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Faith is confidence that actions rooted in good character will yield the best outcome,

even when I cannot see how.
THE FAITH OF CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

By Steve Withrow

“No man should fear to undertake any task in the name of our Savior, if it is just and if the intention is purely for His holy service.  The working out of all things has been assigned to each person by our Lord, but it all happens according to His sovereign will even though He gives advice.  He lacks nothing that it is in the power of men to give him.  Oh what a gracious Lord, who desires that people should perform for Him those things for which He holds Himself responsible.” - Christopher Columbus

These words from explorer Christopher Columbus underscore the belief system that motivated and sustained him throughout his life.  He saw himself as a messenger, to whom his Savior had assigned a task.  He sought to cooperate with a sovereign God, and counted on Divine providence to protect him.

The name Christopher means “Christ Bearer” after Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers, and as author David J. Vaughan has pointed out, “Christopher’s name became his destiny.”
“Born Cristoforo Colombo in Genoa, Italy in 1451, Columbus was the eldest of five children.” (1)  He took to the sea at age 10 and became well traveled throughout the Mediterranean.  He traveled south, down the coast of Africa, and to the north as far as Iceland.

He had talked to other sailors, Norsemen who spoke of the discoveries of Eric the Red, and others who had seen dugouts and ornate woodcarvings floating in the Atlantic.  These conversations fed his suspicions that another undiscovered world existed.  He also talked to the best geographers, cartographers and theorists of his day to gain as much evidence as possible.  Eventually he presented his ideas to John II, King of Portugal in an attempt to retain funding for an expedition, but was rebuffed.  He turned to Isabella and Ferdinand of Spain in 1486 and for six years waited, on retainer, as the intrigued queen’s royal advisors examined the plan.  In January 1492 the plan was approved, papers signed, and funds released for Columbus to pursue his dream, culminating in the August 3rd launch of the three caravels – the Nina, (NEEN-yah) Pinta, (PEEN-tah) and Santa Maria toward the vast unknown to the west.

What were his motivations and aspirations?  What drove Columbus to invest all those years and energies, endure ridicule, and risk his reputation, to chase a vision of something unseen?  However unlikely it may appear to those of us who sit in overstuffed sofas, Columbus’ aspirations, long years of preparation and ultimate journey were primarily motivated by his faith.  He trusted in God and divine providence.  He trusted the Scriptures.  He trusted in the destiny of his name, Cristoforo (Christ-Bearer), the teachings and mission of the Church, and in the need to reclaim the Holy Land’s sacred sites for Christian pilgrims.  His mission was an outworking of his religious faith first and foremost.  The titles and prosperity that followed his success were but ornaments to the vision.

Faith is the ability to see what is unseen as if it did.  It has confidence that actions rooted in good character will yield the best outcome.  Faith senses God’s will in a matter, and takes action to accomplish it.  This is Columbus’ faith.

Let’s take a brief look at four aspects of Columbus’ faith.  They will teach us a great deal about the man, and about ourselves.

The first thing we should consider is the name given to the young boy at his christening, Cristoforo, which means “Christ-bearer.”  Columbus was named by his parents for Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers.  The legend of Christopher tells of a pagan who asked a religious hermit where he might find Christ.  The hermit asked him, “Are you familiar with that river without a bridge which can only be crossed at great peril of drowning?”  “I am,” replied Christopher.  “Very well,” the hermit responded, “begin living by the riverbank, and assist poor travelers to cross; that will be pleasing to Our Lord, and perhaps He will show Himself to you.”

Christopher built a hut by the riverbank at a section where there was no bridge or boat to carry the travelers across.  He would carry them across the river on his shoulders, using a tree trunk for his staff.  As the legend goes, one night Christopher was awakened by the voice of a small child who cried, “Christopher, come and take me across.”  Christopher took his staff in his hand, set the child upon his shoulders, and began to ford the river.  But as he waded, the child’s weight became so heavy it seemed as if Christopher were carrying the weight of the entire world on his shoulders.  It took all his strength and the aid of his staff to carry the child safely over.

“You have put me in great danger,” Christopher said to the child, “for your burden was so great that it could scarce have weighed more if I had carried the weight of the whole world on my back.”

“Don’t marvel,” the child replied, for you have borne the weight of the whole world on your back as well as Him who created it.  I am the Christ whom you serve with your good works, and to prove the truth of my words, plant your staff by your hut, and in the morning it will be covered with both blossoms and fruit.”  Christopher obeyed, and it was as the child had said.

