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  DEDICATION

  

  



  I dedicate this tome to the Vosts of my family, immigrants from Britain, St. Patrick’s first home, and also to the Leahys on mom’s side, “Munstermen” (and women) from the town of Killarney in County Kerry, Munster Province, in the southwest of Ireland, not far from the ends of the earth St. Patrick evangelized. With special thanks to the blessed memories of James Henry Vost and Marjorie Margaret (Leahy) Vost, for giving me life and for naming me Kevin.


  

  

  



  A blessing upon Munster.

  A blessing on their woods.

  And on their sloping plains.

  A blessing on their glens.

  A blessing on their hills.

  As the sands of the seas under ships—

  So numerous be their homesteads,

  In slopes, in plains,

  In mountains, in peaks,

  A blessing.*


  —St. Patrick
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  A BIRD IN THE HAND . . .


  IN THE fifth century AD, St. Patrick was called in a dream by a vision of the Angel Victor to go forth as apostle to the Irish. I too was inspired by a vision, though a waking and this-worldly one, to write this book about what we can learn from St. Patrick and some other glorious Irish Saints. You see, early in 2009 my friend Matt Swaim, Catholic author and radio producer, much in the manner of a modern-day St. Francis of Assisi, had developed a penchant for posting humorous photos of himself with animals on the Facebook page of EWTN/Sacred Heart Radio’s Son Rise Morning Show. One particular photo showed a rather quizzical looking Mr. Swaim with a baby chick in his outstretched hand. Immediately I was reminded of a picture of an ancient Irish Saint (and my namesake), St. Kevin of Glendalough. Good Kevin was holding a blackbird in his outstretched hand, a depiction of one of many delightful tales we’ll encounter in chapter 1. And that set my brain wheels in motion.


  I love the Saints and thank God for them. When I returned to Christ and the Church after twenty-five years in the atheistic wilderness, it was a huge Italian Saint, St. Thomas Aquinas, who led me back to the city of God by showing me through his writings the harmony of faith and reason.


  Indeed, as I spied Matt’s baby chick photo, I already had two books of Saints in the bush, so to speak. I was in the midst of penning a biography of another great Saint, a German and St. Thomas’s great teacher, St. Albert the Great.1 Soon after would come an invitation to coauthor a daily devotional that would familiarize me with 365 saintly souls—actually 366 including February 29 and St. Oswald of Worcester.2


  So, Saints were on my mind and in my heart at that time in 2009. We live in communion with a great “cloud of witnesses”3 from all nationalities and from all ages in time. They all strive to imitate Christ and they all have their lessons of love to share with us. But if we narrow our focus from time to time to learn about Saints from the same land and era, gleaning both what is common to all of the Saints and what is unique to each, we may unearth great spiritual treasures. (Dare I say, in regards to the Irish, pots of spiritual gold at the rainbow’s end?)


  Now, after Mr. Swaim had called good St. Kevin to mind, my thoughts jumped to more Irish saints. I recall one day in 1987, indeed, it was March, the 17th to be exact, when my unexpected return to the Church still lay seventeen years in the future. As I buckled my one-year-old son into his car seat, I caught a fascinating story on “the real St. Patrick,” on National Public Radio of all places.


  St. Patrick wasn’t even Irish by birth, but despite harsh treatment from his Irish kidnappers, after he regained his freedom, he retained a lifelong zeal to bring Christ back to the Irish. To this day he remains the best known “Irish” saint. And yet, in the busy tumult of my own life, I learned little else about him in the twenty-two years since I’d heard his story.


  As I read about Sts. Kevin and Patrick so soon after my immersion in the life and lessons of St. Albert the Great, comparisons and parallels came to the forefront of my imagination and intellect. My book on St. Albert included chapters that focused on him as a remarkable “thinker” and others that focused on him as a tireless “doer.” He contemplated God and then acted on it in reaching out to his fellow man. Indeed, a Dominican motto is “to share with others the fruits of contemplation.”


  St. Kevin, as you will see, was a fine contemplator indeed, and few souls will you find who were more the “doer” than old St. Patrick himself. But in writing on St. Albert, I had also included chapters that focused on him as a “lover,” for ultimately charity is the highest of the virtues. It inspires and informs both the intellectual virtues that perfect our thinking and the moral virtues that perfect our acts. When the Christian thinks and does, his ultimate goal is to love God and share that love with his neighbor. What Irish Saint is perhaps best classified as a glorious “lover” of God and neighbor? Well, that is St. Brigid of Kildare, and she will round out our saintly trio.


  Introduction



  ON SAINTS OF THE ISLES AND

  SPIRITUAL STYLES


  Let us be glad and rejoice, and give glory to him;

  for the marriage of the Lamb is come,

  and his wife hath prepared herself.

  And it is granted to her that she should clothe herself

  with fine linen, glittering and white.

  For the fine linen are the justifications of the saints.


  —Apocalypse of St. John the Apostle 19:7–8

  



  HOW grand and glorious are those countless righteous deeds of the Saints. Oh, to be in their number! Of course, we all are called to be numbered with the Saints and to clothe the Holy Church with righteous deeds of our own.1 That’s easier said than done, but the doing is infinitely worth the effort. One way that we can become like those Saints, of course, is through that highest form of flattery—imitation. All the Saints imitate Christ in their own ways and through the flowering of their own unique personalities, arrays of gifts and talents, and places in time and history.


  The Irish have been a people with a great love for the history and folklore of their Saints as guides to holiness, and they can boast of (and share with us) a huge array of very colorful and devout saintly men and women. Though each Saint is unique, commonalities are also found. Certain men and women have natural abilities as thinkers or as doers, and as Saints, with the grace of God, they build those abilities to their utmost maximum, lifting us all up along the way. As we begin our journey then, across the waters of the Atlantic to Ireland and across the sands of time to the fifth and sixth centuries AD, we will plan our itinerary with a glimpse at the value of the Saints and of the roles they should play in our lives.


  SAINTS PRESERVE US!


  Watch an old movie about Ireland over here in the US and you’ll eventually find some old widow, aghast at some development, crossing herself and exclaiming just that— “Saints preserve us!” Well, they do preserve us, both during and after their lives upon the earth. St. Dominic, on his deathbed, at the height of his powers around the age of fifty-one, told his band of friar preachers that he would be of much greater help to them in Heaven than he had been on Earth. St. Thérèse of Lisieux, on her deathbed, in the flowering of her powers at a mere twenty-four years of age, looked forward to spending her life in Heaven doing good for us below.2


  The Church Triumphant, the communion of Saints who look upon God’s face in Heaven, act as our intercessors before Him. We are wise to pray to them for their intercession and to pray with them as our brothers and sisters in Christ. They will gladly work to sustain us, the Church Militant, as we persevere throughout our lives on earth, striving for our own heavenly reward and sharing the good news so that others may join us.


  So, the Saints preserve us with their prayers. They also preserve us with their models of sanctity, so worthy of our imitation. Listen to these words, written about two thousand years ago by a Stoic philosopher: “We need to set our affections on some good man and keep him constantly before our eyes, so that we may live as if he were watching us, and do everything as if he saw what we were doing.”3 We are well advised, as Christians, to choose among the Saints that man (or that woman) whose example we will emulate and whom we will strive not to disappoint.


  THREE IRISH SAINTS


  Though great numbers of Catholics in America have ancestries rooted deep within Irish soils, how many of us here have the foggiest notion of who the great ancient Irish Saints were and of what they did across the mists of time? And I’m not pointing fingers, mind you. Though I bear the good Saint’s name, I knew next to nil about good St. Kevin until I was well past forty. When I gave a talk to a fine group of highly educated Catholic business executives in 2010, I found that many did not know there was a St. Kevin. And as for St. Brigid, wasn’t she Swedish?4 Everyone knows St. Patrick, of course, but how much do we really know of him? Some of the most widely known “facts” (his driving the snakes out of Ireland, for example) are among the most dubious as to their veracity and trivial as to their importance. How many of us know, for instance, absolutely anything that this great Irish preacher preached?


  The Church’s legacy stretches over two thousand years now and covers every land on the earth. There is great wealth to be gleaned from every one of those years and from every one of those lands, but here we’ll focus on Saints who lived within 200 of those years on a particular patch of land of approximately 32,000 square miles (about the size of South Carolina or Indiana, if you prefer). As you’ll soon see, though, their lessons apply to all lands and all times.


  The lives of the ancient Irish Saints provide a particularly fascinating, though perhaps at times daunting, body of holy literature. For one thing, their ancient hagiographies (hagio deriving from the Greek word for “holy” or “Saints” and graph from the Greek word for “writing”) were written in medieval times, and as was the custom, are bristling with fantastic tales and legends. And for a second thing, when it comes to telling tales, the Irish truly at least hold their own with tellers from any lands! Let’s look at one classic example.


  As a great fan of ancient Greek and Roman lore, I have always been impressed by the story of the fearless Roman hero Gaius Mucius Scaevola. The encamped Etruscan army was besieging the newly founded republic of ancient Rome. Brave Roman Gaius Mucius volunteered to sneak into their camp to assassinate their king, Lars Porsena. He misidentified the king, though, and killed his secretary by mistake. After his capture, when brought before the king, Mucius thrust his right hand into the camp fire and, while it was destroyed, calmly declared that he was but one of 300 Roman men who had sworn to give their lives to assassinate the king. Quaking at such bravery as he had never seen, King Porsena freed him and sent ambassadors to Rome to petition for peace. Grateful Romans granted Mucius extensive lands to farm and gave him the cognomen Scaevola (meaning essentially, “lefty!”).


  Years later I learned of an ancient Irish tale with a similar theme and a raucously humorous twist. Finn MacCumhail, you see, was a very ancient, pre-Christian, Celtic giant and hero. Many tales recall his mighty exploits. Indeed, we’ll see in chapter 1 that his deeds and prophecies figure even in the life of St. Kevin. Finn was a powerful man, a veritable Irish Hercules, if you will. Well, once the day came when he heard that a giant across the Irish Sea, in Scotland, had hurled insults his way. Finn wrote a note to challenge him, attached it to a boulder and heaved it over to Scotland. The Scottish giant hurled it back, replying that he’d gladly come to Ireland and teach Finn a fine lesson, if only he could swim. Well, Finn took care of that by tossing a whole set of huge boulders out into the sea so his challenger could easily walk across to meet him.


  Now, Finn, mind you, not at all unlike the wily Greek hero Odysseus, was known for his wits as well as his might. When the Scottish giant walked upon the Irish shore, what would be the first sight he’d see—a large Irish baby in swaddling clothes, all of eighteen feet long. And when he bent down for a closer look, that babe bit his hand with ferocity. The Scottish giant figured that if this was an Irish baby, he wanted nothing to do with any Irish full-grown, so he turned on his heels and sped his way back across the sea. Finn, in the meanwhile, discarded his enormous swaddling clothes and took to throwing great boulders after his rival. Two of the biggest he tossed can still be seen today. One is known as the Isle of Man. The other made a huge crater, now known as Lough Neagh, the largest of Ireland’s lakes.5


  LEGENDS, LIVES AND LESSONS


  So, that is but one ancient pre-Christian example of the age-old Irish gift for a tall tale and a humorous story. So too, when the lives of the first Christian Saints were told, many great wonders were recounted, some mixed with legends, and these should be read with some caution. Now, it is not the wondrous deeds and events themselves that call us to caution, for the Gospels themselves and the lives of all saints speak of countless miracles with countless witnesses. God clearly works miracles through the actions of his saints. Still, some of our ancient tellers of saints’ lives also strove to make connections with the language, history, and myths of the people they evangelized, catechized, and inspired with their stories.


  One modern Irish author has noted great similarities between the apostolic methods of St. Patrick and the methods proscribed by the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith for the evangelization of China in the seventeenth century and those that Pope Paul VI proposed in 1975 in his apostolic exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, On the Evangelization of the World. What each says in effect is this: “take the people as you find them; build on what you have; disturb and change only where you must; listen to the people for they have wisdom aplenty; graft in the message of Christ without destroying the stock, because the people need roots.”6 Our ancient Irish saints, and their hagiographers as well, would produce the lush greenery of Christian Ireland from its even more ancient pagan Celtic roots. Indeed, we’ll soon see that mighty Finn himself was said to prophesy of the coming of one of our three Irish saints!


  The ancient lives of our three focal Saints were written, some in Latin and some in ancient Irish, two, three, or even more centuries after their deaths. They reflect the literary styles of Saints’ lives written in those days, and they sometimes provide content and explanations that portrayed deep bonds and background in Ireland’s ages-old, pre-Christian past. It’s a wonderful lore that can entertain us and inspire us even today.


  In the first chapter on each of our Saints, I will draw from these ancient lives, combine bits and pieces of their various versions and reorganize them a bit, but I will strive to relate them in a similar spirit and language (via old English translations that is). If you should not take the time to familiarize yourself with some of these ancient hagiographies themselves (though I do think you should), I hope you will still gain some of the “feel” and the spirit of how they read.


  So then, in chapters 1, 4, and 7, (the first chapter for each Saint), you will find these “ancient life” retellings of the lives of these three ancient Saints. The commentary will come later, and finally, we’ll mine all these stories for their spiritual gold. If you’ll pardon the alliteration, each part of this book will start with the saintly lore-laden “legends,” proceed to what we can make of their literal “lives” and conclude with their life-blessing “lessons.”


  In chapters 2, 5, and 8 (the second chapter for each Saint), we’ll look at our Saints from a modern perspective. We’ll examine what we’ve learned in the intervening centuries that can help us piece together the origins and meanings of these ancient tales. History, archeology and the like will come to our aid as we strive to understand our Saints and their times in their contexts and in ours.


  In St. Patrick’s case, we’ll obtain saintly help from the great patron Saint himself, for in his case only do we have preserved two of his own writings. And indeed, as his own words will show us, we will see the profound connections between the world of these ancient Saints’ lives and the world of the Holy Scriptures. Many a parallel will be found in the tales of the deeds of the great Irish Saints and those of great biblical heroes. And indeed, we’ll learn from St. Patrick’s own words that he virtually lived, and breathed, and thought, and wrote in the in the phrases and images of the Scriptures.


  Finally, in chapters 3, 6 and 9 (the last chapter for each Saint), we’ll delve into the hearts of these Saints for lessons that we can use to grow in joy and holiness in our own day and locals.


  St. Augustine of Hippo once wrote that the three parts of the human soul are memory, understanding and will. Chapters 1, 4 and 7 will serve as the human “memory” of our ancient Saints. Memory is fed by imagination, and we’ll find plenty of grist for our imagination’s mills in the stories we encounter within them. Chapters 2, 5 and 8 shall serve the role of “understanding,” as we open our intellects and seek out the truths about these Saints. It is in our last chapters for each Saint, numbers 3, 6 and 9, that we’ll enter most fully the realm of the “will.” Once we have remembered our three Irish Saints and come to better understand them, our wills should be inflamed, burning to put their holy lessons to good use today within our own lives. And in those chapters we’ll also see why there must be three Irish Saints for our ponderings.


  A STUDY IN SPIRITUAL STYLES


  Chapters 3, 6 and 9 will serve as the ends to which all the others will lead. For in those chapters we will strive to cull from each Saint a distinctive spiritual style that can inform and enlighten our own spiritual styles.


  We Catholics know and are taught by the Church that humans are persons, made in the image of God. Two of the fundamental ways in which we are like unto God, and different from the animals, are in the human possession of intellect and will. What we know and what we do are not automatic. They are not the result of instinct. We must use our reasoning minds to seek out what is true and employ our free will to choose what is truly best for us.


  Our knowledge is not limited to the sensory and perceptual worlds brought to us by our senses, as is the case for even the most intelligent of non-human species. Starting with the information that our senses provide, we alone can abstract essential characteristics, conceptualize, name, describe, explain, predict, induct, deduct, analyze, synthesize, compare, contrast, judge, add, subtract, divide and employ our unique capacities of reason in all of its myriad, marvelous ways. We can express our thoughts through language and pass them down through countless generations. Such are the powers of the intellectual soul. Like God, though on an infinitely more modest scale, we can know, understand and become wise. We can use our minds to seek the truth.


  But of course, there is still much more to the wondrous ways in which we are crafted by God. Unlike animals, which are guided (and usually very well) by the instincts of their “sensitive” (or sensation-based) souls, we possess as well the uniquely human will. Our intellects can guide us to truth and help us to see what is good for us and what isn’t and to determine the difference between right and wrong, but it is through the powers of the human free will that we then possess the capacity to choose between them.


  Every one of us possesses intellectual and volitional (willing) capacities. We are all thinkers and choosers every day of our lives. And yet, some among us are known for our special capacities or inclinations in one of the two domains.


  While we all think and choose, some of us excel in one or the other. We sometimes speak of each other as “thinkers” or as “doers,” as people of thought or as people of action, as geniuses or as great leaders in the extreme cases. In popular psychological terminology, we speak as well of introverts and extroverts, of those who focus on the mental world within and those who live in the physical world without. These labels and categories have their use, and we’ll build upon them here as we speak of spiritual styles and identify them in great Saints and perhaps in ourselves as well.


  First off, let me stress that neither category is mutually exclusive. Those we will identify as personifying a contemplative style, like St. Kevin, would likely be labeled as introverts today, but do bear in mind that these are no mere “navel-gazers”! When a devout Christian soul looks within, he’s looking for Christ, who lives in him. Indeed, when his mind, moved by the Holy Spirit, contemplates God the Father and Creator, his thoughts often move upward from the material as he is fed from his senses, by his observations and interactions with external creation—from the awesome landscapes of this earth to the beautiful animals and people who fill it.


  Secondly, we mustn’t be mired in either–or thinking, when life is so often a both–and affair. There has long been a valid emphasis on the “contemplative life” versus the “active life.” Indeed, some religious orders are based on these distinctions, though all, to some degree, do involve both. What I’d like to do, though, as we ponder spiritual styles with three Irish Saints as our models, is propose that the active life, that of the extroverted “doers,” be split up in two, and from that we’ll derive the apostolic and the charitable styles.


  The nineteenth century French Catholic psychologist, Henri Joly, has noted a similar distinction. “Throughout the history of the Church, there would seem to have been two distinct classes of saints. There are saints who personify active love and tenderness and there are saints who personify energetic action and the spirit of eager propagandism.”7 There we see our charitable “lovers,” and our apostolic “doers.”


  It’s partly a matter of scale. The active apostolic style boasts a splendid Irish exemplar in St. Patrick himself, “The Apostle to the Irish.” Those of the apostolic style are the “movers and shakers” of the Kingdom of God! Heeding Christ’s call to be fishers of men, they cast their nets widely—some, like St. Patrick, netting an entire nation! They organize, plan, lead and inspire, and with their disciples, they get God’s big jobs done!


  But as another great apostle has taught us, “if I should have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing.” (1 Cor. 13:2). So many of us who may not be called to the life of mystical rapture or theological profundity of those of the contemplative style, nor to evangelization on a grand scale like those of the apostolic style, may still heed Christ’s greatest calling, that being simply to love. Those of the charitable style, so well personified, as we’ll see, in St. Brigid of Kildare, seek to live as Christ and to treat as Christ every person around us. These are the lovers that God loves so much.


  In the chapters ahead we’ll dig deep into these styles, exploring their basis in human temperament and their special connections with the various classes of virtues, the gifts and the fruits of the Holy Spirit, the beatitudes, the spiritual and corporal works of mercy, the Sacraments and even the Ten Commandments. We’ll look for saintly exemplars from other nations and other times. We’ll examine the scriptural books that provide special nourishment for each style and the spiritual classics produced by each style’s exemplars. (Just flip back to appendix C if you’d care for a sneak peek.) Finally, through a brief self-assessment, you can see which spiritual style is most truly your own.


  MORE IRISH SAINTS


  As a special saintly bonus I’ll even provide more Irish Saints. Now I’m not saying they’re “more Irish” than Sts. Kevin, Patrick and Brigid of course! I’m merely saying there certainly are more Irish Saints worth knowing! At the end of each chapter, we’ll conclude with a “More Irish Saints” section to familiarize you with some of our great Saints’ contemporaries, like Sts. Columcille, Columban, and Brendan, as well as some like Sts. Lawrence O’Toole, Oliver Plunkett, and Matthew Talbot, their spiritual heirs centuries hence.


  So then, without further ado, let’s get down to business with Three Irish Saints, fair-birthed St. Kevin, leading the way!


  Part I:



  St. Kevin the Thinker


  There the triumphs and miracles

  Of Kevin are unknown in their history,

  Because there are no longer narrators

  To tell of their virtues.

  

  But unless they are found written

  On paper in other lands,

  It is certain that they will be forgotten

  In the sanctuary of Kevin of the glen.*


  —Solomon, disciple of St. Kevin


  1



  THE FAIR-BIRTHED SAINT


  Patrick the son of Calpurnius prophesied

  (Saying) that the glen of the cliffs pleased him,

  “On the side of it (in spite of ) whoever shall reproach,

  A saint will make his abode there.”

  

  Thirty years exactly

  After the prophecy of him by the tonsured one,

  Was the time that was born

  The saint named Kevin.1


  —Solomon, disciple of St. Kevin

  



  PROPHECIES ancient and recent had foretold that into the mountainous glen of two lakes, in the Leinster region of the east coast of Erin, the Emerald Island of Saints, would come a high Saint, most nobly born, most fair of countenance and most holy and honorable in demeanor and deeds. A devout patron Saint he would be, bountiful in virtues, prayerful, abstinent, chaste, humble and radiant in the graces of God. He would be brought forth from his hermit’s life to the blessed soil of Glendalough. There he would instruct the pagans, convert the perverted, teach the young, heal the sick, raise the dead, check the criminals, tame the beasts, banish the monsters, humble the mighty and exalt the wretched—all for the glory of God.


  In days long past, giant Finn MacCumhail, hero and cleaver of mountains, foretold that this great man would drive from the greater lake into the lesser, a hideous monster so vile and full of disease that it sent shivers down valiant Finn’s own steely spine. As the banished creature would leave, it would take its cursed disease and destruction with it, and in future days, both men and cattle would bathe in the waters of the greater lake, finding healing and cures through the grace of Almighty God.


  Thirty years before this Saint’s fair birth, St. Patrick himself, son of the deacon Calpurnius, and patron of all Ireland, would foretell that this great and holy man after his own heart would found and build a great city in the glen. It would become a site of pilgrimage, prayer, reflection and learning. Its very soil would be hallowed with the earth and relics of the apostles and martyrs of Rome and would obtain the remission of sins for pilgrims who came in the spirit of repentance and humbleness of heart.


  A NAME FASHIONED BY GOD


  Precisely thirty years hence from the Irish apostle’s prophecy, in the year of our Lord 498, a special babe was born to a beautiful, godly couple: handsome Caemlug, son of Caimet, and his fair wife Caemall, daughter of Cendfinnan. Caemall gave birth to the boy without the pains of labor, so righteous and innocent was the son she bore. The King of Heaven sent twelve Angels with golden lamps and tapers of pure white flame to attend the child’s birth. It was the Angels who gave the child the name of Kevin (Coemgen in the Gaelic), meaning “fair birth,”—indeed a most beauteous, shining and gentle birth! This was the sonorous name fashioned by God Himself to cleave for the first time on earth to this little blessed child.


  The Angels instructed the couple to present the fair infant to noble St. Cronan of Leinster for baptism into Christ’s family. Godly St. Cronan immediately recognized the babe’s radiant holiness, declared his own subservience to the saintly child and prophesied to those in attendance that kings and chiefs would believe in his truths and that he would work great wonders and miracles. These wonders began even as the holy infant was returned to Raith an Tobar ghil (the Fort of the White Fountain), where he had been born. While snow might fall heavily on lands outside its perimeter, none fell within that fort, so that the animals might feed all the year long. For seven full years did Raith an Tobar ghil experience perpetual spring.


  The very animals recognized Kevin’s saintliness and paid him homage for his wondrous deeds on their behalf. A beautiful, pure, white cow would come for the babe’s feedings, and from where it came and where it went, no one would ever know. The infant’s precocious holiness was displayed from the earliest age, for on Fridays and fast days the child would suckle but once per day from his mother’s nourishing breast. Kevin was attended in these first days by his parents, by the gentle and melodious women of the fort and by his own special guardian Angel.


  CHILDHOOD AMONGST HOLY MONKS


  On the seventh anniversary of his birth, Kevin’s Angel commanded that he should begin his instruction in the ways of God under the tutelage of holy monks. First would the Briton St. Petroc instruct him in the sacred Scriptures, the rites of the Church and the ways of monastic observance and holiness. After half a decade of sacred studies and monastic discipline, in the year 510, young Kevin would be molded further under the wings of Sts. Dogain, Lochan and Enna (as well as those of his Angel).


  Young Kevin was once scolded by one of this tutors for failing to bring light to him in a timely manner to use for the saying of Mass. When Kevin humbly asked for a vessel to carry the fire embers to him, his tutor harshly told him to carry them back in his bosom. Kevin loaded his mantle with red hot embers, and through God’s grace, he presented them to his tutor, his mantle unsinged. The tutor declared this the work of the Holy Spirit and acknowledged Kevin’s holiness, proclaiming that it would be more fitting for him to attend Kevin than for Kevin to attend him. He would tutor young Kevin no more.


  When his ecclesiastical studies were completed, Kevin would attain to the holy priesthood, having shown himself worthy in every field of mental study and bodily self-discipline. After prayerful deliberation and mindful meditation, Kevin heeded the call of his Angel to abandon friends and society and pursue the hermit’s life of mystical contemplation in the deserted regions of a tangled wooded glen. Fleeing the evils of the world, Kevin would have preferred to go straight to Heaven, but God had great plans for him first, indeed for another one hundred years or so!


  ALONE IN THE GLEN OF TWO LAKES


  The Angel guided Kevin to Glendalough, that valley of two lakes in the east of the Emerald Island, hemmed in by high and rough mountains, crags and cliffs, thus fulfilling that ancient foretelling of the mighty Finn. Kevin declared the glen pleasant to his heart, for in this private fortress he and his Angel would chant praises to God day and night undisturbed. So, upon the western side of the glen, he fashioned himself a bed of stone and a cold, rocky pillow within a tiny cave upon a precipitous ledge overlooking the deep, dark waters of the greater, upper lake. And there Kevin lived fearlessly among the stony mountains, sleeping upon a sliver of stone, dressed in the skins of the animals and feeding on sorrel and the other wild herbs God provided him. Rising early each morning, holy Kevin would cross the lake without boat or ferry, saying Mass attended by Angels in a place that was pleasing to God.


  Kevin’s hard, deserted sanctuary was not completely without company. One fair maiden by the name of Kathleen, with eyes of a beautiful, piercing and unholy blue, was smitten by the young hermit’s bodily beauty and grace. She sought him out in his rocky hermit’s cell. Refusing his entreaties to leave him in peace, he at last chased her from the place, brandishing a switch of sharp nettle branches. Kathleen’s heart was truly a good one, though. She would finally come to burn with love for Kevin’s spiritual sanctity, not merely his physical charms. Kathleen would repent and pursue the religious life.


  As ancient legends had told, the glen of two lakes harbored a far more serious peril to Kevin as well. For long ages past lurked the hideous monster of the greater, upper lake, wreaking havoc and disease on both cattle and men who had come by chance into its sour waters. Dread was this monster of the miry lough, so steeped in slaughter that mighty Finn himself would tremble. St. Kevin did not fear, however, for he trusted in the might of the Lord. Reciting boldly his psalms and entreating the power of Almighty God, he drove the monster from the upper lake, forcing it to take refuge in the lesser, lower lake from where it first had come. Since that time, both men and cattle have enjoyed peace, refreshment and healing of ailments in the upper lake, their diseases draining and flowing toward the creature of the lower lake. And when that monster in the lower lake would thenceforth turn its other side upwards, the waters of the lesser lough would raise to the heights of the craggy cliffs (and those who should see that awesome sight will not live a week). Kevin enjoyed peace in that glen for a full seven years, unseen by other men. He slept in his cave and prayed through the day in a small hut or in the hollows of great trees.


