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In Anglo-Saxon literature, do you detect a conflict between the imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of heroic ideals?
In Anglo-Saxon heroic literature there often exists a tension between the ethics of the Germanic warrior cultures and the teachings of Christianity that were gaining traction in Anglo-Saxon areas at the times of writing. Where such tensions may not be evident, there still seems to be Christian motifs often imbibed within tales of Anglo-Saxon heroics. This essay will not only discuss supposed conflicts between the heroic pagan ideal and Christianity but will also analyse those several texts that seem to synthesise certain elements from both, and to what extent they are compatible.
Perhaps the first text to come to mind when thinking on the conflict between heroic ideals and Christianity is a chapter in Bede’s A History of the English Church and People that outlines the life and death of the devout King Sigbert. The text tells the story of King Sigbert of East Anglia who, after ascending to the throne, concerned himself with education and prayers more than kingship. He abandoned his duties, meting them out to his kinsman Egric, before entering a monastery to devote his life to Christianity. When the Mercians would attack years later, the East Angles were ill prepared for war and found themselves turning to their absentee king for morale, dragging him to the battlefield against his will. The tale ends thusly; ‘But, mindful of his monastic vows, Sigbert, surrounded by a well-armed host, refused to carry anything more than a stick, and when the heathen charged, both he and King Egric were killed and the army scattered.’

It is apparent here that Sigbert’s uncompromising faith in Christianity and its pacifist ideals came into direct conflict with kingship in Anglo-Saxon Britain, where education and learning are important but all for nought if your realm cannot defend itself from enemy invaders. As such, to be a good king in Anglo-Saxon society was to be proficient in the leading of troops – often personally, so the king himself must know how to fight – and the subjugation of neighbouring realms and kingdoms to gain wealth and respect. These practices and the underlying values behind them clashed with Sigbert’s pacifist way of life, not only making him an unfit king by the pagan heroic society’s standards but by objective standards as he failed to stand with his kingdom in their time of need, instead becoming a martyr for his faith and seeing his realm’s downfall.
It is the story of the downfall of King Sigbert that communicates a central sticking point in the Christianisation of Anglo-Saxon warrior culture, that the martial realities of living in such turbulent kingdoms had fostered a reverence of those who can wage war and do it well. Sigbert’s fall, in a tale, encapsulates the extreme of this conflict wherein a strictly Christian ruler in Anglo-Saxon Britain would fall to the blade before picking one up, being functionally incompatible for leadership in these areas.
Another notable work in which Christian and pagan values meet in different, non-conflicting way is the Christian poem The Dream of the Rood. It recounts a dream wherein the narrator beholds the Passion of Christ and hears the cross itself speak and tell of the experience. There are many occurrences within the text that seem to indicate that the Christian poem is including elements that would be familiar to the native Anglo-Saxon pagan culture, attempting to form a synthesis of Christian and pagan imagery as a vehicle of Christian values.

The first of these is an element that is consistent throughout the poem – the fact that throughout the poem the cross is called a tree more so than a cross or rood. ‘I saw that tree of glory adorned with garments shining beautifully, adorned with gold. Gems had covered honourably the tree of the Ruler’
 Whilst one could be forgiven for understanding this as simply poetic license – and the true intent will assuredly never be known – the likening of the holy rood as a tree, a speaking tree no less, had animistic qualities that would have seemed to be more palatable to the Germanic polytheistic faith. However, after the tree’s function was described in more detail with the lines ‘I did not dare to bow to the earth, to fall to the surface of the earth,’
 and ‘I raised up the powerful King, The Lord of Heaven. I did not dare to bend’
 similarities between the rood and a popular Germanic cosmological phenomenon (a phenomenon mirrored in many pagan religions across the globe) was noticed. That is, the world tree, or tree of life, a great tree that holds up the world or the heavens. In broader Germanic cosmology it exists as the Yggdrasil, and more specifically in Saxon theology as the Irminsul, though the etymology is shared, and the function is near identical.
The cross here is described as being some archetypal axis mundi of the Christian faith, connecting Heaven and Earth through its part in the Passion of Christ. With the great tree Yggdrasil and the spire Irminsul we have the mirroring of these concepts, concepts so universal in religious imagery that they are almost a must for the construction of cultural mythology, that have been co-opted by the Christian faith to use these inherent similarities to make Christianity appear like the pagan beliefs of the Anglo-Saxons, changing the imagery somewhat but keeping the foundations the same.
It is these similarities with other pagan religious imagery that makes the naming of the holy cross as a tree seem much more deliberate, as the poem describes an experience that seems to be conflating the religious imagery of Germanic and Christian faiths. However, the voice of the cross reveals more points in the Christian poem where pagan themes seem to have been included. There is the line ‘the young warrior, strong and resolute, stripped himself,’
 where the voluntary stripping of Christ seems a subversion of a story beat in typical heroic verse where the hero arms himself before his quest. This and the language used, making the bold claim to name Christ as a warrior, state in no uncertain terms that Christ is a man worthy of reverence by typical Anglo-Saxon standards, a warrior preparing to do battle by de-arming himself, a subversion that also exists in Beowulf. With Sigbert in mind it becomes problematic that Jesus be hailed as a warrior, and whilst warrior kings did exist within the long history of Christianity, even certain figures as David were prohibited from worship due to their warring.
The poem is an excellent example of the assimilation of Anglo-Saxon heroic themes with Christian ones, e.g. the Crucifixion is depicted as a battle, and both the Cross and Christ as victorious warriors. The author has recreated the Crucifixion story in both theological and heroic terms. The author, and the audience he was writing for, was used to heroic literature. The poet uses heroic conventions to relate the biblical story and make it acceptable