This legend, and its basic teaching that the way to Christ was through the pathway of Christ-like works profoundly affected Columbus.  “He genuinely believed that like his patron saint, it was his mission – his divine destiny – to carry Christ and his Gospel across the waters of the great western ocean… It is striking, and itself providential, that the oldest known map of Columbus’ discoveries, drawn by his friend and shipmate Juan de la Cosa, is illuminated by the image of Saint Christopher bearing the infant Jesus on his shoulders.”  (2)  Columbus had faith that the name given at his baptism was no accident.  God had a plan for his life.

The second aspect of Columbus’ faith was his trust in the scriptures, and his strong feeling that God was speaking through them to encourage him throughout the many years of setback and delay prior to his voyage.  In his own book, the Book of Prophecies, Columbus fingered the Bible as the source of his vision to sail to the Indies.

“It was the Lord who put into my mind (I could feel His hand upon me) the fact that it would be possible to sail from here to the Indies.  All who heard of my project rejected it with laughter, ridiculing me.  There is no question that the inspiration was from the Holy Spirit, because he comforted me with rays of marvelous illumination from the Holy Scriptures, a strong and clear testimony… encouraging me continually to press forward; and without ceasing for a moment they now encourage me to make haste.”  (3)

Columbus suspected that the voyage might prove fruitful in procuring gold that could be used to fund an army to restore the Holy Land’s sacred sites to Christian control.  In a letter to Isabella he credited Biblical prophecies as the source for his belief.  “The argument I have for the restitution of the Temple Mount to the Holy Church is simple:  I only hold fast to the Holy Scriptures and to the prophetic citations attributed to certain holy men who were carried along by divine wisdom.”  (4)

He kept a journal during that first voyage to the new world which he intended to give to Ferdinand and Isabella.  His December 26, 1492 entry records his real motivation for discovering gold.

“I hope to God that when I come back here from Castile… that I will find a barrel of gold for which these people I am leaving will have traded, and that they will have found the gold mine… [so] that within three years the Sovereigns will prepare for and undertake the reconquest of the Holy Land.  I have already petitioned Your Highnesses to see that all profits of this, my enterprise, should be spent on the conquest of Jerusalem…”  (5)

Notice too his Christian decency that is often overlooked by modern revisionists.  His plan was to “trade” for the gold, not to take it by force.  It was also his hope that some of the gold procured could be used to fund expeditions to evangelize the natives he found.  “Gold is most excellent,” he wrote.  “Gold constitutes treasure, and he who possesses it may do what he will in the world, and may so attain as to bring souls to Paradise.”  So it was his faith in the Scriptural prophecies regarding the reclamation of the Holy Land that even motivated his quest for gold.  And it was this gold that could also fund future expeditions to convert the natives he had discovered in the new world.

This, then, brings us to a third aspect to Columbus’ faith.  He trusted in the power of the gospel to convert those who had a genuine exposure to its excellence, and this faith in the gospel message fueled his sense of evangelical mission.  (6)  His hope, as recorded in his journal was to build a fortress to protect the natives from those who might attack and plunder, and to protect those future Christians who would come to advance the Christian religion by carrying the Word.  That his advice and cautions were not heeded is a tragic blot on Christian history.

“And Your Highnesses will command a city and fortress to be built in these parts, and these countries converted…  And I say Your Highnesses ought not to consent that any foreigner do business or set foot herein, except Christian Catholics, since this was the end and the beginning of the enterprise, that it should be for the enhancement and glory of the Christian religion, nor should anyone who is not a good Christian come to these parts.”  (6)

The final aspect of Columbus’ faith was his absolute trust in divine providence.  Divine providence is often misunderstood.  Some have misapprehended its nature to mean that God will do what he wills, when he wills, and however he wills without concern for human agency.  But the facts of Scripture are that while God certainly could act this way, and at times has acted this way in history, His dominant pattern has been to work through a man or woman, who with great exertion of will and intense passion has risen to engage the divine providence with their entire heart and soul.  Moses was such a man.  So was Daniel, and so were all the heroes of the faith.  Columbus gives every appearance of being such a man as well.

As a layman he was as devout as any clergyman.  His contemporary biographer, “Las Casas, described him:

He observed the fasts of the church most faithfully, confessed and made communion often, read the canonical offices like a churchman or member of a religious order, hated blasphemy and profane swearing, was most devoted to our Lady and to the seraphic father St. Francis; seemed very grateful to God for benefits received from the divine hand, wherefore, as in the proverb, he hourly admitted that God had conferred upon him great mercies, as upon David.

