and many more. And they feasted, and tourneyed, and delighted in one another’s company. Even Sir Mordred, who often before had been in black humor (perhaps in presage of what would befall in after days), was content. The ladies of the court had never been more beautiful, nor the musicians more skilled at the dances they did play. But alas, in this fallen world of sins and shadows, such mirth is fleeting, even as crabbed age must follow gallant youth.

And so it befell while King Arthur kept Whitsun with his court and the knights of the Round Table made merry at their supper, as had been their wont these past forty days, the doors to the hall flew open. Music played as if from heaven, and a vessel covered in red samite appeared, held aloft it might have been by angels. And a voice declared, “This is the Holy Grail. Find and follow it, those who can.” At that, the vessel vanished, leaving the candles extinguished and the great hall of Camelot dark. Arthur rose and ordered the candles lit, which swiftly was done. Then Sir Galahad came and knelt before him and begged leave of his king that he might pursue this quest. And so did Lancelot, and Perceval—who was once more sore ashamed—and Gawain, and Bors, and, indeed, most of that bright company. And Arthur, though his heart misgave him, allowed those who wished so to do to go.

The knights set out in small parties in different directions from Camelot; and Galahad, Lancelot, Perceval, Gawain, and Bors rode together. Many an adventure befell them, but even Perceval could not say in what direction the Holy Grail might be. But Galahad ever felt impelled this way and that, and the others followed. Many an adventure befell them separately and together, and were I to tell them all to you, we should still be here when the sun rose. But at length they found themselves in the heart of a deep forest, where the path was lost; yet they came at last to a stone chapel, whose door was locked fast. Above that door were the words “Chapel Perilous.” Night fell upon them, and so they slept. But in the middle of the night, Sir Lancelot awoke; his companions slumbered soundly, but it seemed to him that he heard voices singing softly, and looking to the chapel, he saw that there were lights on inside. He rose him up and found the door unlocked. Entering, he saw a dead knight laid out on a table, candles at his head and feet. As he stood there, it seemed to him that he saw all his faults and virtues: his adulteries with the queen and his love of and honor for the king. And he knew that the Quest was not for him to fulfill. He resolved to return to Camelot so quick as he was able and to perhaps prevent the doom he foresaw would come upon Camelot as a result of his misdeeds. But as soon as he had resolved himself thus, he saw, as it were afar off, the Holy Grail covered in white samite. The vision vanished almost as soon as it had come, and he knew that this was as much of it as ever he would see. But from this vision, he garnered hope that he might yet be redeemed, whatever might betide. And so he departed without waking his companions.

As the night wore on, one by one Perceval, and Gawain, and Bors woke, were impelled to enter the Chapel Perilous, and forced to see, as had Lancelot, their faults and their virtues. But what each saw resolved them only the more to pursue this Quest, however it might end. And each returned to his resting place, without noting the others. When the morn had dawned, they saw that Lancelot had gone. The three knights would have searched for their companion, but Galahad declared that Sir Lancelot’s prowess would protect him and they must pursue the Grail.

They rode as before, hungry and tired, seeing many wonders and defeating many foes. But in time they came to another chapel, this one well lit, and the sound of chanting came from it, as it were from a High Mass. And so they entered thereunto. At the altar, a bishop was chanting the Mass, and he was the son of St. Joseph of Arimathea, who for long centuries had kept this service. And Perceval, Bors, and Gawain stayed at the back of the chapel and knelt. But Galahad went up to the foot of the altar, past the rood screen, and there he knelt. The bishop elevated the chalice, which was the Holy Grail, holding the Host over it; and as he did so, there appeared in the Host first the image of a babe, and then of a man, and from that man there flowed blood into the chalice. Then it seemed but a Host again. And the bishop gave Galahad of the Communion, both the Body and the Blood. Sir Galahad swooned, and the bishop and the Sacred Vessel vanished. And never has the Holy Grail been seen by man since. The three companions rushed forward, but their friend was dying. He commended himself, the three of them, and Arthur, his lord, to God; then his soul took flight to heaven.

The three companions rode off toward Camelot. But at a given crossroads, Sir Perceval bade Gawain and Bors adieu and took the road that led him to the Grail Castle. All was as it had been before. This time, although none manned it, the drawbridge was down and he crossed into the empty castle. In the great hall, all alone, lay the Grail King on a bier. With words like thunder, Sir Perceval declared, “Uncle, I am returned! And now I know the answers to the questions I did not ask!” At that, the Grail King was healed, all the folk of the castle reappeared, and with them his cousin the maiden. Delighted, his uncle and cousin led him to the battlements, and they saw that all the land was reborn, with villagers going about their tasks and farmers tilling fertile fields. And so Perceval abode there for the rest of his life with his uncle and cousin, and succeeded the old man when in time he came to die. But Gawain and Bors rode home to Camelot; full sad was their return for the number of knights who had perished on the Quest. What had restored Monsalvatch would set in motion the ruin that came to Camelot. But now, my lords and ladies, I have finished my story for tonight. Tomorrow, by your leave, you shall hear the dolorous tale of Le Morte d’Arthur!

* * *

Such is the way—in abbreviated form—that a medieval minstrel might have told the story of the Holy Grail. I have left out a few more or less common elements—like the Fisher King, so reminiscent of Peter-in-a-boat. But most of it is there: the noble heir raised in ignorance; Camelot’s glory, revolving around the liturgical year; the Waste Land and the Grail Castle, with the king whom the Grail sustains but cannot heal; Perceval’s madness and recovery thanks to Good Friday and the hermit; Sir Galahad’s appearance; the apparition of the Holy Grail at Pentecost; the endless wandering, as it were on pilgrimage, of the knights; the Chapel Perilous and Lancelot’s leaving the Quest because of what he learns about himself there; the final vision of the Grail; and the healing of the Waste Land. We shall look at each of these in turn in the light of what we have learned in previous chapters.

The heir to a noble or royal house raised in ignorance of his true origins is almost a commonplace of medieval folklore—and indeed is a staple of literature down to our own time, even including Tarzan of the Apes. For the denizens of the courtly culture of the Middle Ages, the notion of such a person being deprived of his rightful heritage by a well-meaning mother but nevertheless taking to it well, as to the manor born, would have made perfect sense. But it might well have a deeper significance for Catholics of this, our century.

The sad truth of the matter, as Pope Benedict XVI has repeatedly observed, is that most Catholics are liturgically and doctrinally illiterate. As the same pontiff has repeatedly reminded us, the vast majority of Catholics’ experience of the Mass is a ceremony from which “the true spirit of the Liturgy had fled”—which fact would account for the consistently low rates of belief in the Real Presence among self-described Catholics in Western countries as revealed by successive polls.

Certainly, for the past five or six decades, Catholic educational institutions have generally done an exceedingly poor job in passing on the Faith to students; it is a glaring reality that in these United States ex-Catholics form a close second behind self-described Catholics, who remain the largest single religious grouping in this country. With the basics of the Faith so obscure for so many of us, it is little wonder that the wonders, miracles, and devotions we have been examining are the province of a devout few. Many of us with just the barest understanding of Catholicism remain on parish rolls; many others seek spiritual solace in corners familiar or strange: Evangelicalism, Wicca, Mormonry, the New Age, or whatever one’s particular temperament responds to. Thousands of us drift out of the Faith without ever having known what it was to be in it. Thus, we may understand Perceval’s ignorance in a way the original audience could not.

Camelot has always represented an ideal of sorts, albeit a tragic one, an enduring testimony to the fleeting nature of glory in this world. The shimmering court, often established by a monarch through great struggle against chaos and iniquity, enjoys a glorious high noon of peace, order, and glamour; but due to weaknesses often present at the very beginning, or a tragic flaw on the part of the sovereign, or treachery by those in whom he trusted, or some combination of them all, declines and falls. For a time, chaos and injustice reign once more in human affairs until the rise of the next hero-king. So it was with Justinian at Constantinople, Charlemagne at Aix-la-Chapelle, Alfred the Great at Winchester, Philip of Burgundy at Dijon, Charles V at Toledo, Charles I at Whitehall, Louis XIV at Versailles, Franz Josef at Vienna, and scores more.

This was an archetype with which the Grail audience would have been most familiar—the more so because often enough they would see it enacted in their own lifetimes at the courts of various feudal lords. From this lived experience and cultural “memory” came the notion of the “Sleeping King” who would return one day to free his people and lead them to victory; of these, Arthur was the first but by no means the last. Many Americans bestowed the same image on the glittering Kennedy White House, even while JFK yet lived; his murder added the requisite tragic patina to his reign, though few, if any, look for his return from Avalon.

Obviously, whether we are ruled by noble heroes or worthless villains is not something most of us have any control over. But there is one element of life in Camelot—and, indeed, all the courts, high or low, which ever existed in Christendom—that we can take away and make our own. Life therein was governed by the liturgical year. Christmas was the day Arthur first drew the sword from the stone; as we know from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the feast was well kept at his court:


This king lay at Camelot nigh on Christmas

with many lovely lords, of leaders the best,

reckoning of the Round Table all the rich brethren,

with right ripe revel and reckless mirth.

There tourneyed tykes by times full many,

jousted full jollily these gentle knights,

then carried to court, their carols to make.

For there the feast was alike full fifteen days.



Moreover, as a young man, he was made to repeat the sword in the stone performance for various visiting lords on Twelfth Night, Candlemas, Easter, and Pentecost. Good Friday is very significant in the Arthurian tales; not only does Perceval remember his Faith on that day, but after the death of Arthur, according to Malory, Sirs Ector, Bors, Blamore, and Bloeberis set off for the Holy Land to fight the Saracen. “And there they died upon a Good Friday for God’s sake.” The king married Guinevere at Pentecost, and every year the knights renewed their oaths to him on this feast—one story after another begins with “King Arthur kept Pentecost at Caerleon …,” or Camelot, or Carlisle, or wherever he happened to be. Maying was something all the ladies of the court enjoyed, and Roodmas, the feast of the Discovery of the Cross on May 30, was another major feast at Camelot. So too was Michaelmas, when on one occasion there was a great wedding indeed at Camelot: And upon Michaelmas-day the bishop of Canterbury made the wedding betwixt Sir Gareth and the lady Liones with great solemnity. And King Arthur made Gaheris to wed the damsel Savage, that was dame Linet; and King Arthur made Sir Agravaine to wed dame Liones’ niece, a fair lady, her name was dame Laurel. Hallowmas—All Saints—was another favored day for tournaments.

