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Next week Mr. Hannula will begin a series on Lessons from British Church History. He asked me to fill in for one week, as he is unable to be here today. Those of you who were here last August may recall a short Sunday school series that I presented on the 4th century Church, looking at topics including the NT cannon, the Trinitarian controversy, and monasticism. I would like to expand on that series today by speaking about a figure from the late 4th and first half of the 5th century, known to us as St. Patrick. Yes, this is the same Patrick whose name is evoked every year on March 17th, when we witness the "wearin' of the green", display of shamrocks, and, regrettably, much drunkenness and debauchery. Moreover, many legends have sprung up around Patrick, such as the chasing out of snakes from Ireland, and the use of the three-leaf clover to instruct the pagans in the Trinity. What I wish to do today is to look beyond the legends, and St. Pattie's Day frivolities associated with the name of St. Patrick, and attempt to gain a truer picture of who this man actually was, and what he contributed to the advance of the kingdom of God. Patrick is a wonderful example of consecrated missionary service. Towards the end of our time we will consider some of the requirements of such missionary service. WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT PATRICK?

q NOT IRISH. He was a British Celt, first enslaved in Ireland as a teen, later a missionary to Ireland q He was not necessarily the first missionary to Ireland, though he was certainly the most effective q Birth date and death date are uncertain. March 17th is traditionally considered to be one of the two, but there is no documentation for this. The years usually given are 389-461. q Only documents from the hand of Patrick are his Confession and a letter he wrote to a British chieftain named Coroticus o The Confessio is Patrick's autobiography written in Latin in the latter part of his life o …contains approx. 200 Scripture references (no chapter and verse, of course, at that time) o …contains The Rule of Faith of the Trinity, a creed of the ancient Celtic Church o The Epistola is a letter of condemnation for a brutal raid against some of his converts (more on this later)

q What of "St. Patrick's Breastplate" (Lorica in Latin)? you might be asking. Was this not written by St. Patrick? We cannot be certain of its authenticity, but it does certainly capture the essence of his Trinitarian theology and personal spirituality.

BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

q Patrick (or Patricius in Latin) tells us at the beginning of his Confession that he is from a Christian family (father a deacon), but that he "did not know the true God". q "I was then about sixteen… and was taken into captivity to Ireland with many thousands of people---and deservedly so, because we turned away from God, and did not keep his commandments, and did not obey our priests, who used to remind us of our salvation." q Conversion: "And there (in Ireland) the Lord opened the sense of my unbelief that I might at last remember my sins and be converted with all my heart to the Lord my God, who had regard for my abjection, and mercy on my youth and ignorance, and watched over me before I knew Him, and before I was able to distinguish between good and evil, and guarded me, and comforted me as would a father his son." q Patrick was not a learned man, but nonetheless a very spiritual man. He wrote his Confessions with great reluctance for fear of what men would say: "I had in mind to write, but hesitated until now; I was afraid of exposing myself to the talk of men, because I have not studied like the others, who thoroughly imbibed law and Sacred Scripture, and never had to change from the language of their childhood days, but were able to make it sill more perfect." In one of my favorite lines from his Confession, he says "even rusticity was created by the Highest". q During his six years of captivity in Ireland, he passed his time in tending sheep and in prayer: "The love of God and his fear came to more and more, and my faith was strengthened…I used to get up for prayer before daylight, through snow, through frost, through rain, and I felt no harm, and there was no sloth in me---as I now see, because the spirit within me was then fervent." q He managed to escape and returned to Britain, where he "saw in the night the vision of a man…coming as it were from Ireland, with countless letters. And he gave me one of them, and I read the opening words of the letter, which were, 'The voice of the Irish'; and as I read the beginning of the letter I thought that at the same moment I heard their voice---they were those beside the Wood of Voclut, which is near the Western Sea---and this did they cry out as with one mouth: 'We ask thee, boy, come and walk among us once more.'" q He spent several years in preparation for missionary service. Details are scant, and in his Confession he only alludes to this time of preparation: "I did not go to Ireland of my own accord…but this was rather for my good, for thus was I purged by the Lord; and He made me fit to that I might be now what was once far from me that I should care and labour for the salvation of others, whereas then I did not even care about myself." q Because his early education was deemed inadequate, his religious superiors were reluctant to let him return to Ireland as a missionary. But Palladius, the first Irish missionary bishop, died in 431. Pope Celestine I then sent Patrick to Ireland. q Patrick labored mostly in northern and western Ireland, much of which was virgin territory for the Gospel. Modern scholarship disagrees as to exactly how unevangelized Ireland was at the time of Patrick's arrival, but suffice it to say that Patrick had more impact than any of his Christian predecessors, however many and whoever they may have been. It is said that he founded more than 300 churches and baptized more than 120,000 souls. q Despite his untiring zeal and continuing love for the Irish people, he faced charges from his ecclesiastical superiors in Britain, that he had originally sought office for the sake of office. To counter this charge, he included in his Confession several examples in support of his "laborious episcopate".

