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Assessment #1 – Critical Appreciation of Cogitosus’ The Life of Saint Brigid the Virgin 

Saint Brigid of Kildare (or Cill Dara meaning “Church of Oak”) is one of the three patron saints of Ireland, sharing the honour with Saint Patrick and Saint Columba. It is uncertain whether she actually lived or not, as “her life is based almost entirely on legends and no substantial evidence remains to attest to her career, or even her existence. All that can be said with certainty is that she was revered as the founder of the great monastic community of Kildare and as an exemplary virgin saint” (Bray, 1987). 
It is possible that even if Brigid did live, a lot of the mythology of an earlier pagan goddess also named Brigit was superimposed on her. Saint Brigid’s feast day, February first, is the same day as the pagan feast of Imbolc which marks the beginning of spring. Some of her miracles dealing with “nature” matters such as with dairy, crops, and various animals are reminiscent of earlier mother goddesses. 
Both the pagan goddess Brigit and the Christian Saint Brigid are associated with fire. Brigid’s sacred fire at her monastery in Kildare – possibly a Christianized pagan sacred site – was tended to by the nuns, who never allowed her flame to be extinguished. This fire burned for centuries, perhaps even until as late as the Reformation. This is also reminiscent of the ancient Roman Vestal Virgins who faced severe penalties if their sacred fire was ever allowed to die out.
If Brigid was an actual historical person, scholars estimate that she lived between approximately 451-525 A.D. A hymn attributed to Saint Ultan, known as “Saint Ultan’s Hymn,” written several decades after her death, is the earliest mention of her. Ultan apparently passed on a lot of information about Brigid to his disciple, Broccán, who used it as a foundation to write a longer hymn, called “Broccán’s Hymn”. Neither hymn contains much – if any – biographical information about her. (Campbell, 2022). Due to the fact that Cogitosus not only repeated many of the miracles mentioned in “Broccán’s Hymn,” but also listed them in the same order, it is possible that Cogitosus may have based his Vita on “Broccán’s Hymn,” (Breen, 2009).
Cogitosus, the first Irish hagiographer, was a monk from Brigid’s monastery at Kildare. His Vita (or Life), which is dated to approximately 650 A.D., was composed in basic Latin well over a century after Brigid’s death. It is one of – if not the – oldest hagiography written about her, and is amongst the oldest female hagiographies ever written. It is speculated that Cogitosus “drew from existing written sources which had preserved some traditions of Brigit’s life and miracles, but the Life generally reflects the situation at Kildare at the time of writing” (Breen, 2009). It is interesting to note, however, that although Brigid’s monastery was located in Kildare in the province of Leinster, Cogitosus never specifically names the site where the monastery was located, but instead refers to “her Church” in “Brigid’s City.” (Campbell, 2022). This perhaps indicates that her cult and her monastery were so famous and popular that he felt it unnecessary to explicitly state it, as “everyone” would know where her monastery was. Furthermore, Cogitosus also fails to disclose that he was a member of the religious community at Kildare. (Campbell, 2022). Considering the purpose of his work, it seems possible he kept that quiet in order to appear unbiased in his reporting. 
It is not conclusively known when Cogitosus lived, but there is some speculation that he may even have been related to Brigid. In the epilogue, he requests, a prayer “pro me nepote sulpabili ” (Campbell 2022). Some have translated the word “nepote” as “nephew,” and suggested that this means that Cogitosus was Brigid’s nephew, thereby allowing him to be dated to the Seventh Century. However, “the word ‘nepos’ may also be applied to one who, like the prodigal, had lived riotously, and it may be, that Cogitosus, recalling some former lapses from virtue, so uses the word of himself” (D’Alton, 1913). Apparently, Cogitosus’ editor, Vossius, did not believe Cogitosus was Brigid’s nephew, as the name is not recorded as one of the fourteen holy men in the genealogical menologies of Brigid in his possession (D’Alton, 1913). 