Now, what has this to do with us? As mentioned, we modern Catholics are often ignorant of the rudiments of the Faith. This problem is worsened if our religion remains for us a mere set of intellectual propositions. But the feasts and fasts of the Church year bring its truths to life before us, if we follow them. But even if we do so at Mass, for them to truly come alive, we must bring them into our homes. Venerable Dom Prosper Gueranger, OSB, refounder of the Benedictine Order in France after the Revolution, reviver of Gregorian Chant, and father of the Liturgical Movement, often returned to the necessity of keeping up such accompanying customs in the home in his magisterial Liturgical Year. Describing in detail the French Christmas Eve home customs, he then laments, “In many of our readers, these reminiscences will excite a feeling of regret, that the miseries of the world around us make such catholic customs as these, unrealities: at all events, they will show, how the holiest feelings of religion may blend with the best joys of family and home. The lesson is worth learning, though the examples that teach it are too catholic for these rough times” (vol. II, “Christmas,” bk. 1, p. 122).

In his consideration of the Epiphany, the good abbot describes the custom of the King’s Feast in great detail and then the puritanical attacks upon it in his day. He sums up the issue by saying, “All this mistaken zeal has produced the sad effect of divorcing the Church from family life and customs, of excluding every religious manifestation from our traditions, and of bringing about what is so pompously called, (though the word is expressive enough,) the secularization of society” (vol. III, “Christmas,” bk. 2, p. 115). In treating of the Vigil of the Birth of St. John the Baptist, Dom Gueranger describes in detail the custom of lighting “St. John’s Fires” on hillsides and bemoans their decline—though not, thankfully, entire disappearance: “Blessed are those populations amongst whom is still preserved something of such customs, whence the old simplicity of our fore-fathers drew a gladness assuredly more true and more pure than their descendants seek in festivities wherein the soul has no part!” (vol. XII, “Time after Pentecost,” bk. 3, p. 312).

That the liturgical year is a matter of some import not merely on earth but in heaven may be seen by the relationship between the Church calendar and a number of the recurring miracles in the Church. As noted, two of the Holy Thorns venerated in Italy bleed whenever Good Friday falls on the feast of the Annunciation. The fairly well-known liquefaction of the blood of St. Januarius in Naples Cathedral usually occurs three times a year: September 19 (the day of his martyrdom), December 16 (his patronage of Naples, city and archdiocese), and the Saturday before the first Sunday of May (the reunification of his relics). But a similar miracle occurs on August 25 every year in the nearby monastery of San Gregorio Armeno, when the blood of the martyred St. Patricia also liquefies on her feast day. On July 25, the feast of St. Pantaleone, his blood liquefies—but in stereo, as it were: the miracle occurs simultaneously with the relics of his blood at Ravello Cathedral, the churches of Limbadi, Montauro, and Vallo della Lucania in Italy, and in the Monastery of the Incarnation in Madrid. It does not occur with his blood at St. Thomas Church in Padua, because there his blood remains a red fluid. Many of the Eucharistic miracles we looked at were connected to specific feasts, while the renowned and mysterious miracle of the New Fire at Jerusalem occurs on Holy Saturday. Why not attempt to govern one’s own life by the rules that appear to prevail in paradise?

To be sure, dependent upon agriculture as they were, the audiences that first heard the stories of the Holy Grail were aware of the results of crop failure and famine in a way that most of us moderns are not. The vista of barren fields and empty villages was something they not only could imagine but from time to time may well have experienced. In a century, their descendants would see, those of them that survived, the horrors wrought by the Black Plague. We, who may have citrus fruits at any time of year and rely upon big pharma to keep our antibiotics one step ahead of the next pandemic, cannot, perhaps, understand the shiver of fear it gave them—though our coreligionists in the Third World no doubt could.

Nevertheless, as shown by T. S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land, it is a vision that can resonate for us on other levels. Eliot wrote his work after the devastation of World War I, when the allegedly civilized West produced, in the eloquent lyrics of Eric Bogle’s “Green Fields of France,” “a whole generation that were butchered and damned.” That generation produced a legion of writers that were scarred and shaped by it—and millions more in the way of ordinary people. But as Bogle further observes, “the sorrow, the suffering, the glory, the pain, the killing and dying was all done in vain,” because “it all happened again and again, and again, and again, and again,” and continues so to do, unto our own time.

But to all the ongoing slaughters in the name of freedom, we may add the millions of gallons of infant blood shed as a constitutional right sanctified here by the ballot box, there by judicial fiat. In the same manner, we may dump in the profanation of marriage itself through easy divorce, contraception, and the equation of conjugal love with sterile perversion. Our arts, our architecture, our music, our literature all reflect this malaise, being empty, ugly, and cruel. Presiding over this waste, the rulers of the Western world not only seek to remove every reference to God and Church from public life but seek to efface all differences between male and female, as He created them, in no small part, perhaps, to double the contraceptively diminishing pool of young bodies to be thrown into the tax base and the war machine. As Pope Benedict XVI said in his inaugural address, “The external deserts in the world are growing, because the internal deserts have become so vast.”

So much for the wasteland that is the state. What of Monsalvatch—the Mount of Salvation, the Church? Well, the situation just noted has weakened severely her ability to respond effectively to the great ones of this earth, or even to give her children a convincing reason to stay within her fold, let alone to evangelize. Thank God the Holy Sacrifice continues—albeit so often, again, as His Holiness noted, without the true spirit of the Liturgy—on countless altars across the globe. But as with the Holy Grail itself, while the Mass sustains the Church, it cannot heal her wounds by itself; it cannot instruct the faithful and the heathen, save by example, when offered in that true liturgical spirit; it cannot of itself convert the ignorant—save through the sort of miracle we have described or a flash of good inspiration in an individual already possessed of great good will.

So too with Perceval’s recovery of himself through recollection of Good Friday and the guidance of the hermit. Good Friday was the one day in the year when the faithful were not offered Holy Communion (this would not happen until 1955) and Mass was not said, the priest alone receiving the Blessed Sacrament; the Church fasts, as it were, from the Sacrifice of the Mass in memory of the Crucifixion. The Passion, the collects for all degrees of men, from the pope and emperor down to the pagans, the adoration of the Cross, and the unique chants of the day all served to focus the medieval mind on the mystery of Christ’s sacrifice for us. It would make perfect sense that Perceval would regain his sanity through being reminded of the central fact of our existence—in the light of the Crucifix, everything assumes its proper light. Then, too, the guidance of the hermit also made sense, as did (in some versions) that of the “white monks.” Such folk were respected by the Grail’s audiences for focusing their lives and work entirely on God. Moreover, they knew that during periods of crisis in the Church, when rampant heresy and disorder have struck her, the light of the Faith has always been kept kindled in at least some religious houses and hermitages. And as we saw, some may even have heard of the true Grail being kept in a mountaintop abbey in Spain.

So too for us today. The rites of Holy Week, in whatever liturgy one assists at them, forcefully bring us back to the events of Christ’s last week of earthly life. And as we have seen with the film The Passion of the Christ, even the hardest of hearts can be melted by contemplation of His suffering and death. As we noticed with the relics of His passion (something which one can see for oneself on pilgrimage), they still, after almost two millennia, excite the devotion of the faithful.

Similarly, despite the paucity of wise hermits and hermitesses (although there are still a few; one of the best known of the latter is Sister Wendy, the noted art historian) and the current condition of our own Montsalvatch, there are quite a number of religious houses and orders—especially, though far from exclusively, of contemplative bent—of men and women around who have either remained faithful to or regained their original charism, as well as newer ventures that attempt to live out the Faith and religious life in full integrity. We have the witness of Pope Benedict XVI himself and the benefits of such efforts of his as the liberation of the Roman Rite’s traditional liturgy and the creation of the Anglican Ordinariates; his work continues to serve as an inspiration and guide for several younger generations of priests, religious, and seminarians. There are theologians, such as the Dominican Fr. Aidan Nichols, who dare to dream of evangelizing the world. We have the continuing witness of our Eastern Catholic brethren, whether facing persecution in their homelands or attempting to retain their unique identities in the West. Above all, there are the sorts of shrines we have been looking at, which bear mute (and sometimes not so mute) witness to the continuance of divine realities despite our best efforts to hide them. All these endeavors are, as it were, green shoots in the dry and dusty wasteland. Sometimes there are efforts to squash or uproot some of them, and now and then these succeed. But ever more spring up to replace them.

Despite these hopeful signs, the figure of Sir Galahad is a hard one for us to understand. He was not so for our fathers. For Galahad united in himself the military prowess he inherited from his father, Sir Lancelot, and the purity and devotion one would normally identify with a monastic saint. For those who first heard the stories of the Grail, men who attempted to fit such a pattern were not hard to find: they staffed such military orders as the Knights Templar, the Knights Hospitaller (Malta), the Teutonic Knights, the Knights of St. Lazarus, the Knights of the Holy Sepulchre, and the Spanish and Portuguese reconquista orders (Santiago, Calatrava, Alcantara, Montesa, Aviz, Christ, and Mercedarians). Even the royal orders, like the St. Michel, the Garter, and the Golden Fleece, aimed toward the high standard of Sir Galahad.

But today, where are we to find such paladins? A number of the above-mentioned orders survive, but membership is primarily bestowed either on well-to-do men who spend their money on good works or as honorifics to reward those who have benefited Church and/or state. All praiseworthy to be sure, but hardly the sort of places where one would search for a pure-hearted warrior of the calibre of Galahad! But they can be found, and first of all in the ranks of the saints, blesseds, venerables, and servants of God.