  Throughout the years of his solitude, for hours during the day and also at night, Kevin would chant his holy office in joyous ecstasy, immersed to his waist in the dark, icy waters of the upper lake. One day, though, his joy turned to distress and sorrow when he dropped his cherished book of psalms into the dark, murky waters of that broad pool. Kevin’s Angel, ever with him, comforted him in conversation while guiding an otter who retrieved the precious psalter and returned it to Kevin, not one page ruined nor one character smudged.


  It was then that Kevin’s blessed Angel revealed to him that his time for hiding had come to an end. He should soon go forth to teach and preach the gospel of Christ to the people of the district.


  BROUGHT FORTH TO MEN BY A COW


  St. Kevin was rather set in his ways after seven years of prayerful aloneness, still wont to pray and sing psalms in caves and tree hollows. But one day soon after, a man named Dima, son of Fergna, a great hundred-cow farmer from the district of Meath to the west, would come to sea-girt Leinster on a grazing tour for his hundred hungry kine (cows). He was quick to observe that one of his herd had developed two very unusual habits. She would wander from the rest of the herd early in the day, returning in the evening. Upon the next milking, she would produce a quantity of fine white milk equal to that produced by half of the entire heard. Astounded by this prodigy, wise Dima instructed a herdsman to follow this cow and get to the root of this mystery.


  The next day the herdsman easily found the cow licking something near the ground of a great fruit tree. Upon catching up with her, he was most surprised to find that what she was licking were the feet of a man deep in prayer within the tree’s hollow. The animal had sensed the Saint’s holiness, paid him respect and profited greatly in her miraculous production of milk. St. Kevin was none too pleased at his discovery, though. He pleaded with the herdsman not to reveal him to his master, even promising him eternal bliss in Heaven in return.


  The herdsman had intended to honor the holy hermit’s request, but Dima was firm and persistent, confining him in camp until he should reveal the mystery. Unwillingly did the good herdsman relent and confess to great Dima the abode of the Saint. Dima responded with abundant joy and gladness of heart, for he knew they had discovered the promised one, that great and pure patron Saint foretold in the prophetic words of ancient Finn and St. Patrick of recent memory.


  Dima called his noble progeny and kin, declaring to them that a litter would be built and carried through the tangled woods to bring forth the great Saint to the people. The litter would show him respect and honor and would give rest to his frail body, enfeebled by years of harsh penance and mortifications. Abounding in joy at the first sight of him, Dima would call out,


  O Kevin, to us was the destiny,

  To bear thee from thy little hollow;

  Let us go forth further into the glen

  In which thou wilt be without limit or end!2


  The woods were tree-dense with growth from time immemorial, but Kevin’s Angel attended them and the great trees of the green wood parted, bowing to the ground to the sides before them and returning to their usual posture after the holy party had passed. St. Kevin, though at first none too pleased by his forceful extraction, was greatly honored and moved by this miracle. He bequeathed Hell and a short life to anyone who would burn the fresh or dry wood of this forest. They carried Kevin down to the glen, where he performed his priestly functions and then wrought a great miracle.


  Dima’s hard-hearted son Cellach had refused to pay homage and carry the great hermit Saint, choosing instead to go hunting. His own hounds became frenzied and turned upon him, killing their master with long and gnashing teeth. St. Kevin himself, though, rushed to his aid. Calling forth the graces of God, he restored to the young man his life. Cellach’s reborn heart ached to honor his saintly benefactor.


  When the youth had risen from death,

  The first word he said to every one (was):

  “The man who rescued me from every need,

  I will not forsake him till the judgement comes.”3


  St. Kevin was well aware that the prophesy had been fulfilled that he would be brought forth from the hollow of the tree against his will, yet he would show kindness to his discoverer and his offspring, granting them his blessings. He also declared to them his coarb-ship,4 promising that the erenagh would belong to the children and posterity of Dima. Kevin would establish a church and soon a monastery, as monks would flock to learn from him the ways of holiness. Glendalough would become a veritable city of learning and a great and holy episcopal see, fulfilling St. Patrick’s prophecy.


  Those grounds would soon be measured and filled after Kevin paid a visit to old King O’Toole of Leinster. The king was saddened, for his prize pet goose had grown old and ailing and was no longer able to fly. St. Kevin promised to restore the bird’s health should the king grant to him as land for his holy city any ground the goose should fly over. The agreement was made and St. Kevin restored the royal goose’s youthful vigor. It took to flight and flew round the valley in Glendalough, marking out the monastery’s boundary.


  As the great cathedral of the monastic city began to arise, Kevin noticed that the laborers and masons were losing vigor, growing frail and suffering in their health. He discerned that their bosses regulated their hours by this hard maxim—“to rise with the lark and lay down with the lamb.” We have already seen that St. Kevin was an early riser himself, and soon you will see that there was no greater lover of birds. Nevertheless, knowing well that the larks were early birds indeed, chirping away at an inauspiciously early hour and thus imposing a great hardship on manual laborers doing God’s work, he prayed that the larks should never be permitted to sing in Glendalough—and to this day you will not hear them!


  ST. KEVIN AND THE BLACKBIRD’S NEST


  In the season of Lent, St. Kevin would reclaim his eremitic ways, retiring to the woods in a plain wattle hut for a month and a fortnight of penance and prayer. On one of these fateful days, St. Kevin began to pray standing upright in his favored open-armed, cross-vigil position, assuming the posture of Christ on the Cross. A mother blackbird lighted in his upright palm and began to build her nest as the still and prayerful Saint observed her efforts caringly and unflinchingly. Next she would lay her eggs. The great and patient Saint, so loving of God’s creatures and most willing to suffer pains so small in comparison to Christ’s Passion, stood there day after day with outstretched palm until the birds had hatched and flown off. In the fair-birthed Saint’s words, as presented in his student Solomon’s versified Life of Coemgen:


  Alas! a pain greater than the requital

  My hand like a log under the blackbird;

  The blood of His hands, of His side, of His feet

  The King of heaven shed for my sake.5


  Shortly after, St. Kevin’s companion Angel came and said, “Kevin, come out of that hut now,” for Kevin had places to go and people to see, as folks are sometimes wont to say.


  The angel said expressly:

  “Thou shalt not be torturing thyself any longer;

  Depart from thy bondage without delay,

  Thy business is ready with God.”6


  ST. KEVIN’S CITY OF GOD


  Shrewd Kevin found this a fine time to strike a hard bargain. He declared that he would not come out until God had promised him the freedom of his successors and his monks, as well as his tributaries of other monasteries, the maintenance of all his churches in Glendalough and beyond, and all this in the name of Jesus the Son of God. The demands were met gladly. The Angel promised him he’d have all that and seven times the full of the glen on all its sides to sit over on the Day of Judgment, with a fine spear of red gold in his hand. Furthermore, God would give to him every Saturday nine souls saved from the fires of Hell. Those who would die on Friday and be buried under the soils of Kevin would receive remission of their sins. Indeed, any who would be buried in Kevin’s holy cemeteries should eventually see Heaven. No Saint in all Erin, save St. Patrick himself, would obtain more gifts from God. (Truly, it is the greatest of folly that any who hears of his wondrous miracles should fail to pay tribute to St. Kevin of Glendalough.)


  The fair-birthed Saint would go on pilgrimage to Rome itself and receive an honorable reception from the Pope. He would return to Erin, bringing with him the soil of Rome and relics of the holy apostles themselves. For these reasons many kings and chieftains of Erin, and of Britain too, would choose Glendalough for their burial, out of love for God and Kevin and in hope of eternal reward. Glendalough would become, as St. Patrick had foretold, one of the four holiest sites of pilgrimage of the four corners of the Emerald Isle, taking its place of honor with the Cave of St. Patrick in Ulster to the north, that lofty mountain sanctuary, Croagh Patrick, in Connaught to the west and the Isle of the Living in Munster in the south. Indeed, seven pilgrimages to Glendalough would avail the same as one pilgrimage to Holy Rome itself.


  The churches and grounds of Glendalough would play host to great pilgrimages and fairs in the years and centuries to come. St. Kevin declared that peace and holiness should prevail there, and should anyone spur quarreling, fights, theft, rapine and other violations of right on those hallowed grounds, they should suffer the pains of Hell and a short life filled with many dangers. Those who attended the fairs with righteousness of heart should enjoy Heaven, a long life and good health.


  St. Kevin foresaw that his churches would later be trespassed and ravaged, and he promised a dire fait even to kings who should defile the structures or enslave the citizens of this city of God. He chose four diseases—a tumor, scrofula, white anthrax and madness—for those who should ravage his churches, and these would not be cured by surgery or medicine, save the healing grace of Christ.


  Once His holy city was erected as the prophecies had foretold, many hermit monks came to live in the glen to grow in knowledge and holiness under the tutelage of the saintly abbot. Angels also flocked to and flourished there, following St. Kevin under the tops of the bushes of densewooded Glendalough. And miracles abounded.


  One crisp morning at Rhefeart Church by the upper lake, whilst his melodious monks were singing an ancient hymn to St. Patrick, St. Kevin commanded that they sing it three times in a row. He then revealed that St. Patrick himself, Erin’s holy patron, had appeared to him in a vision, standing there among them, leaning upon his staff and offering his blessings.


  LIFE IN THE GLEN FOR KEVIN AND HIS MEN


  St. Kevin and all those around him would continue for many seasons to share in God’s bounteous blessings. A dear friend of Kevin’s, having fallen ill, became convinced that only an apple could cure him. There were no apple trees in the district, so St. Kevin prayed to God and procured him three fine crisp ones from a willow tree. They did the trick and healed the lad. More than once, through God’s miraculous intervention, St. Kevin would produce other healing fruits, such as juicy blackberries in the heart of winter.


  Once while out with a flock of sheep, St. Kevin was approached by a group of poor, starving men. There was no other food to be found, but with divine aid from above, he provided them seven wethers (rams) from the flock. Their needs were met and his shame avoided, for God had allowed him to tend to them. He then came to find his flock in full count, not diminished by a one.


  Hospitality would reign within the monastery of the glen, despite the poverty of the hermitic hosts. Even so, a band of hungry musicians paid a visit one day when supplies had all but run out. Anxious to provide for them, St. Kevin had his monks dig a plot of ground and plant a handful of seed corn outside the Church of Our Lady, east of the lower lake, so that by evening a harvest might be made to feed them. In the meanwhile, St. Kevin and his crew of monks sought to converse with them affably and show them hospitality. The musicians, though, scorned their endeavors, demanding food on the spot. Despite St. Kevin’s cajoling, they left the convent in a huff, cursing it as they left. Righteous anger brewed in Kevin’s heart at the shame put on him and his holy monks. He prayed to God for a just punishment for the lack of faith and disdain of hospitality, and as the musicians crossed the stream to the south of the church, they found their wooden harps had been turned to stones. Even to this day, passersby may see the heaps of stones that were their harps.


  On another day Kevin sent Cellach, Dima’s son, to the northwest side of the glen at a pass where he might find people wishing to provide alms of food to the monks who were working on a church. St. Kevin saw Cellach talking to some women carrying baskets and went to meet them. He asked what was in their baskets and one woman told him they were full of stones. Kevin told her that if they were stones, they’d be turned to fine bread, but if they were bread, they’d be turned to cold stones. Sure enough, the deceitful woman soon learned that, unlike her, St. Kevin had told the truth. She flung the stones from her basket, and they still may be seen to this day.


  The wise people of the land would never scorn the charitable ministration of St. Kevin and his monks, though. There was a day when the King of Ui Faelain sent an infant son to be baptized and fostered by St. Kevin. All the sons born to him before had been destroyed by sprites, bright people of the fairy courts. When a fairy witch named Caineog approached with her women attendants, seeking to destroy this lad as well, Kevin cursed the women and they were turned to stone, where they remain to this day on the brink of the lough in the glen.


  Tasked now with feeding the young prince, Kevin found there were neither cows nor boolies7 in the glen. Spying a doe in milk behind him, with its fawn following, St. Kevin prayed to God that the doe might be tamed and be willing to share half its milk with the infant child. The doe then came every day to a place called Innis Eilte (the doe’s milking place) and deposited sufficient milk into a hollow stone to nourish both her fawn and the young prince.


  After some time, though, a wretched wolf came to the glen and devoured the young fawn. So that the doe should continue to provide the boy its life-sustaining milk, St. Kevin ordered the wolf to go gently and stand at the breast of the doe as had done her fawn. This he did, and the doe continued to drop her milk until the young boy grew beyond the need and afterwards, became the Saint’s firm disciple.


  St. Kevin wrought a stunning miracle one day after he came across a most horrible scene. Two young women had embarked upon a pilgrimage to his church but were ambushed by brutal and murderous robbers. The women were stripped and beheaded. When St. Kevin heard the news, he hastened to come to their aid, and there with the grace of God, he welded their heads back upon their shoulders and restored them to life. The ever-grateful women became devout black nuns of the Benedictines, spending their lives in prayerful devotions and charitable deeds.


  Murder again would come to the glen. Once while near St. Kevin’s church, a frenzied young man, shaking and trembling with horror, approached the ascetic Saint. St. Kevin discerned from his appearance that he had committed a terrible act, killing his fellow clerk as they walked along the hill. Kevin demanded that the man lead him to the site of his companion’s dead body. The holy Saint prayed fervently to God, who restored to the young man his soul. His murderer was stunned by the miracle and engulfed in heartfelt remorse and repentance. St. Kevin would eventually count both young men among his monks, where they honored God for the rest of their earthly days.


  The fair-birthed Saint’s love extended to all of God’s creatures. During the season of Lent, the very same otter who had saved Kevin’s psalter would bring from the stream every day to Kevin and his monks a salmon for their nourishment. One day, though, Cellach, son of Dima, imagined what a fine glove he could make from the otter’s skin and fashioned in his mind a plan to kill it. The otter dropped the salmon from its mouth, dived into the depths of the stream and never returned to the monks.


  The holy crew was dangerously low on food and found it necessary to disperse. Kevin prayed to God to find why his monastery had been forsaken. Through the force of Kevin’s prayers, God willed then that Cellach should confess to his intentions of killing the beneficent otter. St. Kevin sent Cellach away from that place in punishment for his evil intention, so harmful to the otter and his brothers.


  Another time a wild boar, pursued hotly by a band of hunting dogs, barreled down the slopes of the glen, seeking St. Kevin for sanctuary. There was Kevin in prayer with birds perched on his hands and shoulders. The saintly friend of God’s creatures would grant the boar sanctuary. When the dogs entered the glen and approached the boar, through God’s intervention, their paws cleaved fast to the ground. When the hunters arrived and observed this miraculous sight, they paid homage to St. Kevin and beseeched him to release their dogs, swearing never again till doom would they pursue that boar. The dogs were set free and Kevin sent off the boar back into the woods.


  EARTHLY DEATH AND HEAVENLY BIRTH


  Countless untold deeds and miracles were St. Kevin’s in the course of his fruitful years. And then on the third day of June in the year 618, during the reign of King Eogan of Erin, son of Niall of the Nine Hostages, who had captured the young St. Patrick, did the fair-birthed St. Kevin, at the age of one hundred and twenty years, end his holy life in the glen to enjoy with God and his Saints his own fair birth in Heaven.


  St. Columcille


  (521–97)


  Feast Day June 9

  



  On December 7, 521, at Garten, County Donegal, in Ireland’s far north, young Colum was born. He was the son of Prince Fiedlimid, the great-grandson of Niall of the Nine Hostages, and a descendant through his mother, fair Ethna, of Caithar Mor himself, founder of Leinster’s royal lineage. Such a noble child might have become a great king, but God had a great Saint in mind. Indeed, he would be among Ireland’s most esteemed.


  Well known by his Latinized name of Columba (meaning “dove”), he would later acquire the Irish moniker of Columcille (“dove of the churches”), though in our modern idiom we could say he was at times a bit of a “hawk” as well! (He would become involved in a war that he would later regret.) In what some call the earliest case of a copyright judgment, St. Columba had reportedly copied by hand a precious psalter in St. Finnian’s possession. When finished, St. Finnian claimed the copy for his own and appealed to King Diarmat. The king decided against St. Columcille, declaring “to every cow its calf, to every book its copy!” Some later chroniclers report that a war broke out over this, which led to St. Columcille’s exile. Regardless of why he left, we know that at age forty-four he and twelve companions went on to establish a monastery in Iona, Scotland, and more in other locations, converting the Picts to Christ and endearing his memory to the Scottish as well as the Irish.


  This contemplative soul was a great scholar and a poet. A great doer as well, he brought the light of Christianity to pagan Scotland in those Dark Ages soon after the fall of Rome. He died before the altar on June 9, 597, and his remains were interred in Iona. Medieval sources report that in 1186 his relics were reinterred, along with those of Sts. Patrick and Brigid, at the Down Cathedral in Downpatrick, Northern Ireland.


  2



  LESSONS FROM THE GLEN OF TWO LAKES


  And still the folk

  Of Kevin’s race

  Are laid with prayer

  In that fair place.

  That they with him

  Will share, they trust,

  The resurrection

  From the dust.1


  —“Roddy the Rover”

  



  IT’S time now for some modern takes on the fair-birth Saint of the glen of two lakes. I’ll have you know that not long after this book idea was conceived, I nearly despaired of its completion, finding so little written material on my saintly namesake, St. Kevin. Here and there were a few pages in nice anthologies of Irish Saints.2 I chanced upon a beautiful little illustrated children’s book on St. Kevin too, which I highly recommend for the young.3 But soon I was wondering, like Clara from those old fast-food commercials, “Where’s the beef?” And then good St. Kevin did intercede. Within the pages of Charles Plummer’s Lives of Irish Saints, Volume II4 were reproduced three ancient lives of St. Coemgen, only Professor Plummer did not inform me that St. Coemgen in fact is St. Kevin! Yes, there within the pages was the story of the blackbird’s nest and all the rest. With a simple Internet search I confirmed that, yes indeed, St. Coemgen (or sometimes St. Caemgen) when Anglicized becomes St. Kevin.


  So the next thing I knew, I had three ancient Irish lives of St. Kevin at my disposal (thankfully, translated into English). Now there are also some ancient lives in Latin still extant. I did not obtain access to those but have gleaned some of their contents from later secondary sources. Enough has been gleaned that we may profit much from St. Kevin’s story.


  Bearing in mind that the oldest extant lives of St. Kevin were written in the tenth and eleventh centuries, the first Irish Life of Coemgen was penned from these far more ancient fragments on September 16, 1629, by “the poor friar” Michael O’Clery in St. Kevin’s own county of Leinster. It’s comprised of about ten pages in Plummer’s English translation.


  The second Irish Life of Coemgen was first written in metrical verse “by a monk named Solomon who was his own disciple.”5 Fresh from his first work on St. Coemgen, poor friar Michael transcribed these verses at Castlekevin near Glendalough on December 6, 1629. Thankfully, our seventeenth-century friar preserved these verses for us, though he did not particularly care for them! “It is plain to all who read them that they are disgusting, though I am ashamed to confess it for my own part.”6 The work is a little over twenty-three pages.


  Finally, at my disposal was a work entitled Here Is the Life of Coemgen of Glendalough. Its author notes the Life is based on the Life of St. Kevin by his disciple Solomon (our second Irish Life) and that it was “written here leisurely by me, Hugh O’Daly, the 21st day of January, 1725 A.D., in the town of Dublin.”7 Here, building on the two prior lives, is a narrative of about eleven text-heavy pages featuring some metrical verse. I wrote chapter 1 of this book in a similar style. Though I culled where I could from all available sources, the lion’s share of thanks is due to Hugh.


  THE MAN BEHIND THE LIVES


  What then can we make of these lives? Let’s begin at the beginning. Kevin’s life is described as the fulfillment of both the prophecies of the ancient pagan hero Finn MacCumhail and the great Christian apostle St. Patrick. I believe that St. Patrick himself would approve. As we’ll see when we turn to our consummate “doer,” St. Patrick came not to abolish all the old ways of pre-Christian Ireland but to fulfill them. Here we see the Catholic Church in its wisdom, planting the faith of Christ within the soils, souls and stories of whatever particular land that it conquers for Christ. And here we see St. Kevin carrying on in the tradition of the ancient Celtic hero, yet exchanging the sword for the staff.


  The very name Kevin is of interest to me, of course, and is also worn today by countless namesakes (and by no means only those of Irish descent). Old Solomon tells us that God Himself crafted it to cleave to St. Kevin himself in its very first use as a name. Various sources render its meaning as “fair,” “gentle,” “beautiful,” “beautiful at birth,” “fair birth,” “fair-begotten,” “fair or beautiful offspring” or as perhaps the first ancient life states best, “beauteous shining birth.”8


  As we see in the ancient hagiographies, St. Kevin’s birth and baptism were surrounded with wonders and prophecies. His mother felt no pain in delivery, the Angels gave him his name and St. Cronan predicted young Kevin’s great deeds at the time he performed the baptism.


  The tales of the Saints are told in the contexts of the lands into which they are born. We see here how the Irish depended on and revered their cows. Twice will cows feature prominently in St. Kevin’s story. A mysterious white cow, you’ll recall, would come around for the babe Kevin’s feedings. Indeed, a Latin life reports that St. Kevin would later name one of his Glendalough bells Bo-ban (“white cow”).


  We are told relatively little about young Kevin’s childhood, though his parents were described as beautiful and his ancestors once ruled Leinster but had lost the throne before his birth. Kevin’s formal education began at age seven at Cill na Manach (‘Kilnamanagh), near Dublin, under the direction of St. Petroc, who had come to Ireland from Wales and would spend twenty years of sacred studies there. After additional training under the three holy anchorites Sts. Dogain, Lochan and Enna, Kevin would attain to the priesthood and don the monastic habit.


  St. Kevin, still youthful and comely, sought solitude and found it in the glen of two lakes in Glendalough, for the most part, with the rare exception, as the legends hold, of the amorous advances of one blue-eyed Kathleen.9 Those he repelled as he sought to live a life of prayer. Like St. John the Baptist five hundred years before him, he dressed in the skins of animals and ate raw, simple foods around him, primarily herbs and fish. Still visible today is “St. Kevin’s Bed,” a small cave only five feet by seven feet by three feet, resting thirty feet above the waters of the upper lake within a precipitous cliff. It may have been an ancient pagan burial cave from centuries or millennia before St. Kevin.


  St. Kevin would arise early and swim across the lake to recite prayers. He also had the habit of praying while immersed in the waters up to his waist as a form of selfmortification.10 The otter that retrieved his psalter or breviary for him was said to be the same otter that fed the monks with salmon until the fateful day that the otter read Cellach’s thoughts of making a glove of him.


  So many of these legends are rich in their meanings and associations. Salmon, for example, was a symbol of wisdom for the ancient Irish, and it played a role in the life of Finn MacCumhail. Now the very shape of one of the mountains of Glendalough is attributed to Finn’s mighty sword.


  Ancient Irish legends, long before Kevin’s day, had told that the hazelnut tree was revered by the Druids for containing within it all the knowledge of the world. One plump salmon that swam under a great hazelnut tree fed to its full on its hazelnuts as they fell in the stream. One day the Druid Finegas caught that salmon and instructed young Finn to roast it on a spit for them. Finn burned his thumb on the fish, and when he sucked his thumb to ease his pain, the wisdom of the salmon poured into him, giving him the gift of prophecy. One of the prophecies, as we have seen, was the coming of St. Kevin himself one day! So then, the salmon that the otter fed to the monks each day may symbolize the way in which they derived knowledge and wisdom from nature and God’s creatures until Cellach’s greed drove the otter away.


  St. Kevin sought what nature, the Scriptures and conversation with God could teach him while sleeping in his cave bed or standing in icy waters or within hollowed tree trunks or wattle huts. Through God’s power, he chanted the prayers that drove away some very unwelcome company, the poisonous creature of the upper lake that even old Finn had feared. This life of solitude and prayer is the life that St. Kevin sought. A hard life it was, but as a constant solace and reminder of God’s great generosity, Kevin lived this life at Glendalough, a land even tour guides have described as “the most beautiful and calming place in Ireland.”11 This solitary, contemplative existence went on for seven years until a fateful cow again entered the scene, licking the Saint’s feet in homage and producing the miraculous yields of the milk of fifty cows, which led to the hermit’s discovery. Kevin loved his life of contemplation, but an Angel of God told him his time had come to rejoin the world of men.


  THE SEVEN CHURCHES OF ST. KEVIN


  Now, after years of solitude and preparation, Kevin’s public ministry would begin. Ironic it is that the man who achieves holiness in his solitude will more likely than not eventually find men and women flocking to him so that they too might share in his wisdom. St. Kevin did not turn them down. As St. Patrick foretold, Kevin began to assemble a monastic city. It boasted no vast castle-like buildings, as would be found in the monasteries in other lands and ages, but many small cells or huts that were eventually accompanied by several small churches (the glen itself would be home to a full seven churches). The monastery was enclosed by a wall, and later was graced with mighty stone towers.


  Other great Irish Saints would spawn similar cities of God in a rural land that lacked cities as we know them. Among the most famous is that of Clonmacnoise, a bit to the west in the county of Offaly but within the same province of Leinster. This monastery, with many fine ruins remaining, was founded by St. Kevin’s dear friend, (what the ancient Irish would call a “soul-friend”), St. Kieran (or Ciaran). One legend holds that years after Kevin had gone on pilgrimage to Rome, when he visited St. Kieran’s monastery, the urge to return to Rome came upon him, and seeking St. Kieran’s advice, he was told, “Birds do not hatch their eggs while they are flying.”12 The saintly abbot’s advice was not lost on he who had held the blackbird’s nest, and he decided to stay in Glendalough to properly care for his spiritual hatchlings.


  When St. Kevin later heard that his soul-friend was dying, he hurried to Clonmacnoise. St. Kiaran had asked his monks to keep him in the church until St. Kevin should arrive. The legends hold that Kevin arrived from Glendalough three days after Kiaran’s death, but God granted to the godly abbot that his soul should come back to his body so that for the last time on the earth, he and St. Kevin could converse in the bonds of spiritual friendship. And St. Kiaran gave St. Kevin a fine silver bell to honor their spiritual unity.


  I’ll leave you to other books for all the rich geographical, archeological and historical details, but let me note briefly that Glendalough to this day remains a favored site of pilgrimage for the Irish and others around the world. In addition to its natural beauty, archeologists have unearthed impressive ruins of seven churches. There are ancient graveyards and artful Celtic crosses. Incorporating the reverence the pagan Irish paid to the sun, the classic Celtic cross superimposes the arms of the cross upon a circle, representing thereby both the sun and the Son. There is a splendid cross of St. Kevin there at Glendalough. Hewn from one solid piece of granite, this large Celtic cross is unusual in that its ring is not perforated by the arms of the cross. Legends say that they who can wrap their arms around this cross will get their wish.


  Unearthed now as well are huge stone entrance gates, the only ones of their kind that survive in Ireland. Another thing that cannot be missed is a great stone round tower, over one hundred feet high, with several timber floors and a door ten feet off the ground! This is one of the best preserved stone towers in Ireland. Historians conjecture that the towers were used as landmarks for pilgrims, as warning towers and refuges in case of attack, as storehouses and as bell towers. Look at one of these towers and just imagine its peeling bells sounding in centuries long gone. We’ll consider another possible spiritual use for these towers as well when we come to our next chapter.


  It is intriguing to think that we can’t be sure how much we really know of the facts of the life of St. Kevin, but there can be no doubt that he has produced a lasting legacy. The stones themselves cry it out—some, as we’ve seen, from more than one hundred feet above ground! But St. Kevin’s greatest legacy can be found not in ancient ruins but in spiritual lessons and examples that can live within our hearts today. Let’s next get at the heart of this Saint—and at the heart of every one of us which beats with the contemplative spiritual style.


  St. Columban


  (540–614)


  Feast Day November 23

  



  When Irish eyes were smiling, St. Columban (also known as Columbanus) found it just too hard to contemplate. A charming tale of this Saint reports that he was forced to leave Ireland as a young man because Irish girls were too beautiful and showed too much interest in him! Regardless of his reasons, in his early forties, this monastic scholar, who had written a commentary on the Psalms (in spite of the Irish distractions), set out for Britain with twelve other monks.


