





THE LEGEND OF
ST. SUNNIVA'S ESCAPE
by Bodil Lovoll

St. Sunniva, Norway's first de-
clared saint, is a literal example of the
saying:'Faith moves mountains.

When Sunniva prayed to God
that she would not fall to the pagans'
sword, God sentarock-slide that blocked
her in a cave. Nobody knows when this
happened, but it had to have happened
before Norway was christened in 997.

According to the legend,
Sunniva was a Christian, a holy and very
beautiful Irish princess. When her father
died, she inherited his kingdom, and
became the ruler. She kept her people
carefully away from evil, and by her
holy life and example encouraged them
to walk in a spirit of unity. She was
generous to the church and full of
thoughtful consideration for the poor.
When she became a adult she kept the
faith in God, learned from her father.

Being royal, she felt obliged to
be an example for others in chastity and
compassion. Rumors spread far afield
about her holiness, royal descent and of
her beauty and wealth. A pagan warﬁgr
(his name is never mentioned) was-en-
amored by these and proposed to her.
She declined. This warrior scared
Sunniva with his forceful and violent
behavior towards her, and she felt she
had no other option but to escape the
country.

Sunniva, together with many
women, children and men, including her
brother Albanus, went to sea in three
boats that neither had sail, helm, nor
oars. After three days of hard sailing,
they drifted toward the coast of Norway
where they were stranded on the most
rugged and toughest coastline of the
country, the island of Selje (Selja) right
outside Stadtlandet. Here they settled in
a cave (Synnevahelleren, Donhelleren)
70 meters up in the mountain. Accord-
ing to the people living here, Sunniva
and her people lived on the catch from
the sea.

Earl Haakon (he died year 995)
who had seized power in Norway was
informed that some illegal Irish people
had settled down in the area. He was a
cruel tyrant who mistreated his subordi-
nates, and he immediately sent for some
of his warriors to take care of the matter.
The legend says when the defenseless
Irish realized they were lost, Sunniva
gathered all her people in the cave, and
prayed to God that He would spare them
from a destiny worse than death. God
answered her prayers, and let a rock-
slide hid the entry to the cave, prevent-
ing Earl Haakon and his men from find-
ing them. Sunniva and her people all
died in the cave, not from men's vio-
lence, but from the mercy of God.

A short time after this incident,
some sailors sailing by the island of
Selje, saw a shining pillar of light reach-
ing up to the heavens. This sight made
them both surprised and curious. The
island was uninhabited at this time, but
local people from the mainland kept
animals there. A number of people also

‘bore witness to seeing a shining light

fromthe island. The rumors also reached
the reigning King Olav Tryggvason in
Trondheim.

Olav Tryggvason had become
the reigning king in the Trondelag Dis-
trict in the year 995 when Earl Haakon
died. He wanted to go to Selje and see for
himself what was going on and brought
the bishop with him. They found the
cave, and were able to move some of the
rocks covering the opening. When they
walked inside, a very sweet smell of
corpse reached them. They found the
remains of the martyr's bones. In the
bottom of the cave, Queen Sunniva was
found lying as if she was asleep, with her
rich red hair flowing down on a body
that was complete and intact. There was
no doubt in the king's nor the bishop's
mind - Queen Sunniva was a saint. They
gathered all the remains from the mar-
tyrs and Queen Sunniva's body was
placed in a casket.

King Olav built and sanctified a
church by the cave where the remains of

the martyrs were found. According to
the legend, God showed signs and car-
ried out miracles in the honor of the
martyrs. This is still happening today it
is said.

King Olav knew how to use this
in his favor on his work to christen the
country, especially in the coastal region.
Besides threats toward people, he used
this miracle with Queen Sunniva and her
people to convince them to become
Christians.

The church King Olav built here
by the St. Sunniva cave could be
Norway's first church. It was followed
by many others in the area, and shortly
after year 1100, the Benedictine Monks
founded a monastery here in honor of
holy Albanus, St. Sunniva's brother.
While King Olav Kyree was reigning
(1067-1093) he established a parish here
in Selje, and only one in the country
besides Oslo and Nidaros (Trondheim)
at that time.

In most parts of the country,
including Iceland, people celebrate
Seljemannameese (a special church ser-
vice) the 8th of July which is named after
St. Sunniva. In the year 1170 the center
of the parish was moved to Bergen, a
larger coastal city south of Selje, and the
Sunniva casket was therefore moved to
the cathedral of Bergen.

Because of its central location,
Selje became an important pilgrimage,
especially for seamen. St. Sunniva be-
came the patron saint for the whole west
coast of the country. Up to as late as
1860 it was a custom for sailors who
were saved at sea, to give lamps to the
church of Selje.

Today only the ruins remain of
these constructions. High up under the
cliff you will find the St. Sunniva cave,
called Salen, which is believed to have
been a church sanctified to the holy
Michael, and you will also find the church
of Selje which was built on terraces.
Down below on the flatland by the sea
you can find the remains from the mon-
astery, which is dominated by a massive
Roman tower.


















