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COLLECT FOR THE FEAST OF PATRICK OF IRELAND,
BISHOP AND MISSIONARY

Almighty God,
in your providence
you chose your servant Patrick
to be the apostle to the Irish people,
to bring those who were wandering in darkness and error
to the true light and knowledge of you:
Grant us
so to walk in that way
that we may come at last
to the light of everlasting life;
through Jesus Christ our Lord,
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,
one God,
for ever and ever. Amen.

CHRISTIANITY IN IRELAND
Christianity is, and has been the largest religion in Ireland since the
5th century when its faith became interwoven with Irish identity.
Four out of five Irish people identify as Christian, the highest figure
across the European continent apart from Portugal. Until a few
generations ago Ireland was a nation noted for perpetually intense
Christian faith and mores, but in recent decades it has become
increasingly secular in most aspects of society. A large proportion of
Irish Christians are nominally so, adhering to the identity despite a
secular lifestyle.

ANGLICANISM IN IRELAND
Claiming episcopal succession from St.Patrick, the Church of Ireland
is an autonomous province of the Anglican Communion, operating
across the island of Ireland. It is the largest non-Roman Catholic
religious body on the island and the third largest denomination in
Northern
Ireland
after
the
Roman
Catholic
and
Presbyterian churches.
The Church of Ireland sees itself as that part of the Irish Church
which was influenced by the Reformation, and has its origins in the
St.Patrick’s early Celtic Church.
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THE NATIVE IRISH RELIGION
Although Christianity arrived in Ireland in the
5th century, it did not come to a society
unfamiliar with religious rituals or bereft of
any deity. On the contrary, the new arrival
came to an Irish world that had vibrant
religious practices with sacred ritual sites
that dotted the entire countryside. What we
nowadays refer to as the ‘Celtic’ culture was
a central part of Irish life.
The Irish Celts were polytheistic. There were
a variety of supernatural beings. Their
religion
was a pastoral one primarily
associated with nature, fertility, and the
tribe’s very survival in times of bad harvests
or disease.
There is little in the way of ethics in Celtic religion. Prior to the arrival of
Christianity, the concept of punishment by the gods for 'behaving badly' did
not seem to exist. It appears as if the gods were not interested in 'good or
evil.'

THE NATIVE IRISH RELIGION
The festivals of their gods and goddesses were their principal days of
worship.
The first day of spring was celebrated on 1 February. This later
became Christianized as St. Brigid's Day.
The day marking the end of the dark part of the year and the
welcoming of summer was celebrated on 1 May and was associated
with moving cattle to higher pastures and beginning new projects.

The day closely associated with the Celtic god Lug was celebrated on
1 August with a big feast at a number of traditional sites around the
country.
The day marking the end of one year and the birth of another took
place on 1 November, now All Saints’ Day. It was considered a time
when the gods were hostile and dangerous and had to be pleased by
making sacrifices.

THE NATIVE IRISH RELIGION
A sense of nearness to the spirit world.
God can be seen in everything around us.
The natural world is good.
Belief in the closeness of eternity to everyday life.
A weak belief in the idea that humans are tainted by original sin.
A tendency to personify evil forces.
A tendency to express religious truths through poetry and
analogy rather than analysis.
A focus on mystical understanding.
The image of God can be seen in the newborn child.
Every child is conceived and born in God.
The sexual dimension of conceiving children is God-given.
Life continued through cycles of birth, death, and rebirth.
Women were not to be used as objects, but instead had inalienable
rights that no man could take away. Their replacement
value was higher than a king's. They had as much right to
outside sexual fulfillment as men.

THE NATIVE IRISH RELIGION
The Irish Celts saw the earth as the body of a creative feminine force,
as a living thing from which all other things draw life. The earth was
alive.
They believed that the Otherworld was real and relevant. It was not
an ‘underworld’, but a whole other world or life that runs parallel to
this one. It was populated with an entire eco-system of beings, from
gods and goddesses to noble or royal Sidhe (fairies) to elemental
beings.

There are “thin places” where the veil between this world and the
Otherworld is porous, where there is mystery in the landscape. The
earth takes on the hue of the sacred among peoples whose
connection to place has remained unbroken through the ages.
The Irish thus emphasized the importance of meditation, or spiritual
journeying between the worlds.

ST.PATRICK’S LIFE
St.Patrick was a 5th-century Christian
missionary and bishop in Ireland. He
was a Briton, one of the Celtic peoples
populating the British Isles whose
wealthy family was culturally more
Roman than Celtic.