  By 585 they landed in Gaul and began the revitalization of a Christianity that had sunk into much vice and sloth through barbaric invasions and clerical apathy. St. Columban and his men sought out, worked with and chided when necessary the Burgundian kings and clergy. King Gontram invited him to stay in his kingdom and gave him what remained of the old Roman fortress of Annegray in the Vosges Mountains. The Irish monks’ own lives of humility, charity and simplicity won them many converts, even among the nobles. Columban remained, though, a true contemplative, preferring at times to live in a cave seven miles distant with one fellow monk who also served as his messenger. Still, so great was the saintly example of the reclusive abbot’s zeal that several more monasteries were built in Gaul and in Italy.


  St. Columban left several written works behind him, including a monastic rule. One very interesting innovation was the establishment of the laus perennis, a perpetual service of praise, in which several choirs of monks would take turns singing songs of praise throughout all the day and the night.


  3



  THE CONTEMPLATIVE STYLE


  One should bear in mind the difference between the contemplation of the faithful Catholics and that of pagan philosophers, for the contemplation of the philosophers is for the perfection of the contemplator himself, and consequently it is confined to the intellect and their aim in it is intellectual knowledge. But the contemplation of the Saints, and of Catholics, is for the love of him, that is, of the God they are contemplating.1


  —St. Albert the Great

  



  Contemplative happiness, if perfect, is the very essence of future beatitude, and, if imperfect, is a beginning thereof.2


  —St. Thomas Aquinas

  



  IF WE are going to examine and reflect upon, to contemplate if you will, what we are calling here the contemplative spiritual style, then we ought to examine just what the word contemplate means. The American Heritage Dictionary notes it means “(1) To look at pensively. (2) To ponder or consider thoughtfully. (3) To intend or anticipate. (4) To regard as possible; take seriously.”3 Synonyms include ponder and meditate. Quite interestingly, its Latin origin, contemplari (“to observe carefully”), was based on the ancient practice of augury and referred to marking off a templum, or open space, pagan augurs would carefully observe before making their predictions.


  When we contemplate, we set aside a place—externally in the physical world, interiorly with our minds and hearts or both—to ponder, observe and meditate. And what finer ancient Irish example of a bent toward contemplation do we find than in St. Kevin? He marked out that Glendalough valley as a place where he proceeded to meditate in solitude for a full seven years. But unlike those ancient Roman augurs of old, he did not meditate on the flights or the entrails of birds or other such superstitious omens. He contemplated the things of God as demonstrated in the wonders of creation around him, as revealed in the Holy Scriptures and as whispered into his soul by the workings of the Holy Spirit. St. Kevin’s glorious templum became like a temple to God.


  So just what is a contemplative spiritual style? Is it something God gave Kevin (like his very name) or something Kevin built? Are there particular virtues, gifts of the Holy Spirit, beatitudes, sacraments and commandments that go along with such a style and help it bear its fruit? Are there other great saints with this style? And what about you and me? If this style should be yours or mine, how then can we employ it to grow ever closer to God? It is to questions like these, and more, that we now turn to contemplate.


  GETTING TEMPERAMENTAL


  Great Catholic theologians throughout the millennia have understood the reality of differences in human personality and character. Though we are all made in the image of God and share the same human powers of intellect and will, each and every one of us has his or her own unique personality. God did not form us with a cookie cutter. Thanks be to God that we all come in different shapes, sizes, colors, textures, flavors, icings, toppings and sprinkles! It makes for such an interesting world!


  So, obviously, in some ways we humans are the same, and in some ways we are completely unique. But a fascinating world of truth and knowledge about human nature also lies between those extremes. Though we are all unique persons, some of us tend to be kindred spirits in the ways we perceive and move through the world. Some of us are drawn to deep philosophizing about the meaning of life, while others see life as a party and strive with great gusto to be the life of it! Some of us can sit and contentedly endure whatever life should bring our way, while others never tire in shaping their lives—and maybe yours too—to their liking.


  Humans have observed these groupings of tendencies or dispositions from time immemorial, and one of the earliest writers to systematize them was the Greek physician Hippocrates (460–370 BC). In early medicine, an underlying preponderance or dominance of black bile, blood, phlegm or yellow bile was believed to underlie one of the four basic temperaments: the melancholic, the sanguine, the phlegmatic and the choleric.


  The choleric and the sanguine are what we today call extroverts. Their focus is outside of themselves. The choleric is that driven “type A” person who “gits ’er done,” “says what he means and means what he says,” sometimes in a “take no prisoners” style. The sanguine is that social butterfly, the life of the party who was born to laugh and wants you to laugh right along, perhaps even when problems get serious.


  The melancholic and phlegmatic are the introverts, and their primary focus is within. The melancholic is prone to ponder deeply, hold high moral standards and always strive for the best, sometimes demanding what they see as best from those around them as well. The phlegmatic person will “go with the flow,” will be liked by others and will not “rock the boat,” but he may not volunteer to row it either!


  These temperaments are inborn, present in kernel and visible to others even at birth. While the introverted types can certainly train themselves over time to be great actors, public speakers or hosts, their first and natural impulse is to seek out solitude for peaceful enjoyment and to recharge their batteries. While the extroverted types can learn to slow down, calm down and reflect on themselves or ideas, they will soon want to get back to what’s truly important (and refreshing) to them, like starting a new project or chatting with their friends.


  The reality and importance of God-given temperaments and personality styles has not been lost on great Catholic theologians over the centuries, as the likes of Sts. Augustine, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Francis de Sales, and others have shed the light of their wisdom upon them. When we come to know ourselves better, we come to know how to better serve God. And of course, the communion of Saints itself is resplendent with the holy thoughts and deeds of saintly men and women of all four basic temperaments.


  In the chapters ahead, we’ll look more deeply into all four temperaments as those God-given kernels from which full spiritual styles will grow and flourish. Our focus in this chapter, though, is upon the style of those introverts—the melancholic and the phlegmatic—for from here come great thinkers and great contemplatives like St. Kevin of Glendalough!


  BORN TO LOOK INWARD, TRAINED TO

  LOOK UPWARD


  Modern psychologists have found through experiment that basic elements of temperament—including things like energy levels, sociability, regularity of routines and rhythms like sleeping and eating, mood, intensity of reaction to outside stimuli, attention span and distractibility—are present in early infancy and tend to endure as the basic building blocks from which one’s personality is built. Based on inborn tendencies in areas like those, about two-thirds of infants can be pretty straightforwardly categorized into three categories of: difficult, easy, and slow to warm up. Though we really don’t know much about St. Kevin’s infancy, we saw that his very name meant “fair or gentle birth,” or according to one old Irish life, “indeed, a shining glorious birth”!4 So, it seems most likely that Kevin was an easy child who brought his parents great joy.


  Perhaps he was phlegmatic—calm, easy-tempered, obedient, docile and rather inward looking. His parents sent him off to study with monks at a young age. We have the story as well of his teacher sending him out to bring coals for a fire back in his robes, which he obediently did.


  St. Thomas Aquinas is often considered a classic phlegmatic, being extremely docile, humble and self-sufficient. Indeed, few things raised either’s ire, but of the few things that did, the two Saints had much in common. St. Thomas, you might recall, flew into his only known rage when his brothers had hired a prostitute to try to lure him from the religious life. This normally taciturn ox of a man grabbed a log from the fire and chased the screaming painted woman from his room. Slamming the door shut behind her, he drew a cross upon it with the still-smoking end of the log before regaining his composure and returning to a thick manuscript (most likely the Scriptures, though perhaps a work of St. Augustine or Aristotle). Angels then presented him with a belt of chastity.


  St. Kevin’s parallel story is that of young blue-eyed Kathleen. When the amorous girl sought to turn his thoughts to the things of the world and the flesh, he chased her away with a cord of nettles. As St. Thomas would later make clear in his writings, nothing obscures a man’s understanding or blunts his striving for wisdom like the fleshly lures of lust.


  Later in his life, St. Thomas expressed some anger again, and actually called the arguments of his opponents “stupid,” when they countered what he saw (correctly) as an important truth. So too, good St. Kevin’s ire would be raised at the prospect of men who would defile the work he had done for the Lord, foretelling his fourfold curse of a tumor, scrofula, white anthrax and madness.


  Perhaps as well, or instead, St. Kevin’s leanings were melancholic. (Many of us are “combo-types” having temperamental leanings from more than one category.) The melancholic has high ideals and can be critical when he himself or others don’t meet them. Kevin desperately sought solitude and lived alone for seven years, being carried out finally against his will. Indeed, we saw that an Angel had to command him to go! And come to think of it, there are several more incidents in which he requited justice from those who failed to attain the mark of virtue: his banishment of Cellach for his thoughts about doing in the otter, his turning the deceitful woman’s basket of bread into stones, his turning the musicians’ harps into stones and his promising Hell and a short life to those who would spoil the fairs and pilgrimages of Glendalough!


  Of St. Kevin’s temperament we cannot be sure, but of his contemplative style, we sure can be. Solitude and reflection were Kevin’s first and natural choices. He sought solitude and reflection as he contemplated creation and, ultimately, its Creator. He took that inborn tendency toward thought and reflection and built it strong within his soul, seeking knowledge of God’s revelation through his training for the priesthood alongside of knowledge of God’s creation in that glen of two lakes in Wicklow County, Leinster.


  After he had built up that contemplative style within his own soul through his self-imposed training and the grace of God, it was time to go forth and share its fruits with others. But the thought came before the action, and the impulse toward solitude and thought always remained with St. Kevin and strengthened him, as his forty-day Lenten retreats make clear. But exactly what perfections had grown within his soul as he perfected a contemplative style? It is to those that we shall turn next, guided especially by the insights of perhaps the greatest of all contemplative thinkers, the angelic Aquinas himself.


  CONTEMPLATIVE VIRTUES


  Virtues are perfections of our human powers, our capacities of thinking, feeling and acting. Moral virtues like temperance (self-control) and fortitude (courage) regulate our natural desires and passions, bringing them under the control of our reason. The temperate person moderates his desires for things like food, drink, sexual pleasure and material possessions so that he will seek out things that serve the good and will not bring about evils to himself or others. The courageous person is willing to face dangers and perils when obstacles to the good arise. He rises to tough challenges and yet moderates his righteous anger so that he does not cause undo harm to himself and others when his reason tells him that now is the time to fight or endure.


  Those who display the moral virtue of justice regulate their wills so that each and every person is given their rightful due. They curb their desires for more than their rightful shares in any matter and desire that their neighbors receive what they have fair claim to; they seek no gain at another’s expense.


  Finally, in rounding out the four classic fundamental moral, or cardinal,5 virtues is prudence, a practical wisdom that chooses and employs the right means to attain the right ends. This “charioteer of the virtues” ensures that the behaviors we display and the courses of action we take are wise and virtuous means to attain our virtuous goals.


  These moral virtues primarily guide our actions in obtaining what is good, and we will examine them in the most detail when we look at the apostolic style. But how do we know what is good? How do we know if what appears to be good for us will really do us harm? To know what is truly good, so that our choices and actions are good ones, we need some way of knowing the truth, and this leads us to that class of virtues that, though we all need to possess them, have a special place of prominence within the souls of those of the contemplative style. Here, then, lie the intellectual virtues, the virtues whose object is truth.


  Twenty-three centuries ago, the Greek philosopher Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, examined in depth three intellectual virtues, virtues that perfect our intellects in obtaining the truth. Fifteen centuries later, St. Thomas Aquinas would revisit them and clothe them in the perfection of Christian understanding, enlightened by the wisdom of the Scriptures and the writings of earlier Church Fathers. Of course, they were there all that time within the Scriptures themselves. Consider one example from Proverbs 24:3–4: “By wisdom the house shall be built, and by prudence it shall be strengthened. By instruction the storerooms shall be filled with all precious and most beautiful wealth.”6


  Wisdom, understanding and knowledge—these are the intellectual virtues so dear to the heart of every contemplative who seeks to know and understand the wisdom of God. Let’s seek to come to know and understand how these virtues are displayed in the life of St. Kevin and how we might gain some wisdom from them.


  The virtue of knowledge is also called science because it derives from the Latin word scio, which means “to know.” Aristotle began his great book Metaphysics with the line “All men by their nature desire to know,” and this he said we see “by the delight that we take in our senses.”7 Human knowledge begins with the information that we obtain from our senses of vision, hearing, smell, taste and touch. They bring to us our first awareness of all in the outside world of nature. For the Christian who exercises his reason and avails himself of revelation, this outside world of nature is actually the creation of an almighty Creator. By communing with creation, we get glimpses, though “through a glass in a dark manner,”8 of the God who created it.


  St. Francis of Assisi demonstrated this kind of science, of recognizing nature as creation in a most dramatic and intuitive way. He is a patron Saint for all animal lovers and had a special fondness for birds. As Francis cared for his doves, so too did Kevin care for his blackbirds. A science that sees God in creation may also be exercised in formal ways. St. Albert the Great, a great thinker and great doer, loved animals, studied them systematically and literally wrote the book on them—De Animalibus! How interesting that contemplative Christians who love ideas, study diligently, thrive on solitude, ponder the Angels and ultimately seek God are often enthralled with the least of God’s creatures, engrossed with the splendor of life God has given them, “for by the greatness of the beauty, and of the creature, the creator of them may be seen, so as to be known thereby.” (Wis. 13:5).


  But scientists who also know Christ also know that there are very important things that separate us from the animals. The twentieth century American philosopher Mortimer Adler (who near the end of his life became Catholic) once summed this up very nicely in his book The Difference of Man and the Difference It Makes. The fundamental difference is the uniquely human intellectual soul. For example, it is humans who write books about animals. Indeed, to my knowledge, animals never write books about us. It is only humans who possess the power of conceptual intelligence or understanding. Intelligence derives from the Latin words intus for “within” and legere for “to read.” St. Thomas says of the virtue of understanding, “understanding denotes a certain excellence of knowledge that penetrates into the heart of things.”9 This is what St. Kevin sought in his years of solitude and in all his years after.


  As human beings, we can see into the heart of things when we think conceptually—when we can understand things as members of common classes, name them and communicate about them with others. This applies to things like birds, trees and lakes as well as to things like truth, beauty and goodness and even to spiritual styles. And when we penetrate deeper still we can begin to get glimpses of how all of these things reflect the God who made them. Matter exists, and God is the ground and the reason for all existence. Plants live, and the living God is the fount of all life. Animals gather information from the outside world and move and act. God is the source and summit of all the information, the “prime mover” and “pure act.” Humans possess the capacity to understand principles, to know the truth and to do the good. God himself is Truth with a capital T. He is all-knowing, all-powerful and all-loving. The Angels possess yet more truth than we do, and they intuit their knowledge directly, without the steps of sensation and reasoning that we are bound to. God intuits as well, but His knowledge has no limits.


  Though we can never completely understand God (and neither can the highest of archangels), we catch glimpses through the contemplation of His creation. And as the great theologians and mystics hold, the time can come, through study and prayer, when we may then begin to detach from the sensible world, from imagination and from words, and strive for pure union with God. This is what St. Thomas means by saying that contemplative happiness is the imperfect beginning of beatitude here on the earth. The ultimate beatitude will come to us when we behold in Heaven the beatific vision of God as He is. Here on the earth, contemplation guided by and later transcending reason and revelation can give to those who attain it, a glimpse of such bliss here below. Perhaps that is why St. Kevin had to be carried away almost kicking and screaming from his blissful solitude!


  And here is a most relevant insight from St. Thomas, citing from St. Augustine’s City of God: “The love of truth demands a hallowed leisure; charity necessitates good works. If no one lays this burden on us we may devote ourselves to the study and contemplation of truth; but if the burden is laid on us it is to be taken up under the pressure of charity.”10


  St. Kevin loved truth in that hallowed leisure of his hollowed tree, but charity eventually demanded good works of him. The thinker may relish his thinking and should direct it ultimately to God, but he must be ever ready to descend from his study, his ivory tower, his hermit’s cell, his cave or even his tree trunk when God comes calling, demanding some good work of charity! Even the greatest of thinkers must pay his rightful dues at doing and at loving!


  We’ve considered now science and understanding, but there is yet a highest intellectual virtue that must be held dear by every contemplative soul: wisdom. It is wisdom that attains the ultimate place “by judging both of the conclusions of science and of the principles of understanding on which they are based.”11 It is wisdom that discerns what is truly important and worthy of our study and contemplation. It is wisdom that seeks the highest and ultimate cause of all things. Therefore, the truly wise man is open to God’s revelation, as well as to creation, because in revelation, as passed down in the Scriptures and tradition, we hear from God Himself, the cause of all things, about the things that are truly important—like why we are here, the purpose of life and how we must act and treat each other if we are to attain ultimate and eternal happiness.


  True wisdom derives from years of study and prayer, though we must never forget that God Himself told us that we must also simply ask Him for it. As St. James wrote, “if any of you want wisdom, let him ask of God, who giveth to all men abundantly, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.” (Jas. 1:5). The very act of asking for it reveals that “fear of the Lord,” which is “the beginning of wisdom.” (Prov. 9:10).


  So, these three—science, understanding and wisdom— are the fundamental triad of intellectual virtues that we are all called to develop and of which those with a contemplative spiritual style will strive to become virtuosos! But as grace builds upon nature, God has given those with the contemplative style many special graces to grow into union with Him. Next we will turn to some of those gifts, coming straight from the Holy Spirit.


  SOME VERY SMART GIFT IDEAS


  One of God’s greatest prophets told us of some special gifts of the Holy Spirit. They would be expressed most fully in Christ, but these gifts would also be ours. “And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him: the spirit of wisdom, and of understanding, the spirit of counsel, and of fortitude, the spirit of knowledge, and of godliness. And he shall be filled with the spirit of the fear of the Lord.” (Is. 11:2–3). The Church has traditionally listed seven gifts of the Holy Spirit as wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety and fear of the Lord.12 Perhaps it will not come as a great surprise (at least to those attentive, contemplative types) that the three gifts of the Holy Spirit most closely linked to the intellectual virtues and most suitable for their perfection are the gifts of understanding, knowledge (a.k.a. science) and wisdom.


  The intellectual virtues are the oars with which we row toward the truth. The gifts of the Holy Spirit are the winds behind our sails, assuming we’ve oriented our boats in the right direction—in God’s direction, that is! St. Thomas tells us that natural virtues perfect our abilities to guide our thinking, feeling and acting in line with the dictates of our God-given natural reason. The gifts of the Holy Spirit open us up to a far higher guidance system, to that of the Holy Spirit. As St. Thomas says, “man needs higher perfections, whereby to be disposed to be moved by God. These are called gifts, not only because they are infused by God, but also because by them man is disposed to become amenable to Divine inspiration.”13


  When God infuses the theological virtues of faith, hope and charity within our souls, the gifts of the Holy Spirit flow from them, perfecting our natural virtues. When we allow them to operate, they become, St. Thomas says, habits that, over time, make us increasingly ready and able to respond to these promptings that come from above.14


  And what of those gifts most suitable for contemplation? The gift of understanding flows from the theological virtue of faith and perfects our understanding. Remember that through understanding our reason “penetrates into the heart of things,” perceiving the essence or “whatness.” This is what enables us to name and classify similar things and talk about them with each other. But the light of our intellect can penetrate only so deep when it comes to the mysteries of God. Through God’s gift of understanding, our illumination is greatly amplified by a supernatural light. We see this in St. Luke 24:27–32 when Jesus opened up the Scriptures to His disciples on the road to Emmaus.


  While sojourning on the earth we can never completely understand the mysteries of God, but the gift of understanding can help us better grasp this limitation. It can make us more aware of God’s unfathomable awesomeness. Please consider a simple analogy. Imagine you are in a pitch-dark room and in one corner lies a black hole. (We assume, for our example, that it has not sucked you in!) You have no idea that it is there. Now imagine that you have been given a very powerful flashlight. Scanning the room, you now become aware of this fascinating, mysterious phenomenon. There it is! And yet, when you shine your light into it, the light does not have the power to “penetrate into its heart” and show you what it is. The hole remains mysterious and unfathomable, yet now you understand both that it exists (that it is there with you) and that its awesome mystery exceeds your powers of full comprehension. The gift of understanding is like a powerful supernatural light that illuminates our capacity to know God through faith and reason, to know that He is there even in our darkest hours and to help us understand the very limits of our understanding. Of course, God is not too dark to fathom. On the contrary, His light is too bright for the eyes we have now, but just wait for that glorified body!


  The Holy Spirit’s gift of knowledge is another of God’s graces, flowing from the virtue of faith, that build upon and perfect our natural reason. The gift of understanding helps us comprehend the principles and articles of faith (that which is proposed for belief ), while the gift of knowledge helps us judge between the true and false in what is proposed for belief. Scripture warns again and again, for example, against teachers of false doctrines. By the gift of understanding we are aided by the Holy Spirit in comprehending what they teach, and by the gift of knowledge we are aided in discerning its truth or falseness. Understanding says, “I get what you say.” Knowledge says, “And it’s true!” or “And it’s false!”


  The gift of knowledge deals with knowing but also with know-how. In the words of St. Augustine, “It is one thing for a man merely to know what he ought to believe, and another to know how to dispense what he believes to the godly, and to defend it against the ungodly.”15 We can know that St. Kevin and all three of our Irish Saints were blessed with this heavenly know-how in superabundance. St. Augustine wrote of The City of God; St. Kevin built one, as prophesied, right in Glendalough, a monastic city that would attract thousands across the centuries and help them to grow in the knowledge of God. St. Kevin reportedly shared his spiritual knowledge in writing as well, crafting a monastic rule for Glendalough and two historical works, neither of which are now extant.16


  The last and greatest gift that perfects the intellectual virtues is the gift of wisdom, the wisdom of grace “descending from above.” (Jas. 3:15). It is the deepest form of understanding and the highest knowledge of divine things. For example, when a man (like St. Kevin) “knows God through His creatures, this seems to pertain to knowledge,” and “when we judge of creatures according to Divine things, this pertains to wisdom rather than to knowledge.”17 A modern atheistic scientist might come to know many things about creatures through his studies, though he will not know that they are creatures, created beings requiring a Creator. Any person who has accepted God’s gift of knowledge will know this, though, and will know that these creatures can help us learn some things about God since they reflect Him (though very imperfectly). The man with the gift of wisdom will also understand these creatures in light of divine wisdom and God’s eternal laws. He will understand, for example, that we are the stewards of creation and are to love all God’s creatures, though not in the same way we are to love ourselves, our fellow man and the Father who gave us all life.


  Wisdom, which flows from that highest of virtues called charity, cannot be contained to pure contemplation alone but must, by its nature, flow into our charitable actions. With this wisdom, the highest part of our own human reason is guided by the Holy Spirit and “contemplates divine things in themselves, and it consults them, in so far as it judges of human acts by Divine things, and directs human acts according to Divine rules.”18 In other words, when the gift of wisdom operates within us, the practical decisions and acts of our daily lives are guided not merely according to human reason and the wisdom of the world, but according to the stirrings of the Holy Spirit and the wisdom of God.


  Through the gift of wisdom, then, we seek not only knowledge of God and His ways but “a kind of union of the soul with Him.”19 When our souls become united with He who is love, the theoretical must bear fruit in the practical. Our contemplation must burst forth out into loving actions.


  THE FRUITS OF CONTEMPLATION


  The Holy Spirit’s fruits are virtuous thoughts, emotions and deeds that flow forth from the gifts. Like fruits of the earth, they are pleasant products that delight and refresh us. Church tradition, expanding on the words of St. Paul in Galatians 5:22–23, lists twelve of them: charity, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, generosity, gentleness, faithfulness, modesty, self-control and chastity.20 All of these fruits are meant for all of us, but for now we’ll consider four fruits most likely to appear on the contemplative’s menu: peace, modesty, self-control and chastity.


  Peace flows from that special contemplative gift of wisdom. Peace is a harmony within one’s own soul or between oneself and others. St. Kevin lived for seven long years in a deep inward peace in the solitude of Glendalough. Through the most intense prayer, fasting, spiritual reading and observation of and cooperation with nature, St. Kevin achieved inner harmony. Recall once more that he had to be virtually pried forth by men and ordered by an Angel before he would leave his tree hollow. After he went forth, he built peace and harmony between men and even between animals for all of the rest of his life.


  Chastity, self-control and modesty too clearly stood out among the fruits of his contemplation. St. Thomas wrote that the vice that opposes understanding is dullness of mind. A mind that is dull cannot “penetrate into the heart of things.” And what is it that most dulls the mind? The lust for the things of the world. Nothing else has such power to draw the light of our intellects away from the glory of God. When St. Kevin developed the contemplative virtues and accepted within his soul all the contemplative gifts, fruits such as these blossomed forth in abundance. His selfcontrol grew alongside his modesty as he came to observe the “mode,”21 that is, just the right quantity and the right objects for his internal desires and external actions.


  St. Kevin no longer had to struggle against the flesh and the world, and his wise counsel and his wise example would come to serve as a model to all those around him.


  St. Thomas, when explaining spiritual sloth, told us that “those who find no joy in spiritual pleasures have recourse to pleasures of the flesh.”22 In St. Kevin’s case, as in St. Thomas’s, we find the opposite process in play. He whose contemplation brought wisdom and peace lost all desire for improper things of the flesh.


  PURE BLESSINGS


  When Christ began His great mountain sermon, He began by revealing eight keys to blessed happiness, eight beatitudes that we will experience fully in Heaven but can taste in an imperfect way even while here on Earth. Blessed are the poor in spirit, the meek, those who mourn, those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, the merciful, the clean of heart, the peacemakers, and those who suffer persecution for justice’ sake (Matt. 5:3–10). The Catechism of the Catholic Church tells us that the beatitudes “are at the heart of Jesus’s preaching,”23 and St. Kevin’s understanding penetrated into the heart of them.


  Beatitudes with a special affinity to the contemplative virtues and gifts include purity of heart, poverty of spirit, and mourning. Jesus tells us that purity’s reward is to see God, and this kind of understanding and knowledge is what the contemplative seeks. As we saw with the fruits, chastity, self-control and modesty pave the way for a pure heart that directs its gaze away from the lures of the world to fasten upon God. Further, the person with poverty of spirit is not lured away by earthly riches but seeks the kingdom of God which Jesus promises them. St. Kevin knew firsthand the truth of the proverbs “Blessed is the man that findeth wisdom and is rich in prudence” and “Get wisdom, because it is better than gold: and purchase prudence, for it is more precious than silver.” (Prov. 3:13; 16:16). Lastly, we look at mourning. Perhaps the connection is not as clear, but the soul that embraces the Holy Spirit’s gift of knowledge will mourn at the thought of his thoughts and his actions before God enlightened him to seek out only what is truly good. His mourning will be anything but paralyzing, though, since it will inspire him to seek now what he knows is truly good.


  TIME FOR THE THINKER TO GET TO WORK!


  As the Catholic psychologist Henri Joly stated so well, “when the interior is filled with the spirit of Christ, exterior action flows from it, as from its true source and sometimes in one direction, sometimes in another, fertilizes the field of this world’s activities, for the benefit of mankind.”24 When St. Kevin’s spirit had been filled with Christ through his years of solitary contemplation, the charity in his heart just had to flow out to others, even if he had to be dragged from his woods! The time must come when every thinker must work, but the idea of work should not be poured into too small a container. As the Dominican order of preachers and teachers would argue so forcibly seven centuries after St. Kevin’s time, work is not done only by the hands but by the mind as well. Thinking is also its own kind of work, especially when its hard-won insights are shared to benefit others.


  Surely St. Kevin knew what St. James had made explicit for all, that “faith also, if it have not works, is dead in itself.” (Jas. 2:17). For centuries now the Catholic Church has described fourteen kinds of works that will bring our faith alive. “The works of mercy are charitable actions by which we come to the aid of our neighbor in his spiritual and bodily necessities.”25 Grouped into seven spiritual works that tend to the needs of the soul and seven corporal works that tend to the needs of body, certain of these works are most readily performed by those with contemplative, apostolic or charitable spiritual styles.


  For contemplative souls, the spirit of Christ within them will pour forth most readily in the spiritual works of instructing the ignorant, counseling the doubtful and praying for the living and the dead, along with the corporal work of burying the dead, and we see these quite clearly detailed in the ancient lives of our great Saint of Glendalough.