LETTER (EPISTOLA) TO COROTICUS

q Sometime during his tenure as bishop in Ireland, a British chieftain name Coroticus conducted a raid on Ireland that involved some of Patrick's converts, several of whom were killed in the raid. (Describe raid, which occurred day after a baptism) In his letter to Coroticus, he condemns those who were involved in the raid as "fellow citizens of the demons" and ones whose hands are "dripping with the blood of innocent Christians, whom I have begotten into the number for God and confirmed in Christ". q In this Epistle, he shares some personal insights touching his roles as missionary to the Irish. For example, in one place he shows his Pauline-Augustinian colors when he says: "I share in the work of those whom He called and predestinated to preach the Gospel amidst grave persecutions unto the end of the earth, even if the enemy shows his jealousy through the tyranny of Coroticus, a man who has no respect for God nor His priests whom He chose…" q In another place in the Epistle he includes a lyrical requiem to the Christian slain at the hands of Coroticus' bandits: This requiem is as sweet as any one can imagine from the lips of a pastor: "Therefore I grieve for you, I grieve, my dearly beloved. But again, I rejoice within myself…(for) you have left the world and have gone to Paradise as baptized faithful. I see you: you have begun to journey where night shall be no more, nor mourning, nor death; but you shall leap like calves loosened from their bonds; and you shall tread down the wicked, and they shall be ashes under your feet. You then, will reign with the apostles, and prophets and martyrs. You will take possession of an eternal kingdom, as He Himself testifies, saying: 'They shall come from the east and from the west, and shall sit down with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven'".

REQUIREMENTS OF MISSIONARY SERVICE

I wish now to highlight some requirements of missionary service which I believe were met in the life of Patrick.

q A genuine conversion (example of John Wesley and missionary trip to Georgia prior to his conversion) q A genuine humility: opening line of Confession: "I am Patrick, a sinner, most unlearned, the least of all the faithful, and utterly despised by many." q A genuine calling and consecration to the service of our Lord: In his Epistle he asks "Did I come to Ireland without God, or according to the flesh? Who compelled me? I am bound by the Spirit not to see any of my kinsfolk. Is it of my own doing that I have holy mercy on the people who once took me captive and made away with the servants and maids of my father's house? I was freeborn according to the flesh. I am the son of a decurion. But I sold my noble rank…Thus I am a servant in Christ to a foreign nation for the unspeakable glory of life everlasting which is in Christ Jesus our Lord." In his Confession he speaks of being a faithful servant to the end: "May God never permit it to happen to me that I should lose His people which He purchased in the utmost parts of the world. I pray to God to give me perseverance and to deign that I be a faithful witness to Him to the end of my life for my God." (see Acts 20:28) q An ongoing commitment to the study and propagation of the Word of God. § Unlike the Latinized churches on the Continent, which were founded on a diocesan model, with bishops in charge, the Irish churches were founded and propagated along a monastic model, with abbots as the spiritual superiors. We read in the Oxford History of Britain: "Thanks to St. Patrick and his followers, Ireland was largely Christian by the early 6th century. Monasteries multiplied, so much so that the whole Irish Church came to be organized along monastic lines. 'Provinces' were based on monasteries and were ruled by abbots; bishops performed their normal spiritual functions, but they lacked formal dioceses and were under the abbots' authority." (p.67) § Life in the Irish monasteries consisted of prayer, hard work and diligent study of the Scriptures. Venerable Bede, the 8th century British historian who wrote Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731) was an admirer of Irish monasticism, and in several places he speaks of this or that monk being "learned in the Scriptures" or "who spent a long time in Ireland for the purpose of studying the Scriptures".

q An abiding trust in the Lord's provisions and safety (or conversely, one could say a fearlessness regarding the consequences of missionary service): "Let me tell you briefly how the merciful God often freed me from slavery and from twelve dangers in which my life was at stake---not to mention numerous plots…But God is my witness, who knows all things even before they come to pass, as He used to forewarn even me, poor wretch that I am, of many things by a divine message." q A recognition of the corruptness of sinful flesh, and the enemy's purpose to thwart the advance of God's kingdom: "I do not trust myself as long as I am in this body of death, for strong is he who daily strives to turn me away from the faith and the purity of true religion to which I have devoted myself to the end of my life to Christ my Lord. But the hostile flesh is ever dragging us unto death, that is, towards the forbidden satisfaction of one's desires."

CONCLUSION

So this is the true Patrick of history, not the legendary figure whose name is bantered about every year on March 17th.

His legacy was substantial, for within a century of his death, the Gospel was spread throughout what we know as the British isles, and back to the European continent, largely by Irish and British monks who were the spiritual descendents of Patrick's 40 years of labor in Ireland.

Would that today in Ireland there were more Patricks, converted to the living God and willing to overlook offenses by others for the sake of seeing souls won to Christ.
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