St. Michael the Archangel was of course always considered the first of knights, and St. George after. Among the Roman military saints were such as Maurice and Sebastian. The Middle Ages gave us the royal cousins Sts. Louis IX and Ferdinand III among a wide number of such knightly saints as St. Galganus, who wielded the original sword in the stone, and St. Hubert, the huntsman turned bishop. More recently, Nuno Alvares Pereira and Joan of Arc offer us great examples—Galahad may have been as pure as a maid, but Joan was one! But is there nothing more recent? Oh, to be sure—the Blessed Emperor Charles of Austria: sovereign, soldier, husband, father, devotee of the Blessed Sacrament, the Sacred Heart, and the Virgin Mary. The young Italian Blessed Pier Frassati (though he was not a soldier) comes to mind as well. The American Military Archdiocese boasts two military chaplains’ causes for beatification: the Servants of God Emil Kapaun and Vincent Capodanno. Canada boasts as Servants of God her one-time governor-general and World War I veteran Georges Vanier and his wife.

Outside those hallowed ranks, however, quite a few lives of post-medieval Catholic soldiers are worthy of examination. Study the lives of the Cavaliers and Jacobites, the men of the Vendee and the Chouans who fought against the French Revolution, Andreas Hofer and the Tyrolian resistance to Napoleon, the Spanish Carlists and the Portuguese Miguelists, the Cristeros in Mexico and the Nationalists in Spain. In each group, you will find scoundrels, but you’ll find the pious too. World War I gave us the Italian Giosue Borsi, and World War II the German Claus von Stauffenberg—two lives that epitomize the model of the devout Catholic soldier. The Papal Zouaves, almost to a man, strove consciously to be like Sir Galahad. Certainly many such are living today as communicants of their countries’ military dioceses, though we shall never know most of them in this life. The one advantage that our medieval ancestors had in trying to emulate Sir Galahad was that they were able to do so proudly and publicly, whereas today it is something one is tempted or encouraged to conceal.

We should also bear in mind that, since the French Revolution, fighting for the Faith has not been confined to the field of battle but extends to the floors of legislatures and the outlets of media. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, men and women arose in every country of the Western world and elsewhere as well, not only to explain the Church’s religious doctrines, but to defend her social, cultural, and political teachings as well. Of that goodly company, only Blessed Giuseppe Toniolo has made the Church’s altars so far, but it is well to remember that they were as much warriors as any that carried rifle or sabre, and they fought the Church’s battle against the encroaching wasteland.

As with Holy Week, so too our knightly audience understood immediately the significance of the Holy Grail manifesting at Camelot during the Pentecost feast. Not only was Christ incarnate of the Virgin Mary by the Holy Ghost, but He transubstantiates the bread and wine into His Body and Blood at each Mass through the intercession of the Holy Ghost. This reality is expressed in the prayer to Him at the Offertory in the Extraordinary Form of the Roman Rite: “Come, O Divine Spirit, make fruitful the offering which is upon the altar, and produce in our hearts Him whom they desire.” In commenting upon this prayer, Dom Gueranger speaks of invoking “the Holy Ghost, whose operation is about to produce on the altar the presence of the Son of God, as it did in the womb of the Blessed Virgin Mary, in the divine mystery of the Incarnation” (vol. I, “Advent,” p. 61). This is made explicit in the Epiclesis, the invocation of the Holy Ghost found in every Eastern Rite of the Church. In the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom of the Byzantine Rite, it runs as follows:


Priest: Again we offer to Thee this spiritual and bloodless worship; and we beg Thee, we ask Thee, we pray Thee: Send down Thy Holy Spirit upon us and upon these Gifts set forth.

Deacon [pointing with his orarion to the diskos]: Bless, Master, the Holy Bread.

Priest: Make this bread the Precious Body of Thy Christ,

Deacon [pointing to the chalice]: Amen. Bless, Master, the Holy Cup.

Priest: And that which is in this Cup, the Precious Blood of Thy Christ,

Deacon [pointing to both]: Amen. Bless them both, Master.

Priest: Changing by Thy Holy Spirit.

Deacon: Amen, Amen, Amen.



So essential to the work of the Church was the operation of the Holy Ghost considered to be, and so prized was His operation of healing, that a Military and Hospitaller Order of the Holy Ghost was founded at Montpellier, which ran a network of hospitals of the Holy Ghost throughout Europe for centuries, including a major one in Rome. The male branch of the Order was suppressed in the eighteenth century, although it has revived in our time in Poland; the nuns survive in Spain, and remained in France until 2006 when, dying out as they were, they merged with the Sisters of the Holy Spirit.

Even today, Pentecost is the third greatest feast, after Easter and Christmas, in the Church calendar. But, no doubt, to large degree because it is not used as a sales gimmick by secular retailers, it has no commercial visibility. It was not so in our ancestors’ time; they tried to keep Pentecost with as much solemnity as they imagined King Arthur had done at Camelot. One way to commemorate the descent of the Holy Ghost at the first Pentecost was to drop rose petals in church during the Mass of that day, to symbolize the tongues of fire. This was particularly popular in Spain, and so the nickname of the feast there was Pascua Florida. Because Ponce de Leon discovered the southernmost peninsula in what is now the United States on that day, he gave it the name it has had ever since: Florida. To get a taste of how important Pentecost is in the scheme of things, it would be a good thing to visit a Slavic Byzantine Catholic Liturgy on Pentecost—Ukrainian, Ruthenian, Russian, or Belarusan, say. Instead of red vestments, they wear green in token of the life-giving nature of the Holy Spirit; to the same end, they often decorate the church with innumerable pine branches, whose sweet fragrance mingles with the copious amount of incense they usually employ. Your nose, at least, shall never forget it.

The wanderings of the Quest itself in the stories reminded the knights and their ladies of the long pilgrimages of which they were so fond, and yet even more the Crusade; indeed, it is not too much to say that a particularly dramatic recitation of the Grail story sometimes worked like a recruiting song for the struggle against the infidel. The Roman Pontificale had, until 1960, a rite of “The Blessing and Imposition of the Cross, Proceeding to be settled in for the Defence of the Christian Faith or the Recovery of the Holy Land.” For them, it was very clear.

For us, however, in this wasteland in which we dwell, crusading may not be open to us, but pilgrimage certainly is. Indeed, it is not too much to say that for those who can afford to do so, pilgrimage to some holy shrine—be it any of the number we have touched upon, or any other near or far—is today essential. If you have the time and money, walk the Camino to Compostela, or go to Rome to ascend the Scala Sancta on your knees, or else to Jerusalem and see where Our Lord was crucified, died, and rose again. Or else go to Valencia and gaze upon the very Grail itself, or perhaps to Bruges or Lanciano to venerate Our Lord’s Blood or to see a shrine of Our Lady or one of the saints. It may be that both or either time and resources are limited and neither Europe nor the Holy Land are in your budget. Fear not—the Americas and Australasia also have shrines and collections of relics, if of less renown—to say nothing of abbeys and monasteries of all kinds. Perhaps even that is too much; well, many a local church will have a relic of some saint or other, or even the True Cross. If nothing else, every diocese has those churches that were assigned pilgrimage spots during the recent jubilee Year of Mercy. But it is extremely important to take the time and make the effort to go to some church other than your own and experience for yourself the fact that the Church is far wider in time and space than any of us can imagine.

Of course, just as specific prayers bring particular graces proper to them alone, so too with shrines and relics. The more you can venerate in your lifetime the better. And do keep your eyes out for local or national shrines to the Sacred Heart in particular. It is hard to describe the results of going on pilgrimage; at the least, it will focus you in on your Faith. At best, it may give you a whole new perspective on things.

Of course, like the Quest, the Pilgrimage is also a metaphor for life itself. On Quest, Pilgrimage, or Crusade, the knights of old set out in armor, sword ready at the side. This we cannot do. But we can go out—whether our pilgrimage be to Constantinople or merely our daily rounds—garbed in what St. Louis Marie de Montfort called “Our Lady’s Livery,” the rosary and scapular; and we can have further armament in the form of sacramentals such as the St. Benedict and Miraculous Medals so that the old enemy under normal conditions flees from us whenever we care to invoke Our Lady and the saints those marks of grace represent.

But what of the mysterious Chapel Perilous, wherein each of the knights had to face themselves and decide on that basis what they would do? It is here that we are most at one with our forebears, for the Chapel Perilous is a powerful symbol of the confessional. In the sacrament of Penance, we and they came and come before the tribunal of Almighty God. Here there is no need for artifice or pretense; we can be truly ourselves and need to make no excuse for our misbehavior and sin. We can simply take whatever the priest says and accept the penance he imposes as the price of our deliverance from sin—sin that, if mortal, shall send us to hell if we die in it. A good discipline, especially if we desire daily Communion, is to go to confession once a week. One often hears the complaint, “Well, I don’t see why I should bother; I just keep repeating the same sins, over and over.” But such a sentiment is reminiscent of asking why one should bathe, given that one shall just get dirty again. The truth of the matter is that unless we eat His Body and drink His Blood, we shall not have life in us. The more frequently we do so, the more life we shall have in us. But we must do so worthily, and that requires a visit to Chapel Perilous. Whilst we wait in line, we need not only tally up our sins; we can reflect upon how we fooled ourselves into thinking that the given act was okay for us at that particular moment—how we sold ourselves on the sin, and so how we fell. As a byproduct of absolution, we may gain some self-knowledge, and perhaps sin a little less in the week to come.

Having passed through Chapel Perilous, both our fathers and ourselves are ready at last to gaze upon the Holy Grail itself, to enjoy a foretaste of the Beatific Vision, when, together with those who came before us and have come after, we shall gaze upon the face of God forever having been divinized ourselves. Some indications of what that heavenly realm shall be like for us are given in Scripture and the various liturgies and hymns of the entire Church: “the Land of the Living” and “the Realms of Endless Day” for example. As mentioned, we might well—and with great spiritual profit—go on pilgrimage and see for ourselves the relics of the Holy Blood, or the Eucharistic Miracles, or the Holy Grail itself. But all we really need to do for the same effect is to kneel in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament in the monstrance and share our hopes and pains, our joys and fears with Our Eucharistic Lord. Every site of perpetual adoration is itself a Grail chapel; and many more parishes offer adoration for longer or shorter periods. But if even that is not available, then at the consecration at every Mass, the host becomes Our Lord’s Flesh, the wine His Precious Blood, and the Chalice in which the latter rests is the Holy Grail. If we gaze upon it lovingly, with our whole heart and soul, and our imagination harnessed to the reality of what we are beholding, then Chrétien, Wolfram, and the rest have accomplished their mission, and we have achieved for ourselves the object of the great Quest—or at least so much of it as we can, this side of the grave.