  When St. Kevin came forth from his woods, he proceeded to build a monastery that would become a great center of learning. Those ignorant of their faith, as well as those ignorant of general learning, could come to St. Kevin’s “city” to meet their spiritual and intellectual needs. And as for counsel, “he that is wise hearkeneth unto counsels” (Prov. 12:15), and the wise man is best suited to give it as well. St. Kevin became the superior, the abbot, of the monastery at Glendalough. The word abbot comes from the Aramaic “abba,” the word, you’ll recall, the Christ called out from the Cross. The word means father. St. Kevin served as a source of fatherly advice to all of the monks who sought his wise counsel. As for prayer, it started as and remained the cornerstone and pillar of St. Kevin’s life. Though the tall round tower of Glendalough was probably constructed long after St. Kevin’s day, I could easily picture the fair-birthed Saint himself nestled in the very top, more than one hundred feet off the ground, praying alone for days on end for the living and dead like an Irish Simon Stylites.26 Finally, as for burying the dead, we’ve already seen what a special concern St. Kevin had to honor the bodies of the dead. At the cemetery at Rhefeart, graced with the soil the Saint brought from Rome, kings would for centuries vie for burial there. This tradition began through St. Kevin’s own negotiations with the angel who told him it was time to emerge from his hut and go forth into the world. Our saint asked that God should give “heaven to every one who should be buried in the mould”27 of Glendalough. He would later enrich that “mould” with the Roman soil and the bodily relics of apostles that the pope would give him. The soul who contemplates the things of God knows that every human person is a unity of mind and body and that both elements deserve the greatest of respect, both in life and after death.


  SOME SACRAMENTS TO CONTEMPLATE


  Christ gave the Church seven Sacraments, and the Church delivers these “masterworks of God”28 to us, drawing us closer to Christ. One Sacrament meant for all but for which the contemplative soul may bear a special affinity is the Sacrament of penance, confession, or reconciliation. Recall, if you will, that linked with the true knowledge that comes from God is the beatitude of mourning. The man who comes to see the truth will mourn at the times that he fails to seek it, regretting when he has fallen short. The contemplative type with a melancholic temperament may have particular need for this healing Sacrament. His focus is upon high ideals, and the saintlier the soul, the higher and holier will be those ideals. His introspective nature keeps him well aware of the times he’s fallen short. To avoid scrupulosity or despair, he needs to know that God loves and forgives him, and this is the essence of this great Sacrament. It allows the contemplative to start clean and anew, refreshed for pursuit of high goals.


  St. Kevin thrived on acts of penitence. Recall his habit of arising with the larks and chanting his psalms immersed in the chilling waters of the lough as they cleansed his body and purified his soul. Surely too, the Saint who stood still for days for a blackbird was imbued with a prodigious capacity for patience and forbearing. These traits, combined with his wisdom, must have made him a splendid confessor as well.


  To hear a confession, though, one must be a priest, and St. Kevin, of course, had received holy orders. When ancient Church Fathers considered how each of the Sacraments had a special connection to the virtues, holy orders was paired with prudence (or practical wisdom), a virtue both moral and intellectual and one that the contemplative must possess if he is to translate his thoughts into virtuous actions. Note too how St. Kevin’s monastery would enable over time thousands of men who would later receive holy orders themselves.


  Finally, we have the Eucharist, the most blessed Sacrament of all, for in it we receive the very body and blood of Christ Himself, in all of our hearts, minds, bodies and souls. The apostolic and charitable souls share in its blessings just as much as do contemplatives, of course, and in their own chapters we’ll consider just how. But perhaps the contemplative soul is most likely to drink in its mystery most deeply. Profoundly intellectual types like Sts. Thomas Aquinas and Albert the Great thought and wrote deeply about the Eucharist, stretching human understanding to its limits in catching glimpses of the meaning of transubstantiation. Great mystics can become enraptured in their intuitive grasp of this masterwork of the masterworks (and indeed, later in life, Sts. Thomas and Albert would also contemplate in such a way—St. Thomas finally coming to see his written works as mere straw, though perhaps the straw that fed the fire of his desire for Christ alone, and St. Albert writing about moving beyond the senses and even the intellect in striving only to “cleave to God”29).


  But what of St. Kevin? I find no direct references to Kevin and the Eucharist, but certainly it is not a stretch to imagine that it comprised the most bounteous feast for this Saint, who lived largely on roots and berries so that he might cleave unto God.


  CONTEMPLATIVE COMMANDMENTS


  The first three of the Ten Commandments bear directly on what we owe God; the remaining seven deal with our fellow man. Let’s consider these first three through some contemplative lenses. The first commandment enjoins us to honor God alone and not any false idols. Note how St. Kevin chastised his desires and purified his heart so that nothing could distract him or lure him from God. Some believe that the isolated cave high above the upper lake that was St. Kevin’s bed had once been a pagan burial site that St. Kevin reclaimed for God.


  The second commandment enjoins that we shall not use God’s name in vain. Note well, if you will, that only humans, of all of God’s creatures on earth, can give a name to anything or anyone. When God gave His name to Moses, “Yahweh” or “I Am Who Am,” He uttered a name that no created being could ever possess. As the contemplative Aquinas would later make clear, God had declared to us His “aseity,” that His very nature is to be and His essence and existence are one.30


  In the human realm, our thoughts and our language are ever entwined. Indeed, some argue that we cannot recall events from our infancy (which literally means “without language”) because we do not yet have words with which to preserve them. The contemplative soul who seeks God in his thoughts will not blaspheme His holy and wondrous name in his speech. St. Kevin, as any good Irishman of his day, was wont to toss out a curse or two now and again (things like short lives, Hell and those four diseases for those who would thwart God’s will), but never were his curses embellished and tarnished by taking God’s name in vain. Would that we all would do the same.


  The third commandment enjoins that we keep holy the Lord’s Day. St. Kevin, of course, became a priest, enabling him to perform the sacrifice of the Mass on the Lord’s Day. We read as well of the time that young Kevin carried burning coals in his cloak so his teacher could say the Mass and that he chanted the psalms while he stood in the icy lake. By the way that he lived, Kevin truly treated every day as the Lord’s Day.


  FOOD FOR THOUGHT


  What kind of spiritual writing might form the contemplative’s preferred food for thought? In terms of the Scriptures, those with a strong analytic, intellectual bent might be particularly drawn to the wisdom literature—books like Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Ecclesiasticus (or Sirach) and Wisdom. They inflame the heart and mind to seek out wisdom, that highest of intellectual virtues and gifts. Solomon describes wisdom as a beautiful woman, “glorious” and unfading and “easily seen by them that love her.” (Wis. 6:13). He says wisdom is “more beautiful than the sun, and above all the order of the stars.” (Wis. 7:29). Indeed, he “became a lover of her beauty” and “desired to take her for [his] spouse.” (Wis. 8:2).


  The Psalms will have special appeal to the more intuitive and mystical contemplative types who seek unity with God through praise. We see that St. Kevin chanted them daily. St. Albert the Great, the patron of scientists, was also known for his great knowledge and love of the Psalms. The Canticle of Canticles is a book of the wisdom literature that holds special fascination for all contemplatives who seek to unearth its great treasures of wisdom, bejeweled with beautiful and loving imagery.


  And what kinds of writings might contemplatives produce? As noted before, it is believed that St. Kevin wrote at least three books—one a monastic rule, applying his practical wisdom to the guidance of his spiritual sons within the religious life, and the others an Irish history and a British history, helping others attain knowledge of who and what came before them. The greatest enduring contributions of the contemplative souls come in two distinctive types.


  The great intellectual contemplatives bear their most magnificent fruits in masterworks of theology, like St. Thomas Aquinas’s massive Summa Theologica, which within its more than three thousand pages addresses with deep thought nearly all we can know of creation and Creator! From more mystical contemplatives we find simple but profound spiritual works, from Thomas à Kempis’s moving Imitation of Christ, to St. John of the Cross’s The Ascent of Mount Carmel, to the usually analytic and scientific St. Albert the Great’s On Cleaving to God. These, of course, are but a few examples of the kinds of works that great contemplatives provide to nourish us.


  GREAT CONTEMPLATIVES IN OTHER LANDS

  AND TIMES


  Christ’s Church has been blessed with countless contemplative types, and we have received immeasurable profits from the fruits of their contemplation. St. Benedict, for example, was an exemplar for St. Kevin, for he established the great western monastic system of men in community living only for God. St. Augustine was a tremendous thinker, culling from the depths of Platonic philosophy to help us gain some more understanding of the deep mysteries of our faith. And a deep melancholic soul was his, as revealed in his heartfelt Confessions. St. Thomas Aquinas has been considered a great phlegmatic and perhaps the greatest of all thinkers. Undisturbed by the little things, he focused his mighty intellect only on things most worthwhile and sublime.


  And what of our day? Do any great spiritual thinkers come to mind? Many of my generation have been blessed by the works of one great American Catholic thinker with most sturdy Irish roots—the Venerable Archbishop Fulton J. Sheen (1895–1979). So rich and varied were the fruits of his contemplation, he is probably best known as a doer. He served as a bishop and archbishop, was national director of the Society for the Propogation of the Faith, and was the first great Catholic televangelist, his Life is Worth Living TV program of the 1950s, challenging the likes of Milton Berle and Frank Sinatra in the ratings! (He once mused to “Uncle Miltie” Berle, with that characteristic gleam in his eye, that he should be called “Uncle Fultie.”)


  And yet, Fulton J. Sheen gained his renown in his twenties as a theologian by earning the Cardinal Mercier Prize for International Philosophy, and by serving as a professor at the Catholic University of America. Further, his television programs were so popular partly because he was able to shares the depths of his contemplation to show the world the errors and the dangers of the thoughts and actions of the likes of Darwin, Freud, Marx, and Stalin. He also authored more than 50 books that are still popular today. Any modern day contemplative would do well to contemplate the writings of this Venerable Archbishop.


  Another modern figure with strong contemplative leanings, though currently with very little opportunity for solitude, is Pope Benedict XVI. His thinking is deeply profound, and his scholarly works on things spiritual pour incessantly from his fertile and inspired mind.


  WHAT ABOUT YOU?


  Is the contemplative style the one you and God have fashioned in your soul?31 If so, you’re a thinker, so it’s time to get thinking about what you can do with it. And even if the apostolic or charitable style is most like your own, know well that we are all called to think, do, and love as we strive to love God with all of our mind, heart, strength, and soul. Here are but a few suggestions to foster spiritual growth— contemplative style.


  
    	Give yourself time for solitude and leisure so that you may focus on the Lord and refresh, unburden, and invigorate yourself.32

    



    	Make some time for prayer and spiritual study every day.

    



    	Be alert to the ways that the cares of the world and the lures of modern culture may be diverting you from the higher path of the wisdom of God. For example, ask yourself if it might profit your soul to reduce your exposure to popular, secular media through the radio, television, and internet.

    



    	Slow down and look for God in the natural world around you.

    



    	If you’re an idealist, make sure that your desires for “only the best” don’t paralyze you from doing things for fear that you won’t measure up.

    



    	Share with others the fruits of your contemplation by teaching; preach, advise, console, write for and pray for others in accordance with your own talents and opportunities.

    


  


  Are you, like St. Kevin, striving to build a little “city of God” around you, bringing God’s love and wisdom to whoever is around you in your home, office or parish? Is there some issue or subject matter deserving of your research and analysis and can you strive to master it and benefit others by sharing what you’ve learned? Well, just think about it! And then just do it!


  St. Brendan

  the Navigator


    (484–587)


  Feast Day May 16

  



  As we prepare to move from St. Kevin and the thinkers to St. Patrick and the doers, what better doer to start us on our way than St. Brendan, that adventurous Saint from County Kerry in Ireland’s southwest? This friend of great fellow saints like Brigid and Columban founded the Clonfert Monastery and School, which purportedly became home to over three thousand monks.


  In one of my own favorite tales of Irish Saints, we find St. Brendan observing two whales in a fight near the shore. The smaller is taking the worst of it and cries out in a human voice for the intercession of St. Brigid! Miffed and intrigued that the whale would call for this land-loving Saint clear on the other side of Ireland while he was standing right there, Brendan figures he’ll pay her a visit. When holy Brigid comes home after tending her sheep, she hangs her cloak nonchalantly on a sunbeam. Amazed, St. Brendan tries the same, only to have it fall on the floor. Indeed it would take him three tries!


  Perhaps St. Brendan’s greatest miracle, though, was to sail with some monks in a small oxhide-covered boat all the way to North America. The ancient text The Voyage of Saint Brendan relates his seafaring adventures, and the utterly enthralling modern book The Brendan Voyage 33 relates how a handful of modern sailors proved that it could be done—sailing from May 17, 1976, to June 26, 1977, in a leather boat (made of materials available in the sixth century) all the way from Ireland to Newfoundland. St. Brendan and his companions fearlessly went absolutely wherever the Holy Spirit led them.


  Part II:



  St. Patrick the Doer


  I preached and still preach to strengthen and confirm your faith.

  

  I wish you would all strive to do bigger and better things.

  

  This would be my glory for the wise son is his father’s glory.*


  —St. Patrick


  4



  PATRON OF IRELAND


  To Leary, the monarch, Druids told

  Of the advent of Patrick the saint;

  And their visions were true, as we know

  From the facts which his histories paint.1


  —St. Fiech

  



  ON A cold, rainy night at Tara, Mighty King Laeghaire2 Mac Neill, High King of all Erin, ferociously feasted with his royal court. Course after course of succulent viands3 were chased by fine, flowing draughts of honey-sweet mead4 on their paths down the warriors’ gullets. But before the night’s end, piercing through all the revelry, a most ominous warning rang out from the chief of their pagan priests:


  A shepherd shall cross the stormy sea, bent staff in his hand bringing peace.

  He and his princes shall build circular houses with altar tables in the east.

  He shall preach a strange new doctrine, and his people shall answer, “Amen!”

  Our religion shall vanish from Erin; a new faith shall be magnified then.5


  One fine star-filled night more than two score years before, across that stormy Irish sea separating the emerald isle of the Celts from the eastward isle of the Britons, furthest outpost of the dying but once mighty empire of Rome, a most special baby was born. His parents were Calpurnius, a deacon of the Church and a decurion of the empire, and his beautiful wife, late of Gaul, the beautiful Christian Conchessa, St. Martin of Tours’s own sister. To a most holy family was this boy born, for his grandfather Potitus was also a priest dedicated to Christ.


  Bannavem Taberniae (“the field of the tents” that once had housed the Roman legions) was the village of his birth. His prescient parents chose for him the name Patricius, most fitting for he who would grow to become the pater (father) of a holy Christian nation. The very stone upon which he was born bore testimony to the child’s holiness. In later days when villagers would quarrel, the disputants would make their oaths with a hand upon St. Patrick’s Rock. If a lie were told upon the stone, it would gush forth water; if the oath should ring true, the stone remained dry, releasing not even a drop. (St. Patrick’s own nephew, the bishop St. Mel, testified that he’d often beheld this wonder.)


  A THREE-FOLD BAPTISMAL MIRACLE

  (AND MANY MORE AS WELL)


  A flat-faced, blind priest named Gornias would baptize the holy child. Having no water for the baptism, he took the child’s hand and traced the cross on the ground. Up sprang a fountain of water. Gornias washed his own eyes and they were opened. He then read the words of the baptism for the first time in his life. The opening of a fountain and the bestowal of sight and of literacy on the holy priest presented a three-fold miracle through the power of God, which attested to this babe’s holiness. A church was erected there, and at the altar is a well in the shape of a cross, so do the learned declare.


  The child who called forth water had occasion as well to chase it away. Once in a time of great flooding, his nurse’s house was so inundated that the fire of their hearth was extinguished. Indeed, her furniture and possessions were floating freely about. Hungry young Patrick called out for some food to be cooked, and his nurse responded sternly that food was the least of their worries. He climbed up to a dry spot and dipped a hand in the water, and the five drops that fell were changed into five fiery sparks. The fire was started and the water receded, and thereby the names of God and Patrick were magnified.


  Another time still, in the cold of winter, when playing with youthful friends, he returned to his nurse with an armload of icicles. She chided the child, explaining it would have been better that he had brought sticks with which they could build a fire. But Patrick asked her to believe that God in all His power could surely make fire of ice. He blew upon the icy pile and it flamed like a bundle of brambles. Here again were the names of God and Patrick magnified.


  Once while still young, Patrick and his sister Lupait were out herding sheep when Lupait raced off in pursuit of a lamb. She had a hard fall upon a sharp stone and was soon well-nigh unto death. Patrick wailed loudly at the sight, raised up his sister and made the Sign of the Cross upon her forehead, and she was restored to health with no signs of illness except for a little white wound, a scar in the shape of a cross, that she bore for the rest of her days.


  On another day while Patrick kept watch over the sheep, a wolf carried away a lamb. His nurse was not pleased and scolded him. Happily, the next day the wolf returned the same lamb to the same spot—truly God’s miracle that the predator forsook his most favored of foods.


  By this time Patrick’s nurse had come to see what a blessed child she cared for. She loved him dearly and took him wherever she went. On one day she took him to get some fresh milk, but a cow had gone mad and killed five other cows in the booley6. She implored young Patrick to revive the cows, which he did while also healing the mad one. Again were the names of God and Patrick magnified.


  Once Patrick went out with his nurse and his guardian to a great public gathering held by the Britons and the guardian suddenly died. When his weeping friends and relatives asked the saintly boy why he had let the man who had carried him die, he went up to the guardian, put his arms around his neck and told him it was time to go home. Arise he did and saw the boy and the nurse safely back home.


  Young Patrick’s nurse fell sick one day and longed for some honey, convinced that it would heal her. All those around searched high and low, but none of the bee’s sweet nectar could be found. This increased her longing all the more, and she bemoaned the lack of it. Patrick was distressed at the sight and asked that he be brought some fresh water from the fountain. Through Patrick’s blessing it with the cross, in the name of He who converted water to wine at Cana long ago, it became the finest of honey. When it was brought to the nurse, her desires were satisfied and her illness was cured.


  In the due course of years, Patrick’s nurse was reduced to slavery under the steward of the king of Britain. A harsh and servile task he assigned to her was to clean all the hearths of his massive fort that stood upon a hill. Patrick went with her and prayed that she be spared from this task. An Angel appeared and cleaned that hearth. In fact, from that day on, all of the wood of the forests could be burned in that hearth but not a bit of ashes would be found in the morning.


  Another time this steward demanded curds and butter from the nurse in payment to the king. There were none to be had, so Patrick fashioned them from fresh-fallen snow. The moment the king set his eyes upon them, to snow did they return. Recognizing this prodigy of God, the king demanded such rent of them no more.


  HE BEARS HIS CROSS ACROSS THE SEA


  The life of Patrick’s youth was soon spoiled by a far harsher king from across the sea to the west. King Niall of the Nine Hostages, High King of all Ireland, set out with raiding parties and descended upon many British villages, Bannavem Taberniae among them. Thousands were taken captive to be sold into slavery in Ireland. Young Patrick, who was not quite sixteen, and his sisters were crammed into hide-covered boats and whisked away to lives of service in that strange pagan land.


  Straight in form and in the flower of his youth, Patrick fetched a fair price when sold to the highest bidder, the pagan prince Milchu from the northeastern part of the island. At once, this noble British lad, Roman citizen and all, found himself an ill-dressed shepherd tending sheep upon a mountain, beyond the reach of the empire, near the very ends of the earth. But God brings forth goodness even from the hardest of trials. While tending the sheep and swine of his master, he grew in deeper closeness to the Master of us all. Patrick spent his days and nights in prayer, praying a hundred times every day and as many again in the night. Neither cold, nor frost, nor rain would keep him from the prayer that made him grow in fear and love of the Lord. And he supplemented his prayers with fasting as well, subsisting on herbs and light foods.


  One day Milchu called young Patrick unto him to explain an alarming dream he’d had: Patrick entered Milchu’s palace all aflame, flames bursting from his hair, issuing from his mouth, eyes and nose. Milchu got away from the flaming boy, but the flames spread, consuming his two daughters as they lay in their beds. Then a south wind kicked up and scattered their ashes throughout all Erin.


  Patrick explained, filled with that wisdom that is a gift of the Holy Spirit, that the flames represented the faith of the Holy Trinity, with which he was filled and illumined and whose truths he would speak through the land. Despite his dream, Milchu would resist this light, clinging to darkness with hardness of heart, but his daughters would hear and convert to God. The ashes were their holy relics that would be dispersed throughout the land, bringing yet more sons and daughters of Ireland to Christ.


  THE ANSWER TO A HALF MILLION PRAYERS


  Six years into his captivity, Patrick’s unceasing prayers for freedom were answered when the Angel Victor appeared to him face-to-face, assuming human form, standing on the crag of an overhanging rock. (Local residents report that his footprints remain in that rock.) He revealed his name as Victor because he had received from Christ, the most victorious King, the power of vanquishing and binding the evil powers of the air and their master, the Prince of Darkness. Victor told Patrick he had prayed and fasted well and that the time of his freedom was at hand. He told him to search in the ground for a hole that some swine had dug, for within it he would find gold that would pay his master for his freedom. Then would a ship wait for him. It was two hundred miles away but would receive no favorable wind for sailing until Patrick arrived.


  Patrick did as Victor told him and found no small weight of gold within that hole. Gleeful at the prospect of serving Mammon, Milchu quickly agreed to exchange the gold for Patrick’s freedom. Patrick departed toward the distant ship with great joy, but soon Milchu went back on his word, deciding he’d keep Patrick as well as the gold. God protected Patrick’s departure, though, and when Milchu returned home shamed and dejected, the ill-gotten gold was nowhere to be found.7


  Stealthily did Patrick make his way down south to the port where his ship was waiting, though the crew knew not that they were waiting for him. Here the freed slave spied the captain and crewmates of a boat just ready to sail. When he approached them requesting passage, he was at first denied and sent away. But soon after, and right before departure, God changed the captain’s mind. Patrick’s heart rejoiced, and he embarked on a surprisingly long journey home.


  They sailed the sea and landed in three days, along with their cargo of Irish wolfhounds. Yet the lands that they crossed were most desolate and uninhabited. After twenty-four days their food was all but gone, and they who had been deaf before to Patrick’s preaching of the bounty of the Holy Trinity chided him, “If your God is so great and powerful, why do you not pray to Him to relieve us with his bounty?” Patrick advised them to convert and turn their whole hearts to the Lord, for with Him truly nothing is impossible.


  And on that day did a herd of swine cross their path, sating their hunger in superabundance with the choicest of savory pork. Their strength was renewed, and Patrick and God were magnified. But in due course their praise and thanksgiving to God waned. They sought to share with Patrick a new bounty of delectable honey. As much as he would have savored it, Patrick would not let it touch his lips, having learned that they had offered it first to their old pagan gods. He proceeded to fast for the next twenty days.


  And in the midst of the night during this holy fast, Satan, sore-vexed at Patrick’s devotion, came upon him. Patrick was pinned with a boulder and nearly all of his strength and sensation were lost. He felt nothing but heaviness and darkness for three days on end, and the Devil tormented him beyond human endurance until Patrick, from the depth of his tribulation, called out with all his remaining strength, “Elijah! Elijah! Elijah!” The sun did rise, and the prophet Elijah cast off the boulder with the power of Christ who strengthened him. Patrick was freed and renewed in his strength. Through the power of God, Satan stood vanquished by Patrick and would never exercise dominion over him again.


  RETURN OF THE PRODIGIOUS SON


  It was on the twenty-eighth day, when their food had run out, that they came across a populated village, and soon he would return to his family at Bannavem Taberniae. Patrick’s heart was cheered, and his family rejoiced in amazement to see their lost boy return as a young man of twenty-two years. They pressed him to never leave them again, but his heart and his soul remained ablaze for Ireland, for he had come to love those people and desperately sought for them salvation through Christ.


  One night in a vision, the Angel Victor appeared to him once more, carrying a satchel filled with thousands of letters from that island to the west. Reading the first line of the first letter, he said, “The voice of the Irish!” And in reading, it was as if he could hear them all speaking, the voices of those people who lived in the woods of Focluth. Indeed, even the voices of the Irish yet unborn called out to him loudly, “We beseech thee, O holy boy, come to us, abide with us, release us!” This pierced the young man’s heart, and he awoke, yearning for those people, and praised God that he had been chosen to bring them to Christ. Victor advised him that this would entail much preparation, and he bid him to journey to Gaul to prepare the way of the Lord by acquiring the holy and worldly knowledge and the support he required for this great mission. Soon, despite the protests of family and friends, Patrick left his kindred people and his father’s house to do the bidding of God.


  Suffering many snares and close calls in these years of preparation, Patrick for a time fell back into captivity. A barbarian captured him and sold him to a local for the price of a copper kettle. But when the kettle was filled with water and placed on the fire, its water grew colder, not hotter. Additional wood was placed on the fire, and as it blazed all the more brightly, the water then turned into ice. At this the barbarian returned the kettle to its owner, and seeing this as a sign of Patrick’s unjust oppression, restored to the young Saint his freedom.


  When safe and established in Gaul, Patrick studied the Scriptures and rites of the Church under holy Bishop Germanus for eighteen years. Some time was also spent with Archbishop Martin of Tours, Patrick’s uncle. Being a monk, he gave to Patrick the monastic habits and rules that would guide him the rest of his life. God had His own plans for St. Martin, though, and when Martin departed from the monastery, Patrick returned for yet more study with St. Germanus.


  Patrick then journeyed to Rome to visit the forty-third successor to the apostolic chair of St. Peter, Pope Celestine I. Well pleased with Patrick, the Pope consecrated him a bishop and in 431 sent him forth to win to Christ the people of Ireland. Some years before, Celestine had sent his learned archdeacon Palladius to win the souls of the Irish. He was sent with his coadjutors, many books, both of the Testaments and holy relics of many martyrs, including Sts. Peter and Paul, yet the obstinate natives would not hear him. After working with little success a short span of years, he sought to return to Rome, went back through Britain and died near the land of the Picts after establishing three churches of oak within the borders of Scotland. It would be Patrick who succeeded as Ireland’s apostle, thus giving truth to the proverb, “Not to Palladius, but to Patrick, the Lord vouchsafed the conversion of Ireland.”8


  Not long after St. Patrick’s elevation to Episcopal dignity, the Angel Victor appeared to him and advised him to hurry along to begin the conversion of Ireland. The humble Saint, though, felt himself unfit for the task unless he should first meet and salute the Lord Himself. This Victor arranged. Just imagine Patrick’s merit, that he, like Moses before him, should behold the King of Glory! This he did on the mountain named Morion on the Tuscan sea near Capua. The Lord assured Patrick that He would be mindful of his prayers and assist him in all his endeavors. Patrick then yearned to heed that voice of the Irish and was commissioned by the Sovereign Pontiff with twenty wise and able men to support him. Patrick made a last visit back to Germanus on his way to Erin and was laden with a precious, holy cargo of chalices, vestments and holy liturgical books.


  When the holy patron’s crew at last approached the shores of Erin, a host of devils gathered around the island in the shape of a globe, seeking to defend their pagan citadel. St. Patrick armed himself with that impenetrable armor of God and dispatched those evil powers of the air when he raised up his holy right hand and traced out the Sign of the Cross. But men of the earth would soon also oppose his holy mission. Arriving first at Wicklow in Leinster, to the southeast of the island, a group of fishermen were taking in full nets of fish in the river that flowed into the sea. When the holy prelates requested the benefit of the fishermen’s hospitality, asking for some nourishment, they received no fish, only insult. St. Patrick proclaimed a malediction: because idolaters had refused the ambassadors of the true God, that river would no longer produce fish. To this day it remains barren.


  Skirting the isle’s east coast, heading north, the Godordained crew was again shunned and driven off by men, much as the weak-eyed will turn from the light of the sun. Justice demanded punishment, and the sea poured right in, turning fruitful lands of unfruitful men into a vast salty marsh. The men then stayed a few days at an island not far from the shores near the city of Skerries in Dublin County today, still known as Inis Pádraig (St. Patrick’s Island). And to this day his footprint may still be seen on the hard rock near the main shore.


  Past the briny straits at Stratford Lough that join the sea to the lake, the saintly crew landed their craft. And they were not unexpected. The Druids, as we’ve seen, had warned High King Leary of the man who would come at peril to their religion. He dispatched the chief, Dichu, and when this giant of a man raised his sword to smite the great apostle, his arm became as a statue’s and remained so frozen until he declared obedience to Patrick. Swayed by the miracle and by Patrick’s holiness, Dichu gained honor as first among Patrick’s Christian converts. Dichu sought instruction in the faith and bequeathed to Patrick a great sabhall, or barn, in which the holy sacrifice of the Mass would be enacted. Here, then, was Ireland’s first sanctuary dedicated by St. Patrick. It would become a favored retreat of the Irish apostle, and later a monastery and a church would be built there. This site to this day retains the name of Sabhall (pronounced “Saul”).


