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SAINT AMBROSE 

Bishop of Milan 

Fr Ambrose Ryan O.F.M. 

 

1. St. Ambrose - Governor and Bishop  

 (339 - 373) This tells of his early years, and his surprise election. 

2. Historical Acts.  

(373 - 390) In Church History St. Ambrose is very famous for his work: 

a. Against the Arian heresy 

b. The abolition of Rome's official pagan cults 

c. His confrontation with Emperor Theodosius 

3. The Bishop at Home.  

A few details of his daily work, and of his holy death in 397.  

 

 

1. St. Ambrose: Governor made Bishop 

 

The blood of Roman aristocracy flowed in the veins of St. Ambrose of Milan: his 
father descended from the illustrious house of the Aurelii, and his mother was nobly 
born. Yet Roman blue-blood that he was, Ambrose was not born in the Eternal City. The 
happy event occurred at Trier (Treves) in Roman Gaul in the year 339. 

Aurelius Ambrosius, his father, held the highest honour in Gaul for he was Pretorian 
Prefect of Trier and, as such, he was the civilian ruler of a quarter-section of the whole 
Roman Empire, i.e. of France, Spain, Belgium, Britain and part of Germany. To picture 
the importance of such a Pretorian Prefect, you might compare him - in modern 
terms - to Lord Louis Mountbatten when he was Viceroy to India and Burma. So high 
and dignified was the Pretorian's office that the famed Roman military commanders 
must kneel in his presence. 

The distinguished Aurelius Ambrosius had three children. (The name of his wife has 
not been preserved). The children were: Marcellina, the eldest, who was destined to 
become a consecrated Christian virgin and a saint; Satyrus, the second, who was to 
become governor of a Roman province and to die young; and then Ambrose, the 
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youngest, the subject of our story. He was also to achieve civil governorship, and then by 
extraordinary circumstances to be installed as Bishop of Milan and to become a famous 
saint. One can only surmise that had the noble catholic parents lived to see their 
children's fortunes, they would have been amply satisfied. 

 

Rome 

Aurelius Ambrosius died at Trier, and by the year 350 if not before, the widowed 
mother and the growing children were safely back in the Eternal City. Her villa now 
became a Christian hermitage, where daily devotions were practiced by a group of pious 
women, so that it is said: "Ambrose grew to manhood surrounded by pious ladies". 

It is known that his sister Marcellina - always described as a forthright person - was 
publicly consecrated to virginity by Pope Liberius in the year 353. It is known that 
Satyrus and Ambrose went out to secular schools for grammar and rhetoric, and to 
the university for law. Within their home they had some instruction in holy Scripture 
and doctrine from Simplicianus, a priest-friend of the family. 

 

Apprenticed at Court 

When the brothers were in their mid-twenties, we find them together at Sirmium in 
Illyria (now Croatia) apprenticed to the Law Courts of the other Pretorian Prefect of 
the western Roman Empire. (There was a third Prefect just for the city of Rome). And 
here they speedily made their way for both were excellent orators - barristers, as we 
might call them - and their ancestry did them no harm. 

Surprisingly, however, neither of the two was yet baptised but remained catholic 
catechumens. To us this is indeed surprising, but it was not to the Christians of the 
fourth century. Such notables as Saints Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus, Augustine, 
Chrysostom, Jerome were unbaptised until well into adult age. "An extreme view of the 
heinousness of a post-baptismal lapse, with an unquestioning belief in the power of the 
sacrament to cleanse from all previous sin, often led to a lengthy postponement of the 
rite" - explains H. Dudden, Saint Ambrose, His Life and Times, Vol. 1, p. 58. 

Five years of apprenticeship as lawyers, or barristers, being fulfilled at Sirmium, 
both the brothers received handsome appointments: Satyrus to a governorship that is 
not named in the records, and Ambrose became governor of the important north 
Italian Province of Aemilia-Liguria with residence at Milan. Both should now be 
addressed as "Worshipful" (Your Honour). 

A Roman provincial Governor's task was to maintain public order, to supervise 
lesser officials, to judge civil and criminal cases of first instance, and to see to the 
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collection of taxes. And as governor he was a member of the Roman Senate. So at this 
point, Ambrose, the son of Aurelius Ambrosius, had become a man of consequence in his 
own right with an almost assured future before him. 

 

Providence Intervenes 

And here in Milan, in the year 373, his life took a sudden dramatic turn. He was 
literally rooted out of high civilian preferment and thrust into an equally high position 
in the Church. 

The story is famous and deserves retelling. 

What happened was this: Bishop Auxentius of Milan died in October 373. Although 
capable and astute, this bishop had become a sign of division amongst Christians when 
he was intruded into the See although Arian in doctrine, and the incumbent Dionysius 
dismissed and sent into exile. The true Catholics of Milan, and these were the majority, 
refused the intruding bishop's services and met together outside the churches. Now, 
with Auxentius's death, a new bishop was to be elected. So the Catholics came in numbers 
to Milan's main basilica, where the Arian "Christians" were assembled, to demand 
their right in the election. In those days both the clergy and the laity were given a voice 
in the choice of bishops. 

What happened then is given here in the words of Paulinus of Nola, a man and a 
saint who lived with Ambrose in his latter years. 