But what of our return to the Wasteland, we who are so much more like Perceval than Galahad? We must do as he did upon his return; we must ask the great question. In our own case, it is a simple one. Why not? Why not, as individuals, study the truths of the Faith as completely and in as much detail as others study sports, the latest movies, or the law? Why not run our own lives according to the fasts and feasts of the Church? Why not attend Masses done in the true spirit of the Liturgy, be they Ordinary Form, Extraordinary Form, Anglican Use, or Eastern Rite?

What, in the end, is the Holy Grail? It is many things; but above all, it symbolizes in itself all in our Faith that is miraculous, sacramental, devotional, royal, and chivalric— that is to say, all that element of the Catholic religion that appears otherworldly but in fact is beyond the power of cleric or layman to make or to mar, that survives, unchanged and unchanging, through war and famine, heresy and schism. True evangelization is carried out by those who are imbued with its spirit, regardless of whether or not they know it by that name. At the beginning of this chapter, it was pointed out that the seemingly random series of miracles are in fact accomplished by a keen intelligence. That intelligence knew what He was doing when He set you and me in our particular times and places. If all of us do our part in evangelizing our immediate spheres—that is, in bringing them to the Holy Grail—then in His good time, our nations shall be converted, as has happened so many times before. If we do our utmost in that Quest, then regardless of the outcome, when we leave this life we shall cease to be the quivering dithering Percevals we have been all our lives and become the Galahads we are meant to be—for all eternity.

And now, my friends, the Quest and this book are finished. I shall take my leave of you by paraphrasing Sir Thomas Malory’s envoi:

I pray you all, gentlemen and gentlewomen that readeth this book of the Holy Grail, from the beginning to the ending, pray for me while I am alive, that God send me good deliverance, and when I am dead, I pray you all pray for my soul. For this book was ended the sixty-sixth year of the reign of Queen Elizabeth the Second, by Charles Coulombe, Gentleman, as Jesu help him for his great might, as he is the servant of Jesu both day and night.
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GAZETTEER

THE KINGDOMS
OF THE GRAIL

We have here a large number of places associated either directly with the Holy Grail, or else Eucharistic miracles, or places associated with the veneration of the Sacred Heart and Precious Blood (there are also a very few of the Marian and saints’ shrines mentioned in this book). But in truth, every nation on earth has the potential of being a Grail kingdom, a province of the kingdom of Christ. In these shrines you’ll have a foretaste of that happy state.

ARGENTINA

Buenos Aires, Ciudad Autonoma De

Church of St. Mary, Almagro District: https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parroquia_Santa_Mar%C3%ADa_(Almagro)

Eucharistic Miracle: http://es.aleteia.org/2015/05/07/a-23-anos-de-un-milagro-eucaristico-en-plenobuenos-aires/

ARMENIA

Armavir

Etchmiadzin

Mother Cathedral: http://www.armenianchurch.org/index.jsp?sid=1&id=2360&pid=4

Holy Lance: http://www.armenianchurch.org/index.jsp?sid=1&id=24&pid=4

AUSTRIA

Kaernten

Heiligenblut

Church of St. Vincent: http://www.klostergeschichten.at/heiligenblut.php

NIEDEROESTERREICH

Heiligenkreuz

Cistercian Abbey of Heiligenkreuz: https://www.stift-heiligenkreuz.org/

Relic of the True Cross: https://www.stift-heiligenkreuz.org/sehenswuerdigkeiten/die-kreuzreliquie/

Maria Lanzendorf

Mary Queen of Peace Church: http://www.maria-frieden.at/de/maria-lanzendorf/hom/

Visits by King Arthur and Charlemagne

Raxendorf

Holy Blood Pilgrimage Church: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wallfahrtskirche_Heiligenblut_(Nieder%C3%B6sterreich)

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Weiten.pdf

Tirol

Seefeld

Church of St. Oswald: http://www.pfarramt-seefeld.at/gebetsstaetten/katholische-pfarrkirche-st-oswald

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.pfarramt-seefeld.at/gebetsstaetten/katholische-pfarrkirche-st-oswald/das-heilige-blut-zu-seefeld

Blood Chapel: http://www.pfarramt-seefeld.at/gebetsstaetten/katholische-pfarrkirche-st-oswald/blutskapelle

Vomp

Abbey of St. Georgenberg-Fiecht: https://www.st-georgenberg.at/startseite.php

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Fiecht.pdf

Wien

Treasure Chamber of the Hofburg: http://www.kaiserliche-schatzkammer.at/en/

BELARUS

Brest

Belovezhskaya Forest

Belovskaya Forest Park: http://bp21.org.by/en/

BELGIUM

Antwerp

Hoogstraten

Blood Procession: http://www.processiesvandenoorderkempen.be/processies/hoogstraten

Brabant Wallonne

Braine-L’alleud

Abbey of Bois-Seigneur-Isaac: http://www.olmbelgique.org/Pages/AbbayedeBoisSeigneur.aspx

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Boisseigneurisaac.pdf

Brotherhood of the Holy Blood: http://www.olmbelgique.org/Pages/ConfstSang.aspx

Villers-La-Ville

Villers-la-Ville Abbey: http://www.villers.be/en

St. Juliana of Cornillon: http://www.circuits-sainte-julienne.be/

BRUSSELS

Cathedral of Sts. Michael and Gudula: http://www.cathedralisbruxellensis.be/fr/histoire

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Brussels.pdf

Limburg

Hasselt

Cathedral of St. Quintinus: http://visithasselt.be/en/saint-quentin-cathedral-hasselt

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Herkenrode.pdf

Luxembourg

Bouillon

Castle of Bouillon: http://www.bouillon-initiative.be/si.php?db=11&lang=

West Vlaaderen

Bruges

Basilica of the Holy Blood: http://www.holyblood.com/?lang=en

CANADA

Alberta

Calgary

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://www.pbsisters.on.ca/monasteries/calgary/

Ontario

Hamilton

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://www.pbsisters.on.ca/monasteries/hamilton/

London

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://www.pbsisters.on.ca/monasteries/london/

Quebec

Saint-Hyacinthe

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://www.adoratricesps.net/application/content_en/accueil.html

Saskatchewan

Regina

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://www.pbsisters.on.ca/monasteries/regina/

COLOMBIA

Distrito Capital

Bogota

National Shrine of the Vow to the Sacred Heart: http://www.votonacional.com.co

CROATIA

Primorje-Gorski Kotar

Rijeka

Shrine of Our Lady of Trsat: http://www.kvarner.hr/hodocastiti-svetistima/en/trsat.html

Varazdin

Ludbreg

Shrine of the Most Precious Blood: http://www.svetiste-ludbreg.hr/eng.html

DENMARK

Capital Region

Helsingor

Kronborg Castle: http://kongeligeslotte.dk/en/palaces-and-gardens/kronborg-castle.html

Ogier the Dane: http://kongeligeslotte.dk/en/palaces-and-gardens/kronborg-castle/explore-kronborg-castle/holger-danske.html

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

Espaillat

Moca

National Shrine of the Sacred Heart: https://www.diariolibre.com/opinion/el-santuario-del-corazn-de-jess-de-moca-KIDL339388

ECUADOR

Pichincha

Quito

Basilica of the National Vow to the Sacred Heart: http://arquidiocesisdequito.com.ec/index.php/parroquias/vicaria-santa-mariana-de-jesus/zona-pastoral-quito-colonial-el-sagrario/280-sagrado-corazon-de-jesus-basilica-del-voto-nacional

EGYPT

The Holy Family in Egypt: http://www.touregypt.net/holy-family.htm

ENGLAND

Cornwall

Bodmin

Dozmary Pool: http://folkrealmstudies.weebly.com/legendary-places-dozmary-pool-bodmin-moor-cornwall.html

Marazion

St. Michael’s Mount: https://www.stmichaelsmount.co.uk/

Tintagel

Tintagel Castle: http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/tintagel-castle/

King Arthur’s Halls: http://www.ancient-enchantments.net/fellowship/halls.htm

Cumbria

Carlisle

Carlisle and Arthur: http://www.britannia.com/history/arthur/carlisle.html

Gloucestershire

Winchcombe

Hailes Abbey: http://www.cotswoldjourneys.com/cotswolds-guide/hailes-abbey-church/

Hampshire

Winchester

Great Hall: https://www.hants.gov.uk/thingstodo/greathall

King Arthur’s Round Table: http://www.kingarthursknights.com/structures/roundtable.asp

Hertfordshire

St. Albans

St. Albans Cathedral: https://www.stalbanscathedral.org/

Shrine of St. Alban: https://www.stalbanscathedral.org/history/story-of-st-alban

London

Westminster Abbey: http://www.westminster-abbey.org/

St. Edward’s Shrine: http://www.westminster-abbey.org/our-history/royals/edward-the-confessor-and-edith

Brompton Oratory: https://www.bromptonoratory.co.uk/

Confraternity of the Precious Blood: http://sandiegooratorians.blogspot.com/2008/07/introducing-confraternity-of-precious.html

Somerset

Glastonbury

Glastonbury Abbey: http://www.glastonburyabbey.com/

Shrine of Our Lady of Glastonbury: http://www.glastonburyshrine.co.uk/

St. John’s Church, Glastonbury: http://www.stjohns-glastonbury.org.uk/building.php?&dx=1&ob=3&rpn=stmarys&sid=230e3a93e91ab8fc1bae4550df9c8ca5

Glastonbury Tor: http://www.glastonburytor.org.uk/

Chalice Well: http://www.chalicewell.org.uk/

White Spring: http://www.whitespring.org.uk/

South Cadbury

Cadbury Castle, possible site of Camelot: http://www.britannia.com/history/arthur/cadcast.html

FRANCE

Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes

Billom

Collegiate Church of St. Cercoul: https://vialucispress.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/precious-blood-and-the-collegiale-saint-cerneuf-dennis-aubrey/