  Next the Saint continued to Slemish, pursuing his intention to bring Christ to his old master, Milchu. Approaching the site of Milchu’s fort, St. Patrick saw from a distance that it was alight with bright flames. Upon hearing of Patrick’s approach, this proud man, unwilling to be vanquished by his former slave, gathered all his possessions into his house and in his frenzy burned his house to the ground while he stayed within it. Patrick recalled Milchu’s dream from many years before, and he wept among the ashes.


  Soon after, Patrick learned from Dichu at Sabhall that High King Leary had summoned the chieftains throughout Erin for a grand festival at Tara. On Easter Sunday, March 26, 433, the King, the Brehon judges, his Druids and the chieftains assembled. A decree had gone out the night before that no fires should be lit in the land the next day until the king’s had been lit. The penalty would be death. Unaware of this (though it certainly would not have stopped him), St. Patrick, who had arrived at the hill of Slane across from the valley of Tara, set ablaze a great Paschal fire. King Leary was enraged when he saw the flames arise, and when the Druids saw it, they warned the High King that if the fire should not be quenched that night, never would it go out. The king summoned men and thrice-nine chariots and, at the advice of his magicians, turned the face of his men and their cattle to the left-hand side of Patrick to ensure their victory.


  St. Patrick, standing bold in the strength of God, espied the host, went forth to them and proclaimed, “Some in chariots, and some on horses; but we will invoke the name of the Lord.” King Leary, at the advice of his chief Druids, had advised that none of the men approach Patrick further, lest they be converted to his God, but one man did. Erc, son of Dega, came up to Patrick and confessed the Catholic Faith. He would later become the bishop of Slane, and Patrick declared that all his successors would be held in the greatest of honor.


  The Arch-Druid Lorchu, frenzied by devils, was raised in the air, like Simon Magus of old, and uttered blasphemies against the Trinity. St. Patrick raised up prayers to the Lord, and Lorchu fell hard to the earth, striking his head against a stone and giving up his spirit. King Leary was grieved and his heart raged with anger, but he knelt before St. Patrick, feigning newfound admiration for Christ but all the while plotting Patrick’s murder.


  The king returned home, and the next day Patrick, eight companions and his foster-son, the young boy Benignus, made their way to the king’s abode at Tara. The king’s men lay in wait for them but saw when they passed merely eight deer and a fawn with a pack on its back (this last being the boy with his bundle of holy books).


  When Patrick and his companions came to King Leary, the great poet Dubhtach arose and went to Patrick, asking to be made a Christian. The Druid Lucetmael had no such intention and decided to poison St. Patrick’s wine. The Saint blessed the cup in the name of the Lord and turned it upside down. The poison alone trickled out, and Patrick did drink down the wine. At this wonder Lucetmael grew furious, challenging the Saint in a display of power. Patrick said he would not test God’s will, but the Druid called forth a deep snow, up to a tall man’s midsection. Patrick pressed him to remove it, and he admitted he could not. Patrick said that this proved he worked wonders from the power of the Devil, who has strength to do evil but not to do good. Raising his consecrated hand and invoking the Holy Trinity, St. Patrick removed all the snow in an instant.


  Lucetmael responded by shrouding the whole land in darkness. Again Patrick challenged him to dispel it. This he could not do, and then Patrick brought back the light of the sun. King Leary proposed then a special challenge: the books of both men would be cast in the water to see which writings would emerge undefaced. Lucetmael refused since he said that water was a god to the Christians (since they baptized with water in the name of the Trinity). Patrick assured them, though, that the Christians revered no element but He who created all elements. Still, they did not believe Patrick, and refused to a test of water. At last, a deadly trial by fire was set and agreed upon. Young Benignus would dress in the robes of the Druid, and Lucetmael himself would wear the robes of Patrick. They would be bound together hand and foot and placed within a new house, Benignus in the half to be built with dry and wormeaten wood and Lucetmael in the half with moist and green timbers. When the fire was lit, the flames raged around Benignus, reducing the Druid’s robe to ashes but leaving the boy unsinged. Lucetmael was burned to ashes while the robe of St. Patrick remained whole.


  Though the king’s heart remained hard and he never submitted to Christ, finally King Leary granted St. Patrick the privilege to preach Christ’s gospel throughout all of Ireland. Patrick and his growing band of holy disciples would travel for years on end through every province within the Emerald Isle.


  HEEDING THE VOICE OF THE IRISH


  Leaving companions in Meath to continue its evangelization, Patrick and the rest of his companions headed westward to Connaught. Some of its chieftains he had met at Tara, and it was, after all, the voices of the children of the forest of Focluth who had beckoned him back to Ireland. On route to Focluth, Patrick learned of a great heathen idol Crom Cruach at Magh-Slecht. This massive stone covered in gold and silver was worshipped as the chief of the gods, and twelve lesser stones, worshipped as lesser gods, were arranged in a circle around it. Its foul base was darkened with stains of human blood, for the pagans believed that the blood of a third of their children would win from the idol good harvests of corn and plenty of milk. With a strike of St. Patrick’s crozier, the staff of Jesus Himself, Crom Cruach crumbled and the lesser idols too fell.


  Arriving at Killala, Patrick preached to the king and his six sons, and soon the royal family and twelve thousand more souls in their land proclaimed their salvation through Christ. Churches were raised and bishops were made as the Irish apostle spent an abundantly fruitful seven years in Connaught.


  A most eventful thing happened when St. Patrick arrived at Rathcrogan, the seat of the royal kings of Connaught. As Patrick and his men left their tents in the early morning, chanting praises to God near the fountain of Clebach, two daughters of the King, Ethne the fair and Fedelm the ruddy, came upon them and were amazed. They asked if they were phantoms, fairies or friendly mortal men. Patrick replied it would be better that they love the one true God than ask so many questions. Faire Ethne then replied with questions like these (and more):


  Who is God? And where is God? Where is His dwelling? Has He sons and daughters? Is He everlasting? Is He beautiful? Are His daughters dear and lovely to men of the world? . . . How is He to be loved? How is He to be found?9


  The Holy Spirit filled St. Patrick, and he then replied with words like these (and more):


  God, whom we announce to you, is the Ruler of all things. The God of heaven and earth, of the sea and the rivers . . . He gives breath to all. He gives life to all . . . He gives light to the sun . . . His Son is co-eternal and co-equal with Himself.


  The Son is not younger than the Father. And the Father is not older than the Son. And the Holy Ghost proceeds from them. The Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost are undivided. But I desire by faith to unite you to the Heavenly King, as you are daughters of an earthly king.10


  The sisters’ hearts were moved by Patrick’s answers, and they beseeched the Saint to baptize them. This he did. They beseeched him next to let them behold the very face of Christ, but this he explained must wait until after death. They prayed to be given the Eucharist. This he did as well. And having received the body and blood of Christ, they both fell asleep in the Lord, ascending to Heaven and thus they saw Christ face-to-face, arrayed still in their white baptismal robes. After three days of wailing, the twin virgins were buried, and later a church was built upon that spot.


  In the Lord’s year 440, St. Patrick’s heart was set on the conversion of Ulster, and the annals declare that the faith spread most quickly thereafter. In 444, Daire, chieftain of the district, granted to St. Patrick a church at the foot of a hill at Armagh. St. Patrick had a lofty site in his mind, though, and declared that in time a great monument to the Lord would stand atop that hill. Today on it sits the majestic Catholic Cathedral of Armagh.


  The years passed by and Patrick and his holy companions journeyed throughout the great provinces of Ireland, first back to Meath and then Leinster. Their journeys were not without perils and snares, though, for in many districts the words of protection of High King Leary were ever so slightly regarded and some were enraged at Patrick’s destruction of the idol Crom Cruach. The holy group then went down to Munster.


  One day in Munster, young prince Angus, son of the king, underwent an unusual and quite painful baptism. At the end of the ceremony, Patrick noticed fresh blood on the ground. He was much aggrieved to see that the sharp pointed end of his crozier had pierced through the young prince’s foot! When he asked the young royal warrior why he had endured it without uttering a word, Angus told him he assumed it was part of the ceremony, the price one must pay for such heavenly benefits. The Irish apostle, greatly impressed by the young prince’s heroic fortitude, inscribed a cross on his shield with the same crozier, prophesying that the shield would see innumerable physical and spiritual victories. St. Patrick built up the body of Christ for seven full years within the various towns of the province of Munster, and at his departure, he bestowed upon them a great blessing.11


  Many were the snares, perils, miracles and prophecies that attended the works of St. Patrick and his growing band as they traversed all quarters of the green island. A dear friend once put on his head the martyr’s crown in St. Patrick’s defense. The Saint’s destruction of the bloody idol, Crom Cruach, had left some of the fallen idol’s worshippers thirsting for St. Patrick’s blood. His charioteer, Odran, got wind of a plan to ambush his bishop. Without telling Patrick about the plan, Odran requested the honor of standing in Patrick’s place in their chariot, and Patrick gladly consented. Soon men appeared and a lance pierced St. Odran’s, and not Patrick’s, heart. To this day some pray to this first Irish martyr:


  No task was too humble or too dangerous for thee, O Martyr Odran, for in thy station as a servant thou didst render the ultimate service giving thy life for thy master and Ireland’s Enlightener. Pray that we may have the courage to hold nothing back, that at the last Christ our God will not withhold His mercy from us.12


  HEARING THE VOICE OF ST. BRIGID


  One time toward the east of the island, St. Patrick preached to a great crowd for three days straight on the glories of all the four Gospels. A special young listener fell fast asleep, and the bishop instructed that none should awaken her for God would speak to fair Brigid and reveal to her His mysteries even in her sleep. When she awakened, Patrick asked her what she saw. She had seen a great assembly of persons clothed in white and accompanied by ploughshares, oxen and standing corn. But then they all grew spotted and then all black. And then she saw sheep, swine, dogs and wolves fighting amongst each other. St. Patrick revealed that her vision described first their present day, when the prelates and laity of the church were pure in their faith and their deeds. The spotted things foretold the next generation, when the purity of faith would be stained with evil works. The last vision foretold of the generation to follow, when not only would evil works be done but many would renounce the faith.13


  The Irish apostle knew well that despite the dire need for evangelization, time must be given to quiet contemplation in the company of God, even as the Master of the twelve first apostles had done. He retired one Lent to the Croagh Agili, the crag of the eagles, known henceforth as Croagh Patrick. All the way west to the edge of the world, it juts forth in Connaught. Three of its sides are surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean’s raging foams. Here the fairy queen Bean-sidhe14 once lived in communion with other pagan spirits. She foretold the deaths of the royal families of Ireland and was attended by a host of fairies.


  Patrick settled in for forty days of prayer and fasting atop this mountain of four thousand feet with no shelter but a cave in the rock and no pillow but cold flagstone. Ancient demons still there, fearing Patrick would gain strength through prayer, surrounded the Saint in the form of a great swarm of blackbirds. Their voices did taunt him with false promises, and with lurid images they tempted his eyes. At last St. Patrick gathered his strength and hurled his blessed bell at them. (This was the bell that had announced his divine preaching.) It struck so hard that the bell was broken, but the demons no longer dared taunt him. Indeed, for seven years no evil thing could be found in all of Ireland.


  An Angel then appeared to reward the enduring and penitent Saint, offering him a place in Heaven for as many people who could fill the land as far as his vision could see out into the land and the sea all around him. The Saint, though, struck a hard bargain, saying his vision was not so good. The Angel granted him additional favors, like freeing for him many souls from purgatory. This still did not suffice. Holy Patrick did not come down from the hill until promised that on that glorious Day of Judgment he himself would be invested as judge of the whole of the Irish race. Patrick then came down from the mountain. Fifteen hundred and more years hence, pilgrims to this day ascend it in pilgrimage in remembrance of these great events, seeking spiritual strength of their own through St. Patrick’s own intercession.


  St. Patrick was headquartered in the last of his years at his great metropolitan See of Armagh, and there he desired his body to rest when the earthly life had gone out of him. But every Saint knows that it is truly God’s will that directs his steps until the day of his death. In those last days, Angel Victor came again to Patrick, revealing God’s desire. He was to die back in the land of Dichu, his first convert. Victor had prophesied to him as much, that there he would die and be buried, though his ministry would continue to flow from Armagh, showering blessings upon all of Ireland.


  ST. PATRICK’S DAY OF DEATH AND REBIRTH


  St. Patrick moved then to Sabhall, and St. Brigid attended him, crafting his burial garments. He was granted a vision of Ireland all bathed in the glow of divine light. But clouds settled in and the light grew dimmer and dimmer. St. Patrick prayed that the light be restored, and the Angel assured him that the light of his preaching would never go out there. He showed him golden beams of the most warming sunshine, illuminating all of the hills and the glens of the green Emerald Isle. He told him that at the last days such will be the abiding splendor of the divine truth in that land of his apostleship.


  Finally, at Sabhall, on March 17, in the 123rd year of his life, God’s apostle would meet the Master who sent him. Surely that Master smiled wide upon him, well pleased with him who had carried His message to the ends of the earth.


  St. Malachy


  (1095–1148)


  Feast Day November 3

  



  Study the life and follow the example of St.

  Malachy and all will be well.15


  —St. Bernard of Clairvaux

  



  We owe much of our knowledge of this great Irish Saint to a great French Saint and Church Doctor, Bernard of Clairvaux, his friend and biographer. Perhaps you have noticed that Malachy was born a good five hundred years after the deaths of the great Irish Saints we have studied so far. Of course, much transpired in Ireland during that time. Monasticism flourished, but some monasteries became secularized and were run by impious lay abbots. Vikings had raided and conquered parts of the island. The Irish Church, in some ways, had drifted away from the practices of Rome (in matters of liturgy, for example, and in lacking a strong diocesan system). St. Malachy became a great reformer, strengthening the role of the bishop and the integrity of monasteries.


  St. Malachy became the Abbot of Armagh in 1123, the Bishop of Connor in 1124, the Primate of Armagh (formerly St. Patrick’s see) in 1132 and the Papal Legate to Ireland in 1139. It was in 1139 that he, with great joy, visited St. Bernard at his Cistercian monastery at Clairvaux. He brought five monks back with him to Ireland and erected the Cistercian Monastery of Mellifont. This great Saint would spend his last days with St. Bernard at Clairvaux after he fell ill on his way home from Rome. St. Malachy was also known for great miracles and for prophecies of future popes up to and beyond our own day.16


  5



  IN THE WORDS OF ST. PATRICK HIMSELF


  I, Patrick, am a sinner, the most uncultured and smallest among all the faithful, indeed many people consider me to be worthless.1


  —St. Patrick

  



  THESE are the words that Patrick himself chose to open his famous Confession, probably the most reliable material available on the actual events of his life. Note the remarkable humility of the Saint and contrast it with the material from the ancient lives from our last chapter. How strange to see the conqueror of Druids, converter of a nation, banisher of demons, raiser of the long dead, worker of sundry miracles and bearer of the very staff of Jesus declare himself to be considered “worthless” by many!


  Incredible stories of St. Patrick’s astonishing miracles abound in the ancient lives, as was the style for the hagiographical writing of the Middle Ages. Some of the stories are quite whimsical, and a few perhaps are questionable in light of St. Patrick’s saintly character—like praying to God that the citizens of Rome be put asleep so that in their slumber he could make off with a load of their precious relics to take back to Ireland! Surely, this holy Saint was far too aware of the seventh commandment!


  In this chapter we can do what cannot be done for Sts. Kevin and Brigid: we’ll read of St. Patrick’s life in his own words. Still extant today are two brief writings of the great man himself—his Confession and his Letter to Coroticus. Both are rather brief, the first about twenty pages long in a modern book and the second only half as long. An early twentieth century biographer has broken these books into sections, sixty-two for the Confession and twenty-one for the Letter to Coroticus.2 In this chapter I’ll provide you the highlights, summarizing St. Patrick’s comments, at times with his own words (translated from the Latin, of course), with but a bit of commentary in the text and in the endnotes. The most important reflections will come in the next chapter, when we examine his apostolic spiritual style.


  We’ll start with St. Patrick’s Confession and we will do well to bear in mind that Patrick wrote these words in defense of some accusations leveled against him and his missionary work by some prelates back in Briton. He defends the goals and the methods of his apostolic ministry and provides fascinating insights into his own personal history and saintly motivation throughout the whole of the text.


  PATRICK’S YOUTH AND THE REASONS FOR

  HIS CONFESSION


  (1) After the humble declaration of his sinful nature and lack of sophistication that was quoted at the start of this chapter, Patrick reveals that his father was the Deacon Calpurnius and his grandfather the priest Potitus and that they lived on a small estate near Bannavem Taberniae, which unfortunately we cannot place today. Before the age of sixteen he was captured, along with thousands of other Roman-Britons, by Irish slave traders. He attributes this to the fact that his people had turned from God and uses more than a dozen scriptural phrases and allusions in the course of this six-sentence section.3


  (2) St. Patrick describes how God used his captivity to open his eyes and convert his heart. God protected him like a father and consoled him, watching over him “even before [Patrick] knew him and before [he] could tell right from wrong.”4


  (3) He writes this confession as an obligation to openly offer thanks to God for all the graces and blessings He bestowed upon him even during his years of captivity. Now that he has been corrected, he knows he must glorify God and bear witness to His goodness through all of the marvelous things God has wrought.


  (4) In this fascinating section, St. Patrick essentially gives us his credo, relating what he believes in a form similar to the Apostle’s and the Nicene Creeds. He professes the one true God and His son Jesus Christ, who was spiritually begotten in a way that we cannot understand in ideas or convey through speech. He ends with praise of the Holy Spirit and proclaims at the end, “we adore the one God in the Trinity of the holy Names.”5


  (5–8) In this quick succession of one- or two-sentence sections, St. Patrick reminds us that God has told us that if we call on Him, He will come to our aid and that we are to glorify Him and proclaim His great works. Patrick will do this, even though he knows he is a very imperfect man. He will speak the truth and will heed God’s warning that lies kill the soul. He will write in fear and trembling, knowing that at the final judgment we will have to account for the slightest of sins and most careless of utterances.


  (9–10) Here Patrick reveals that he has long thought about his need to make this profession but was held back because he feared the murmuring of men who would criticize and discount his message due to his lack of formal education brought about by the years of captivity during his youth. He notes that he was unable to perfect the language of his youth (Latin) and that this is easily seen in the poor quality of his writings. He notes that his youthful sinfulness also contributed to his ignorance, and he bemoans, with embarrassment, his lack of formal learning and his inability to express his ideas clearly in his speech and writing. (Later scholars have noted Patrick’s Confession is not without its literary and rhetorical merits and sophistication. Patrick, in his humility, understates his true competence.)


  (11) Continuing to lay out the reasons he has chosen to write this confession, Patrick continues to profess his lack of talents, but refers to the words of Isaias 32:4 that even “the tongue of the stammerers shall speak readily and plain.” He also points out that even though his letter is not refined and learned, it is strong and true, and he alludes to the lesson of Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) 7:15 that even the most ordinary things, like the labors of the farm-yard, are good, having been created by the Most High.


  (12) Again he declares his simplicity and lowliness, comparing himself to a stone mired deep in the mud6 before God humbled him and then placed him high on the wall. He also gives vigorous thanks to the Lord for the countless and fathomless rewards He had given him, both present and eternal.


  (13) Next, opening with a phrase from the Apocalypse of St. John the Apostle 19:5, Patrick asks his readers, “all you men small and great who fear God,”7 to stand in awe at what God has wrought with such a humble, simple man as himself, a veritable fool within the midst of the wise and learned. Indeed, with eight scriptural references within this paragraph of but four sentences, Patrick states that the great deeds that he has wrought magnify God all the more since accomplished through such a “detestable” vessel.


  (14) Patrick ends his explanatory preface by declaring that it is through the power of his faith in the Trinity that he writes, in the hope that the knowledge of the name of God will be spread far and wide and will serve as an inheritance for the thousands of brothers and sisters he has baptized into the Lord.


  IRISH CAPTIVITY


  (15) Patrick declares that God has given more graces than he ever could have imagined in the calamitous years of his youthful captivity, and it is to those years that St. Patrick turns next.


  (16) Here St. Patrick recounts how God converted his soul in those days of his youth, around the ages of sixteen to twenty-two. He reports in his own words what we learned from the ancient lives. In Patrick’s long days of tending sheep, he would spend his days in prayer, praying as many as one hundred times in the day and nearly as many times again in the night. He would pray in the woods and on the mountain despite snow, frost and rain. His incessant prayer deepened his love for and fear of God, and his spirit grew ever more fervent.


  (17) In the sixth year of his captivity, Patrick, now a young man of about age twenty-two, heard a voice in a dream tell him that it was good that he was fasting and that soon he would return to his own country. Soon after, the voice told him that his ship was ready but that it was nearly two hundred miles away8 in a place he had never been and where he knew not a soul. Patrick, as a runaway Irish slave, could have faced death if he were captured, and so could any who had helped him. Nonetheless, with God directing his path, he made the journey without fear.


  THE JOURNEY HOME


  (18) On the very day Patrick arrived on the coast, the ship was ready to set sail. He approached the captain, who gruffly refused to allow this runaway slave to sail with them. While leaving the beach, Patrick began to pray, and before he was finished, one of the crew yelled out for him. They had decided to take him on faith. Patrick was greatly relieved and, as they were pagans, hoped that their hearts might come to Christ.


  (19) After three days’ journey, they landed and made their way through a deserted land for a full twenty-eight days. (Some surmise that this reflects the desolate state in Britain after the Roman legions had departed and invaders ravaged the lands. Others, noting the great length of time of their wandering, speculate that they had landed in Gaul.) When their food had run out and starvation set in, the captain harangued him, asking why, if his God was so great, he wasn’t praying to Him for some food. Patrick was fully confident and assured the captain that if he converted his heart to God, nothing would be impossible to him. And then shortly after, a great herd of swine appeared on the road, and the crew feasted grandly on pork for two nights. The crew thanked God and esteemed Patrick. They later brought him some wild honey, but he refused to eat it when he heard one of the men say it had been offered in sacrifice to their pagan gods.


  (20) It was that same night that Patrick was powerfully tempted by Satan in a dream that he would remember for the rest of his life. It was as if he was crushed by a giant stone, and he was totally paralyzed and unable to move any part of his body. At this point, though ignorant in spiritual matters, he cried out for Elijah.9 Then he saw the rising of the sun, and immediately the heaviness left him. He believed that Jesus Christ had come to his aid and cried out in his behalf.10


  (21) Here Patrick notes that when he was held captive again by others many years later, God told him in a divine message that he would be with them for only two months, and on the sixtieth day he was delivered.


  (22) Patrick notes that the food God provided lasted for the last ten days of their journey, and He provided good weather and firewood as well. It was on the twenty-eighth day, when the food had run out, that they finally met other people.


  THE CALL OF THE IRISH


  (23) Patrick reports that he saw his home again in Britain and was received “like a son.”11 So grateful for his return and so anxious not to lose him again, those who loved him begged him never to leave again, but after “a few short years”12 (and, indeed, in the third sentence of his report of his return home), again his thoughts and his heart were pulled back west to Ireland. One night in a vision a man named Victor brought him thousands of letters. He opened one and read the first line, “The voice of the Irish.” And then he heard them, as if in one voice, the people of the wood of Focluth upon the western seas, calling to him, “We implore you, O holy boy, to come here and be with us.”13 His heart was rent within him, and he thanked God for hearing their prayers after so many years.


  (24) On another night, either in him or beside him, God only knows,14 he heard some very learned words and could understand only the last line, that He who gave His life for him was He who was speaking to him. This filled him with great joy.


  (25) On yet another night he saw someone praying, and it was as if Patrick were inside his own body and hearing himself pray above him, above his “interior” or “inner” man. He was praying powerfully, with sighs and groans. Patrick realized near the end of the prayer that it was the Spirit. He awoke and remembered the apostle had said, “the Spirit himself asketh for us with unspeakable groanings.” (Rom. 8:26).


  SIN AND BETRAYAL


  (26) Here Patrick begins to relate one of the most painful episodes of his adult life. His superiors came to question his fitness as a bishop because of his sins. He said the accusations hit so hard, “so that [he] was falling,”15 here and in eternity, but the Lord came to his aid and he did not suffer harm. And like St. Paul, in telling of his opposition form the coppersmith Alexander, Patrick prays that “it may not be charged against them”16 as sin.


  (27) Patrick reveals that this sin they charged him with had been committed thirty years ago, when he was not yet fifteen years old, even before his capture by the Irish. He notes it lasted less than an hour and took place in the days when he followed his evil inclinations, before his return to Christ. Some speculate on the possibility of a sexual sin, or perhaps one of violence or thievery, but St. Patrick did not reveal it in writing. Before he was a deacon, he did confess it, though, to a close friend of his.


  (28) He reports that he was humiliated by his sin but that the Lord purified him during his Irish activity. God enabled, thereby, a youth with no concern for his own salvation to mature into a man who could work for the salvation of so many others.


  (29) On the night of the day of the humiliating accusation, Patrick had another “vision of the night.”17 He saw before his face writing that dishonored him, but he heard the voice of God say to him, “We have seen the face of our chosen one deprived of his honor.”18 That God used the word “we,” rather than “you,” greatly encouraged Patrick in the knowledge that God was joined with him in his holy mission.


  (30–31) Patrick declares that his mission came from Christ and that he gives thanks to God, who strengthens him. He reports that his conscience is clear and that he has told no lies in his account.


  (32) Here Patrick recounts his sorrow for the dear friend who turned on him, since he had revealed his very soul to him when confessing the sin of his youth. Patrick was not present in Britain to face the charges and had been told that this friend would stand up for him in his absence. How strange that the friend who had told him, “Look you are going to be raised to the rank of bishop”19 would so many years later be his accuser and publicly dishonor him.


  (33) Patrick says he has said enough about this incident, and he thanks God that due to the indwelling of His Spirit during his time of captivity, he has been kept from iniquity for all these years since. It is because of his gifts from God that he speaks out so boldly.


  TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH


  (34) Here St. Patrick tells us his mission from God, which is to go out to all nations, unto the ends of the world, and spread the gospel of the Lord. He sees his mission as a fulfillment of the prophecy that the gospel would spread to places beyond which no one lives. He had taken that message to the westernmost end of the known world, and he thanks God and magnifies His name for all the times things have gone well and for the times they’ve gone badly also. He notes that God has inspired him in those end times to do His marvelous work.


  (35) Patrick does not wish to bore the reader with the story of all of his labors, but he points out that the Lord rescued him from slavery many times and saved him from mortal dangers and plots against him “twelve times over.”20 Patrick also reports that many times God gave him divine messages forewarning him of future dangers.


  (36) Patrick’s wisdom was surely not his own but a gift from God. His gift to come to know and love God was certainly worth leaving his home and family.


  (37) Patrick notes that many gifts were offered to him with tears and sorrows. He offended many of the givers and his elders because he would not be swayed from doing God’s will. Because of God, who lived and worked in him, he suffered abuse and persecution, even to the point of being bound in chains, so that he might preach the gospel to the Irish pagans. He writes that he would gladly give his life for the sake of His name if God willed it.


  (38) Patrick writes that he stands in God’s debt because, through the graces He gave him, so many have been reborn for eternal life. Many have been confirmed in the faith and ordained as clergy to help spread God’s word and light to the ends of the earth.


  (39) Patrick believes that through his mission and that of his disciples, Christ’s promise is being fulfilled: “they will come from the east and from the west and from the south and from the north and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”21


  GONE FISHING


  (40) Patrick declares that he and his coworkers are heeding Christ’s call to become fishers of men, casting their nets widely so that a vast multitude might be caught for the Lord and baptized by the clergy in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, for whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, and whoever does not will be condemned. He notes that when the gospel has been pronounced throughout the universe, the end times will come and those whom God told, “you are not my people,” will be called, “sons of the living God.”22


  (41) Ireland had no knowledge of God but celebrated idols and unclean things, and yet now they have become “a prepared people”23 and sons of God. Even the sons and daughters of Irish kings had become monks and virgins consecrated to Christ.