The Vita is composed of a prologue, thirty-seven short miracle stories performed by Saint Brigid (some merely one paragraph long composed of three or four sentences), and an epilogue. It was “structed…as an iter or pilgrimage from her birthplace to her death place and from obscurity to fame” (Bitel, 2004). The last two chapters describe her monastery and the city of Kildare in great detail. It is apparently “our only eye-witness account of the structure and furniture of an Irish church in the seventh century” (Breen, 2009). 
In the prologue, Cogitosus states that the purpose of his work is to “attempt to rescue from obscurity and ambiguity some small part of that extensive tradition which has been passed down by people who are greater and more learned than I am.” To that end, he intended to consult “written documents as well as people’s memories.” (Campell, 2022). However, if he was writing a more than a century after her death, he would not be speaking to first hand witnesses. It does beg the question as to how and why he selected the stories he did from among those available to him.
Cogitosus begins his account of Brigid’s life with her birth, however he is scant with the particulars. He does not say when or where she was born, nor does he go into any details of her family like other later versions, such as the Bethu Brigte (or the Old Irish Life) anonymously written over a century later. All he says is that she was born of “noble Christian parents” (Campell, 2022) by the names of Dubtach and Briocsech of the tribe of Eochu. However, a later version of her Life has Briocsech purchased by Dubtach to be his concubine. His wife, Brechnant, resented Briocsech and demanded her husband get rid of her once Briocsech became pregnant, and Dubtach either sold or traded her away. This, of course, is a parallel of the story in Genesis of the Hebrew patriarch Abraham whose wife Sarah forced him to send his pregnant concubine, Hagar, away. Although Cogitosus uses biblical parallels, as will be discussed below, he likely avoided using a Bible story such as this which would have drawn attention to the fact that Brigid was born illegitimate. If that was his reasoning, it is odd considering Jesus himself was also accused of being born illegitimate in Mark 6:3.
At the time that Cogitosus was living and writing, several Catholic dioceses in Ireland were vying for ecclesiastical control of the church. The diocese of Kildare was a contender, as was Iona, Emly, and Kildare’s biggest rival, Armagh, where the see of Saint Patrick was located. Their position was that “God had given jurisdiction of the entire Ireland to St. Patrick and his successors.” (Campbell, 2022). In rebuttal of that stance, Cogitosus stakes the claim that “Kildare is the head of virtually all the Irish churches and occupies the first place, excelling all the monasteries of the Irish. Its jurisdiction extends over the whole of Ireland from sea to sea” (Campbell, 2022). 
As a monk of Saint Brigid’s monastery, Cogitosus had a duty to promote both Saint Brigid and her monastery. His Life of Saint Brigid was purposely written to establish her cult and monastery priority and dominance over her rival claimants. One way of doing this was attracting pilgrims to a holy site, especially if there was the hope of being cured of an illness. Religious pilgrimages were big business at the time. In other words, this is all about church politics, and an attempt to attract money into their coffers via the pilgrims who visited the holy site. 
Although the Vita was meant to be written for several groups, such as clerics, ecclesiastical colleagues and foreigners who may have been unacquainted with Brigit and Ireland, none of these groups were his primary target audience: that was for those who would go on pilgrimage to the site. “He told the life of the saint, but at the same time told audiences where to find Brigit and what to do when they entered the awesome presence of the holy dead” (Bitel, 2004).
As discussed above, a common motif used in hagiographies is the replication of well-known biblical events and miracles. These motifs are meant to demonstrate that the saint has the exact same power as the biblical character whose miracles are being duplicated. He wants the reader to make the direct equivalency the power of them both. If Saint Brigid can cure people who are blind or deaf – exactly like Jesus did in the gospels. The motivation, of course is to encourage the reader to go on a pilgrimage to Brigid’s shrine where her relics are (or were at the time Cogitosus was writing) and where a large millstone near its gate cures the ills of all those who touch it. 