Holy Blood: https://bibliomab.wordpress.com/2016/04/18/histoire-veritable-et-miracles-du-precieux-sang-de-notre-sauveur-jesus-christ-a-billom/

Chambery

Sainte Chapelle: http://pelerinagesdefrance.fr/La-Sainte-Chapelle-de-Chambery

Bourgogne-Franche-Comte

Blanot

Church of Sts. Andoche and Thyrse: https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89glise_Saint-Andoche-et-Saint-Thyrse_de_Blanot

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Blanot.pdf

Paray-Le-Monial

Shrines of the Sacred Heart: http://www.sacrecoeur-paray.org/

Museum of the Hieron: http://www.musee-hieron.fr/

Bretagne

Paimpont

Forest of Broceliande: http://www.broceliande-vacances.com/en/discover-broceliande/broceliande-s-forest

Trehontereuc

Church of the Grail: http://foret-broceliande.fr/L-eglise-de-l-abbe-Gillard

Centre-Val De Loire

Neuvy-Saint Sepulchre

Basilica of St. Stephen (relics of the Holy Blood): https://www.pays-george-sand.fr/fr/visiter/patrimoine-religieux/item/8878-basilique-saint-etienne

The Brotherhood of the Precious Blood: http://www.diocese-bourges.org/paroisses/doyenne-du-boischaut-sud/paroisse-de-neuvy-saint-sepulchre/la-confrerie-du-precieux-sang

Hauts De France

Boulogne-Sur-Mer

Chapel of the Holy Blood: https://www.chapelledu-saintsang.com/

Ile-De-France

Argenteuil

Basilica of St. Denis: http://saintetunique.com/la-basilique-saint-denys-a-150-ans/

Holy Tunic: http://sainte-tunique-argenteuil.over-blog.com/

Paris

Notre Dame Cathedral: http://www.notredamedeparis.fr/

Crown of Thorns: http://www.notredamede-paris.fr/spiritualite/spiritualite-et-liturgie/veneration-de-la-sainte-couronne-depines/

Knights of the Holy Sepulchre: http://www.notredamedeparis.fr/en/la-cathedrale/les-acteurs-de-la-cathedrale/les-chevaliers-du-saint-sepulcre/

Sainte Chapelle: http://www.sainte-chapelle.fr/en/

Basilica of Our Lady of Victories: http://www.notredamedesvictoires.com/english-an-historical-background/?lang=en

Basilica of the Sacred Heart: http://www.sacre-coeur-montmartre.com/english/

Church of Saint-LeuSaint-Gilles: http://www.saintleuparis.catholique.fr

Relics of St. Helena: http://www.saintleuparis.catholique.fr/spip.php?article60

Capitular Church of the Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre: http://www.saintleuparis.catholique.fr/spip.php?article77

Church of St. Stephen of the Mount: http://www.saintetiennedumont.fr/eglise/bref-historique/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Paris1.pdf

Normandie

Fecamp

Abbey of the Holy Trinity: http://www.abbayes-normandes.com/abbaye/abbatiale-de-la-sainte-trinite-de-fecamp/

Relics of the Holy Blood: http://pelerinagesdefrance.fr/Abbatiale-de-la-Trinite-a-Fecamp

Mont-Saint-Michel

Abbey of Mont-Saint-Michel: http://www.abbaye-mont-saint-michel.fr/en/

Nouvelle-Aquitaine

Saint Benoit

Abbaye Sainte-Croix: http://www.abbayesaintecroix.fr/#Une%20communaut%C3%A9

Provence-Alpes-Cote D’azur

Carprentras

Saint Siffrein Cathedral: https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cath%C3%A9drale_Saint-Siffrein_de_Carpentras

Holy Nail: https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Mors_(Carpentras)

Cotignac

Shrine of Our Lady of Graces: http://www.nd-de-graces.com/

Saint Maximin-La-Sainte Baume

Basilica of St. Mary Magdalene: http://www.lesamisdela-basilique.fr/pages/pres1.php

Holy Blood: http://cat.inist.fr/?aModele=afficheN&cpsidt=12237026

La Sainte Baume: http://www.mariemadeleine.fr/index.php/entree.html

GEORGIA

Mtskheta-Mtianeti

Mtskheta

Svetitskhoveli Cathedral: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Svetitskhoveli_Cathedral

GERMANY

Baden Wuerttemberg

Bad Wurzach

Church of St. Verena: http://www.seelsorgeeinheit-badwurzach.de/kirchengemeinden/bad-wurzach/

Relic of the Holy Blood: http://www.seelsorgeeinheit-badwurzach.de/blutfreitag.php

Blood Ride: http://www.tor-zum-allgaeu.de/veranstaltungen-in-bad-wurzach/1106-heilig-blutfest-blutritt-in-bad-wurzach-die-zweitgroesste-reiterprozession-mitteleuropas

Reichenau

Reichenau Abbey: http://www.leo-bw.de/web/guest/detail-gis/-/Detail/details/DOKUMENT/labw_kloester/478/Benediktinerpriorat-+Benediktinerabtei+Reichenau

Relic of the Holy Blood: http://www.kath-reichenau.de/html/heilig_blut_fest320.html

Relic of St. George: http://www.kath-reichenau.de/html/sankt_georg.html?t=i5clope3j36sq5325pmk1drme6&tto=e7f0fa26&&

Villingen-Schwenningen

Blood Ride: http://dorfgemeinschaft-schwenningen.de/Presse/index.html

Weingarten

Basilica of St. Martin: http://www.st-martin-weingarten.de/

Blood Friday: http://www.st-martin-weingarten.de/blutfreitag-2/

Holy Blood Festival: http://www.st-martin-weingarten.de/blutfreitag-2/hl-blut-fest/

Pilgrimage to the Holy Blood: http://www.st-martin-weingarten.de/wallfahrt/

Blood Friday Brotherhood: http://www.blutfreitagsgemeinschaft-weingarten.de/

Weissenau

Church of Sts. Peter and Paul: http://www.kath-rv.de/kirchengemeinden/ravensburg-sued/weissenau-st-petrus-und-paulus/pfarrkirche.html

Five Wounds Brotherhood: http://www.kath-rv.de/kirchengemeinden/ravensburg-sued/weissenau-st-petrus-und-paulus/gruppierungen/fuenf-wunden-bruderschaft.html

Blood Rider Group: http://www.kath-rv.de/kirchengemeinden/ravensburg-sued/weissenau-st-petrus-und-paulus/gruppierungen/blutreitergruppe.html

Bayern

Andechs

Andechs Monastery: http://andechs.de/en

Relics Collection (including three miraculous Hosts): http://andechs.de/en/pilgrimage/andechs-relics/

Augsburg

Church of the Holy Cross: http://augsburg.dominikaner.org/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Augsburg.pdf

Benningen

Riedkappelle: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Riedkapelle_(Benningen)

Eucharistic Miracle: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benninger_Hostienwunder

Iphofen

Holy Blood Church: http://pfarrei-iphofen.de/kirchen/hl--blut/

Eucharistic Miracle: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hl._Blut_(Iphofen)

Munich

Residenz: http://www.residenz-muenchen.de/englisch

Treasure Chamber: http://www.residenz-muenchen.de/englisch/treasury/gallery.htm

Rothenburg-Ob-Der-Tauber

St. James’ Church: http://www.rothenburgtauber-evangelisch.de/tourismus/index.html

Holy Blood Altar: http://www.rs-rothenburg.de/files/Projekte/Jakobskirche/Heilig_Blut_Altar/Heilig_Blut_Altar.html

Unterammergau

Kappelkirche (Holy Blood relic): http://www.pfarrverband-oberammergau.de/index.php?id=29

Wolframs Eschenbach

Wolfram von Eschenbach: http://www.wolframs-eschenbach.de/showpage.php?SiteID=42&lang=1

Brandenburg

Beelitz

Church of St. Mary and St. Nicholas: http://www.kirche-beelitz.de

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.kirche-beelitz.de/seite/2496/das-wunderblut.html

Bad Wilsnack

Miraculous Blood Church: http://www.wunderblutkirche.de/index.php/home

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.wunderblutkirche.de/index.php/home/legende

Mecklenburg

Schwerin

Cathedral: http://www.dom-schwerin.de

Holy Blood Relic: http://mvdok.lbmv.de/mjbrenderer?id=mvdok_document_00001419

Sternberg

Church of St. Mary and St. Nicholas: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stadtkirche_Sternberg

Holy Blood Chapel: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stadtkirche_Sternberg#Kapelle_des_Heiligen_Blutes

Nordrhein-Westfalen

Aachen

Aachen Cathedral: https://www.aachenerdom.de/en/

The Four Great Relics: http://www.heiligtumsfahrt2014.de/wissenswertes/heiligtumsfahrt-aachen/index.html

Veneration and relics of Blessed Charlemagne: http://www.schola-carolina.de/charlemagne-english.html

Cologne

Cologne Cathedral: http://www.koelner-dom.de/index

Relics of the Three Kings: http://www.koelner-dom.de/index.php?id=17451&L=1

Rheinland-Pfalz

Armsheim

Church of the Holy Blood of Christ: http://www.kirche-armsheim.de/qwert/die-kirchen-zu-armsheim-und-bornheim

Pruem

Basilica of St. Savior: https://www.basilika-pruem.de/mainframe.php

Sandals of Christ: https://www.basilika-pruem.de/mainframe.php?el=3

Trier

Trier Cathedral: http://www.dominformation.de/

Holy Nail: http://www.dominformation.de/bauwerk/domschatz/heiliger-nagel/

Holy Coat: http://www.dominformation.de/bauwerk/ausstattung/der-heilige-rock/

Sachsen-Anhalt

Eisleben

Helfta Monastery: http://www.kloster-helfta.de/

Sts. Gertrude and Mechtilde: http://www.kloster-helfta.de/mystik

GREECE

Mount Athos

Koutloumousiou Monastery: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koutloumousiou_Monastery

HOLY LAND

Bethlehem

Basilica of the Nativity: http://www.bethlehem.custodia.org/

Jerusalem

Via Dolorosa: http://www.christusrex.org/www1/jsc/TVC-menu.html

Holy Sepulchre: http://www.holysepulchre.custodia.org/

The Holy Saturday Miracle of the New Fire: http://www.jerusalem-patriarchate.info/main/eng/page/%CE%B1%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%BF-%CF%86%CF%89%CF%82