  (42) Patrick tells of a beautiful Irish noblewoman he had baptized who came to him a few days later, having received a message from God to become a virgin of Christ and grow close to Him. This she did six days later. He notes that many become virgins for Christ even if their parents don’t agree and that they suffer persecutions from their families. He writes that the numbers reborn into his fellowship are beyond counting, along with widows and others living chastely. The hardest time is had by women held in slavery, as they suffer much harassment yet still strive to follow Christ all the more intensely.


  (43) Patrick admits he would love to visit his home and family in Britain and also in Gaul (where he may have received his clerical training in a monastery), but he says the Spirit of God, who resides within him, would protest and bear witness against him if he did that. He will not risk undoing the work he has done in Ireland. It is Christ Himself who ordered him to go there and to stay for the rest of his life.


  (44) Patrick writes that after all of these years, he still faces daily temptations of the flesh. He has insight into these temptations since his life has not been lived as perfectly as the lives of some other believers. And yet, since he came to know God in his youth, he has loved Him and feared Him and remained a faithful servant.


  (45) Patrick welcomes insults and laughter from whoever should throw them his way. He will not be silent about the wonders and signs he has received from Him who knows everything from all eternity.24


  EVER THANKFUL


  (46) Patrick again thanks God, saying the Lord has had mercy on him a million times and forgiven his folly and ignorance and spared him from anger. Before his mission, he was aware that people would talk about him behind his back, not out of malice but because they thought that his lack of education made him unfit for such a task as evangelizing Ireland. He writes that he did not understand then what he understands now—that even this persecution was a grace from God. It was all a part of God’s plan.


  (47) Patrick declares he has now given his simple account to his brethren and coworkers, who believed in him because he preached and continues to do so. He prays that they will go forth and accomplish even great things. This would be his glory, since “the wise son is his father’s glory.”25


  (48) Patrick asserts that those who know him cannot doubt that since his youth he has preached the Faith with sincerity of heart and has lived faithfully among the pagans without harming or defrauding anyone, which would blaspheme the name of God.


  (49) Even though “unskilled in all things,”26 Patrick performed his ministry without accepting gifts from Christian brethren and virgins, though they were shocked when he would return things like jewelry that they had laid upon the altar. He writes that he exercised great care so that no one could mistakenly believe that he labored in pursuit of earthly profit and thus give rise to scandal.


  (50) Patrick offers that if any can show that he charged as much as a penny to any of the thousands he baptized, he will gladly return it. Indeed, if he charged as much as the price of a shoe, he vowed to repay it many times over.


  (51) Patrick notes that he spent money to travel around the island, even to lands where no one had lived, so that he might baptize and confirm converts and ordain clergy. He did these things freely, through the grace of God.


  (52) Patrick writes that he gave gifts to kings and paid the expenses for their sons to travel with him, and yet those kings abducted him and his companions, robbed them of everything and bound him in irons. Indeed, that day they sought to kill him too, but his “time had not yet come.”27 On the fourteenth day God freed them and returned all their possessions to them, working through some close friends they had come to know earlier.


  (53) Patrick notes that his readers have experienced firsthand how much he had paid judges in all regions he visited.28 In fact, he must have paid them the price of fifteen slaves so that they could be with him and he could be with them in the Lord. He regrets this not at all and vows to continue to pay these fees. He prays that all-powerful God will allow him to spend his very life in their behalf.29


  (54–55) Patrick calls forth God as his witness that he has recounted his story without falsehoods and with no intent to flatter or achieve worldly gain. He realizes that God has lifted him up beyond all measure, even though he is unworthy and a poor choice for His endeavor. Patrick states that he is better suited for poverty and misfortune than for riches and earthly delights. Indeed, he says, Christ became poor and so too must he. Every day he expects to be killed, robbed or enslaved, but he has no fears. As the prophet David30 said, “Cast all your cares on the Lord and He will sustain you.”31


  PARTING WORDS


  (56–57) Patrick, God’s ambassador and the least of His servants, writes that he commends his spirit to Him. He will give all that he has to God so that he might be favored to share in His cup.


  (58) Patrick prays that he may never lose the people God has won and that he will preserve in bearing faithful witness to go until he passes from his life on earth to be with God in the life to come.


  (59) Patrick asks for the grace of God that he might shed his blood and have his corpse consumed by dogs, wild beasts and birds for the sake of the converts and captives. He will not fear for his body, for his martyrdom would save both his body and soul as he shall rise in the light of the sun32 in the glory of Christ Jesus the Son.


  (60) Patrick writes that it is not the sun but the Son of God who is worthy of worship. He is the true sun who does not perish, and neither shall those who abide in him perish but shall abide with Him “now and through all the ages to come.”33


  (61) St. Patrick declares that this is his confession. He bears joyful witness “before God and his holy angels”34 that his sole motive and purpose in returning to the people from whom he escaped was to deliver unto them the gospel of the Lord.


  (62) Here I leave you with St. Patrick’s own words: “I beg of those who believe in God and fear Him, that if you decide to read or receive this work of unlearned Patrick which he has written in Ireland, do not credit me with the little I have done according to God’s pleasure. Rather conclude, as is indeed true, that anything I achieved was a gift of God. This is my Confession before I die.”35


  LETTER TO COROTICUS


  The second and last written work of St. Patrick’s that we possess was actually the second of two letters he wrote to a nominally Christian British king named Coroticus. His first letter to the king was a private one, making clear his outrage at the king’s heinous deeds and calling on him to make amends. When the king laughed and scoffed at Patrick’s messenger, Patrick boldly crafted this public letter, which we can still read today.


  And what was this outrage that made the Irish apostle burn with desire for justice? This was no false charge or insult to him but a heinous attack on the very lives and freedom of Patrick’s new converts to Christ. On Ireland’s east coast, on the day after their baptism and confirmation,36 still dressed in white and with the chrism of confirmation still on their foreheads, a group of new converts was taken by surprise and brutally attacked by a group of Coroticus’s marauders. The men were slaughtered in cold blood, and the women were taken back to Britain as slaves.


  Patrick did not fear for the souls of the slaughtered as they likely had a straight path to Heaven, but having been a slave, he bristled with outrage at the fate of the women. So too was he filled in righteous indignation because Coroticus called himself a Christian. St. Patrick declared himself a bishop of God’s own selection, and he took most seriously his call to defend his sheep, even though Coroticus, in Britain, was outside his see, which was all of Ireland. Apparently, the local bishops did not chastise him, but this did not hold back St. Patrick.


  That the author of the Letter to Coroticus is the same man who crafted the Confession, there can be no doubt. Here is a man steeped in the Scriptures and whose single goal in life was to care for the souls of a nation. He feared no potential reprisal upon himself for chastising in the strongest terms a murderous warrior king. He declared of Coroticus and his soldiers that by their evil deeds, they had bathed themselves in innocent Christian blood and had rendered themselves slaves of the devil. He demanded the release of the captives and even held out the hope that Coroticus would repent and turn back to God, who can forgive even the most heinous of crimes. I direct you to the letter itself to drink in the whole story.37


  St. Lawrence O’Toole


  (1128–80)


  Feast Day November 14

  



  As St. Malachy walked in St. Patrick’s footsteps many centuries later as Primate of Armagh, so too did St. Lawrence O’Toole follow in St. Kevin’s footsteps many centuries later as Abbot of Glendalough. Indeed, some report that he slept in St. Kevin’s stony bed as well! Lawrence was born to a chieftain in modernday southern Kildare and, around the age of ten, was sent to live as a hostage (as was not uncommon in those days) in the household of Dermot MacMurrough, King of Leinster. However, as the relationship between the king and Lawrence’s father grew strained, young Lawrence was subjected to harsh treatment and forced labor. Two years later, through the actions of his father and the mediation of Glendalough’s bishop, Lawrence was released to the bishop’s care in that holy monastery of the glen of two lakes.


  St. Lawrence remained at Glendalough for twenty-two years and, around 1150, became its abbot while still a young man. He grew in fame for his learning, holiness and wisdom and was a great thinker, doer and lover. When older monks sought his counsel, he guided them as a father. When bandits ravaged Glendalough, he bravely met and chastised them. When famine hit the glen, he used his own inheritance to make sure the poor were fed. In 1162, he was named the first Irish-born bishop of Dublin. Lawrence, who was consecrated by the Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of Ireland, brought Dublin into stronger association with other Irish churches and with Rome. He instituted great moral reforms and interceded for the Irish during conflicts with England. His remains lie in the Notre Dame Church in Eu, Normandy, France. He was canonized in 1226 by Pope Honorius III.


  6



  THE APOSTOLIC STYLE


  Clearly it is a mark of much folly not to have one’s life regulated with regard to some End.1


  —Aristotle

  



  In this way I imitate those of whom the Lord once prophesied would announce His gospel as a witness to all nations until the end of the world. Behold, it is just as we foresaw, for we are witnesses that the Gospel has been preached in this place beyond which no one else lives.2


  —St. Patrick

  



  IT SEEMS that St. Patrick, this British native and Irish patron, is especially loved by Americans. Our St. Patrick’s Day festivals are especially lavish and raucous (though admittedly, a love of beer and of fun, as well as for St. Patrick, is probably at play). This is a land where we “get things done,” and St. Patrick was the consummate doer. “The chief business of the American people is business,” said President Calvin Coolidge. St. Patrick made sure that ancient Ireland’s chief business was spreading Christ’s gospel throughout what he thought were the ends of the earth.


  “Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves” advised the wise St. James (Jas. 1:22). This is advice St. Patrick took to heart like few others before or since. So what lies within the soul of a man so intent upon doing God’s bidding? What lies at the core of the apostolic style? What virtues, gifts, fruits, beatitudes, works of mercy, Sacraments and commandments enhance, empower and flow from it? How are these embodied in the life and the writings of Ireland’s apostle? Is this style your style, and if so, how can you best make it flourish? And if it is not, what lessons can you still derive from it? To these questions and more we now turn.


  FROM CHOLERIC TO APOSTOLIC


  The choleric is made for action. He lives to act and to spur others to action. The choleric is a human “dynamo.”3 He may or may not be prone to deep reflection. From the factual evidence of St. Patrick’s youth (based only on the snippets we have from his own Confession), we know that he was not particularly immersed in his faith before his capture. Coming from a relatively well-to-do Roman-British family, his life was likely one of much leisure and many easy pleasures. He tells us as well of that youthful sin he revealed to a friend (though not to his readers) that would haunt him for the rest of his life. It was when a crisis hit home (and took his home away) that the doer became contemplative.


  In contrast to St. Kevin, who had to be literally carried from his site of seven long years of contemplation to undertake the action God had in mind for him, St. Patrick had to be carried away from his life of worldly doings, before he would embark on the two decades of contemplation and planning that would prepare him for unparalleled doing for the rest of his days upon the earth. St. Kevin’s actions were the inevitable overflow from his deep contemplation. St. Patrick’s contemplation was the inevitable preparation for his busy life of action.


  Even St. Patrick’s approach to prayer revealed him as a doer! “In a single day I would pray up to one hundred times and in the course of the night I would pray nearly as many times again.”4 And much of his prayer was done while tending sheep in the mountains and woods. Centuries before we would speak of multitasking, the future apostle to the Irish was doing it each day and night. And what did our young Saint’s prayers achieve? What kind of man did they shape him into? And which kinds of virtues and graces were poured into his soul? Let’s find out.


  APOSTOLIC VIRTUES


  The man or woman of the apostolic spiritual style burns with desire to attain the greatest of goals, the highest of ends—that of the spread of Christ’s message as far and as wide as it may be taken, even to the very ends of the earth. The recognition of and longing for that end comes through God’s grace in the infusion of the theological virtues of faith, hope and charity, which are discussed in more depth in chapter 9. They reveal to us the highest end for us, which is to love God and do His bidding. And He bids us to evangelize so that all might attain salvation and eternal bliss in His presence. This is all well and good (in fact, the highest good), but how do we do it? How do mere, broken humans achieve such a glorious, holy end as the winning of souls for Christ? Well, as they say, “where there’s a will, there’s a way,” and it is the apostolic virtue of prudence that specializes in finding and pursuing the way.


  Prudence is the practical wisdom that finds virtuous means to virtuous ends. It is the moral virtue charged with the task of getting things done. Medieval personifications of prudence in works of art sometimes depicted this virtue as a woman with three faces looking in three directions— for to achieve virtuous goals in the future, we must act in the present, guided by what we have learned in the past.


  St. Patrick is among the very few greatest models of prudence in action in all two thousand years of Church history. Recall that in section 23 of his Confession, after finally reporting his return to home in Britain after six long years of captivity, he writes only three sentences before he reports the dream of the Irish people calling him back. He remembered these children of God, how he came to know God in their land and how badly he desired to share his joy with them. He looked then to the future when he would serve as their apostle. He was prudent enough to see, though, that his years of lost education rendered him unfit to do so until he’d acquired remedial training. This led to an immersion in the Scriptures and to religious training that would lead to his priesthood, his bishopric and finally his return to Ireland, more than twenty years down the road. The prudent man sees far into the future and does what it takes to get there, prepared and ready to do God’s bidding with all his heart, mind, strength and soul.


  Of course, St. Patrick’s prudence was utilized to its utmost once he returned in his forties or fifties to Ireland and became its great apostle. His Confession gives hints here and there of his great practical wisdom in building Christ’s Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church and in building a vast number of actual wooden churches to house all the souls that he won. St. Patrick assembled and traveled with a team of men who knew how to win souls and how to negotiate with chieftains and judges in sometimes hostile lands so that they might achieve free passage and sometimes grants of land for holy use. And when land was obtained, they needed to know how to construct actual churches and structures for monastic use.


  Consider the obstacles St. Patrick faced by his six years away from home during his formative years. He lost out on much formal learning, as well as in the formation of connections and bonds with his peers back at home. His prudence told him that many years of preparation lie ahead, and it was another apostolic virtue, that of fortitude, that enabled him to stay the course and do the hard things that got the job done. His fortitude came to the fore in all of his years in Ireland as well, as he surmounted obstacle after obstacle, even suffering captivity, robbery and violence at times. Yet he remained undaunted, fortified by his confidence, not in his own strength but in the strength he derived from God.


  Fortitude has enduring components, related virtues like patience and perseverance that help us stay the course in the face of adversity in the form of obstacles others put in our way or in the form of the sheer time that it takes to accomplish magnificent deeds.


  The spiritual strength that is fortitude is accompanied by powerful positive virtues as well. Magnanimity, deriving from the Latin magna (great) and anima (soul), is that greatness of soul that dares to envision and seek out great and noble accomplishments and to stay the course without discouragement, despite the difficulties that arise. St. Patrick’s mind was always set upon his lofty mission, and neither years of slavery, decades of study or half a lifetime of travel and travail through a dangerous foreign land would dissuade him from his task.


  Magnificence, deriving from the Latin magna (great) and facere (to do or make), is the virtue integral to fortitude that makes great things, even when this requires great outlays of money. While fortitude itself braves threats to the body, the related virtue of magnificence braves threats to the pocket-book, so to speak. Christian magnificence then, dares to share deeply from one’s resources, trusting that God will ultimately provide for our needs. And as for the object of those investments, as St. Thomas Aquinas has expounded, “no end of human works is so great as the honor of God: wherefore magnificence does a great work especially in reference to the Divine honor.5


  St. Patrick came from a relatively wealthy family. He reports in his Confession how he sometimes refused valuable gifts for the church, perhaps when they were given with the motive of influencing him. He does not report exactly how he financed his mission, and perhaps he used his own inheritance. Indeed, he reported that he’d spent as much as the price of fifteen slaves. In any event, his magnificent accomplishment was the early Irish Catholic Church, complete with scads of actual churches, countless converts to fill them and vast numbers of clerics to serve them.


  Rounding out the moral, cardinal virtues so integral to apostolic spirituality are temperance and justice. A person who would win souls to Christ will cause great scandal and harm if he cannot contain his sensual desires in accord with right reason and Christian morals. Alas, one need look only at the vast harm done to the Church in our day by that small minority of priests in the United States and, unfortunately, in Ireland as well who could not temper their desires and even unnatural lusts that bring damage and peril to the bodies and souls of the youngest, most fragile and most vulnerable of the souls put under their care in persona Christi.


  Though such heinous impulses and actions are rare, they are certainly not unique to the Catholic Church, and every person who would follow Christ must cope with some kinds of intemperate desires to some extent throughout life. St. Paul told us he struggled against temptation, and St. Patrick did as well. Though we do not know the nature of the youthful sin that was brought up against him in old age, St. Patrick reported that he regularly struggled against temptations, but through the grace of God, he persevered after his conversion and did not succumb.


  So, the would-be apostle, the ambassador of Christ, must be practically wise, strong and enduring in resolve, temperate in the regulation of desires and, if he is to win souls, just. The virtue of justice requires that we give to each person his rightful due, and that we train our wills through repeated just acts until it becomes our firm habit to perform just acts. When we have thus acquired the virtue of justice within our souls, we will desire to act justly, and will readily do so. One of the ways in which St. Patrick’s sense of justice stood out bold and clear was in his desire to bring the salvation of Christ to the Irish, whom some considered backward pagans and hardly worth the trouble. St. Patrick saw that they were rightfully due to receive the gospel of Christ and that Christ’s own Great Commission committed Christians to seek to spread that message to the very ends of the earth. One of those ends in St. Patrick’s day was, of course, the westernmost isle of Ireland.


  St. Patrick’s desire for justice for all of mankind was seen as well in the way in which his heart went out to those held in captivity, he himself having been a slave for six years. Slavery had been a regrettable, though lawful, institution not only in Ireland but in virtually all lands from time immemorial. When Patrick fled Ireland, he violated their laws, and some believe that when Patrick sought out his old master, Milchu, upon his return to Ireland, he sought to make rightful amends. His desires went up in smoke, of course, when proud Milchu set his house and himself ablaze.


  St. Patrick would also ransom captives when possible, and his heart especially went out to Christian slave women who were baptized unto Christ yet remained under the yoke of pagan masters. Of course, his heart was especially aggrieved at the injustice of Coroticus’s attack on his converts. We touched upon St. Patrick’s famous letter, and I heartily recommend that the letter itself be read. His heart went out to the captives, and his ire was rightfully raised as he demanded their release.


  The Coroticus incident touches on another affront to the virtue of justice that is far too common today and far too little considered. It is an egregious insult to justice to unduly honor the vicious and unjust. St. Patrick boldly chastised Coroticus, a self-proclaimed Christian who had murdered male Christians and enslaved the females. Coroticus was outside of Patrick’s Episcopal jurisdiction of Ireland, though the crimes were committed on Irish soil. Coroticus had performed some good services for the British people in their battles with their enemies, and the people (and their clergy as well, it seems) allowed him to literally get away with murder!


  Sadly, even in our day, how common it is in the popular culture and mass media to idolize those who do some deed well (especially if it involves throwing or hitting some kind of a ball or strumming on some kind of musical instrument) even as these idols get away with the murder (metaphorically speaking) of young souls with immoral examples and messages. And speaking of real murder, let’s reflect for just a moment on which books sell better and which movies are more widely promoted and attended, those about murderers or those about Saints? If we are to practice justice in our day, we must exercise the utmost care in the accolades we disperse and in the media we support.


  GIFTS THAT KEEP ON GIVING


  The first gift of the Holy Spirit of special value to spiritual doers is that gift named in Isaias 11:3—“the fear of the Lord.” This is the gift that flows from the infused theological virtue of hope. When we hope to obtain eternal life with God through the grace of His assistance, we fear to transgress His laws. St. Patrick reports that he was heedless of God in his youth but came to fear Him (and love Him) during his Irish captivity. In the earliest stages of “servile fear,” we fear to suffer God’s punishments, and indeed Patrick would come to interpret his captivity as a just punishment for his sinful life. However, as we grow in hope and fear, our servile fear is gradually transformed through charity into a “filial fear,” which fears to displease God not out of fear of punishments but out of love for God and the burning desire to show Him gratitude and honor. St. Patrick’s Confession is pungent with the aromatic offerings of this loving, grateful, filial fear of the Lord. Time and again he sings praises to God’s goodness and thanks Him for letting him serve Him. If we are to cultivate St. Patrick’s apostolic style, we will open our hearts to the Spirit’s gift of the fear of the Lord.


  A second spiritual gift that serves the doer well is the Spirit’s gift of fortitude. We build the natural virtue of fortitude in our souls by repeatedly performing brave acts and undertaking difficult tasks. For those blessed with a choleric temperament, this is even more easily done, though they may have to be especially on guard to watch for vices mimicking fortitude by way of excess—for example, temerity, which takes on difficulties imprudently, or an overly blunt demeanor and frankness that may approach indolence and may work to repel those who might be brought to God. Those souls receptive to the Holy Spirit’s gift of infused fortitude will be far more likely to live out the true fortitude that stays strong and fights the good fight not for their own profit but for the glory of God.


  The truest test of the gift of fortitude is the act of martyrdom, which pays the ultimate price of one’s life for the ultimate end of the love of God. This is a price St. Patrick did not have to pay. The early history of Irish Christianity was marked with the blood of very few martyrs, the legend of St. Patrick’s charioteer, St. Odran, being perhaps a most rare exception. Note well, though, that in his Confession, St. Patrick declared his willingness to endure martyrdom if that should be God’s plan for him. It was not to be St. Patrick’s call, but his fortitude waxed strong all his days as he achieved great deeds while traveling throughout a dangerous, tumultuous land. Finally, though human fortitude, which is based on human strength, may sometimes fail, the fortitude that is a gift of the Holy Spirit, if accepted with one’s whole heart, will not fail to bring one the most difficult, prized and highest of all goods: eternal life with God within the communion of Saints. Such fortitude was St. Patrick’s.


  A HARVEST OF GOOD FRUITS


  Virtues and gifts bear fruits, and St. Patrick produced a bumper crop from the rich Irish soils. Of the twelve fruits of the Holy Spirit,6 perhaps four of special relevance to spiritual doers of the apostolic style are faithfulness, goodness, patience and gentleness. From his conversion on the Irish hillsides in his teens until his death in old age, St. Patrick’s faith in God did not waver and neither did his faith in the natural God-given goodness of the Irish people. He also remained a man of good faith, who honored his word with every Irish king, chieftain, judge and poet with whom he dealt, even if at times such good faith was not kept with him.


  The intellectual virtues are especially dear to the contemplative who seeks to know the truth, while the moral virtues are especially cherished by those of the apostolic style who seek to obtain the good. The fruit of goodness was cultivated most abundantly in St. Patrick’s case. He brought the goodness of life both on this earth and in the next to an entire nation. Freeing a people from irrational fears and lowly pursuits and desires, he shared with them spiritual goods. Material goods can lead to strife because to share them is to divide them, and the material things that we give, we no longer have. Patrick freely gave of the material things he had, but more importantly, he shared the ever-higher spiritual goods that flow from a life of Christian charity. When spiritual goods are shared, they are not divided but multiplied.


  If there ever was a paragon of patience, his name was St. Patrick. He bore countless hardships brought upon him by the greed or envy of others, from the violence of his Irish captors, to the betrayal of his sin of youth by a man counted as his dear friend, to the outrage visited upon his disciples by the cruel tyrant Coroticus. Yet St. Patrick never succumbed and gave in, and his rare outbursts of anger were righteous ones.


  In one amusing story revealing Patrick’s patience, a king had delivered to Patrick a fine and valuable massive copper bowl. When he asked what Patrick had replied in response to his gift, his messenger stated that the Saint merely said, “Thanks be to God.” Thinking this a meager response to such a magnificent gift, the king bade his messenger to take it back then. When he arrived home the second time, the king asked St. Patrick’s response when the messenger took back the gift. His messenger replied that the Saint said, “Thanks be to God.” Impressed by this man who praised God whether a gift was bestowed or removed, he instructed his messenger to take the bowl back to Patrick, and the king decided he must go and meet him!


  Gentleness was another succulent fruit that St. Patrick did surely share with his fellow man. He was a man with a mission and an unswerving will to accomplish his task, yet this great champion of evangelization and fearless defender of the faith always heeded our first pope’s advice to be “ready always to satisfy every one that asketh you a reason of that hope which is in you. But with modesty and fear, having a good conscience: that whereas they speak evil of you, they may be ashamed who falsely accuse your good conversation in Christ.” (1 Ptr. 3:15–16). Some translations use the related virtue of “gentleness” in the place of modesty. We’ve seen how St. Patrick’s own life story bears out these verses so well. We know from his Confession that there were indeed men who spoke evil of him, but their false accusations fell to nought. We hardly know their names today, but everyone knows the Apostle to the Irish.


  St. Patrick himself knew that to win hard men’s souls to Christ, he could not appear weak, but he also had to demonstrate that Christ showed that violence does not equate with true manliness. He showed modesty and gentleness, as well as unswerving passion for the reasons for the hope that he shared with the Irish. St. Patrick, like St. Peter, was hard as a rock, but unlike Finn MacCumhail, he did not convey his message by casting boulders at his enemies!


  BLESSED ARE THE HUNGRY


  And which of the beatitudes proclaimed by Christ in His Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:3–10) might sit most dear with a man or a woman of apostolic style? I suggested for contemplative souls that purity of heart, poverty of spirit and mourning were especially relevant and dear. For our spiritual doers, I offer for your consideration the following: hunger and thirst for justice, meekness and bearing persecution. These beatitudes are the actions taken in the social sphere of interaction with our neighbor that will bring us great rewards both on Earth and in Heaven. Those who hunger and thirst for justice “shall have their fill,” the meek “shall possess the land” and for those who bear persecution, “theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”


  St. Patrick’s hunger and thirst for justice far exceeded the natural virtue of justice and overflowed from the higher justice that God placed in his heart. He sought not to merely avoid injustice and promote human legal and social justice but to promote divine justice—justice not merely in the form of shifting human definitions but in light of the eternal laws of God.


  Consider the component of “hunger and thirst,” if you will. Think of how fast and greedily you eat when you’re famished, perhaps after an unintended period of fasting or arduous physical labors. The ancient Spartans used to proclaim that their stew of organ meats so vile to foreigners was seasoned and made sweet by long hours of arduous labor! And as for thirst, when I was a child, after hours of play in the hot summer sun, nothing could quench the thirst and match the flavor of ice cold water straight from the garden hose! Can you imagine desiring God’s justice with that kind of hunger and thirst? St. Patrick had that kind of insatiable desire to work for God’s righteousness, and he ended up feeding an entire nation with so much more than bread alone.


  Fourteen centuries later, vast numbers of Irish Catholics, deprived of justice in the land of St. Patrick and facing true bodily hunger through famine, would hunger and thirst for justice by flocking across the Atlantic to the United States of America. Some of my own ancestors were among them. Here, in a country founded upon God’s natural law by men who stated, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,”7 these sons and daughters of Ireland sought to pursue life, liberty and happiness in this land. A mere few centuries hence, how badly do we need spiritual doers right here in this land of refuge who will hunger and thirst for justice by their willingness to pray, stand up, speak out and fight back to see that our laws actually do venerate and preserve the unalienable rights to life and the right to religious liberty as well.


  Kindred actions accompanying the hunger and thirst for justice, include both meekness and the bearing of persecution. The just will be meek. They will have the courage to stand up and defend what is right, but they will not do so in the spirit of arrogance. They will not persecute God’s enemies but will be ever so willing to suffer for Christ. The times are once again upon us, throughout the remnants of a once-regnant “Christendom,” to bear persecution through the media and through the actions of governing bodies that would place the conventions of men and the popular corruptions of the time above the eternal laws of God. Those of us who will embrace the ardor of the apostolic style will, like St. Patrick, be up for the challenge, knowing that by ourselves we can do nothing but that through Christ who strengthens us, we can bear whatever obstacles the world (and the powers and principalities behind it) may see fit to throw our way.


  WORKS OF THE WORKER


  Those with the apostolic spiritual style are likely to spend as much time in the company of others as they do the good works God has planned for them. These regular, daily interactions with one’s fellow man provide ample opportunity for the working of charity through corporal and spiritual works of mercy. Among the first spiritual works of mercy St. Patrick embraced as his own was the bearing of wrongs patiently. In the flower of his youth he was grievously wronged by his captors, who took away his freedom, his family and, for all he knew at first, his future.