"After the death of Auxentius (he writes) . . . when the people were about to 
revolt in seeking a bishop, Ambrose had the task of putting down the revolt. So he went 
to the church. And when he was addressing the people, the voice of a child among the 
people is said to have called out suddenly: 'Ambrose bishop'. At the sound of this 
voice, the mouths of all the people joined in the cry: 'Ambrose bishop'. Thus, those 
who a while before were disagreeing most violently, because both the Arians and the 
Catholics wished the other side to be defeated and their own candidate to be 
consecrated bishop suddenly agreed on this one with miraculous and unbelievable 
harmony". (Paulinus, Life of St. Ambrose, No. 11) Paulinus proceeds to detail the 
Governor's reaction to the popular outcry. He fled the church, he engaged in odd 
conduct for him in that he inflicted torture on people brought to his court, he said he 
was going to the philosophers, he even called wanton women to his house. But at each 
reckless gesture, the people who knew him to be unbaptised, called after him: "Your 
sin be upon us!" In these words they were reassuring him of God's forgiveness in his 
forthcoming baptism. 

When he heard the people's clamour, Governor Ambrose tried to leave Milan 
and go to Pavia, but he was seen and headed off. So he hid himself on the estate of 
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Leontinus, a friend. Meanwhile delegates of the Church had gone to Sirmium and to 
Trier, and they returned quickly with both Prefect Probus's and Emperor Valentinian 
the First's consent to the nomination. So Leontinus, under threat, had to disclose his 
friend's hiding place, and Ambrose - "acknowledging the will of God", as Paulinus writes - 
consented to become the bishop. He made one stipulation, namely, that his baptism 
must be conferred by a Catholic bishop. 

"And when he was baptised (continues Paulinus), he is said to have fulfilled all the 
ecclesiastical offices, so that he was consecrated bishop on the eighth day with the 
greatest favour and joy on the part of all". (Paulinus, Ibid. 9) 

The date was December 1st, 373. Afterwards Ambrose explained that he had 
been prepared for baptism and holy orders by his priest-friend Simplicianus. 

 

What Manner of Man 

What kind of a man, at close sight, was this high-born Roman Governor and 
Senator now seated on the bishop's throne? Certainly he was not tall, nor was he 
handsome. A Fifth century mosaic in Milan's ancient church of Saint Ambrogio 
reveals a person of about 5 feet 7 inches, with a trim beard and drooping moustache on 
a long oval face, adorned with a "roman nose", large eyes and thick lips, one eyebrow 
being noticeably higher than the other, (cf. Front of pamphlet) 

Dressed, he had the aspect of a nobleman or senator. In those days the men of his 
class wore long white tunics down to the ankles, over which they draped a heavy brown 
or purple cloak closed all around so that it fell over the arms and had but a slit for the 
head to come through. These two garments were to become, in church usage, our alb 
and chasuble. So when standing at the altar, Bishop Ambrose did not have to alter his 
dress - such was the custom in those times. 

 

Settling In 

One may reasonably surmise that the change in a few weeks from the Governor's 
palace and the civil courts to the style of a catholic bishop was something of a trauma, 
but nothing is placed on record except Ambrose's own remark, "I had to teach 
catechumens when I hardly knew the doctrines myself." 

It is, of course, perfectly obvious that his legal training was no burden to carry in the 
episcopate, and especially in those days when the Church's court could, and did, hear 
cases involving property and sometimes also criminal actions. 

Simplicianus, his learned priest-friend, was at the newly elected's elbow, we 
gather that a 'crash-course' ensued. The books of the Holy Bible, particularly those of 
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the Old Testament, were pored over with suitable commentaries. The works of Origen 
and St. Basil became favourites. And the liturgical instructions and ceremonies relating 
to Baptism, Penance and the Eucharist - these were carefully sifted and put into exact 
practice. (Ambrose's sermons on these topics are famous.) 

Preaching in itself was no problem to the man: he was already well known as a 
genuine orator. Only now, as bishop, he curbed the secular style so as to use "sober 
words, sincere direct speech, and spiritual examples." All sorts of mannerisms, 
lyrical declamations, vindictive tirades, and fabulous examples were the stuff of public 
oratory in the law courts and forums. And although adept in the methods, the new 
bishop - as he says himself - was quite determined to put these aside. It is perhaps why 
the great Augustine, when he came as orator to Milan and heard Bishop Ambrose, was 
not over-impressed with the man's speech and style, even though he acknowledged his 
sincerity of diction and his ability to persuade. 

 

Disinherited 

Then, as a man who has deliberately chosen "the Lord for his portion", the high-born 
and wealthy Ambrose disinherited himself giving his "silver and gold" - as the writers say - to 
the Church and to the poor. Marceliina, the dedicated sister, got her share; Satyrus too, 
but the income from the rest was made over to steady charitable help. And everything he 
had secured as barrister at Sirmium, or as Governor in north Italy, he turned over to the 
Church. 

Disinherited, he now stood before the public officials, many of whom he knew well, 
and braced himself as an athlete without baggage to enter contest for the church. 

 

 

2. The Historical Acts of St. Ambrose 

 

Ambrose, now bishop of Milan, found himself in charge of a huge Church territory. 
All northern Italy, and as far down the peninsula as Pisa on, one side and Ravenna on the 
other, came within his ambit. So too did a large part of Illyria - modern Croatia. 

For twenty-four years, 373-397, when he died at fifty-seven years of age, he 
exerted spiritual authority over this wide domain. And because of the great upsurge of 
the Church, and because of his "historical acts", he left an indelible imprint on the annals 
of the city of Milan and indeed on those of the western Church. In the long run, of 
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course, his importance is derived from his inner qualities of spirit, developed by the 
graces God gave to him and manifested in his concern for clergy and people. We shall 
not neglect these. 