The above quote summarises the synthesis of Christian and pagan ideal effectively, and I am inclined to agree. It becomes apparent that the battle that Christ enters into upon the holy rood is not a physical but a spiritual one as he does battle with the evil in the world to redeem mankind. This makes his dubious title as a warrior much less suspect in the context of a spiritual battle of morality and attempts to redefine heroism to include the Passion.
The cross also exhibits a loyalty towards Christ that would be appreciated by the warrior culture of the Anglo-Saxons, portrayed with the lines ‘I did not dare to bend’
 and ‘I did not dare to harm any of them. They mocked us both together. I was thoroughly drenched, covered with the blood from the side of the man after he had sent forth his spirit.’
 Along with showing that the tree is in possession of the Christian virtue of temperance and an aversion to violence, this fanatical adherence to the will of your lord even after death bears similarities with the relationship between a lord and his thegns in the battle epics of Anglo-Saxon heroics. Where Jesus is hailed as a brave warrior who sacrificed himself against a great enemy, it is the cross that appears to disseminate traditional Christian ideals like self-restraint and pacifism, yet it is framed in a way that allows it to be cloaked by the characterisation of a dutiful thegn enacting the will of his lord beyond death. The order of the cross then, that the narrator spreads his dream in accordance with oral tradition, appears to finalise this synthesis of Christian and pagan ideals, yet the tension still exists that the battles Anglo-Saxon kings and lords wrought were seldom spiritual ones. The admiration of the cross/thegn’s devotion to his lord to the point of pacifism could only extend so far when put into use and could only result in a retelling of Sigbert’s tragedy by the hands of a foe adhering more to the pagan warrior culture, where battle is justified and right.
Perhaps then, to teach Christianity to the pagans, Anglo-Saxon heroics were co-opted and such central ideas as their Irminsul and even what it is to fight were gerrymandered in a way that allowed a pagan interpretation of Christianity where the differences in core values were diluted and not so stark.

The quintessential Anglo-Saxon text, Beowulf, has long thought to be influenced by biblical stories as an existing pagan legend doctored to contain allusions to biblical figures (and sometimes vice versa). Relating the heroic exploits of its Norse pagan hero, it is well understood that these Norse pagan societies shared their warrior culture ideals with the rest of the Germanics, and it is self-evident in the titular character’s boasting and slaying of monsters. Such behaviour creates a tension within the text between the fantastical reimagining of a historical Norse society and the plot points in Beowulf’s life that lend themselves to biblical parables.
The biblical themes tied to Beowulf are perhaps at their most clear on page 39 of the Michael Swanton edition where Heorot is introduced in such idyllic descriptions that make it well known that this peace would not last. Any classification of Heorot as the Germanic garden of Eden that one could surmise are only bolstered by the last half of this page that reads as follows;

‘Unhappy creature, he lived for a time in the home of the monster race after God had condemned them as kin of Cain. The Eternal Lord avenged the murder whereby he killed Abel; he got no joy from that feud, but Providence drove him far away from mankind for that crime.’

By linking Grendel to the lineage of Cain the supernatural being becomes one of myth associated with great evil in the world and the sins of man. Already likened to the Devil through the Serpent for his disturbance of the idyllic Heorot, identifying Grendel as the offspring of Cain was a tradition amongst tales of unnatural and inhumane beings, suggesting Cain as a common ancestor for all of the evil beings inhabiting the pre-flood world. This adherence to religious mythology, while it would have been appreciated by contemporary readers of the poem, is also theorised to comment on the practices of Germanic society. 

