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It is such a great blessing that in our church of St Martin’s we have these three lovely windows 
depicting different scenes from Martin’s life. That’s quite unusual for a church to have such a 
constant visual reminder of a Saint’s story. Most churches might have one window of their 
patron saint, but we have three.  
 
Let’s have a closer look at them.  
 
1. Sharing his Cloak 
 
The first of the windows depicts the most famous of the Martin 
traditions - how when he was a Roman soldier he was moved 
with pity at the sight of a beggar and cut his cloak in two to give 
the poor man half to stay warm. For Martin that was a small act 
of charity that he probably didn’t think much of until he later 
had a dream of Christ wearing his half-cloak and saying “Martin 
has clothed me with his mantle.”  
 
That is the reason behind the Gospel reading for St Martin’s 
day: “whatever you did for the least of these my brothers and 
sisters you did for me.”  I might add there that a person’s cloak 
in Jesus’ day was sacrosanct. You could be sued for almost 
anything else but never for your cloak. Thus, when Jesus says in 
Matthew 5:40 “if someone asks for your coat give him your 
cloak as well”. This was an extraordinary invitation to give up 
something that you had an inalienable right to. I am not sure if 
this was still the legal case a few centuries later in Martin’s day, 
but I would be sure that it would be highly unusual for a Roman 
soldiers to give up any part of their apparel. At the end of the 
day, Martin’s act was one motivated by compassion and is a 
telling insight into his qualities as a person.  
 
2. Martin’s Baptism 

 
The next window shows Martin’s baptism. It is perhaps 
confusing as it seems to show him as a younger man. Martin 
came from a pagan family. He wasn’t baptised until he had left 
the army. His newfound Christian faith led to his refusal to fight 
as a soldier anymore. When he was accused of cowardice, he 
volunteered to stand unarmed in the frontlines, this did not 
eventuate and after a short prison term he was discharged. St 
Martin is sometimes known as the first conscientious objector.  
 
Martin was baptised by St Hillary of Poitiers who formed him in 
the faith and baptised him as shown in the window. Hillary was 
an incredibly influential leader in Europe at the time who was 



praised by St Augustine and St Jerome as “the illustrious teacher of the churches.” He led the 
campaign for Orthodoxy against the Arian movement. The Arianism of Hillary’s day was 
following the teaching of Arius. It’s a very complex field but Arius did not believe in the Trinity 
and had some different views of how Jesus was connected with God. Basically, it was resolved 
mostly at the council of Nicaea and the Nicene Creed is in its form because of the need to 
counter the Arian Heresy. Anyway, I digress, what I’m emphasizing is that St Hillary was a big 
cheese, in a good way, and so was a great person to form Martin in the faith. He was described 
as courteous, gentle and friendly despite the severity of some of his writings and perhaps this 
kindness influenced Martin.  
 
Martin was one of the pioneers of Western Monasticism. He formed the first monastery in Gaul 
and one gets the impression that living the life of prayer was really all he wanted to do. 
However, his reputation for holiness was such that the people of Tours wanted him for their 
bishop, he had a name for being a wonder-worker and the people lured Martin to their town on 
the pretext of asking him to pray for someone. Then we have the lovely story of them trying to 
take Martin by  force to be their bishop. Martin escaped their grasps and tried to hide in goose 
pen. St Martin is often depicted with a goose or geese around him although I think he was 
probably not very happy with the geese because their honking gave away his presence and the 
crowd took him by force to the Cathedral to be consecrated as their Bishop.   
 
3. Martin as a Bishop 
 
After becoming Bishop of Tours, Martin continued to 
live as a monk in a monastery with about 80 other 
monks and he continued to found monasteries in 
France, or Gaul as it was known then. 
 
As a bishop, Martin got involved in the Priscillianist 
controversy. Priscillian was charged with heresy. It’s a 
bit complex to go into all the Priscillian beliefs, but 
basically in the end Priscillian was accused of sorcery 
which carried a death sentence at the time. Martin 
actually pleaded for clemency on his behalf. He didn’t 
agree with Priscillian, but he argued that heresy should 
be dealt with by the church theologically and not 
through the courts of the Emperor. Despite Martin’s 
pleas,  Priscillian was executed -  sadly the first ever 
case of capital punishment for heresy.  
 
Around the age of 80 Martin had a vision of his 
approaching death and prayed: “Lord if your people still 
need me, I do not refuse the work but let your will be 
done” he then died on 8th November (which is Today) in 
the year 397 – 1623 years ago and his funeral was held 
on 11th November which continues to be observed as 
his feast day.  
 
 
 



What do we learn? 
 
When I look at Martin’s life, I see a very believable and human journey of faith - A spiritual 
journey towards meaning, purpose and vocation.  
 
He moved from pagan background into the Christian faith, 

• From a warrior to a pacificist 

• From a career military life to religious monasticism 

• From wealth into holy poverty 

• From power and strength into simplicity and humility 

• From contemplation to church leadership (against his wishes) 
• From prayerful orthodoxy to political campaigning for justice  

 

May his story continue to inspire us as we live those same Christian values of prayer, 

peacefulness, poverty of spirit, simplicity of life, contemplation, humility, compassion and 

justice.  Amen  