Known as the “Apostle of Ireland,” he is
Ireland’s primary patron saint.
He was one of the first major Christian
missionary after St.Paul’s time, and his
missionary field was the first beyond
the borders of the declining Roman
Empire.

ST.PATRICK’S LIFE
Some Roman Christian leaders thought that two things were
necessary for a successful mission:
• 1) the addressed population had to be civilized enough already
to become Christian.
• 2) once they became Christian, they had to read and write
Latin and adopt the Roman way of “doing church.”

Since the Irish Celtic people were regarded as religious
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barbarians, St.Patrick’s mission was assumed to be impossible.
Aghagower,
This is long before Latin America became a mission field.
Co. Mayo
St.Patrick planted a message that spoke directly to the Irish
psyche and heart and brought a non-Roman form of Christianity
to an island of people fierce in their traditions of loyalty, poetry,
courage, and violence.

Many of Christianity’s central features were attractive to the
Irish because they fit in with their former philosophical beliefs
and rituals. The Irish were fascinated by the number three for
example, which made them open to the Christian’s triune God.
They also liked the heroism and legends of the Christian stories.

ST.PATRICK’S LIFE
Around 389 St.Patrick, who was
not Irish, was probably born along
the banks of the River Clyde in
Roman Britain, now part of
Scotland. He was the son of a
deacon and a mother who was
supposedly related to St.Martin of
Tours. The boy probably did not
have a particularly zealous
religious upbringing.
Around 406, when he was sixteen,
he was kidnapped by pirates and
sold as a slave to a Celtic priest in
Northern Ireland. He remained
there for six years, working as a
shepherd or possibly feeding cattle
and pigs.

St.Patrick in Irish green episcopal vestments.
The scroll quotes his words on the Trinity. It
is adorned with a shamrock, his symbol of
the Trinity and the national emblem of
Ireland.

ST.PATRICK’S LIFE
During this captivity St.Patrick started to
sense God’s presence everywhere in
nature. He began to understand the Irish
Celtic people, their language, and their
culture.
Around 408 he is supposed to have had a
dream in which he escaped slavery and
returned home. He escaped his captors
and convinced some sailors to let him
travel on their ship, but the crew had to
abandon ship in Gaul.
About 415 after many adventures he was
reunited with his family back in Britain.
About 417 he returned to Gaul, this time
to Auxerre, where he entered the
priesthood under St.Germain’s leadership.

St.Patrick depicted with shamrock
in detail of stained glass window
in St.Benin's Church, Kilbennan,
County Galway, Ireland

ST.PATRICK’S LIFE
Around 431 despite a rule forbidding bishops
from leaving their dioceses, Pope St.Celestine
I sent him back to Ireland to bring Christianity
to the country, something he had vowed to do
since his days in captivity. When he landed in
County Down, there was probably already a
substantial number of Christians in Ireland.
After thirty years in Ireland, he is said to have
baptized more than 120,000 people and built
300 churches. Most of Ireland’s tribes became
Christian within his lifetime.
On 17 March 461 St.Patrick died, probably in
County Down. He is said to be buried in the
churchyard of Down Cathedral in Downpatrick
where a memorial stone, made from local
Mourne Mountain granite, marks his reputed
grave.

ST.PATRICK’S DAY ON 17 MARCH
Centuries after St.Patrick's death, the persistent
efforts of Luke Wadding (1588-1657), an Irish
Franciscan friar from Waterford, turned 17 March
into his feast day.
In the 18th century up to a quarter of a million
Protestants living in the north of Ireland
immigrated to the United States. The first Irish
Americans to organize public celebrations for
St.Patrick's Day were from this Protestant Ulsterscots (“Scotch-Irish”) tradition. Their first organized
celebrations in America took place in cities like
Boston and New York.
It would take until the 20th century for St.Patrick's
Day parades to occur in Ireland. Today they occur
in faraway places like Russia and Japan.
On St.Patrick’s Day 13 million pints of Guinness are
drunk worldwide.

St.Patrick
from Christ the Savior
Orthodox Church,
Wayne, WV

LEGEND OF ST.PATRICK’S VERSION OF THE CELTIC CROSS
When St.Patrick went back to Ireland to
convert the Irish to Christianity, he was
successful because he did not try to make
the Irish forget their old beliefs. He combined
their old beliefs with the new beliefs.
One example of this is the Celtic Cross. St.
Patrick may have added a ring for the sun or
moon, a powerful Irish symbol, onto the
Christian cross to create what is now called a
Celtic cross, so that the new Christian symbol
would be more natural to the Irish.
Placing the cross on top of the circle may
represent Christ's supremacy over the pagan
sun or it could be that the circle merely
strengthens the cross beams, preventing
breakage or destruction by the elements or
time.