In his Life, Cogitosus has Brigid perform several identical miracles performed by both Moses and Jesus. She is referred to as a type of Moses because, “…as Moses was able to claim the promised land of Canaan for the Israelites, so Brigit was able to make a claim on the promised land of Leinster” (Bray, 1992). This explains the reasoning behind the inclusion of the following miracle story: 
In chapter sixteen, Briget’s cow is stolen by some thieves. On their return journey with their stolen plunder, the river they needed to cross suddenly flooded and they were washed away. However, her cow was allowed to pass through the waters while the walls of water were held back. This is an obvious parallel of Moses parting the Red Sea so that the Hebrews could escape from the pursuing Egyptians. However, once all the Hebrews were safely on the other side, the walls of water came crashing down and the Egyptians were washed away in Exodus chapter fourteen. 
This tale is intended to demonstrate that Brigid, like Moses, is the solely anointed one specifically chosen by God to be the leader of his chosen people, the church. This is the same Moses who faced challenges to his leadership over the years – some even from within his own family. 
Some of these miracle stories include (slightly amusing) tales of Brigid fixing what can best be described as the short-sighted mistakes of men after her death. Cogitosus actually claims to be a first-hand witness to some of these miracles. Considering his motivations for writing, and the fact that he has a vested interest it begs the question of how legitimate that claim is. 
These post-mortem miracles include a story of a group of men who climbed a very high mountain in order to cut a millstone from the rock. However, they had neglected to take into consideration how they were going to transport the stone down the mountain afterwards. It was only once they had finished carving the millstone that they realized that they would not be able to convey it to its destination. They sent a message to the prior asking him to bring a team of oxen, but the team was unable to climb the high mountain. So, the prior decided to call on Saint Brigid for help in landing the millstone accessible to the oxen. They managed to lift the millstone up, and toss it off the mountainside where it landed undamaged near the waiting oxen. Cogitosus even outright says this was a lack of foresight on the part of the men. 
Another story is a about a door in her monastery that did not fit properly because the craftsmen did not set it on its hinges correctly. Once again, after being appealed to, Brigid came through and fixed the problem by adjusting the door’s dimensions so it would fit. This is a replication of a story the child Jesus in the non-canonical apocryphal Gospel of Thomas wherein the child Jesus fixed a piece of lumber that his father Joseph the Carpenter cut wrong and Jesus stretched out in the.) Again, the purpose for including these tales is to demonstrate that she has authority in the world of men.
These biblical parallels seem to fall into two categories: the first is where Brigid shows her domination and power to establish control in some capacity as described above. The second theme is the “social gospel” message of feeding the hungry, curing various ailments, coming to people’s aid, etc. Although they are two different types of stories, they serve the same purpose, attracting pilgrims, which will be demonstrated below.
However, Cogitosus repeatedly says throughout the text that these miracles were performed because of Brigid’s faith; they were not of her own doing, she was “following the Lord’s example” (Campbell, 2022). 

“Brigid is portrayed as St. Luke portrayed Jesus, ‘who went around doing good’ (Acts 10:38). Not only are many of the miracles modelled on those of the Gospel but also the style of the narrative. No fewer than twenty-three of the thirty-two chapters of the Life have to do with her concern for the poor, the oppressed… or even her guests, whether friends or strangers” (Connolly-Picard, 1987). 
In the final two chapters, Cogitosus describes Brigid’s monastery and some of its rituals in great detail. In fact, these chapters are amongst the longest and most in-depth of all the stories. This is intentional, as it indicates their precedence and importance; it also whets the appetite to come and see the building for oneself. Not only is Cogitosus describing the physical building, he is also instructing the reader how to behave when they come to visit the monastery. Longer than the vast majority of the preceding miracle stories he included, it reads like a tourist brochure inviting pilgrims to come see the relics of the saint and be cured of their maladies. 
Obviously much more can be said about Brigid and her Vita; this barely scratches the surface. However, at the risk of being repetitive, the primary purpose was behind it was to attract pilgrims – and their money – to visit the site. The diocese wanted to demonstrate that Brigid was God’s choice to lead the Church. This is why Cogitosus chose the stories and tales he did in order to promote her monastery as it vied for control of the church with its rivals, particularly Saint Patrick’s See in Armagh. 
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