But first we will write of his significant public deeds. In summary these can be 
brought under three headings: 

 His conflict with Arianism. 

 His conflict with Rome's old pagan nobility. 

 His confrontation with Emperor Theodosius. 

 

(a) The Arian Conflict 

Our Church, in its long history, has already faced many a stirring conflict. By the 
time of St. Ambrose, the Church had but recently emerged from the Ten Great 
Persecutions of the pagan Roman Empire. And although battered and beaten down 
again and again, she had wonderfully survived and was now showing signs of a general 
upsurge. "The blood of the martyrs - as Tertullian remarked - had indeed become the 
seed of new Christians." 

Persecution from outside, then and since, has mostly united together and 
strengthened the ranks of the faithful. 

But hardly was our Church safely delivered from the Ten Great Persecutions - 
through the Edict of Milan in 313 - when internal dissension in matters of doctrine broke 
out. An Egyptian priest named Arius became responsible for the gravest of all the internal 
conflicts in the early story of our Church. Arius's difficulty was basic. It concerned the 
mystery of the Most Holy Trinity - the relationship between God the Father and God the 
Son, Incarnate in Jesus Christ. He could not accept that God the Son was on a complete 
equal footing with God the Father: Scripture, he maintained, was against such a perfect 
equality. And so cleverly did he marshal his case that very many Christians, including 
bishops, priests, monks, important laymen and two or three of the Christian Roman 
Emperors were deceived into following "Arianism". This kind of dissension within our own 
ranks - as witness our present age - has always had a graver impact on the Church than 
external persecution. 

 

Ambrose and Arianism 

We have noted already that the strange election of Governor Ambrose to the See of 
Milan was a gut-level reaction of the Catholics against the rule of Arian Auxentius. 
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Immediately after the election there came hard conflicts with individual Arians. Plots were 
hatched to seize the new bishop and exile him; a man got into his palace with upraised 
sword to kill him; disputants stood forth in the churches to fight him with words. But - as 
Paulinus, his biographer, laconically says - "by God's grace and mercy bishop Ambrose 
survived". 

Out of a host of conflicts, we shall select just three - a bishop's election at Sirmium, 
the deposition of two bishops at the Council of Aquileia, and a furious conflict with Empress 
Justina. 

On the strength of Bishop Ambrose's successful combats with these Arians, 
historians like H. Dudden, Life of St. Ambrose in two volumes, do not hesitate to say that 
he brought about the decline of this heresy in the western Church - a turning point in our 
history. No doubt we moderns could profit from a study of this ancient bishop's activities. 

 

Election of Bishop at Sirmium, 379 

Germinius, the Arian-tinged bishop, was dead and a new election needed. 
Ambrose, the "Metropolitan", came in person to supervise the election with the avowed 
intention of putting the catholic Anemius on the throne. He was met with hostility when he 
reached the city, and on taking the bishop's chair in the local basilica he was publicly 
assaulted by one of the consecrated virgins. She rushed from the body of the church, 
seized him by the robes, and tried to drag him down so that the company of virgins - or 
viragos! - might put him out of the church. 

Holding his ground, Ambrose called aloud: "Even if I am unworthy of the great 
bishopric (of Milan), you or your kind have no right to lay your hands on me. Beware of 
God's judgment, lest something should happen to you!" 

Anemius was elected. And Paulinus adds: "Before Ambrose left Sirmium the lady was 
dead, and Ambrose personally brought her to the grave, repaying insult with kindness. And 
this deed instilled no light fear in his adversaries . . . !" Bishop and Roman Governor had 
blended well. 

 

Two Bishops deposed at Aquileia, 381 

Two bishops - Palladius and Secundinus, both of Illyria - became leaders in a persistent 
Arian dialogue in the Danubian sector of Ambrose's territory. With the Emperor's half 
consent he determined to have done with them, and by a fairly blatant political manoeuvre, 
he brought them into a Council of thirty bishops gathered at Aquileia. Then summoning to 
his aid the experience of the secular law courts, he made himself the 'crown prosecutor' 
and step by step he forced Palladius, the ring-leader, to divulge his true opinion about 
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Arius and Arianism. Palladius began by denying he had even heard the name Arius. 
Ambrose put Arius's clearest statement before him, wherein it was said: 

"The Father alone is eternal, alone without beginning, alone true, alone immortal, 
alone wise, alone good, alone mighty Judge of all." 

Then taking these phrases one by one, he demanded of Palladius: "Do you condemn 
these, or can you defend them from sacred Scripture?" Hours of ambiguous replies followed 
from Palladius. As, for example, when asked: "Do you admit that the Son of God is 'very 
God'?", he replied: "When I call Him very Son, what more is needed." (The Council of 
Nicea, 325, had defined that Christ is God's eternal Son, consubstantial, co-equal, 
co-eternal with God the Father.) 

Finally, becoming irritated beyond measure, Bishop Ambrose burst out: 
"Anathema to him who will not explain his faith freely", and one by one the other 
bishops echoed "Anathema". 

The lawyer turned churchman had led the assembly to condemn and depose 
both these Arians. 