‘Grendel corresponds to the society that he hates in many ways. He is a fratricide, and in this society kinslaying was common. For all the mayhem Grendel does in the poem, we can find numerous examples of the same kind of thing being done by the humans in the poem.’

It is true that such acts that led to the condemnation of Cain’s bloodline and thus Grendel are present in Beowulf, whether it be by accident with Hæðcyn’s accidental killing of Herebeald or Eadgils slaying Onela in the Hygelac saga. It could be said then that Grendel’s association with fratricide is a denigration of old Anglo-Saxon occurrences, wrapped up in a narrative that seems to idolise the Germanic past yet is undoubtedly Christian in its messages and intended for a Christian audience. 
In the aforementioned Beowulf quotation, where Providence is mentioned, the actual Anglo-Saxon writing looks like this.
Ne gefeah he ϸære fæhðe, ac he hine feor forwræc,

Metod for ϸy mane, mancynne fram.

The act of God in is a conflict in and of itself within the pages of Beowulf. An often-encountered problem is the word ‘wyrd’ and its connotations, meaning fate and pre-destiny which is unsurprising in a polytheistic and animistic pagan mythology. However, Swanton here encounters the word ‘Metod’, roughly ‘maker’ in Anglo-Saxon English, and translated it as Providence, capitalised. ‘Wyrd’ itself is used several times in the poem along with the Providence interpretation of ‘metod’ presenting us with the two wholly conflicting concepts of pre-destiny and divine favour. Every time Beowulf does battle it is described how he has the will of God on his side, until the last where it is stated that ‘there on that occasion for the first time he had to manage without fate assigning him triumph in battle.’
 This is one such occurrence of the word ‘wyrd’ yet the wording of it even still can imply divine favour if one deems that pre-destination is not as fickle as to assign triumph in battle on a battle by battle basis, but could be understood that such Providence was simply a Christianised way to relate to fate, yet that brings the problem of why both are used and to what effect.
This conflict between the pagan and Christian ideas of divine favour are enhanced by the dragon episode wherein Beowulf dies facing the dragon. Some have called his death a sacrifice that ties into the biblical narrative that the poem seems to want to frame itself as and have likened the dragon to external problems facing old pagan societies, including the encroachment of Christianity. What is more interesting, however, is the assertion in such theories that Beowulf’s death was a sacrifice. Whilst sacrifice is, at its surface, something greatly valued in pagan warrior culture as the aforementioned loyalty of the thegns suggests, by sacrifice we mean in a religiously motivated way that serves as an allegory.
Beowulf is not a Christ figure, despite some resemblances. He delivers the people (temporarily). He descends into hell. He is a noble and high-minded hero. He fights against wickedness and the forces of the devil. He sacrifices his life. His thanes all scatter, except one, Wiglaf, who is like the apostle John. But these point to an almost-Christ, a not-Christ, a hero who ultimately falls short.

I am inclined to agree with the above statement, and believe that Beowulf, whilst Christianised, was intended not to serve as an allegorical equivalent to Jesus. If anything, I believe the Beowulf and Wiglaf dynamic at the climax of the dragon episode to be more of a passing of the torch wherein Beowulf may sacrifice himself unintentionally by taking the first strike at the dragon’s head, showing young Wiglaf that it is futile and causing him to instead strike the dragon’s underside, killing it. Such a passive sacrifice seems to lend credence to the ‘wyrd’ that is described, that Beowulf was fated to attempt the first strike, the roles may have been reversed and the outcome the same, but in this instance, Beowulf was the one fated to make the futile blow, not Wiglaf.
In conclusion, I do detect conflicts between Christian and pagan ideals from the texts studied, whether they be as obvious but fundamental as Sigbert’s warrior issue or as subtle as the problem of what constitutes fate and provident in Beowulf. I do believe that such examples as The Dream of the Rood achieve a synthesis of Christian and pagan imagery, but to do so involves taking metrics that, in a warrior culture, have very real and physical, measurable impact in the society, redefining them in spiritual terms. Whilst it allows Christianity to get its foot in the doorway, so to speak, the central values of a polytheistic pagan hero culture run in direct opposition to a monotheistic pacifist religion and would require full conversion from one value system to another.  It seems that to hold the belief that heroic ideals could be seamlessly integrated into the Christian faith would require a certain level of cognitive dissonance on several issues, such as the warrior issue aforementioned. It is upon these inherent conflicts in Christianity and Germanic paganism’s attitude to war that I made my decision.
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