LEGEND OF ST.PATRICK ON THE HOLY TRINITY
According to legend, it is said St.Patrick used the three-leafed clover,
or shamrock, to explain the concept of the Holy Trinity, (the Father,
Son and Holy Spirit), to the pagan Irish, demonstrating the oneness
of the Creator, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit .

ST.PATRICK ON THE HOLY TRINITY
St.Patrick countered Irish polytheism with the doctrine of the Holy
Trinity. His celebrated hymn to the Trinity (“Breastplate“) is referred to
as early as 690 where it was directed to be sung in "all monasteries
and churches through the whole of Ireland."
Here is the beginning of the text of “St.Patrick’s Breastplate,” a long
and complicated hymn often sung on Trinity Sunday.

ST.PATRICK ON THE HOLY TRINITY
St.Patrick’s hymn also contains these famous words:

LEGEND OF ST.PATRICK DRIVING THE SNAKES FROM IRELAND
Among the legends associated
with St.Patrick is that he stood
atop an Irish hillside and
banished
snakes
from
Ireland—prompting
all
serpents to slither away into
the sea.
In fact, snakes never occupied
the Emerald Isle in the first
place. There are no signs of
snakes in the country’s fossil
record. And
water
has
surrounded Ireland since the
last glacial period. Before that,
the region was covered in ice
and would have been too cold
for the reptiles.
St.Patrick depicted
with his foot on a snake.

LEGEND OF ST.PATRICK DRIVING THE SNAKES FROM IRELAND
The imagery of St.Patrick banishing all snakes from Ireland stems
from a life of the saint written late in the 12th century. The depiction
may be read as figurative rather than literal.

POST-PATRICK IRELAND
St.Patrick was responsible for reducing intertribal wars and crime, establishing
convents and monasteries, and teaching the Irish people that they all could
live an honest, pious life without war and bloodshed. He was the first public
figure to speak out unequivocally against slavery. Within his lifetime or soon
after his death, the Irish slave trade came to a halt, and other forms of
violence, such as murder and intertribal warfare, decreased.
The conversion to Christianity had inevitably a profound effect on the Irish
socio-religious system from the 5th century onward. By the early 7th century
the church had succeeded in relegating the druids to ignominious irrelevancy,
while the masters of traditional learning, operated in easy harmony with their
clerical counterparts, contriving at the same time to retain a considerable part
of their pre-Christian tradition, social status, and privilege.
The Irish tradition of using human sacrifice to ward off the bad side of the
spiritual world and to pacify the gods with gifts was undercut by St.Patrick’s
notion that, since God died for us, no more human sacrifice was needed, and
the church took particular pains to stamp out animal sacrifice and other rituals
grossly repugnant to Christian teaching. What survived of ancient ritual
practice tended to be related to the central institution of sacral kingship.

CHRISTIANITY IN IRELAND

Ireland is the only land into which Christianity was introduced without
bloodshed. There were no Irish martyrs (at least not till Elizabeth I began to
create them eleven centuries after St.Patrick).
This lack of martyrdom troubled the Irish, to whom a glorious death by
violence presented an exciting finale. Since all Ireland had received
Christianity without a fight, the Irish had to think up some new form of
martyrdom--something even more interesting than the wonderfully grisly
stories they had begun to learn in the continental "martyrologies" from which
St.Patrick and his successors taught them to read.
St.Patrick introduced green martyrdom to replace the red martyrdom of the
Irish battles and myths. Young converts would move into a craggy rock or
remote hill and live a subsistence life of begging, farming, and gathering.
Their martyrdom was one of leaving society, not killing enemies or being
killed. They also dispensed spiritual advice and many people not only sought
them out for their advice, but began to come out and live with or near them.

CHRISTIANITY IN IRELAND

This green martyrdom quickly led to the monastic tradition. Since
Ireland had no cities, these monastic establishments grew rapidly
into the first population centers, hubs of unprecedented prosperity,
art, and learning.
Early Celtic Christianity was more a movement than an institution.
The “church” of the Celtic Irish denoted the Christian community and
not a building. It was usually a monastic community that could
comprise more than one thousand people.
Early attempts to organize the Irish church on the usual Roman
parish church model did not really fit the Irish life since it
presupposed organized towns and villages. It seems to have given
way to one in which groups of Christian settlements were loosely
linked together, usually under the auspices of some holy person.