 

The Conflict with Empress Justina, 384 

This was a stirring encounter that took place right in the city of Milan, and it is a 
highlight of early church history in so much that Bishop Ambrose openly defied the 
arbitrary commands of Empress Justina and her son the Emperor, and lived to tell the 
tale. Had Ambrose lived but seventy years before, and tried to do the same, he would 
most surely have been exiled and, quite likely, executed. The Catholics of Milan were 
several times alarmed for his safety in the midst of this conflict that we shall now 
describe. 

Justina - second wife to Valentinian, the first - was an Arian; she was the mother of 
Valentinian II and stepmother to Emperor Gratian. (He was murdered in 383 by the 
intruder Maximus who was now at Trier.) Justina and her young son had lived at 
Sirmium, but in 384 they transferred to Milan - to hold the usurper Maximus in check. 
And now installed in the palace and courts of Milan, she determined to oust the 
catholic Ambrose and to restore her Arians. 

Her first move, with her thirteen-year-old son 'consenting', was to invoke an 'old 
imperial custom whereby all pagan shrines belonged in theory to the Emperor, and to 
demand on this basis that Bishop Ambrose cede one Christian church to the Emperor for 
Arian use - "so that she, and her son, might worship suitably". Ambrose bluntly refused 
the request knowing what was implied. (Some moderns might well call him a 'bigot' 
for this). 
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Justina followed up by ordering a troop of her Gothic soldiers brought from 
Sirmium - and who were loyal to Arianism - to surround the 'Portian' Church where 
Amorose was officiating during Holy Week. For a couple of days and nights the troops 
remained in position, whilst the congregation inside prayed and sang. And the tough little 
bishop Ambrose stood before the people and preached on the trials brought to religion 
by the wiles of women: he instanced Jezebel and Herodias! 

To an envoy sent by Justina with the consent of the boy Emperor, and who 
demanded this church or the New Basilica, Ambrose gave answer: "I cannot yield the 
basilica, but I must not fight. If the Emperor really thinks me a usurper, why does he 
delay to strike?". 

The Emperor's and his mother's dilemma was that a portion of the troops, quite 
remarkably, had about faced and refused to act against the bishop! And the catholic 
populace set up a clamour: "We petition you Augustus, we do not fight, we do not fear, 
but we petition you". 

And the Court capitulated! 

Everyone knew that what Justina really had in mind was to force the bishop out of 
the episcopal chair. One of her court officials, Calligonus, sent a fierce message to 
Ambrose: "Do not dare to flout Valentinian, while I am alive. I will take off your head". 
To which the bishop, exhausted after the strain, answered with some heat: "May God 
grant you to do what you threaten! I shall suffer what bishops suffer and you will act as 
eunuchs act". (Dudden, Vol. 1, p. 279.) 

Humiliated, the Empress and her son left Milan for a few months. But now aided by 
another Arian bishop called Mercurinus Auxentius (whom Emperor Theodosius had 
expelled from the East), they drew up an Imperial law granting freedom for public 
worship to Arians and the same to Catholics, and decreeing that anybody, "who either 
publicly or insidiously and in secret" should oppose this new law, was to be treated as 
a mover of sedition and to suffer capital  punishment. 

In short, the aim of the decree was to intimidate Ambrose and to drive him from 
Milan. Mercurinus Auxentius would then take over.  

The rough draft of this law was approved by the boy Emperor, Valentinian II, 
and the president of the Record Office, Benevolus, was ordered to have it 
promulgated. Benevolus, although but a catechumen was clear in his faith, and rather 
than do what he was ordered, "he tore off his belt, his badge of office, and flung it at 
the feet of the Empress with the words - 'Dismiss me from my post, but leave me the 
integrity of my faith' ". He was dismissed, and the Arian Mercurinus acted in his stead 
to finalise the law which was promulgated on January 23, 386. 
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The city now became tense: the greater number of the people remained faithful to 
Ambrose. And for himself, the bishop ignored the law, kept a tight grip on the 
churches, and called his bishops to a meeting. 

The first move came from the Government. An order was sent to Ambrose to 
present himself before the Emperor and his Privy Council, and there to debate doctrine 
with Mercurinus in the presence of lay umpires chosen by each side, with the final 
decision resting on the Emperor. Should Ambrose decline to come, he was told to quit 
Milan and go where he pleased - Mercurinus Auxentius would automatically take 
over. 

To the gathered bishops, Ambrose asked: "What must I do?". They all knew that 
to debate before the Emperor with lay umpires - perhaps pagans or Jews? - was not to 
be thought of; and to quit the city would be dereliction. "It makes little difference (said 
the bishops) whether you voluntarily leave the altar of Christ or whether you betray it; 
for, if you leave it, you will betray it." 

So the die was to be cast! To Valentinian II Ambrose wrote a long, patient 
Remonstrance explaining that it was for him impossible to stand before lay judges, and, 
for that matter, to be judged "by a mere boy (Emperor) who was not yet baptised and 
was still ignorant of the Sacraments of the faith!". "Withdraw the law (said the 
bishop), let the debate with Mercurinus Auxentius be held in church before bishops, 
clergy and people, and should my opponent prevail, I will step down. Be pleased, Sire (he 
concluded) to accept my reason for not coming to the Privy Council." 

Here was certainly a business, for with eyes fully open, and with calculated 
deliberation the catholic bishop of Milan had defied his Government! So, after a brief 
pause, the Government ruled: "You must go. Leave Milan." 