Gethsemane: http://www.gethsemane-en.custodia.org/

The Cenacle: http://www.christusrex.com/www1/ofm/san/TSsnmenu.html

Nazareth

Basilica of the Annunciation: http://www.nazareth-en.custodia.org/

INDIA

Kerala

Chirattakonam

St. Mary’s Malankaran Catholic Church: http://www.gcatholic.org/churches/asia-south/45895.htm

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Chirattakonam.pdf

IRELAND

Tipperary

Thurles

Holycross Abbey: http://www.holycrossabbey.ie/

Ormond Relic: http://www.nationalist.ie/news/local-news/136637/The-Ormond-Relic-and-its-special.html

ITALY

Abruzzo

Lanciano

Shrine of the Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.miracoloeucaristico.eu/inglese/indexinglese.php

St. Longinus: http://www.tuttolanciano.it/Leggenda/longino.htm

Manoppello

Holy Face: http://voltosanto.it/

Calabria

Potilia Policastro

Shrine of the Holy Thorn: http://www.turismocrotone.it/eventi/festa-sacra-spina

Campagna

Giffone Valle Piana

Church of the Most Holy Annunciation: http://spazioinwind.libero.it/annunziata/html/annunzia.htm

Holy Thorn: http://spazioinwind.libero.it/annunziata/html/spina.htm

Emilia-Romagna

Bagno Di Romagna

Basilica of St. Mary of the Assumption: https://it.zenit.org/articles/bagno-di-romagna-il-miracolo-eucaristico-e-la-madonna-del-sangue/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Bagnodiromagna.pdf

Ferrara

Basilica of St. Mary in Vado: https://sites.google.com/site/santamariainvado/basilica

The Miracle: http://www.viaggispirituali.it/2009/12/santuario-del-prodigioso-sangue-basilica-di-santa-maria-vado-ferrara/

Modena

Church of St. Mary of the Aces (relic of the Holy Blood): http://www.visitmodena.it/it/informazioni-turistiche/scopri-il-territorio/arte-e-cultura/chiese-pievi-battisteri/chiesa-di-santa-maria-delle-asse

Nonantola

Abbey of Nonantola: http://abbazianonantola.it/

Holy Cross: http://abbazianonantola.it/sette-santi#RELIQUIA

Piacenza

Church of St. Sixtus (relics of the Holy Innocents): https://www.comune.piacenza.it/benvenuti/citta/cosavedere/chiese/chiesa-di-san-sisto

Rimini

Shrine of Our Lady of Mercy: http://www.madonnamisericordiarimini.it/

Miraculous Image of the Virgin: http://www.madonnamisericordiarimini.it/index.php/il-santuario/9-santuario/8-il-miracolo

Friuli-Veneto Giulia

Clauzetto

Church of St. James: http://www.clauzetto.com/it/c/2brf0da/la_religiosita.html

Holy Blood: http://messaggeroveneto.gelocal.it/pordenone/cronaca/2015/12/11/news/il-sangue-di-cristo-oltre-la-porta-santa-1.12604344

Valvasone

Church of the Most Holy Body of Christ: http://www.diocesi.concordia-pordenone.it/pls/pordenone/bd_dioc_annuario_css.singolo_ente?p_pagina=22&id_dioc=131&id_en=174&layout=0&url=0&colore1=&colore2=&vis=1

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Gruaro.pdf

Lazio

Albano Laziale

Shrine of St. Gaspar del Bufalo: http://www.sangaspare.it/santuario-di-albano/

Alatri

Co-Cathedral of St. Paul: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concattedrale_di_San_Paolo

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Alatri.pdf

Bolsena

Basilica of St. Christina: http://www.basilicasantacristina.it/index.php

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.basilicasantacristina.it/index.php/it/il-miracolo

Rome

Basilica of St. Peter: http://www.vatican.va/various/basiliche/san_pietro/index_it.htm

St. Veronica Statue: http://stpetersbasilica.info/Statues/StVeronica/StVeronica.htm

St. Longinus Statue: http://stpetersbasilica.info/Statues/StLonginus/StLonginus.htm

St. Helena Statue: http://stpetersbasilica.info/Statues/StHelen/StHelen.htm

Basilica of St. John Lateran: http://www.vatican.va/various/basiliche/san_giovanni/index_it.htm

Baptistery: http://www.battisterolateranense.it/index.html

Scala Santa: http://www.scala-santa.com/index.php/en/

Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls: http://www.vatican.va/various/basiliche/san_paolo/index_en.html

Basilica of St. Mary Major: http://www.vatican.va/various/basiliche/sm_maggiore/index_en.html

Basilica of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem: http://www.santacroceroma.it/en/

Basilica of Santa Maria in Aracoeli: http://romanchurches.wikia.com/wiki/Santa_Maria_in_Aracoeli

Church of St. Joseph at the Head of the Houses: http://romanchurches.wikia.com/wiki/San_Giuseppe_a_Capo_le_Case

Church of St. Nicholas in Prison: http://romanchurches.wikia.com/wiki/San_Nicola_in_Carcere

Church of St. Prassede al Esquilino: http://romanchurches.wikia.com/wiki/Santa_Prassede

Church of St. Pudentiana: http://romanchurches.wikia.com/wiki/Santa_Pudenziana

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Rome3.pdf

Seats of the Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre: http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/institutions_connected/oessh/en/sedi_en.html

Mausoleum of St. Helena: https://www.santimarcellinoepietro.it/mausoleo/english/

Liguria

Genoa

Cathedral of St. Lawrence: http://www.chiesadigenova.it/pls/genova/v3_s2ew_consultazione.mostra_pagina?id_pagina=362159

Sacro Catino: http://www.visitgenoa.it/fr/le-sacro-catino

Church of St. Bartholomew of the Armenians: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiesa_di_San_Bartolomeo_degli_Armeni

Holy Face of Genoa: http://www.iconesacregenova.it/il-mandylion-di-genova

Sarzana

Cathedral Basilica of the Assumption: http://www.cattedraledisarzana.it/main.php?m=1&s=1&l=0

Relic of the Holy Blood: http://www.cattedraledisarzana.it/main.php?m=14&s=0&l=0

Lombardia

Mantova

Basilica of St. Andrew: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_of_Sant%27Andrea,_Mantua

Relic of the Holy Blood: http://www.diocesidimantova.it/it/preziosissimo-sangue-e-sacri-vasi

Company of the Precious Blood: http://compagniadelpreziosissimosangue.blogspot.com/

Milano

Milan Cathedral: http://www.chiesadimilano.it/cms/2.664/duomo-cattedrale/homepage

Holy Nail: http://www.chiesadimilano.it/news/arte-cultura/il-santo-chiodo-nel-duomo-di-milano-1.63851

Basilica of St. Eustorgius: http://www.santeustorgio.it/index.html

Relics of the Three Kings: http://www.santeustorgio.it/corteo-dei-magi.html

Marche

Loreto

Holy House of Loreto: http://www.santuarioloreto.it/en_index.asp

Macerata

Cathedral of St. Julian: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duomo_di_Macerata

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Macerata.pdf

Offida

Shrine of the Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.turismoffida.com/it/sant’agostino.html

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Offida.pdf

Piemonte

Asti

Cathedral of St. Mary Assumed into Heaven: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cattedrale_di_Santa_Maria_Assunta_(Asti)

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Asti2.pdf

Collegiate Church of St. Secundus: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collegiata_di_San_Secondo

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Asti1.pdf

Cannobio

Shrine of the Bleeding Pieta: http://www.santuariosantapieta.it/home.html

San Ambrogio Di Torino

Shrine of St. Michael: http://www.sacradisanmichele.com/en/

Torino

Cathedral of Turin: http://www.duomoditorino.it/en/

Shroud of Turin: http://www.sindone.org/

Tomb of Blessed Pier Frassati: https://frassatiusa.org/

Puglie

Andria

Cathedral of Andria: http://www.diocesiandria.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=57:chiesa-cattedrale-s-maria-assunta-di-andria&catid=6:rotator

Holy Thorn: http://andriarte.it/Cattedrale/cappellaSSpina-storia.html

Bari

Basilica of St. Nicholas: http://www.basilicasannicola.it/

Holy Thorn: http://www.basilicasannicola.it/page.php?id_art=449

Monte Sant’Angelo

Shrine of St. Michael: http://www.santuariosanmichele.it/index.php?lang=en

Sardegna

Cagliari

Cathedral of St. Mary: http://www.duomodicagliari.it/

Holy Thorn: http://www.chiesadicagliari.it/2015/08/12/solenne-esposizione-della-reliquia-della-sacra-spina/

Toscana

Colle Di Val D’elsa

Co-Cathedral of Sts. Martial, Faustinus, and Jovita: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concattedrale_dei_Santi_Alberto_e_Marziale

Holy Nail: http://www.ecomuseovaldelsa.org/mappa/patrimonio-culturale-immateriale/il-sacro-chiodo

Firenze

Church of St. Ambrose: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiesa_di_Sant%27Ambrogio_(Firenze)

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Florence.pdf

Siena

Basilica of St. Francis: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_di_San_Francesco_(Siena)

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Siena.pdf

Umbria

Orvieto

Cathedral of Orvieto: http://www.opsm.it/duomo

Chapel of the Corporal: http://www.opsm.it/duomo/020_2.html

Veneto

Padova

Abbey of St. Giustina (relics of the Holy Innocents): http://www.abbaziasantagiustina.org/

Venezia

Basilica of St. Mark: http://www.basilicasanmarco.it

Verona

Cemetery of Church of the Most Holy Redeemer: http://www.ildesertofiorira.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=126:la-reliquia-del-preziosissimo-sangue-presso-la-chiesa-del-ss-redentore-del-cimitero-di-verona&catid=22:verona-minor-hierusalem&Itemid=26

Vicenza

Church of Santa Corona: http://www.chiesadisantacorona.vicenza.it/

Holy Thorn: https://www.venetoinside.com/it/aneddoti-e-curiosita/post/la-reliquia-della-spina-nella-chiesa-di-santa-corona-a-vicenza/