“His son, Ferdinand, who also wrote a biography of his father, concurs with this evaluation of Columbus’ piety.  “In matters of religion he was so strict that for fasting and saying all the canonical offices he might have been taken for a member of a religious order.”  (8)

He consistently went to God, and trusted his Lord for safety and guidance.  On August 3rd, 1492, the morning of his launch to the Indies, he bowed the knee in worship to receive Holy Communion on the dock.  Each morning during the voyage the dawn was greeted with singing:


Blessed be the light of day


and the Holy Cross, we say;


and the Lord of Verite,  (truth)


and the Holy Trinity.


Blessed be th’ immortal soul,


And the Lord who keeps it whole,


Blessed be the light of day,


And He who sends the night away.
As the voyage progressed from one month to two and beyond, the prayer Dios Nos was often recited;  “Give us good days, good passage, and good company; so let there be good voyage.  Thus, days on end, may God grant your graces, gentlemen of the afterguard and gentlemen of the forward.”  (9)  And God answered with providentially good wind with nary a storm.

Then came October 11th.  It was day 71 of the journey.  At 10pm with the crew near mutiny Columbus, from the bridge spotted a small light on the horizon.  Four hours later, at 2am on the 12th, the cry “Tierra! Tierra! (land, land) was heard.  God had providentially intervened with precise timing.  At daybreak they walked ashore.  They knelt and prayed, and Columbus christened the island San Salvador in honor of his “Holy Savior” who had granted them safe passage.

Perhaps even more amazing were the providential miscalculations of “The Admiral of the Ocean Sea.”  Columbus believed that by heading west he could arrive in the Far East because he believed the earth was round.  “He… calculated the distance from Spain to China “going eastbound,” based on Marco Polo’s journey from Venice to China.  But he missed by 300 percent.  So when Columbus calculated the distance from Spain to China “going west,” he came up with 3,900 nautical miles.  This was far short of the actual distance of 13,000 nautical miles.  For Columbus this was a fortunate mistake.  Had he known the truth, he never would have left Spain.

“The other fortunate mistake was the Americas, he would have perished since he had only provisioned the ships with water for 5,000 nautical miles.”  So, in the providence of God, it was a voyage “that began – and ended – with a significant navigational error.”  (10)

How amazing it is that God can take our miscalculations as well as our clear vision, and blend them through providence to accomplish His will.  Columbus placed his faith in a God that big.

And so should we.

Notes:

(1)
The Pillars of Leadership by David J. Vaughan.  p.43.  Copyright 2000. Cumberland House Publishing, Inc.  Nashville, TN.

(2)
Ibid, pgs.50 & 53.

(3)
Ibid, p.55

(4)
Ibid.

(5)
Ibid, p.56

(6)
Ibid.  (Citation from Columbus’ journal)

(8)
Ibid, pgs.45-46

(9)
Ibid, p.47

(10)
From a speech by Phil Condit of the Boeing Company 9/1/98.  See www.boeing.com/news/speeches/1998/condit090198.html

Numerous sources have been researched for this Biographical Sketch, and I am particularly indebted to David J. Vaughan for his informative book The Pillars of Leadership.  His well-documented book includes ten character studies that are a great read for anyone interested in exploring character as it relates to leadership.  The book is a recent release, copyrighted in 2000 by Cumberland House Publishing in Nashville, TN, and is a fine resource for pastors and teachers, or anyone seeking to gain insight regarding the outworkings of character.   [ISBN 1-58182-060-7]
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EDITOR’S NOTE:


For generations school children learned the poem “In fourteen hundred ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.”  Christopher Columbus was painted as a noble explorer who braved danger and the unknown to discover the new world.  In recent years however, Columbus has been re-labeled by revisionists as a self-serving oppressor, opportunist, and exploiter, and the abuses of those Europeans who traveled to the Americas for the next three centuries have all been laid at Columbus’ doorstep and attributed to him.





But despite these attempts to rewrite history and discredit Columbus, it is difficult for his detractors to overcome the evidence of the biographers who lived contemporaneously with him.  Biographies of Columbus from those who lived contemporaneously and/or knew him survive, and they paint a very different picture than the portraits drawn in recent years.  They describe Columbus as a very devout Christian of exceptional piety who had a strong impulse to carry the gospel to those who had never heard.  Columbus, like all of us, was certainly not perfect, but the dominant tenor of his life was a portrait of character that embraced decency, faith, mission, and religious passion.  Columbus was a true believer in the Christian faith he had been taught, and he sought to advance his Savior’s message and purposes.  He is hardly to blame for the abuses of others who followed.  Five centuries later, we may only disregard these primary sources to our own discredit.  --  SW




















Faith is recognizing God’s will in a given matter and acting upon it.
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