To which Ambrose haughtily gave answer: "I cannot think of abandoning the 
Church, for I fear the Lord of the Universe more than any earthly Emperor. If the 
Emperor acts as sovereigns are wont to act, I am prepared to suffer what bishops 
are wont to suffer!". 

From this moment the Bishop never moved from the spacious precincts of the 
New Basilica, and he was watched over day and night by a large congregation of the 
faithful. The church and its buildings became a fortress, the doors and approaches 
remaining closed and guarded. The Emperor's troops were outside, the clash of their 
arms often audible inside, but no act of violence was attempted. The plan was to 
exhaust the people, and then to arrest the Bishop and send him into exile. 

Knowing not the Government's intentions, and hourly expecting violence, Bishop 
Ambrose tried to keep his calm. The people, however, were in a state of great 
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excitement. "The bishop's death has been decreed. The executioners are on the road. 
The carriage is ready to carry him into exile." Such were the rumours, and this high state 
of excitement lasted for several days and nights. 

Amongst those shut up in the basilica were Monica and her son Augustine, who 
writes: "The pious people kept watch in the church, ready to die with their bishop. And 
then it was that the custom arose of singing hymns and psalms, after eastern usage, lest 
the people should wax faint through the tediousness of sorrow; and from that day to 
this the custom has been retained". (Confessions, IX, 7.) 

Ambrose himself arose in their midst and preached a famous discourse Against 
Auxentius Mercurinus. "The Lord Jesus (he cried) drove out a few from his temple; 
Auxentius has left no one. Jesus casts men out of his temple with a scourge Auxentius 
with a sword - Jesus with a scourge; Mercurinus with an axe . . . This wretch persecutes 
the godly with cold steel . . . With his mouth he dictates bloody laws, with his hand he 
writes them, and imagines that a law can impose a creed upon men." 

"Tribute is due to Caesar (continued Ambrose) we deny it not; but the Church is 
God's and ought not therefore to be assigned to Caesar, because Caesar can have no 
rights over God's temple." 

And before such complete determination by Bishop and people, the Court again 
gave in! It was not prepared - be it said to its honour - to stage a bloody conflict between 
soldiers and citizens. The capitulation was also spurred by a threatening note from 
Maximus the usurper at Trier, for Maximus was a Spaniard and was catholic in his 
faith. 

Auxentius Mercurinus drifted away, and Ambrose was the undisputed master of 
the church in Milan. In all, the series of stirring incidents had amounted to a 
momentous assertion of the priority of spiritual authority. Not even the Emperor could 
prevail against it. 

 

(b) The conflict with Rome's old pagan nobility 

The overthrow of paganism as the official religion of the Roman Empire - this is the 
second history-making act of St. Ambrose. 

Since the year 313, when Emperor Constantine had issued the Edict of Milan, 
Christianity had been officially tolerated in the Roman territories. By the year 380 the 
boot was on the other foot and the question was - should paganism, with its gallery of 
'gods', be any longer tolerated? 
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A hard core of Roman senators still clung to the 'old glories', and still controlled 
the vote in the senate chamber. But now for sixty years the Christian Emperors, 
excepting only Julian (361-63), had not resided in Rome and the senate had lost its 
teeth. Yet the pagan group tenaciously held to the point that Rome's official religion was 
the pagan one, and every suggestion to do away with false gods was resisted. 

Emperor Gratian delivered the body blows when in 375 he refused the priestly 
title and ceremonial robes as Pontifex 

Maximus, and in 381 he followed this up by abolishing the state subsidies for 
pagan rituals, temples and vestal virgins in Rome, and then ordered that the pagan Altar 
of Victory be removed from the Senate Chamber. As Gratian and Ambrose were 
intimate friends, the collusion seemed obvious. 

An outcry was raised, an official delegation sent to Gratian's court, and Rome's 
Pretorian Prefect Symmachus - one of the diehards - wrote a brilliant defence of the old 
roman gods and their past glories. 

Gratian's actions were abruptly ended by his assassination in the year 383, and 
to Valentinian II - stepbrother to Gratian - the pagan delegation now appealed for 
the restoration of the Altar of Victory and the subsidies. Although Valentinian was 
young, and although he was tinged with Arianism, he was still very much opposed to 
pagan practices. Yet it seemed that the impressive Symmachus could sway him and his 
Council if he gained an audience. 

In 384 the whole matter came to a head. Pope Damasus wrote from Rome to 
Bishop Ambrose invoking his aid with the Emperor, and Ambrose entered the 
controversy with all his vigour. He was personally convinced that pagan worship was a 
worship of demons: no doubt he knew the cults at very close hand. So he was utterly 
'bigoted' in his desire to have them abolished. 

To Valentinian II he wrote what has been described as a ruthless letter. He 
challenged him to honour the memory of his Christian father Valentinian I, and to have 
respect for his splendid half-brother Gratian so foully done to death. Then he openly 
threatened the lad with excommunication from the church should he dare to listen 
favourably to the pleas of Symmachus. The result was that the pagan delegation was 
refused audience by the young Emperor, and Gratian's decision stood - the Altar of 
Victory was gone. 

H. Dudden, Life of St. Ambrose, vol. 1, p.. 269 says that from now on Christianity 
had replaced paganism and was, in effect, the state religion of the western Empire. "Not 
Damasus but Ambrose, not Rome but Milan, determined the issue of the Christian-pagan 
controversy." 
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(c) Confrontation with Emperor Theodosius 

Most famous of the historical acts of St. Ambrose was his confrontation with Emperor 
Theodosius, an event that marked a turning-point in the history of the Church. (Dudden, 
ibid, vol. 2, p. 391.) The bishop, by sheer moral courage, brought the wearer of the purple 
to bend his knee in public penance for an atrocious command that led to the slaughter of 
hundreds of people. 