MEXICO

Guerrero

Tixtla

Church of St. Martin of Tours: http://guerrero.gob.mx/municipios/centro/tixtla-de-guerrero/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.diario21.com/?cmd=displaystory&story_id=134082&format=html

NETHERLANDS

Limburg

Meersen

Basilica of the Blessed Sacrament: http://www.parochie-meerssen.nl/index.php/basiliek

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Meerssen.pdf

Noord Brabant

Boxmeer

Basilica of St. Peter: http://www.onzelievevrouweparochie.nl/content/onzelievevrouweparochie-boxmeer.htm

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Boxmeer.pdf

Blood Procession: https://boxmeer.historybox.nl/verhalen/heilig-bloedwonder/

Boxtel

Blood Procession: https://bloedprocessie.wordpress.com/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Boxtel.pdf

Noord Holland

Alkmaar

St. Lawrence Church: http://www.alkmaarsecuyperskerk.nl

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.alkmaarsecuyperskerk.nl/kerk/Mirakel.html

Bergen

Church of Sts. Peter and Paul: http://www.rkparochiebergennh.nl/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://onh.nl/nl-NL/verhaal/949/het-mirakel-van-bergen

Zeeland

Middelburg

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Middleburg.pdf

PERU

Lima

National Shrine of the Sacred Heart: http://www.sanpedrodelima.org/

PHILIPPINES

Tarlac

Tarlac City

Monastery of Tarlac: http://monasterio-de-tarlac.weebly.com/

Relic of the True Cross: http://www.islandsofthephilippines.com/2013/05/a-relic-of-the-holy-cross-in-monasterio-de-tarlac/

POLAND

Dolny Slask

Legnica

Church of St. Hyacinth: http://jacek-legnica-sanktuarium.pl/info/pl

Eucharistic Miracle: http://jacek-legnica-sanktuarium.pl/info/en

Podlaskie

Bialowieza Forest

Bialowieza Forest Park: https://bpn.com.pl/index.php?lang=en

Sokolka

Church of St. Anthony of Padua: http://www.sokolka.archibial.pl/wydarzenie_eucharystyczne/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Sokolka1.pdf

Wielkopolskie

Poznan

Corpus Christi Church: http://www.bozecialo.poznan.pl/historia/kosciol/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Poznan.pdf

PORTUGAL

Lisbon

Basilica of the Estrela: https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bas%C3%ADlica_da_Estrela

Shrine of Christ the King: http://www.cristorei.pt/default.aspx?langid=2

Ribatejo

Santarem

Shrine of the Holy Miracle of Santarem: http://www.santissimomilagresantarem.pt/web/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Santarem1.pdf

SCOTLAND

Edinburgh

Holyrood Abbey: https://www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/places/holyrood-abbey/

Lanarkshire

Carfin

All Saints Reliquary Chapel: http://www.carfingrotto.org/reliquary-chapel

Midlothian

Roslin

Rosslyn Chapel: http://www.rosslynchapel.com/

Rosslyn Chapel and the Holy Grail: http://www.rosslynchapel.com/learning/curious-minds/history-hub/templars-freemasons-and-the-holy-grail/

SPAIN

Andalucia

Jaen

Cathedral of the Assumption: http://www.catedraldejaen.org/

Holy Face: http://www.catedraldejaen.org/historia/santo-rostro/

Aragon

Bailo

Monastery of St. Peter of the Royal Seat of Bailo: https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Pedro_de_la_Sede_Real_de_Bailo

Borau

Monastery of St. Adrian of Sasave: http://www.patrimonioculturaldearagon.es/bienes-culturales/monasterio-san-adrian-sasave

Daroca

Basilica of St. Mary of the Holy Corporals: http://www.parroquiadesantamariadelossagradoscorporalesdedaroca.com/basilica-santa-maria-sagrados-corporales-daroca.php

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Daroca1.pdf

Huesca

Church of St. Peter the Old: http://www.sanpedroelviejo.com/san-pedro-el-viejo.php

Jaca

Jaca Cathedral: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jaca_Cathedral

Santa Cruz De Los Seros

Royal Monastery of St. John: http://www.monasteriosanjuan.com/real-monasterio.php

Siresa

Monastery of San Pedro de Siresa: http://www.jdiezarnal.com/siresa.html

Yebra De Basa

Shrine of St. Orosia: http://www.yebradebasa.es/index.php/mod.pags/mem.detalle/idpag.29/idmenu.1062/chk.6f3698f3d4a620ca827e5e42cea3c859.html

Asturias

Oviedo

Oviedo Cathedral: http://catedraldeoviedo.com/en/

Holy Chamber: http://catedraldeoviedo.com/en/the-holy-chamber/

Santo Sudario: http://www.shroud.com/guscin.htm

Cantabria

Liebana

Monastery of St. Turibius: https://www.caminolebaniego.com/camino-lebaniego/monasterio-de-santo-toribio

Relic of the True Cross: https://www.caminolebaniego.com/camino-lebaniego/lignum-crucis

Cataluna

Girona

Monastery of St. Daniel: http://www.santdaniel.com/ca/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Gerona.pdf

Ivorra

Shrine of the Holy Doubt: http://www.santdubte.com/en_index.htm

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Ivorra1.pdf

Extramadura

Guadalupe

Royal Monastery of Our Lady of Guadalupe: http://www.monasterioguadalupe.com/

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Guadalupe.pdf

Knights of Guadalupe: http://www.caballerosdeguadalupe.com/

Galicia

Pedrafit Do Cebreiro

Royal Shrine of St. Mary: http://www.concellodepedrafita-docebreiro.es/municipio/es/historia.php

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Ocebreiro.pdf

Navarra

Lekunberri

Shrine of St. Michael: http://www.aralarkosanmigel.info/cas/index.php

Roncesvalles

Royal Chapel of St. Mary: http://www.roncesvalles.es/bienvenido.php?idB=1&idioma=3

Valencia

Alicante

Monastery of the Holy Face: http://www.alicanteturismo.com/the-santa-faz-monastery/?lang=en

Holy Face: http://concatedralalicante.com/historia-santa-faz-alicante.html

Valencia

Cathedral of Valencia: http://www.catedraldevalencia.es/en/

Holy Chalice: http://www.catedraldevalencia.es/en/el-santo-caliz.php

SWITZERLAND

Lucerne

Willisau

Holy Blood Chapel: http://www.willisau.ch/geschichte-zahlen/sehenswuerdigkeiten

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

New Hampshire

Manchester

Monastery of the Precious Blood: https://srspreciousbloodnh.org/

New York

Brooklyn

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://ssvmusa.org/index.php/about-us/contemplative-life/monastery-of-the-precious-blood-and-retreat-house-monastery-fund/

Watertown

Monastery of the Precious Blood: http://www.sisterspreciousblood.org/

Pennsylvania

Pittsburgh

St. Anthony’s Chapel: https://saintanthonyschapel.org/

Texas

Dickinson

Shrine of the True Cross: https://truecrosschurch.org/about-the-shrine

URUGUAY

Montevideo

National Shrine of the Sacred Heart: http://iglesiacatolica.org.uy/santuarios/santuario-nacional-del-sagrado-corazon/

VENEZUELA

Miranda

Los Teques

Convent of the Augustinian Recollect Sisters: http://www.agustinasrecoletas.net/nc_nuestrasobraslosteques.html

Eucharistic Miracle: http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/mir/english_pdf/Betania.pdf

WALES

Gwent

Caerleon-Upon-Usk

Caerleon and King Arthur: http://www.caerleon.net/history/arthur/

Caerleon and Arthur Machen: http://www.caerleon.net/history/machen/index.html

Pembrokeshire

Bosherston

St. Govan’s Chapel: http://www.atlasobscura.com/places/st-govans-chapel





APPENDIX

BLOOD RELICS AND
EUCHARISTIC MIRACLES

There are a number of “Blood Rides” in southwestern Germany, each centering on a different relic with differing provenance: Bad Wurzach’s relic is a bit of blood-soaked cloth given by Pope Innocent XII in 1693 to a local pilgrim from the area, 1500 or so Blood Riders process with it on the second Sunday in July; Schwenningen’s church has a similar relic acquired in the eighteenth century, the riders go out on Whitmonday; Lippach received its relic in 1789, and the riders process on the Sunday after the Ascension; Weissenau’s relic, on the other hand, is a part of that blood-soaked earth taken by St. Mary Magdalene to Provence and stolen, as we saw in an earlier chapter in 1904, but here in Germany continues to be honored with a Blood Ride. At the island monastery of Reichenau, earth soaked with the Blood of Christ is venerated in a Byzantine cross presented to the Abbey in 925, especially during the Holy Blood Festival, which gets underway on the Monday following Trinity Sunday. The Cathedral of Schwerin once boasted a relic of Christ’s Blood brought back from the Holy Land by the crusading Count von Schwerin in 1222. In Rothenburg, in the St. James Church, tourists flock to the now-Protestant church to look at the Holy Blood altar carved by Tilman Riemenschneider between 1500 and 1505 to house the Holy Blood relic. This is enshrined in a crystal capsule of the reliquary cross dated to about 1270. The relic itself is a drop of Christ’s Blood spilled from the chalice during Mass.

In central France, the parish church of Neuvy-Saint-Sepulchre was attached to its namesake church in Jerusalem in 1079, twenty years before the First Crusade. A local cleric, Cardinal Eudes de Chateauroux (1198–1273), came to love the church, having consecrated its altar in 1246. Eight years later, while traveling in the Holy Land, he acquired three drops of Christ’s Blood, unmixed with soil or staining cloth. These he sent back to Neuvy as a gift, and there have remained, save for being hidden during the French Revolution. The relics are displayed for veneration three days a year, and on Easter Monday, process through the streets. The Brotherhood of the Precious Blood, founded 1624, helps organize everything.

