
 
Day 11 : Sunday 23 May 

Kirkwall - Pentecost 
 

 
 
Today is Pentecost, and I led worship and preached at St Olav’s, Kirkwall. Having been blown about all 
over Orkney this week, the wind of the Spirit has been very much in my mind. You cannot see wind, but 
you can see and feel its effects. Waves crash against rocks, trees are bent over, faces burn. 
 
At Pentecost the Holy Spirit came upon the followers of Jesus ‘like a mighty wind’. Ordinary folk, like you 
and me, were filled with the Holy Spirit – they became God’s ‘holy ones’(saints) set apart for a holy 
purpose. Now in most of our churches people struggle to think of themselves as saints. They think they 
know what a saint is: their church is usually named for one, they might have a patron saint, and they just 
might know a living one. This is in some measure the legacy of the times when special saints were so 
much part of the spiritual economy, a gateway between earth and heaven. Their mediation and 
intercession were shown by accompanying miracles, and around these a holy place or cult would grow. 
 
In the Orkneyinga Saga there is a description of the first miracles that were attributed to the 
intervention of St Magnus.  
 

‘There was a farmer in Shetland called Bergfinn Skatason, who was blind. He ferried two cripples, 
Sigurd and Thorbjorn, south to Orkney and all three of them kept vigil at the grave of Earl 
Magnus. The Holy Earl revealed himself to them and with the help of God gave them back their 
health. Bergfinn started seeing so well that he was able to tell one hand from the other, and the 



two cripples straightened up. A little later, before the anniversary of Earl Magnus’ death, twenty-
four sick people kept vigil at his grave and all got back their health. Then a number of people said 
to the Bishop that he should have a word with earl Paul and get his permission to open up the 
grave and translate the holy relic’s of Earl Magnus, but whenever the matter was raised the 
bishop’s response was cool.’ 

 
In the end, in 1137, the bishop (William the Old) recognised Magnus as a saint. His bones were carried 
to Kirkwall, and when the cathedral was complete, they were interred there. Some of these remains 
might have been in the altars of other churches named for Magnus, as was the custom.  
 

 
St Magnus Church, Egilsay 

 
Although the intercessions of Magnus could be sought anytime, the liturgy on the anniversary of his 
death, and the date of his first translation to Birsay, included readings, propers and antephons as would 
be usual for a martyr. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

‘O martyr Magnus, hear the prayers of your 
people: and, assured now of your own glory, 
pray for our salvation and that of all people.’ 

 
Magnificat Antephon, Nidaros Breviary 

 
And now listen to ‘The last bright rinsings’, by Gemma McGregor, recorded in Kings Chapel Aberdeen – a 
piece inspired by the life St Magnus.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UQ3frDj7Pck 
 
One final blog tomorrow, after a visit to St Magnus Cathedral. 