The incident occurred in 390 at Thessalonica. It concerned a popular idol of the 
crowds, a Circus charioteer. The commandant of Thessalonica, a Teuton barbarian 
named Botheric, imprisoned the charioteer for gross immorality and refused the mob's 
demand for his release. In fury the mob turned on Botheric, murdered him, and dragged 
his corpse through the streets. 

Emperor Theodosius, now living at Milan, ordered a reprisal, and Ambrose, after 
waiting on the Emperor several times, discovered the nature of the horrible revenge that 
was planned. He protested strongly, and eventually had the Emperor redraft his order: 
the redraft, most unfortunately, arrived too late to stop the original command. 

So a dreadful massacre was carried out at Thessalonica in this way. The people 
came to the Circus by invitation, suspecting nothing. At a given signal, the soldiers rushed 
in and began to slaughter. No distinction was made between guilty and innocent, or 
between native and stranger. For three hours the butchery went on and at least seven 
thousand people perished. 

When Bishop Ambrose heard of the massacre he was at a Council of Italian and 
Gallican bishops. He and the assembled bishops were stunned. Theodosius had exceeded 
even the liberal allowance of violence and crime then considered permissible for a 
Roman Emperor. 

Ambrose immediately knew that he had to take some action: his prior dealings 
with Theodosius were well known, and the other bishops all counseled action. Were he to 
falter, he would be an obvious coward in many eyes. But he took his time, absented 
himself from Milan on the pretext of illness, and slowly pondered the problem. 

 

Excommunication! 

At last he decided that the Emperor must be told in clear words that the Bishop would 
no longer share communion with him until public penance was done. To excommunicate a 
Catholic Emperor, of proven faith and of true loyalty to the Church - this was absolutely 
unheard of. 
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 But girding himself to the task, Ambrose slowly and carefully composed a Letter 
to Theodosius - a letter that is still regarded as a gem of kindliness but rocklike firmness.  

'''Listen, August Emperor (he wrote). You have zeal for the faith, I own it; you have 
fear of God, I confess it. But you have a vehemence of temper . . .  A deed has been 
perpetrated at Thessalonica, which has no parallel in history; a deed which I in vain 
attempted to prevent; a deed which, in the frequent expostulations I addressed to you 
beforehand, I declared would be most atrocious; a deed which you yourself, by your later 
attempt to cancel it, have confessed to be heinous. This deed I could not extenuate . . . Your 
act could not be forgiven even if you remained in the communion of Ambrose; on the 
contrary the odium of the crime would fall even more heavily on me, if I were not to 
declare to you the necessity of becoming reconciled to our God.  

 "Are you ashamed, Sir, to do as did David, who was a prophet as well as a king, and 
an ancestor of Christ according to the flesh? . . . Put away this sin from your Kingdom. You 
may do that by humbling your soul before God. 

 "I dare not offer the Sacrifice, if you determine to attend. For can it possibly be 
right, after the slaughter of so many, to do that which may not be done after the blood of 
only one innocent person has been shed. I think not." 

 It is certain that Emperor Theodosius did not receive this confidential letter with 
any joy. For several weeks he kept his distance from the bishop. Then, as it seems 
through an intermediary, he arranged to come to the New Basilica. He had, in the 
meantime, published a law which suspended the execution of condemned criminals for 
thirty days - thereby showing his penitence over Thessalonica. Now he took his place in 
church, but was not permitted to come to communion for several weeks. And laying 
aside his imperial ornaments, he publicly asked pardon for his sin: as he did so, the 
congregation joined him in prayer and tears. At Christmas, when two to three months 
had elapsed, Bishop Ambrose gave the solemn act of reconciliation, and Theodosius 
came forward to receive the Sacrament. 

 Those who witnessed this remarkable event saw in it two things: first, a 
vindication of the sanctity of Divine law; second, a magnanimous recognition of this fact 
by the Imperial power. And so, as historians remark - "for the first time in history we see 
a monarch humbly submitting to a spiritual authority which he recognised and publicly 
acknowledged to be higher than his own", (cf. Dudden, Life of St. Ambrose, p. 361.) It 
was the beginning of a new relationship between Church and State. 

Theodosius himself is reported to have said: "I know no one except Ambrose who 
deserves the name of Bishop". 
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3. The Bishop at Home 

 

That Bishop Ambrose, while alive, enjoyed a prodigious reputation may be seen from 
the following story. In the year 392 Arbogast, commander of the Roman forces in Gaul, held 
a banquet for the Prankish chiefs with whom he had made a truce. At the table one of the 
chiefs asked Arbogast: "Do you know Bishop Ambrose?". "Of course I do", he replied; "I am 
his friend and have often dined with him". "That, then," said the chieftain, "is the reason 
why you win victories; you are the friend of the man who says to the sun, 'Stand thou still', 
and it standeth". (Paulinus, Life of St. Ambrose, 30.) 

Milan, of course, was the bishop's home, and his day to day and week to week life was 
there. So we may ask, what were his daily occupations? 