  But not only did Patrick bear, or endure, his ordeal of six years, he used that time to grow closer to God, to forgive the injuries of those who held him in bondage and to form a burning love for the souls of the natives of that foreign land. He was also mindful of the plight of other captives from then on, and the Christian legacy he brought to Ireland would work powerfully to heighten the dignity and lessen the burden of slaves. His spiritual heirs, including St. Brigid and her sisters, would routinely ransom captives in the centuries in which slavery persisted. This was a great corporal work of mercy, giving back to the slave jurisdiction of his own body. St. Patrick worked most tirelessly, however, in freeing the souls of the men and women of Ireland from the slavery of sin and false belief.


  The Letter to Coroticus powerfully testifies that St. Patrick would not hesitate to reprove the sinner for heinous and scandalous sins, even if that sinner were a powerful warrior, admired by many and living outside St. Patrick’s Episcopal jurisdiction.


  Let’s think, then, how today you or I might be able to follow St. Patrick’s example and, informed by a charitable concern for our neighbors’ bodies and souls, perform some corporal or spiritual work of mercy? It may start as simply as calmly bearing a loved one’s harsh words or annoying habits, gently correcting him if his action is grossly hurtful or simply bearing it and praying for that person, while thanking God for our opportunity to grow in patience and in humility by bearing the transgression.


  SACRAMENTS THAT STRENGTHEN US


  St. Patrick’s love for Christ burned with an intense desire to share Christ with his neighbors through the Sacraments. Heeding the Great Commission to bring souls unto Christ, St. Patrick and his groups of priests baptized countless thousands. Indeed, in an old legend of a duel between St. Patrick and a Druid, the Druid was warned not to work magic involving water since water was an element of particular power for Christians. Surely they had observed or heard of how St. Patrick had converted the hearts and minds of their kinsmen through the saving waters of baptism. Patrick himself noted well the words of his Master, “Amen, amen I say to thee, unless a man be born again of water and the Holy Ghost, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” (John 3:5). And further, in the words of that Great Commission, “Going therefore, teach ye all nations; baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.” (Matt. 28:19). Surely few have heeded that call with the zeal and success of St. Patrick.


  In Patrick’s day and today, the Sacrament of confirmation follows right upon the heels of baptism when adults are brought into the Church. It is the province of a bishop, and St. Patrick was bishop of all of Ireland. After the cleansing, saving waters of baptism come the anointed oils and the descent of the Holy Spirit in confirmation to complete baptismal grace. Ancient Church Fathers paired the seven Sacraments with the seven virtues (infused cardinal virtues and the theological virtues). Baptism was the virtue of faith and confirmation the virtue of fortitude. It strengthens or fortifies us in our faith. It gives us the courage to live life as Christians and bear Christ’s good news with others. And these new powers come to us through the gifts of the Holy Spirit. We focused on the gifts of understanding, knowledge and wisdom as we reflected upon St. Kevin and the contemplative style, and we saw that the gifts that give a special boost to those of the apostolic style include the fear of the Lord and fortitude.


  In heeding the Great Commission, one Sacrament yet remains to constitute in full the “sacraments of Christian initiation,”8 and that is the greatest of Sacraments tied to charity, the greatest of virtues: Christ’s gift of Himself, the holy Eucharist. The Greek word eucharistein means “thanksgiving.” As a priest and a bishop, St. Patrick was able to bring the grateful celebration of the Eucharist to an entirely new nation. He brought Ireland into communion with Christ as he presented to them Christ Himself, under the appearance of bread and wine. Each one of us, regardless of spiritual style, though unworthy that he should come under our roofs, receives the highest spiritual food in the celebration of the Eucharist, and we’d do well to thank God for it, imitating St. Patrick, who in his Confession, praises and thanks God again and again and again. The Eucharist is “the source and summit of the Christian life.”9 Let’s try to keep this in mind the next time we receive Communion. We receive this highest of gifts when Mass is ending, and we should truly go forth to love and serve the Lord by living and sharing a truly Christian life.


  THOU SHALT NOT DO EVIL


  St. Thomas Aquinas has noted that the fundamental principles underlying justice basically boil down to “do the good” and “do not do evil.” St. Patrick was the consummate doer, bringing the greatest of goods to an entire nation and to the entire Church these last fifteen hundred years. Doers, of course, must be on the greatest guard that in their zeal for good works they don’t lapse into evil. In their care for souls, they must strive to see that those under their care do not do evil either. Four of the Ten Commandments are clear injunctions against great evils and injustices to our fellow man. The fifth commandment bids us not to take another man’s life, the seventh not to take his possessions, the eighth not to take his right to the truth and the tenth not even to covet or envy or begrudge him the things that are rightfully his.


  In a time of much fighting and discord within the many subdistricts of Ireland, with upwards of one hundred contentious minor “kings” or chieftains, St. Patrick helped instill a sense of national unity and brought to them a Word far mightier than any sword. This had been a land where warriors would proudly display the heads of their vanquished enemies. St. Patrick helped them to learn that their enemies were their brothers in Christ and that Christ Himself lived in them. He also brought to them He who is the truth, saying of Him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” (John 14:6). Patrick taught them in words and examples not to covet the things of the earth but to desire for themselves and for their neighbors the immeasurably greater goods of the kingdom of God.


  APOSTOLIC HANDBOOKS


  What kinds of reading materials might those with an apostolic spiritual style most prefer? I believe that they would generally prefer handbooks. For one thing, handbooks can be carried around by hand and easily tucked in a pocket or bag while one is busy doing things. Secondly, handbooks tend to be how-to books. When G. K. Chesterton was asked which book he would like to have with him on a desert island, his response, to paraphrase, was “How to Build a Boat.” For the man stranded on a desert island, of course, his greatest desire is likely to be getting home. Ironically, when St. Patrick escaped from the island he was stranded on, his most ardent desire was to return to it. And what book might he have most wanted? I offer that it would be “How to Convert a Nation.” And that book, for St. Patrick, was the Bible.


  Scholars have noted over three hundred scriptural allusions or uses of scriptural language in the twenty-some pages of St. Patrick’s Confession. He thought, spoke, lived and breathed the Scriptures and quotes or refers to 54 of the 73 books of the Bible within his Confession and Letter to Coroticus.10 Perhaps of particular inspiration to those of the apostolic style would be the writings of the prophets and the letters of St. Paul. The ancient Hebrew prophets sought to bring men’s minds and hearts back to God. Indeed, we saw that in St. Patrick’s dream of oppression, when Satan was weighing him down, he called out for Elijah. And as for St. Paul, he was surely one of Patrick’s greatest role models. St. Paul traveled with his holy helpers to bring Christ to the lands of the Mediterranean, and he continued to provide a watchful eye and to exercise pastoral care for the early groups of Christians he left behind. So too, St. Patrick left behind trusted disciples to carry on Christ’s work in his absence as he, the shepherd, headed out to gather in yet more stray sheep.


  APOSTOLIC DOER ACROSS LANDS AND TIMES


  The Catholic Church has been blessed with many great doers these last two thousand years. Each of the apostles worked to spread the gospel throughout the world, and so many missionaries have followed in their footsteps. Of course, people can be apostles to their own lands as well. The founders and reformers of religious orders—Sts. Dominic and Teresa of Avila, for example—were powerful doers for God.


  Two popes were called “great” in the times of our three Irish Saints: Pope St. Leo the Great (papacy 440–61) and Pope St. Gregory the Great (papacy 590–604). These men were consummate doers. Pope St. Leo turned Attila the Hun from the gates of Rome and was a great battler of heresies, a Doctor of the Church, and a champion of the Petrine primacy of papal authority. Pope St. Gregory, another Church Doctor and a monastic after the heart of the Irish Saints had a powerful missionary zeal and strove mightily to convert the Anglo-Saxons of Britain and then the Netherlands and Germany. He was also a powerful instrument of liturgical reform, a promoter of sacred “Gregorian” chant and the creator of a system for the widespread provision of alms throughout Rome. He also coined the phrase servus servorum Dei (“Servant of the Servants of God”) as a papal title, and he lived out the phrase as well.


  Another pope from our own time who has been declared “blessed,” and whom some are already calling “great,” seems a splendid exemplar of the apostolic style. Blessed Pope John Paul II carried out the Great Commission like no pope before him in his unparalleled travels throughout the globe. On October 29, 1979, John Paul made the first papal visit to the land that St. Patrick brought to Christ fifteen hundred years before.


  As he landed in Dublin, the great Pope proclaimed, “The cry of centuries sends me here.”11 The Pope went on to remind and exhort his Irish audience, “That he might be faithful to the end of his life to the light of Christ was Saint Patrick’s prayer for himself. That the people of Ireland might remain faithful always to the light of Christ was his constant prayer for the Irish.”12


  So, whether you’re Irish or not, and whether or not you fancy yourself as a doer for Christ, how about taking some time right now to reflect how you can do your own part, however great or small, to bring Christ’s message to all the nations—or at least to that small sphere within your own influence? Recall that St. Patrick declared that he preached to strengthen our faith, and he prayed that through his example and God’s grace, we might go on to do bigger and better things. What, then, shall we do?


  St. Oliver Plunkett


  (1629–81)


  Feast Day July 11

  



  As Sts. Malachy and Lawrence O’Toole followed St. Kevin by a good half-millennium, so too do we leap five hundred years beyond their day to come to St. Oliver Plunkett. St. Brigid’s vision, if you will recall, predicted harsh times for the Irish Church, and some very harsh times had most certainly come. Irish political autonomy had been lost, and in 1534 King Henry VIII of England would pronounce the Act of Supremacy, renouncing ties to Rome and declaring himself the head of the Church of England—and of Ireland as well.


  Our Saint was born at Loughcrew, County Meath, to a prominent family of Anglo-Norman descent. His cousin, Sir Nicholas Plunkett, was Ireland’s most famous attorney, and Oliver himself obtained degrees in both civic and canon law. Another cousin, Patrick Plunkett, would become Bishop of Ardagh and Meath. Oliver studied for the priesthood in Rome, joined the Jesuits and become a professor of theology at the College of the Propagation of the Faith until Pope Clement IX appointed him Archbishop of Armagh (St. Patrick’s see) in 1669. In a time of horrendous persecution of Irish Catholics, Oliver found that of its eleven dioceses, Armagh had but one bishop. And after his installment as archbishop, Oliver, traveled in disguise as “Captain Brown” to avoid capture. Oliver was thrust into the center of great ecclesiastical and political struggles and was later captured and sent to London for alleged involvement in the bizarre “Popish Plot,” purportedly seeking to assassinate the King and massacre Protestants with the goal of putting Britain’s armies in the service of the Pope and the Jesuits. He was drawn, quartered and decapitated at London in 1681. He was canonized at Rome in 1975.


  Part III



  St. Brigid the Lover


  I should like a great lake of ale for the King of the kings.


  I should like the family of Heaven to be drinking it through time eternal . . . .


  I should like vessels of charity for distribution.


  I should like caves of mercy for their company.


  I should like cheerfulness to be in their drinking;


  I should like Jesus, too, to be there (among them).


  I should like the three Marys of illustrious renown;


  I should like the people of Heaven there from all parts.


  I should like that I should be a rent-payer to the Lord;


  That, should I suffer distress, He would bestow upon me a good blessing.*


  —St. Brigid


  7



  MARY OF THE GAELS


  She is the prophesied one of the Christ . . . .

  She is the Queen of the South.

  She is the Mary of the Gael.1


  —From Beatha Bhrighdi (“The Life of Brigid”)

  



  O holy Brigid, thou didst become sublime through thy humility, and didst fly on the wings of thy longing for God . . . .Thou dost shower grace upon the world, and dost multiply miracles. Intercede with Christ our God that He may save our souls.2


  —First Troparion for the Feast of St. Brigid

  



  AROUND the year of our Lord 453, as St. Patrick was wending his way through Ireland, leaving legions of new Christians in his wake. Dubhthach3 MacDreimhne, a still pagan chieftain of Leinster who was a descendent of the noble line of Con of the Hundred Battles, great warrior and High King of Ireland in ages past, had purchased a Christian slave girl named Brocessa.4 When it came that she carried their child, the wife of Dubhthach forced him to sell Brocessa to a far-removed buyer, a Druid who lived to the northwest in Conaill.


  At the time when Brocessa’s child was near birth, a party was held for the king of Conaill, whose wife was awaiting her own child’s delivery. When a wise bard was asked if it was a good time for a royal birth, he reported that the child born the next morning would have a remarkable destiny. Indeed, he foretold, “The child born tomorrow at the rising of the sun, and who is born without being inside or outside a house—that child will surpass every other child in Ireland.”5


  The queen’s child, however, had died during that night, but as the sun did arise the next morning, a Wednesday, the slave girl Brocessa was going into a house with a pale of buttermilk in her hand. With one foot inside the door and the other still outside, she gave birth to a blessed little girl. Mother and child were washed by servant girls with the buttermilk Brocessa had been carrying. Brocessa took the baby to the place where the queen’s child lay dead, and when the breath of the newly born girl reached the boy, his own life was restored. The prophecy of her wondrous nature had already begun to unfold. The Druid and Brocessa travelled to the west of Conaill, and settled in the Province of Connaught in the northwestern region of Ireland.


  Soon after, some were alarmed, thinking that Brocessa’s hut had caught fire, but they discovered instead a flame and fiery pillar resting above the hut, attesting to the babe’s holiness. One time while the child slept in a stable, it appeared that the very cow dung exploded in flame, but when people rushed to the site, they found that the flames produced light but not heat and that no damage had been done. Obviously, this child was aflame with the grace of the Holy Spirit.


  Then once while sleeping, the Druid saw three Angels in the form of clerics all dressed in white, coming to pour oil on the girl’s forehead, baptizing her and instructing him to name the girl Brigid, meaning “strength” and “virtue.”


  This little girl was a finicky eater, or at least the normal food of the region did not suit her digestion. The kindly Druid procured for her then a special white cow with ears of red to nourish young Brigid.


  Brigid grew in form, in grace and in loving charity under the care of the Druid and her mother. She took care of the sheep, and even as a child, her heart went out to the sick, poor and blind. In those days when people could own one another, Brigid remained the property of the man who owned her mother at the time of her conception, and the time came in her childhood when Brigid had to sadly leave her mother and return to the household of Dubhthach, her father.


  YOUTHFUL WONDERS AND KINDNESS

  OF HEART


  Young Brigid, this offspring of both king and slave, was brought back to Leinster to serve in Dubhthach’s house, grinding corn, caring for sheep, washing the feet of the visitors and performing other such duties, and chores like these she did gladly. This slave girl who served others by the most humble of means was also, as a favored daughter of the heavenly Father, graced to share great wonders and miracles. Upon her return to Leinster, her nurse had fallen ill. Brigid prepared a medicine for her made of water that tasted like beer and cured her illness.


  Another time, while Brigid was preparing a meal for five guests of the house, a favorite dog stared upon her with most doleful and hungry eyes. Brigid was cooking up bacon, having been given one good piece for each guest. Brigid’s heart went out to the dog, and her hand went out too with a nice piece of bacon. And after that one, another one. Someone had seen what she’d done, and when tempers were starting to flare, Dubhthach asked her if all of the pieces were there. She asked him to count them, and to their amazement, five juicy pieces remained in the pan.


  Brigid was allowed to attend a synod of Leinster one time in her youth. Before her arrival, a holy Christian man had been blessed with a vision in which he saw Mary attending their meeting. When Brigid walked in, the man cried, “There she is! This is the Mary I saw!” That was the day Brigid was first known by the title, Muire na nGael, “Mary of the Irish.”


  As you’ll recall, Brigid’s mother, Brocessa, remained with her Druid master in Connaught to the west of the island. When Brigid had matured, she sought her father’s permission to go to her mother and help her with her travails, but permission was denied her. Well, Brigid went, regardless of her father’s prohibition.


  One of her mother’s chores was the churning of butter, and this Brigid took over. Saintly Brigid, always mindful of Christ, developed the habit of dividing the butter into twelve mounds to represent the twelve apostles and a large mound to represent their leader, God’s only begotten Son. Always heedful of the teachings of Christ and those apostles, Brigid freely gave away this butter to the poor without any loss in its quantity. Throughout her life, Brigid was graced by God in abundance and abundantly shared those blessings with others.


  Brigid made clear to the Druid and his wife that she took care of the poor in the name of Christ and those apostles, for Christ is to be found within each one of their persons. The couple was so struck by Brigid’s miracles and tender, caring ways that they were won over to Christ. The Druid gave Brigid a herd of cows and freed her mother. The two then returned to Dubhthach.


  Brigid’s giving ways did not abate. The poor and the ill were always around, and Brigid would never let them down, giving away food and whatever other articles met their needs. Her father was not pleased at all to see his possessions diminish through his daughter’s over-exuberant generosity. He arranged one day to sell her as a servant to his overlord, Dunlang MacEnda, King of the Province of Leinster and a Christian reportedly baptized by St. Patrick himself. Let Brigid grind the king’s corn from then on, and let her be his problem, thought Dubhthach.


  Brigid, though, was always Brigid. While waiting in her father’s chariot outside during his negotiations with the king, a leper happened by. Brigid took pity on the man in his deformity and in his want, and when he asked of her charity, her heart sank—until she spied her father’s favorite sword, which was jeweled at the hilt and among his prize possessions. It had, in fact, been a present from King Dunlang himself. Brigid bestowed it upon the poor leper, and as you might surmise, old Dubhthach was quite enraged and utterly beside himself at this point. He dragged his young daughter into the king’s presence. King Dunlang asked young Brigid if she would give away his wealth as well, and she answered with honesty that she’d give away all of the wealth of Leinster to the poor, if it were at her disposal. King Dunlang was a Christian monarch, baptized by St. Patrick himself, and upon hearing this story and Brigid’s reply, he declared that this holy slave girl’s status was higher in God’s eyes than was theirs. He gave Dubhthach, her father, a great sword with an ivory hilt, finer than that which Brigid had given away. The father and daughter then returned home.


  Dubhthach was well pleased at that outcome, but Brigid would remain Brigid. Her father sought to free himself of her next by arranging for her a fine marriage to a fine and gifted young poet. Poets were among the most highly respected people in all of the lands of the Irish, and this arrangement, no doubt, would redound quite well upon Dubhthach himself. Young Brigid was known for her beauty, and if you’ve ever seen how a loving look and kindly demeanor can multiply beauty a thousand-fold, you can just imagine what a sight Brigid was to behold. But she would have none of this and refused. Brigid had long before dedicated herself in heart, mind, body and soul unto Jesus Christ. Sorrowful, though, at the prospect of disappointing her suitor, Brigid sought to comfort him and advised him in the ways of finding a fine wife. She told him as well that her blessing would be upon him in his face and in his speech when the day would come when he’d seek the right woman’s hand. Brigid had for herself very different plans, plans that would change the lives of countless women of Ireland, for centuries to come.


  IRELAND’S VIRGINS OF CHRIST


  When St. Patrick brought the gospel of Christ to Ireland, many young virgins were won over for Christ and consecrated themselves to Him. This was not an easy thing by any means, as most lived in their homes still with their families. The women who were slaves were in special peril since they were treated as their masters’ property. St. Brigid’s innovations would bring great relief and fulfillment to these devout Christian daughters of Erin. She and seven other dear friends and lovers of Christ sought in their youth to begin a religious order of consecrated virgins who would be grounded in the communal life of a convent but who would go forth delivering charitable services of feeding the sick, tending to the needs of the poor and educating the ignorant.


  In those days a bishop was needed for their religious consecration, and for this Brigid sought out her friend St. Maccaille. His church was at Croghan Hill in Westmeath. They found him there, and he had many questions for them. He also desired that they take some time for reflection on the gravity and permanence of their intention. During this time of deliberation and discernment, when St. Brigid and her sisters in Christ entered the church to pray one day, a heavenly sign was seen when a column of fire appeared over St. Brigid’s head. The miraculous flame reached unto the roof of the church, and Bishop Maccaille knew that God favored the virgins’ vocation. He received their vows, and they started their novitiate there under his saintly guidance.


  After a time, St. Maccaille discerned that Brigid and the rest of the postulants should be presented to St. Mel, Bishop of Ardagh, and nephew of St. Patrick himself. It was St. Mel who received their final vows, placed the white veils on their heads and invited them to construct at Ardagh the first female convent upon the soils of Ireland. Consisting of white veils and white habits, this garb of the first nuns of Ireland stood out in contrast with the brightly dyed clothing of the laity. The druids who met St. Patrick wore robes of white, so perhaps the virgins’ habits struck a chord with ancient Irish religious sensibilities. But the religion that St. Brigid brought was a new and glorious thing. The white represented purity and simplicity, and here was a group not of men, but of women, spreading this grand new truth.


  St. Mel knew that his own diocese would profit greatly from their examples of mortification and from all the good works they would do. St. Maccaille knew as much, and soon a convent arose in his diocese of Westmeath as well. The building of convents was a rather simple, straightforward thing since the people donated generously of their wealth, their goods and their time to erect lodging for these spouses of Christ. And even some noble and highly educated ladies came to seek their own admittance into these holy havens.


  One evening, St. Maccaille invited St. Brigid and his nuns to dine with him. Before they began their meal, though, St. Brigid asked him to feed them some heavenly food. St. Maccaille presented them with a spiritual banquet in the form of a discourse on the eight beatitudes, and when he had finished, he asked St. Brigid which of the eight she might choose as the motto and emblem to represent her community and its holy work. St. Brigid told her sisters that there were eight beatitudes and that, though each virtue is bound to the others, each sister should choose one of the eight for her special devotion. As the virtues of humility and generosity were already impressed upon their souls, they asked her to make the first choice. St. Brigid needed no time for reflection and chose the beatitude of mercy—“Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.” (Matt. 5:7). From that time forward, all of the sisters who followed in the footsteps of Brigid would be known for their enduring works of mercy in clothing the naked, feeding the hungry, visiting the sick, instructing the ignorant and more.


  St. Brigid’s convent at Ardagh thrived under her care for twelve full years. Countless travelers received rest and hospitality there. The poor in countless numbers came for their alms day after day. Thousands came to acquire secular knowledge from the sisters and scholars who came to Ardagh. Thousands too were won for the Faith by their superabundant charity and fostered in their faith by the religious education that was gladly provided.


  Donations poured into the convent like a hard, steady rain, and St. Brigid immediately dispersed them to the needy. None were turned away, even to her own nuns’ dismay at times. Once an Irish queen, moved by St. Brigid’s good works, gave Brigid a choice silver chain. Her own sisters hid it from her, thinking their abbess too generous. Later a hungry leper arrived at the convent, beseeching St. Brigid for alms. With nothing in their larders or store, Brigid found and gave unto him that fine silver chain. The sisters were sore vexed when they heard the news, chiding her and noting what folly it was to give their treasure to the poor when they hadn’t enough to feed themselves. They were surprised and repentant, though, when she instructed them to look for the chain in the place that she always prayed. There they found the chain still in place, though it had been given away.


  Many were Brigid’s generous miracles. As Christ provided wine for the wedding party in Cana, Brigid one year, through Christ’s intercession, provided beer for the seven churches of Tulach for Holy Thursday and the eight days of Easter.


  At another time the king of Teffia, within the diocese of Ardagh, hosted a great banquet and included St. Mel among his honored guests. The king ordered a servant to bring in and display a remarkable vase, bejeweled with fine gems and crafted by a master workman. When the servant’s hands slipped, the priceless treasure shattered in countless small pieces. Enraged almost beyond measure, the king ordered the servant’s death sentence, but St. Mel persuaded him to delay the execution for a time. During that brief reprieve, the holy bishop instructed the other servants to collect the fragments and carry them to Brigid’s convent and ask for her prayers. Soon the servants returned with the vessel restored, and the king and his guests declared that it was even more beautiful than it had been before. For the benefit of the Christians and the Druids present, St. Mel let it be known that this miracle had been wrought through St. Brigid’s prayers to God.


  Additionally, many who were ill and blind regained health and sight through her holy ministrations as Brigid and her sisters traversed across all of Ireland, often in their chariot. So too did they travel on missions of mercy, seeking to purchase the freedom of captives. Once down in Munster, in the County of Limerick, on the plain of Cliach, the abbess and her sisters visited a chieftain to liberate a slave. When they arrived at his fort, the chieftain was gone, so they waited there with the chief ’s foster father, children, and foster children. Brigid spied some harps on the wall and asked if the children would play them some music. The children explained that the musicians were gone and they did not know how to play them. The sisters then told them to take up the harps and ask abbess Brigid to bless them. A blessing she gave and the group plucked the harps, producing melodious notes. The chieftain approached and was intrigued and delighted to hear such sweet sounds coming from within his house. When he found the cause of this music, he asked St. Brigid for a blessing upon him and his house as well. The slave was gladly set free at once, and the foster-father and children then plied trades as harpists. Their offspring would one day become chief bards to the kings of Ireland.


  Brigid’s travels took her to many places northwest in Connaught. She lived for a time on the plain of Hai, in the County of Roscommon, and established several convents there. She won many souls by performing miracles in front of mixed crowds of Christians and pagans and by constantly demonstrating her Christlike compassion and mercy to all. So many spiritual daughters did Brigid win that she was constantly sending communities of consecrated religious to all four provinces of Ireland at the requests of numerous bishops.


  When journeying back to Leinster, at Athlone, on the banks of the River Shannon, Brigid performed many miracles. Near that town was a well called Tobar-Brighde, or Bridewell, which became a site of pilgrimage for those (Christian and pagan alike) who sought out the well’s healing waters. It was at Athlone that God bestowed upon Brigid a miracle that would surely have left even Moses well pleased. When leaving this site to head home to Leinster, St. Brigid and her sisters prepared to cross the Shannon to arrive back on the Meath side. The shifty ferrymen, bereft of Irish generosity, demanded an outrageous fee to row Brigid and her sisters across to the other side and refused to row until they were paid. Brigid informed them they’d walk across the river before they would pay such a sum. The boatmen laughed but soon stopped when they saw that the river’s rough waters had subsided to knee level. The holy crew waded across amidst the prayers and the blessings of well-wishers on the banks.


  Ulster too would benefit in great measure from St. Brigid’s happy ministrations. It was in Clogher in Findermore, that Brigid heard St. Patrick himself preach on the Gospels three days and three nights without ceasing. Neither St. Patrick nor his crowd grew weary, so the Saint was surprised to find Brigid apparently sound asleep! He chided her upon awakening, but she begged his forgiveness in these very words, “O Father, forgive me; O most pious Lord, spare me, for during this hour I have had a vision.”6 It was then she related that she saw four ploughs that were plowing all of Ireland while sowers in white garments scattered seed. Corn stalks rose up in an instant and ripened, while rivulets of fresh milk filled the furrows. Then other ploughmen appeared and destroyed the corn with their ploughshares. They planted tares instead, and these filled the furrows.


  St. Patrick, well pleased with the holy abbess, declared that she had seen a true and wonderful vision from God. Those clad in white and plowing the field were Brigid, St. Patrick himself, and their disciples, planting the seeds of God’s words from the four Gospels throughout every province in the land. The rivers poured forth the milk of Christian faith resulting from their labors. Those in black would be bad teachers who would come later, near the end of time, seeking to destroy their holy work and nearly seducing the whole human race.


  THE CELL OF THE OAK


  Crimthann, ancient King of Leinster, gladly did God’s work, giving the holy abbess a fine piece of land in DruimCriadh (“the ridge of clay”) overlooking the plain of Liffey. There Brigid spied a glorious oak piercing deep into the sky, standing strong and tall with extraordinary canopy. There she would build her oratory and convent all around it. It would be known then as Cell-Dara (or Kildare), the cell of the oak. The oak lived five centuries more, while the work St. Brigid began at Kildare lives on unto present times.