Over the course of the next several centuries, a whole class of Eucharistic miracles occurred, which featured bleeding by neglected, desecrated, or abused Hosts. Such were the miracles of Benningen, Germany, in 1216; Meersen, the Netherlands, in 1222; Santarem, Portugal, 1225; Beelitz, Germany, in 1235; Daroca, Spain, in 1239; Gruaro, Italy, in 1294; Iphofen, Germany, in 1298; Hasselt, Belgium, in 1317; Siena, in 1330; Blanot, France, in 1331, Macerata, Italy, in 1356; Brussels in 1370; Wilsnack, Germany, in 1383; Seefeld, Austria, in 1384; Poznan, Poland, in 1399; Bois-Seigneur-Isaac, Belgium, in 1405; Paris in 1411; Bergen-op-Zoom, the Netherlands, in 1421; Armsheim, Germany, in 1431; Guadalupe, Spain, 1432; Sternberg, Germany, in 1492; Asti, Italy, in 1535; Rome in 1610 (which also, as has been the case elsewhere, has left not only a bloodstain but a depression in the floor where it was dropped); Asti, Italy, in 1718; Stich, Germany, in 1970; and Betania, Venezuela, in 1991.

Ivorra, Spain, 1010, wine turned to blood; Augsburg, Germany, 1194, a Host turned to flesh; Alatri, Italy, 1221, a Host turned to flesh; Florence, 1230, a Host turned to flesh; Offida, Italy, 1280, a Host turned to bloody flesh; Gerona, Spain, 1297, a Host turned to bloody flesh; O Cebreiro, Spain, 1300, a Host turned to flesh and wine to blood; Fiecht, Austria, 1310, wine turned to blood; Middleburg, the Netherlands, 1374, a Host turned to bloody flesh (now in Louvain, Belgium); Boxtel, the Netherlands, 1380, wine turned to blood; Boxmeer, the Netherlands, 1400, wine turned to blood; Weiten, Austria, 1411, a Host broken in two but pieces connected by strands of bloody flesh; Ludbreg, Croatia, 1411, wine turned to blood; Bagno di Romagna, 1412, wine turned to blood; and Alkmaar, the Netherlands, 1429, wine turned to blood. While most of these still exist and are available for veneration, none have been subjected to the same testing the Lanciano blood and flesh have been. Nevertheless, the very number and chronological spread of these occurrences command our attention. Moreover, some of the other Eucharistic miracles may be amenable of some attempt to explain them away (perhaps perfectly preserved Hosts and ones that have survived fires and flood are flukes traceable to some as yet unknown natural phenomenon, whereas those that have levitated, emitted unearthly light, or bore the image of Christ to large audiences could be attributed to mass hysteria or hypnosis or hallucinogenic fungi).

Astonishing as these occurrences are, there have been others since the events described in Buenos Aires. As though torn from the pages of a medieval Holy Grail Romance, on April 28, 2001, Fr. Johnson Karnoor, pastor of St. Mary’s church, Chirattakonam, India, exposed the Blessed Sacrament in a monstrance for adoration. This was the usual beginning of the church’s annual novena to St. Jude. But on this occasion, the priest saw what he thought were three red spots on the Host. More appeared, and the image of a bearded man became clearly visible. At first the priest thought he was the only one who could see; but when he asked the acolyte if he could see anything on the Host, he replied that it was the face of a man. All the parishioners saw it as well, and with time, the image simply became clear. A few days later, on May 5, Cyril Mar Baselice, archbishop of the diocese of Trivandrum verified that the occurrence was indeed miraculous; the Host may be seen and venerated at St. Mary’s.

On October 21, 2006, Fr. Leopoldo Roque, pastor of Saint Martin of Tours, Tixtla, in the Diocese of Chilpancingo-Chilapa, Mexico, had engaged Father Raymundo Reyna Esteban to lead a parish mission. During Mass, the priests were distributing Holy Communion, assisted by a religious sister. Her eyes filled with tears as she turned to Fr. Reyna; a Host she was about to administer had apparently begun to bleed. Fr. Roque took charge of it and sent the Host to his superior, Bishop Alejo Zavala Castro. As is customary, after three years and noting a lack of decay, the bishop launched a theological investigation and put it in the hands of Dr. Ricardo Castanon Gomez, familiar with the work he had done in Buenos Aires. For three years, scientists subjected the samples to a battery of tests, and the results were released on May 25, 2013, at an international symposium held in Chilpancingo:


1. The reddish substance analyzed corresponds to blood in which there are hemoglobin and DNA of human origin.

2. Two studies conducted by eminent forensic experts with different methodologies have shown that the substance originates from the interior, excluding the hypothesis that someone could have placed it from the exterior.

3. The blood type is AB, similar to the one found in the Host of Lanciano and in the Holy Shroud of Turin. A microscopic analysis of magnification and penetration reveals that the superior part of the blood has been coagulated since October 2006. Moreover, the underlying internal layers reveal, in February 2010, the presence of fresh blood.

5. They also found intact white blood cells, red blood cells, and active macrophages that engulf lipids. The tissue in question appears lacerated and with recovery mechanisms, exactly as occurs in a living tissue.

6. A further histopathological analysis determines the presence of protein structures in a state of deterioration, suggesting mesenchymal cells, very specialized cells, characterized by an elevated biophysiological dynamism.

7. The immunohistochemical studies reveal that the tissue found corresponds to the muscle of the heart (myocardium). On account of the scientific results and the conclusions reached by the theological committee, last October 12 the Bishop of Chilpancingo, his Eminence Alejo Zavala Castro, announced the following:

- The event does not have a natural explanation.

- It does not have paranormal origin.

- It is not traceable to manipulation of the enemy.



Since 2013, the Host is permanently displayed for veneration at St. Martin of Tours.

But more of this sort of thing was to come. On October 12, 2008, at 8:30 a.m., a young priest, Fr. Filip Zdrodowski, was offering Mass at St. Anthony’s church in Sokółka, Poland. During Holy Communion, a woman from the parish pointed out that a Host had been dropped. Fr. Zdrodowski placed it immediately in the vessel filled with water wherein he washed his hands during the Mass. When the liturgy was finished, Sister Julia Dubowska poured the water and Host into another vessel, which she locked up with the chalices. A week later, Sister Julia examined the Host. It was mostly dissolved, but the center was intact, with some strange red dots on it; indeed, the dots looked like blood clots and appeared tightly connected to the remaining fragment of the Host. The pastor alerted the archbishop of Bialystok, Edward Ozorowski, of the event. On October 29, the vessel containing the Host was locked in the tabernacle. The following day, at the archbishop’s command, the Host was carefully spooned onto a corporal, wrapped up, and returned to the tabernacle. Eventually, the Host fused with the corporal and the “clot” dried out. At that point, the archbishop ordered scientific testing of a sample of the Host, which was conducted on January 7, 2009. The two histopathologists who conducted separate exams at the University of Medicine of Białystok issued a joint statement: “The sample sent for evaluation looks like myocardial tissue. In our opinion, of all the tissues of living organisms this is the one that resembles it the most.” One of the scientists, Dr. Sulkowski, went on to say, “The sample examined was neither a clot, nor blood … it was a human cardiac muscle tissue still alive. And, something even more incredible, it was a cardiac muscle with typical indications of the final phase that precedes death.” Could not someone have placed a piece of human tissue in the tabernacle? Not according to Dr. Sulkowski’s colleague, Professor Sobaniec-Łotowska: “The fragments which composed the Host were tightly interconnected to the fibers of the human tissue; they penetrated each other, as if a fragment of ‘bread’ had suddenly transformed itself into ‘body.’ It is not possible to manipulate an event of this type. No one, absolutely no one, would have been able to do it. Even the scientists of NASA, who have at their disposal the most modern analytical techniques, would not be able to artificially recreate such a thing.” The following year, the archbishop canonically erected St. Anthony’s as a collegiate church (with a chapter of canons), and the corporal with the red tissue is exposed for veneration—there have already been miraculous cures.

But God was not yet done with either Poland or Eucharistic miracles, apparently. At St. Hyacinth’s church in Legnica, on Christmas Day, 2013, another Host fell on the ground during the administration of Communion, was placed in a vessel of water to dissolve, and locked in the tabernacle. As at Sokółka, a red splotch appeared, this time covering about a fifth of the Host. Once again, the bishop was called, once again a commission was appointed and scientific testing ordered, this time at two separate institutions: the Wrocław Forensic Medicine Institute and the Institute of Forensic Medicine in Szczecin, who used two different methods. The results were the same: not only was the material not the result of bacteria, but it appeared to be “human heart muscle with alterations that often appear during the agony.” In January of 2016, the bishop presented the case to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, who approved it, and the parish is now a Eucharistic shrine.

While there are about 133 Eucharistic miracles that have been approved by the Church, reports of such things continue and are under investigation by various diocesan authorities in countries ranging from South Korea to these United States. While overjoyed to find authentic miracles, the authorities are quick to discard phonies—such as the supposed bleeding Hosts at Dallas and Salt Lake City in recent years, which the scientists chosen to examine the Hosts in question determined to be the result of bacteria.
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The essence of our faith is the Good News of Jesus Christ. These carefully crafted meditations allow the reader to feel the joys and sorrows of Christ’s life, from his public ministry to his Passion, Death, and Resurrection. This pocket daily devotional puts the reader in the footsteps of an early follower of Christ watching the events of the Gospel unfold.

978-1-61890-830-8 • Pocket Edition

[image: images]

The New Revised Jesus, Mary, Joseph Novena Manual

Fr. Stedman
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TAN Books is the Publisher You Can Trust With Your Faith.

TAN Books was founded in 1967 to preserve the spiritual, intellectual, and liturgical traditions of the Catholic Church. At a critical moment in history TAN kept alive the great classics of the Faith and drew many to the Church. In 2008 TAN was acquired by Saint Benedict Press. Today TAN continues to teach and defend the Faith to a new generation of readers.

TAN publishes more than 600 booklets, Bibles, and books. Popular subject areas include theology and doctrine, prayer and the supernatural, history, biography, and the lives of the saints. TAN’s line of educational and homeschooling resources is featured at TANHomeschool.com.

TAN publishes under several imprints, including TAN, Neumann Press, ACS Books, and the Confraternity of the Precious Blood. Sister imprints include Saint Benedict Press, Catholic Courses, and Catholic Scripture Study.

For more information about TAN,
or to request a free catalog, visit
TANBooks.com

Or call us toll-free at
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