 

Study 

Having come to the clerical state at thirty-three years, without any education for 
the task, Ambrose was under compulsion to make up lost time. St. Augustine tells in his 
Confessions that, having listened to Ambrose in church, he was minded to sit down and 
discuss scriptural problems with him. He came to the bishop's house, he entered the 
courtyard - for the door was ever open to all comers, he espied the bishop "sitting at his 
desk in a corner of the patio, his eyes scanning a book, his lips not moving", and seeing him so 
preoccupied Augustine went his way. The "lips not moving" bit intrigued Augustine as a 
method of study! 

This picture of the man poring over his books is one that his people witnessed day by 
day. The result? Well, even a modern person finds amazement in the fact that this 
non-professional scholar wrote down so much. Ambrose's collected works would amount 
to at least fifty books! 

The quality of his output varies: liturgies and hymns, first class. A book on Duties 
of Clerics, very good; those on Virginity, the Holy Spirit, the Incarnation against 
Auxentius, competent. Yet of these, and many others concerning the Old Testament - 
his favourite topic - St. Jerome challenges the writer with pilfering from the writings of 
Origen, St. Basil, Cicero and others. "A jackdaw in other birds' plumage" was Jerome's 
uncomplimentary expression. Defenders of the bishop simply say that he selected 
well from these authors and was also original. 
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Lenten Preacher 

The main objective in poring over the books was to prepare himself to take the 
pulpit Sunday for Sunday, and especially to prepare Lenten instructions for the class of 
catechumens. Modernly, we would refer to such courses of instruction as "Seminars", 
or "Courses of Lectures", or perhaps as "Retreats". Day by day, through all of Lent, 
the bishop addressed the group, and the ceremonies of Holy Week called forth 
scriptural-historical-liturgical discourses. 

The day by day instructions dealt with the stories and incidents of the Old 
Testament - God's call to the Jews, the history of our salvation. Then came the articles of 
the Christian creed, the sacrament of baptism - which received the most careful 
analysis, and finally the Lord's Prayer which was solemnly 'entrusted' to the convert. 
Ambrose's Lenten discourses on many of these themes are famous in early Christian 
literature. 

The diligence of the man in all this work may be inferred from Paulinus's 
remark - "The duties that he alone performed for catechumens were scarcely able 
to be fulfilled by five bishops following his death." Paulinus was an eyewitness of all 
this. 

Of the hundreds, perhaps thousands, that received the waters of baptism at his 
hands, one stands alone - the great St. Augustine. This was at the Easter ceremonies 
April 24th, 387. Augustine ever afterwards acknowledged Ambrose "as a father, for in 
Jesus Christ he begat me through the Gospel and through his ministry I received the 
washing of regeneration". 

 

Against Julian Pelagian 

 Yet it seems that the bishop, being much entangled in his own affairs, failed to perceive 
the superb brilliance of his convert. 

 

Master of the Clergy 

The bishop's court at Milan was also something of a seminary: the 
"presbyterate", it was called. Ambrose gave instructions to his recruits; he composed a 
book for them on the Duties of Clerics. It would be considered very conservative in our 
day. Quite a few of his trainees became the bishops of north Italy, Illyria, and of other 
places: Paulinus of Nola was one of these. 
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Consecrated Virgins 

Had you ventured into his basilica at Milan, you would have noticed a special 
enclave for a group of women. By their dresses and insignia you would have 
recognised the consecrated virgins - who lived in their own homes, and the widows who 
had dedicated their latter years to the church. Towards this group the Bishop showed 
special favour: his sister Marcellina was one of the consecrated virgins in a church in 
Rome. For her, and for their instruction, he wrote books on Virginity and Widowhood. 

 

Satyrus, his brother 

In February 375 the bishop's brother Satyrus died following an ordeal at sea and his 
reception of the rites of baptism. All their lives the two brothers had been 
inseparables. 

"The scene in the cathedral for Satyrus's funeral was exceedingly impressive 
(writes H. Dudden). The church was packed with a vast congregation, for the most part 
dissolved in tears. Ambrose, who found difficulty in controlling his emotion, fixed his 
eyes on that lifeless countenance, and thus began his sermon: 'We have brought 
hither, dearest brethren, my sacrifice, a sacrifice undefiled, a sacrifice well pleasing to 
God — my lord and brother Satyrus.' "  

 There followed words of thanks to God for such a brother, and then the bishop 
protested his conviction that Satyrus, though dead, was not lost to him. 

"Why should I weep for thee, my most loving brother? Thou wert taken from me 
only that thou mightest belong to all. For I have not lost, but only changed the form of, 
my intercourse with thee. Formerly we were inseparable in our bodily companionship, 
now we are undivided in affection. For thou remainest with me - yea, and ever wilt 
remain." 

The story of the last months of his brother's life was then told, and the virtues of 
the man eulogised. Then he asked the dead brother to comfort his sorrow, and that 
of their sister Marcellina. 

"Comfort her, thou who canst approach her soul and penetrate her mind. Let 
her perceive thy presence, let her feel that thou art not dead; that, being assured of 
thy merit and having experienced thy consolation, she may learn not to mourn for 
thee immoderately. . ." 

 If the circumstance of his brother's funeral are given in some detail, it is to 
illustrate the warmth of the man and the empathy he engendered in the Milanese 
people.  
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His Devotions 

"He was a man of much fasting (writes Paulinus), of many vigils, and of deeds also in 
chastening his body by daily denials. It was his habit never to take breakfast except on the 
day of Sabbath and the Lord's Day, or when the feast days of the most celebrated 
saints occurred. His zeal in prayer was great night and day… he had care for all the 
churches, as well as great zeal in intervening among them. As often as anyone confessed 
his sins to him to receive penance, he so wept that he forced the penitent to weep. . ." 