Celtic monasteries were not set up for monks and nuns to live a quiet
life apart from the rest of the world. They were built with the
intention to save other people’s souls and were set up at accessible
places close to roads and settlements. They included a wide range of
people: monks, nuns, priests, teachers, scholars, children, families
and craftsmen. The leader was a lay abbot or lay abbess. Since the
role of women was perceived differently in Celtic communities, a
female leader was quite common.
Although monks and monasteries were to be found in Ireland during
St.Patrick’s time, their place was then altogether secondary. But in
the course of the 6th and 7th centuries a comprehensive monastic
system developed in Ireland, partly through the influence of
Celtic monasteries in Britain.

The conversion process associated with St.Patrick resulted in an Irish culture
that reflected both its pagan, Celtic roots and the new Christian ontology.
From the 5th to the 9th century, Ireland’s learned elite were converted to
Christianity and created the early monastic settlements that shaped how
Christianity was introduced.

The interactions between the early Irish monastic founders and the preChristian Irish influenced the ways in which early monasteries were
established and why Christianity was introduced the way it was.
By establishing the Christian faith on the basis of Irish learning, the early
church worked with the learned men to establish a written vernacular
language and develop an education system. Those education centers
produced Irish myths, hagiographies, and illuminated manuscripts,
preserving the pre-Christian past within the Christian era. Ultimately, the two
cultures adapted to each other, through varying levels of incorporation
regarding different aspects of society, creating a culture which was both
Christian and native to Ireland.

THOMAS CAHILL’S HOW THE IRISH SAVED CIVILIZATION
Thomas Cahill’s 1995 book, How the Irish Saved Civilization, is the
story of how an isolated island, sparsely populated by illiterate, seminomadic warrior barbarians played a heroic role in saving Western
Civilization. It is a story of transition and movement from classical to
medieval times, a hinge of history that has not been studied much
before.
Cahill argues a case for the Irish people’s critical role in preserving
Western Civilization from utter destruction by the invading Huns and
the Germanic tribes. The book presents Western history from the
collapse of the Western Roman Empire and the pivotal role played by
members of the clergy at the time.
How did a remote island become an emerald isle of saints and
scholars who saved Western literature? Cahill tells us to look to men
like St.Patrick, who was brought in chains to Ireland and dedicated
himself to making sure nobody would ever arrive that way again. He
grafted traditional Christian teachings to the positive elements of
Irish myths and magic rooted in nature.

THOMAS CAHILL’S HOW THE IRISH SAVED CIVILIZATION
Cahill then turns to the Irish scribes, monks who copied the great
literature of the world. They approached their work with pride and
playfulness, turning a task that many would consider dronelike into
an art form.

And when these Irish monks took off to establish monasteries and
spread Christianity throughout early medieval Europe, they brought
their books, many unseen in western Europe for centuries, tied to
their waists as signs of triumph, just as Irish heroes had once tied to
their waists their enemies' heads.
Wherever they went they brought their love of learning and their
skills in bookmaking. In the bays and valleys of their exile, they
reestablished literacy, breathed new life into Europe’s exhausted
literary culture, and replanted the seeds of learning and scholarship
in lands barren of these since the fall of the Western Roman Empire.
And that is how the Irish saved civilization.

JOHN PHILIP NEWELL’S WORKS ON CELTIC CHRISTIANITY
John Philip Newell’s 2008 book, Christ of the Celts: The Healing of
Creation, is one of several of Newell’s works on Celtic Christianity. He
is a major leader of the resurgent movement that explores the Celtic
Christianity that developed on the western fringe of Europe.
This movement interpreted Christianity in continuity with the earthbased indigenous religions encountered by the Christian mission. (St.
Columba of Iona even said, “Christ is my druid.”) It recognized the
inherent goodness of life, including human life, as created in the image
and likeness of God.
The Celtic tradition celebrates the relationship between nature and
grace. Instead of grace being viewed as opposed to our essential
nature or as somehow saving us from ourselves, nature and grace are
viewed as flowing together from God. They are both sacred gifts.
Christ is often referred to in the Celtic tradition as the truly natural
one. He comes not to make us more than natural or somehow other
than natural but to make us truly natural. He comes to restore us to
the original root of our being.