 

Death and Some Wonders 

It was in the midst of his duties - actually while he was writing a commentary on 
Psalm 44 and had reached verse 24 - that Bishop Ambrose took ill, and a few days later 
he was confined to bed. The news caused some consternation in the town. Paulinus 
writes that "Count Stilicho, the acting governor, is reported to have said that, if so 
great a man should depart this life, ruin would threaten Italy". (Paulinus, Life, No. 45.) 
So the Count summoned noblemen of the city and sent them to the holy bishop to ask 
him to beg the Lord to extend his life. The ailing bishop gave answer: "I have not so lived 
among you that I am ashamed to live, nor do I fear to die because we have a good Lord". 

 Paulinus goes on: "In the same place in which he was lying - when praying with St. 
Bassianus, bishop of Lodi - he observed to the bishop that the Lord Jesus had 
approached him and was smiling upon him. . . On the very day of his departure to the 
Lord, he prayed with arms outstretched in the form of a cross, from about the eleventh 
hour of the day until the hour in which he breathed forth his spirit. We truly saw that 
his lips were moving, but we did not hear his voice. Honoratus, bishop of Vercelli, having 
composed himself for rest in the upper part of the house, heard the voice of one calling 
him a third time, saying to him: 'Arise, hasten, for now he is about to depart'. And he 
went down and offered the holy man the Body of the Lord, which he received, and as soon 
as he had swallowed it, he breathed forth his spirit bearing with him a good Viaticum, so 
that his soul more refreshed by this food, now rejoices in the company of angels, 
according to whose life he lived on earth, and in the company of Elias; for as Elias never 
feared to speak to kings or to any potentates, so neither did he fear to speak for fear of 
God". (Life of St. Ambrose, No. 47.) 

The senator, the governor, and the fearless bishop, seem to intermingle in those 
final words of his friend Paulinus. 
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Funeral 

"His body was carried to the greater church the hour before the dawn in which he 
died and was there the same night on which we kept the vigil of Easter (April 4th, 397). 
And a great many baptised infants saw him when they were coming from the font - 
narrates Paulinus - so that some said they saw him sitting on the throne in the 
sanctuary, while others indicated with their fingers to their parents that they saw him 
walking, but they, although they looked, were unable to see him because they did not 
have pure eyes. There were also very many who related that they had seen a star over 
his body. But as it began to dawn on the Lord's Day, after the divine rites had been 
performed, when his body was being lifted up to be carried from the church to the 
Ambrosian Basilica in which it was placed, a crowd of demons there cried out that they 
were being tortured by him, and so loudly that their wailings could not be endured. And 
this grace of the bishop remains not only in this place, but even in a great many 
provinces even to this day. Crowds of men and women also threw their handkerchiefs 
and sashes so that the body of the holy man might be touched by them in some way. 
For those taking part in the obsequies formed an innumerable crowd: men, women, and 
children of every rank and of all ages, not only Christians, but also Jews and pagans. 
However, the group of those who had been baptised led the procession because of 
their greater grace." 

In several paragraphs Paulinus then details the wonders that were reported from 
other places at the time of the bishop's death. One incident concerns Paulinus 
himself. He says: "In the city of Carthage, I went for a meal to the house of the deacon 
Fortunatus, a brother of the venerable Bishop Aurelius. Vincentius, bishop of 
Colositanum, Muranus, bishop of Bolita, as well as other bishops and deacons were 
present. When on this occasion Bishop Muranus was disparaging Ambrose, I 
mentioned to him the fate of Donatus the African presbyter, and this story concerning 
another he confirmed by his own early departure. For, from the very place in which he 
was lying, when he suddenly had been struck by a huge wound, he was carried to bed by 
unfriendly hands. And thence, being taken back to the house in which he had been 
entertained, he brought his last day to a close. Such was the end of those defaming 
Ambrose, so that those who were present and saw it were struck with awe." (Paulinus 
No. 54.) 

 

Apotheosis 

Sixteen centuries have passed since the death of St. Ambrose. His memory may 
be dimmed but it has never faded. A profusion of saintly bishops, of more popular 
acclaim than he, arose in the Western church, as e.g. saints Augustine, Patrick, 
Hildebrand and Thomas Beckett. Yet Ambrose holds his place. 
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Were any proof of this statement demanded, let us but recall that four western 
saints were chosen to occupy the key places in the great central shrine of our religion, St. 
Peter's in Rome. These four uphold the chair of Peter, and they are: Ambrose, Augustine, 
Jerome and Gregory. Could any more honours in our church be done to Saint 
Ambrose! 

 

His Tomb at Milan 

His tomb is still in the same place at Milan where he was laid in 397, re-arranged 
a little when the basilica of Sant'Ambrogio was reconstructed in the ninth century. The 
tomb is part of the fabric of a central altar: a priest can celebrate Mass there, and 
gaze on the ancient skeleton of the saint dressed in Episcopal robes as he does so. On 
each side of St. Ambrose's relics lie the bones of the martyrs Saints Gervaise and 
Protase. 

May his inspiring leadership in the Church encourage our modern bishops in the 
exercise of their arduous tasks! And may his intercession with God protect us all from the 
wiles of Satan! 

 

 

 

***************************** 