  Well, one day, while Brigid and Bishop Mel carefully traced out the settlement’s circumference, a procession of one hundred horses proceeded across the land. These horses were dragging loads of wattles7 to be used in the construction of a grand new house for the chieftain Ailill. Brigid looked on the wattles with no small delight—they were just what was needed to build the convent of Kildare! So Brigid sent out a sister to ask Ailill if they might have them for their holy purpose. When Ailill refused in an indignant tone, his horses were instantly paralyzed. They fell to the ground and, as if glued there, would not move a muscle, despite the urgings and whippings of their drivers. What then was the poor chieftain to do? St. Brigid was, of course, given her wattles, and Ailill even hired master builders to build them for her. Always effusive in her gratitude, St. Brigid assured him his heirs would forever reign in their region of Leinster, Ailill himself would ascend to the throne of Leinster and two of his daughters would later appear in the Irish Calendar of Saints.


  Bishop Mel was a saintly benefactor, but the convent at Kildare sorely needed a bishop of its own to provide the Sacraments and spiritual guidance. Brigid had in mind a holy recluse by the name of Conlaeth, who lived in the southern plains of Liffey. He accepted his new role and was installed in his bishopric around the year 490. He would gather his priests and serve the see of Kildare for the next twenty years as the holy monastic city grew by leaps and bounds around him.


  In his spare time, St. Conlaeth, a skilled metalworker, fashioned splendid ornaments and goods of gold and silver, and he became known as “Brigid’s Brazier.” Conlaeth, Tassach (St. Patrick’s craftsman) and Daig (the craftsman of St. Ciarhan of Saighir) would be acclaimed as the “three chief artisans of Ireland.” To this day, in the Museum of the Royal Irish Academy, is preserved a crozier of St. Finnbharr of Termon-Barry that Conlaeth himself fashioned. Conlaeth established at Kildare a monastery of monks that would educate new generations in metalwork and penmanship.


  St. Conlaeth, holy bishop and prophet of God, once went on a pilgrimage to Leatha (Rome) itself. He brought back with him a bounty of priestly vestments for use at the new grand cathedral at Kildare. Brigid blessed the costly and beautiful garments. Conlaeth donned them with great joy and solemnity when offering the sacred mysteries of the altar on feasts of the Lord and vigils of the Apostles.


  One night a group of ill-clad, hungry poor folk arrived at Kildare when the storehouse was all but depleted. Brigid, as you may surmise, gave the holy vestments, which had been purchased at great cost to do honor to God, to clothe the naked and feed the poor, as Christ had instructed.


  A full eight bishops from the church Tolach na nEspuc (“the hill of the bishops”) in the County of Dublin, appeared at St. Brigid’s door one day to pay their respects, but she had nothing to feed them. She sent her sisters out to milk the cows for the third time that day, and with an Angel’s help, they all had a fine milky feast. The site of this miracle is known today as Loch-Leamnachta, which means “the lake of milk.”


  Another time Brigid and many workers were out in their fields cutting corn. Storm clouds approached and a great rain let loose in the area, but not a drop fell on their farm.


  Countless good works, as many as drops in the ocean and stars in the sky, did Brigid perform while at her new base of Kildare. There was one day when Brigid graced two lepers each with a cow of his own. One showed heartfelt thanks, but the other was rude and arrogant, insulting her as he left. As they departed, the River Bearbha rose up while they crossed. The humble, thankful leper and his cow crossed to the further bank, but the proud, ungrateful beggar drowned.


  Another leper, weak and infirm, implored Brigid merely for water. Water she brought after blessing it, and this she left with the leper. Brigid told her to place it between herself and the wall, and to let no one touch it until she returned. An Angel of the Lord blessed it in front of St. Brigid’s own eyes. The water became then whatever drink the poor leper desired. If it was honey she wanted, it tasted like fine honey fresh from the comb. So too when milk or wine or beer, and the woman was refreshed and well pleased.


  Two strange miracles were performed one day for a blessed sister named Daria, who had been blind from the time of her childhood. Brigid loved her as a mother loves her child, and one night they became so enthralled in discussing heavenly things that they talked through the whole night. Brigid saw the sun rise on a glorious day and thanked God profusely for its beauty and that human eyes should behold it. At this she recalled poor Daria’s plight and asked God that she might behold the sun as well. God restored vision to Daria with a gentle kiss on her eyes from St. Brigid. Many times did Daria take in the sights of the landscape with rapturous joy and awe. Then she turned to her spiritual mother and asked that her eyes might be shut again, lest such beautiful sights of the earth deflect her heart from heavenly things. Brigid resisted, but Daria persisted. After a touch on her eyes, they saw no more the things of the earth.


  One day a wealthy young man deigned to make sport of St. Brigid’s generosity, thinking her the fool. He dressed as a beggar and went seeking alms as she tended her sheep. She gave him a sheep, and he led it back home to his flock. A quick change of clothes and again he appeared, and again he was given a sheep. Seven times did this young man repeat this sorry caper that day, and he laughed himself to sleep that night, counting the seven new sheep that he owned. When he awoke the next morning, however, they were gone, leaving no trace of their path. Brigid’s own flock was found to have grown by seven sheep that day.


  A CLEAN HAND FOR BRIGID’S LAST EUCHARIST


  Out in the fields of Curragh, on one fine summer day, a young student named Ninnidh went running past Brigid at breakneck speed. When asked where he was going, he told her, “I’m going to heaven!” Brigid recited the “Our Father” with him and prophesied that he would become a priest one day and would administer to her the holy viaticum of the Eucharist upon her own deathbed. The formerly frivolous youth devoted himself to his studies and grew steadily toward saintliness. From that day on he would wear a glove on the hand that would deliver to Ireland’s patroness her last Communion. This is why he was called Lamh-Gland, “Ninnidh of the clean hand.”


  Later in life, as a priest, he journeyed to Rome but returned to Ireland around the year 525. He provided for Brigid, on the first day of February, in her seventy-second year, her final reception of the Holy Eucharist. It was the last time she would see Christ under the appearance of the bread. She had seen Him dimly on Earth in every face she looked upon with love. On that day she would see him clearly, face-to-face, in Heaven.


  Venerable Mother

  Catherine McAuley


  (1778–1841)


  Feast Day November 1

  



  Oh may He look on us with love and pity and then we shall be able to do anything He wishes us to do— no matter how difficult to accomplish—or—painful to our feeling.8


  —Venerable Mother Catherine McAuley, Letter 220

  



  Born on September 29, 1778, near Dublin, Catherine McAuley lost her father at age five and her mother at eighteen. In her youth, she suffered much criticism for her beliefs. Yet as time passed, this charitable soul in the mold of St. Brigid turned her own sufferings into rivers of mercy for others. At age twentyfive, she went to live with a retired Quaker couple. By the time of their deaths, they had converted to the Catholic Church and bequeathed their fortune to Catherine. On the Feast of Our Lady of Mercy, September 24, 1827, she used the inheritance to establish the first House of Mercy for poor girls. Four years later, on December 12, 1831, Catherine and two friends took their vows and established the Religious Institute of the Sisters of Mercy. Their goal was to tend to the needs of the poor, sick and ignorant. They cared for homeless mothers and children and founded schools, teaching both Catholic and Protestant children.


  By the time of her death on November 11, 1841, there were over one hundred Sisters of Mercy. Today thousands of Sisters of Mercy perform all kinds of spiritual and corporal works of mercy for the poor and disadvantaged in provinces spread throughout Ireland, Africa and both Americas. Pope John Paul II declared Mother Catherine Venerable in 1990, and the cause for her canonization continues.


  8



  TALES OF TWO BRIGIDS


  There are two Virgins in Heaven

  Who will not give me a forgetful protection—

  Mary and St. Brigid.

  Under the protection of both may we remain.1


  —St. Brogan

  



  She, of all the spiritual children of St. Patrick, was the brightest jewel in his apostolic crown. She is, and always will be, the pride and glory of the Irish Church, the most honoured and venerated on the bead-roll of her Saints, the joy and the crown of the womanhood of holy Ireland.2


  —Fr. Joseph A. Knowles, St. Brigid biographer

  



  AS in the case of St. Kevin, and unlike the case of St. Patrick, we have no Confession, no letter, and no extant writings of St. Brigid.3 We must rely on age-old tales, but at least there is no lack of them. Though St. Brigid was not one for writing, her saintly impact was so large that we have been blessed with a bounty of stories and legends.


  St. Brigid’s earliest known biographer was Cogitosus, a monk of Kildare who wrote the first Latin life, the Vita Sanctae Brigidae, around the year 650. Another early life was crafted by St. Brocan Cloen somewhere around the same time. Around the year 800 in Rome, a Bishop Colman nepos Cracavistt (grandson of Cracavist) wrote a metrical, thirty-four-hexameter, versified Latin poem on the life of St. Brigid. The sketch of St. Brigid provided in our last chapter borrowed heavily from the Beatha Bhrighidi (“The Life of Brigid”) in the Leabhar Breac, a fourteenth century compilation of ancient Middle Irish and Latin lives of several Irish Saints, including Sts. Patrick and Columba as well as Brigid. Though some of these lives may conflict in their details, as a whole they provide a great wealth of insights into a most inspiring Saint.


  First, though, let me explain why this chapter is titled “Tales of Two Brigids.” St. Brigid is sometimes conflated with and confused with the mythological ancient pagan Celtic goddess after whom she was named.4 The pagan goddess Brigid was said to be a patroness of poetry, smithery (metalworking) and healing. She was symbolized by fire, and her inventions, among other things, were said to have included whistling and “keening” (loud wailing lamentations for the dead).


  The goddess Brigid was associated with the feast of Imbolc on February 1. Heralding the coming of spring, Imbolc marks the halfway point between the winter solstice and spring equinox in the northern hemisphere. Though February 1 sounds a little early for spring, according to an old Irish tale, things would just begin to “think about growing” on February 1. On that day one ancient hag would begin to push the vegetation up through the earth while two hags would hold it down. By St. Patrick’s Day on March 17, two hags would be pushing the plant growth up, and finally, by April 1 all three were pushing things up, signifying that by then spring had definitely sprung!5


  Building on and transforming the existing ancient pagan celebration, the medieval Irish also came to celebrate the feast of St. Brigid on February 1, the reported date of her death. It is this fifth century AD Brigid who is, of course, the center of our attention here.


  A BRIGIDINE SPRINGTIME FOR WOMEN


  St. Brigid held a very special place in the hearts of the Irish for the way she provided a model for a new kind of ideal woman. And fifth century Ireland, by the way, was rather advanced, compared to the rest of the world in those days, in the proper rights and respect it afforded women. Twentieth century Brigidine biographer, Alice Curtayne, spends her first chapter on Brigid explaining “the women of 450”6 and thereby setting the stage for the story of Brigid. This is but a sample of what you might have seen upon that stage.


  
    	Male suitors paid a dowry to the father of the bride (in contrast to the later practice of brides’ providing the dowry)


    	Married women were allowed their own separate private property


    	Legal separations were easily obtained in cases of abuse by their husbands


    	The Brehon Code of ancient Irish laws provided seven lawful reasons for marital separation


    	Daughters had rights of inheritance


    	Women had special places in public assemblies


    	Women had special games at their own fairs

    


  


  Some, including St. Patrick, found some of these practices too liberal, especially those providing such easy marital separation. St. Patrick’s heart, like St. Brigid’s, went out to a substantial class of women who certainly did not enjoy such freedoms, and these were the female slave girls or bondmaidens. These girls and women were the property of their owners, and having no rights, were often cruelly and immorally treated. This caused special difficulties for Christian slave women who strove to live morally and to retain family ties. If you will recall, Brigid’s own mother, Brocessa, was one of them and was sold to a Druid and separated from her daughter. Brigid herself, born while her mother had one foot inside the door and one foot outside of it, had one foot in the world of the free (through her chieftain father, Dubhthach), and one foot in the world of the unfree (through her mother). Perhaps in this way God had prepared her to so effectively speak to and lift up both classes.


  Fifth century Irish women were chiefly involved in homemaking, but this was no simple and mundane endeavor. Curtayne informs us that these women strove to be called “a great worker,” one who was skilled in all kinds of handicrafts and possessed all the necessary tools of the trade (things like looms and spindles). Such women were highly prized as wives and, therefore, were prized as brides as well.


  Again, though, this was the case for the free. Those in bondage faced a sorrier lot, with day after day of inglorious tasks like herding swine, washing guests’ feet and performing laborious tasks like the grinding of corn using handmills called “querns.” Two women seated face-to-face would rotate the handle of a joint apparatus and grind up cornmeal for hours on end. Another popular task for slave women was that of light-bearer. They would be required to hold lamps by the table while their owners dined and then often for hours until the family turned in for the night. Brigid herself was no stranger to such tasks.


  When St. Brigid came upon the stage, a new springtime for women in Ireland (and throughout the European continent) surged forth. Here now was a woman who would emerge from the home—not to pursue selfish, hedonistic, worldly and short-sighted pursuits of today’s modern feminists but to pursue in a new way the kingdom of God and to help bring it to a whole nation of women and men.


  A MODEL FOR WOMEN AND A MODEL OF

  CHRIST AND HIS MOTHER


  When Brigid and her devout friends in Christ took their vows and built their first convent, they provided a brandnew, grand model for those “virgins for Christ” so dear to St. Patrick. Rather than facing the ardors of the Christian life within a home, where much opposition and many difficulties and temptations might arise, Irish women whose hearts burned for Christ could find a new home, full of support from kindred sisterly souls, living within a religious community focused entirely upon the good works of God. And what a model they had in Brigid, rivaling St. Patrick himself in her energy and enthusiasm for spreading the message and blessings of the gospel. Many a legend relates her escapades across Ireland in her high-mileage chariot. Her presence, and that of the convents she founded, was sought out by many a chieftain and bishop for many a year. One unfounded legend relates that when installed as an abbess, she was accidentally made a bishop as well!


  But though she was afire with evangelistic zeal and organizational powers not unlike St. Patrick, St. Brigid was still best known for her unending string of simple acts of mercy and kindness to individual suffering persons. She truly saw Christ in each person. It is no wonder this caring and nurturing Saint was called “Mary of the Gaels,” leading to the popular blessing of “Brigid and Mary be with you!”


  BRIGIDINE TRADITIONS


  St. Brigid’s life and works have given rise to many longstanding traditions, some of which still carry on. At her death on February 1, 525, her sisters started and tended a fire at the convent in Kildare that would be maintained for centuries by their spiritual heirs. It did not burn out until the year 1220 and then was reignited for another 440 years, until the flames of discord of the Reformation quenched the fires at last—but not forever. It was relit by the Brigidine sisters in 1996 and remains alight to this day in honor of their foundress, that “fiery arrow.”


  As for her enduring feast day of February 1, note that the next day is Candlemas, a celebration of Christ’s presentation at the temple as the Light Unto the Nations. And right upon its heels, on February 3, is the feast of St. Blaise, in which throats are blessed with candles. On three holy days in a row, then, we celebrate days associated with holy light and fire, and the first of those is St. Brigid’s day.


  Another tradition holds that when visiting a dying pagan chieftain one day, St. Brigid sat at his bedside and weaved together a cross from rushes on the floor. She used it to explain Christ’s Cross and to bring the chieftain to Christ. There is an old Irish custom of weaving a St. Brigid’s cross on St. Brigid’s feast day, sprinkling it with holy water, having it blessed and hanging it on the front door until the next year, when it is burned and a new cross is crafted to replace it. For those intrigued by these crosses, I direct you to Ó Duinn, who describes in detail seven different variants,7 and the modern Brigidine Sister’s website tells how to make one of your own!8


  Another tremendous tradition that St. Brigid founded was that of the “double monastery,” side-by-side convents of sisters and monks. In this way, priests were available to perform their sacramental functions for the sisters, and the two groups could be mutually supportive for each other and for their surrounding communities, providing essential services like academic education and training in special arts like metalworking. For centuries hence double monasteries were run by a double series of abbot-bishops and abbesses. The abbess of Kildare was the superioress general of all of the Irish convents.


  One important and still enduring Brigidine tradition is of ancient origin but relatively recent revival. The religious Order of St. Brigid thrived from the fifth century until the monasteries were suppressed by the English in the sixteenth century. As God’s plans would have it, in 1807 Daniel Delaney, Bishop of Kildare and Leighlin, reconstituted the Sisters of St. Brigid, a community of religious women who would serve in the parishes and teach the young. Formed with but six sisters (two fewer than St. Brigid’s own holy band), the Brigidine Sisters can now be found in permanent convents and in missionary assignments in many nations, including Australia, the Gambia, Iceland, Ireland, Kenya, Mexico, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, the United States and Zambia.


  St. Brigid’s international appeal is nothing new, however. Though Brigid never left Ireland in life, after her death her spiritual disciples quickly expanded in great number throughout Europe. Various Irish missionaries of the Middle Ages also spread the news of St. Brigid to many neighboring nations in Europe. Early biographer Bishop Colman nepos Cracavist9 worked to spread St. Brigid’s cult10 throughout Italy, for example.


  Centuries after her death, relics of St. Brigid were also dispersed far and wide. A story holds that in 1283 three Irish knights headed toward the Holy Land as Europe’s attempts at crusading were coming to a close. They carried with them the holy head of St. Brigid herself, and they stopped and remained in Portugal. A church now in Lumiar, just a few miles from Lisbon, houses the bodies of the knights and a chapel dedicated to St. Brigid containing a statue of Brigid, dressed in white, along with the holy relic of her head.


  In 1929 a portion of her skull was placed within the Church of St. Brigid in Killester, Dublin, and a few other Irish churches also hold fragments. The National Museum in Dublin reportedly holds one of St. Brigid’s slippers. Indeed, the relics of this Saint have found their way even to such far-off places as central Illinois and your present author’s own desk!11


  As precious as St. Brigid’s very bones are, more precious still are the spiritual fruits she left for us. In the next chapter, we will reflect on the charitable style and see how the lessons of the fiery arrow can fan our flames of Christian charity and aim them at the hearts of our neighbors.


  Fr. Theobald Mathew


  (1790–1856)


  The Apostle of Temperance

  



  He has wiped more tears from the faces of women than any other being on the globe but the Lord Jesus, and thousands of lisping children will bless the Providence that gave them an existence in the same age.12


  Fr. Theobald Mathew has not been sainted, but this nineteenth century Capuchin friar was quite a saintly man nonetheless. Ordained a Capuchin friar on Easter Sunday in 1831, he served as a parish priest for twenty-four years, but God had other things in mind for him as well. He realized well the need to cultivate the intellect, so he rented vacant rooms and started schools for young boys and girls. His was also a charitable soul, and he cared for poor children and adults and served tirelessly during a cholera epidemic. Though of average height, average voice and average education, he also became renowned for his preaching because of his unmistakable piety and earnestness. He truly cared deeply for the bodily and spiritual well-being of the Irish, both so imperiled in the early nineteenth century.


  Fr. Theobald would become most well known as a doer for his crusade against drunkenness. He had seen firsthand the devastated lives (not only of the alcoholic but also of their families) that excessive drink had wrought. He championed a temperance movement in Ireland and the United States, and in a few years, millions had taken a pledge of abstinence. The virtue of temperance implies a “golden mean” of moderation, which can vary from person to person. Not all who drink are prone to drunkenness and alcoholism, but for many who are, Fr. Theobald’s pledge and his influence on later groups combating the devastating effects of alcoholism have truly proven a godsend.
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  THE CHARITABLE STYLE


  Reviewing St. Brigid’s career, of which we have presented only a condensed narrative, we cannot but recognize that her whole life was one of a series of acts of mercy, charity and Divine love.1


  —Cardinal Moran, Archbishop of Sydney

  



  For you holiness will not consist in doing great actions, but in doing your least actions with great purity of intention and a genuine desire to please God . . . By performing the ordinary duties of your day well you will perfect yourself, and your day will be full of merit and good works.2


  —Dr. Daniel Delaney, Bishop of Kildare and

  Founder of the Brigidine Order

  



  THERE is an old saying that “everyone loves a lover.” There is also an old Christian saying that “they will know we are Christians by our love.” Well, anyone who comes to know St. Brigid will certainly know she’s a Christian and will undoubtedly come to love her! She is one of those near-perfect examples of the charitable spiritual style. Thanks be to God that He graces us with the likes of them!


  So just how did St. Brigid embody (and en-soul) this charitable style? With what kind of temperament was St. Brigid blessed? Which of the virtues and gifts of the Holy Spirit radiated the greatest of warmth from the fires of her heart? In what ways did she live the beatitude of mercy, and other beatitudes she held so dear? Which works of mercy did she and her sisters excel in? Which fruits of the Holy Spirit grew in the greatest abundance? What sacraments and commandments bore a special relevance to her ministry? What writings provided her spiritual nourishment? What great saints throughout the sands of time and the soils of diverse nations have most born her spiritual stamp? Might you be of her kindred spirit and style? And if not, what lessons might you still learn from her? Good questions, and to them we turn next.


  FROM SANGUINE TO LOVING


  When psychological theorist Alfred Adler addressed the four classic temperaments, he pointed to possible pitfalls for three of them:


  The person with phlegmatic tendencies (one of the two temperaments often found in contemplatives) runs the risk of not fully engaging his powers, embracing no great goals, and he may become a “getting type” or “leaning type” of person who lets others do all the hard work while he passively shares in the profit. He can be prone to sloth.


  Those with melancholic tendencies (also often found in contemplatives) may engage their intellectual powers to foresee potential problems, to worry about future failures and to ruminate about failures in the past, failing therefore to fully engage their potential powers. They may become the “avoiding type,” prone to hesitation and indecision.


  The potential pitfall for the individual with choleric tendencies (quite common amongst apostolic doers) is that he may not properly harness his drive and his energy and may ride roughshod over others. If he does not build the proper character on top of his temperamental tendencies, he may become the “ruling type,” prone toward aggression and the need to control others.


  For the sanguine type, however, Adler’s characterization is quite different and calls for direct quotation:


  The sanguine individual is one who shows a certain joy in life, who does not take things too seriously, who does not worry easily, who attempts to see the most pleasant and beautiful side of everything, who on sad occasions is sad without breaking down, and who experiences pleasure at happy events without losing his balance. A detailed description of such individuals shows nothing more than that they are approximately healthy people in whom harmful tendencies are not present in any great degree. We cannot make this assertion for the other three types.3


  Adler, you see, saw that truly sanguine individuals embody the tendency toward “social interest,” a sense of connectedness and rootedness with one’s fellow man, that he believed was essential to psychological health. He called sanguine souls the “socially useful type.” The sanguine type can perhaps most readily free himself from selfish concerns to focus upon the needs of others, and it appears that St. Brigid’s nearly matchless charity, mercy and bountiful hospitality were built upon a beautifully sanguine disposition.


  The sanguine soul has an advantage through temperament in attaining earthly happiness and sharing it with others, yet Christians come to know of a happiness that far exceeds earthly joys. The sanguine type, then, may be at peril if he should run with the wrong crowd or absorb the messages of a corrupt culture. In this way, the simple pleasures he seeks to enjoy and to share might inadvertently share more harm than good. Those of the sanguine temperament, like all the others, require the message of Christ’s gospel to truly bring forth all the potential powers and goodness that lie in wait within them. Unleashing that potential and unearthing those talents—this is the realm of the virtues, and now it is time to examine them.


  CHARITABLE VIRTUES


  The intellectual virtues of understanding, knowledge and wisdom help the thinker cleave fast to God’s truth. The cardinal moral virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance are the weapons in the doer’s arsenal with which he wins souls to Christ. What virtues, then, will enable the lover to love? According to St. Paul, “And now there remain faith, hope, and charity, these three: but the greatest of these is charity.” (1 Cor. 13:13). Faith, hope and love (or charity) are the God-given theological virtues that transcend, order, inform and enliven all the intellectual and moral virtues that flow from man’s own nature.


  St. Thomas Aquinas tells us that faith abides in the intellect, and by faith we assent with our minds to the truth of God and all of His revelation. Hope resides in the will. It reflects our desire for eternal happiness with God in Heaven, and it also reflects our confidence that God will provide us the grace and assistance to get there. But faith and hope can both remain lifeless unless they are quickened by the love that is charity.4 When we truly love God, our faith will come to life and flower into good works, and we’ll hope to spend eternity with God not only for our own benefit but for the joy that will come from being united with the highest and ultimate object of our love.


  St. Brigid had this kind of love for God, and it enlivened all her interactions with her neighbors and, indeed, even with God’s other creatures. Virtually every story of Brigid is a story of love in action—love for God, for man and even for beasts. Recall, if you will, the miracle of the multiplication of the bacon for the benefit of a hungry dog! Note too that no human suffered deprivation for it.


  St. Thomas has likened the fires of charity within our soul to the fires of a furnace. The more powerful our furnace, the further out its warming will reach.5 Recall how St. Brigid, with chariot wheels a’rollin’ warmed hearts and souls all throughout the Emerald Isle. As the supreme abbess of Ireland, she also saw that the remotest areas were furnished with furnaces of charity by establishing many convents with dedicated, loving sisters. Yet, still, as with a powerful furnace, those closest to it will absorb most of the heat. St. Brigid’s love and hospitality were enjoyed in the greatest abundance by those blessed to be in her proximity.


  GIVE THE GIFTS OF LOVE


  Of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, knowledge, understanding and wisdom were discussed in the context of good St. Kevin, and the fear of the Lord and fortitude were discussed in the context of the patron St. Patrick. That leaves the gifts of counsel and piety for discussion in their relation to St. Brigid. Please bear in mind, however, that all seven gifts are given to all of us at the time of our confirmation.


  And there is something else we should bear in mind regarding these God-given gifts. Perhaps you’ve heard the term now in vogue called “re-gifting”? Here, one receives a perhaps unwanted gift, and passes it right along as his gift to someone else. Well, though we should want them most dearly, the gifts of the Holy Spirit should indeed by “regifted” in a sense. We will retain and enjoy their benefits most fully only when we pass on their good fruits to others.


  When we exercise natural virtues, we bring our passions and will in line with the light of right human reason, acting as would the wise. Through the gifts of the Holy Spirit, however, we avail ourselves of the guidance not merely of human reason but of the direct inspiration of God. We row with the oars of natural virtue but sail with the divine breeze of the gifts.


  St. Brigid possessed them all in abundance, but here we’ll focus on counsel and piety, two for which she was especially known and which are held dear by all souls of the charitable style. The gift of counsel, St. Thomas tells us, corresponds most directly to the virtue of prudence6 (that practical wisdom so dear to the doer) that helps us get the job done! Lovers have their own jobs to do, and though they may be on a smaller scale than those of some doers, their value is in no way less. If charitable souls are to gain their own salvation and truly treat others as Christ, they need to know how to do it!


  By openness to the Holy Spirit’s gift of counsel, one is, as St. Thomas says, “directed as though counseled by God . . . who comprehends all things.”7 Through prayer and meditation, loving souls like St. Brigid strive to make their will and God’s will as one. Those rare individuals who are also given the gratuitous grace of counsel may also be sought out to counsel their neighbors in the actions they must take to gain their salvation. St. Brigid was clearly gratuitously graced with counsel as well. (If you get the chance in Heaven, just ask the holy Irish bishops who knew and loved Brigid and sought out her advice.)


  The Holy Spirit also provides us with the gift of piety, a gift Brigid clearly possessed in abundance. In exercising the virtue of piety, a component of justice, we render especially to our parents and to our country what is their rightful due. Young Brigid, as you recall, was especially devoted to her mother, and when she came of age, she disregarded her father’s prohibition from visiting and comforting her. The highest form of piety is that which we owe to God as Father, and the Holy Spirit’s gift of piety directs us to acts of piety that transcend our own reason to comply with God’s direct inspiration. Brigid knew that in the case of her mother, her earthly father’s selfishness ran contrary to her heavenly Father’s commandment to love, so even in this act of disobedience, she displayed a holy piety. As for her piety toward her country, we need only reflect on how profusely her country has rendered her praise as their most favored daughter for the last fifteen hundred years now.


  FRUITS THAT REFRESH


  Considering the kinds of heavenly fruits the virtues and gifts of St. Brigid brought forth, I submit that charity, joy, kindness, and generosity were the lushest of all Brigid’s fruits. They so much describe her that any of them could be her middle name! These are the fruits that exemplify the charitable style.


  Just as we love and care for the children of our dearest friends, true charity that is the love of God fans out to every man and woman because they are children of God. And as heat is produced by a furnace, so the joy within one’s heart is produced by the flames of charity toward others.


  Kindness goes hand in hand with charity as well. Who wants to be helped by a sneering or grimacing giver? Kind souls are thoughtful as well. They try to see things from the other’s perspective, giving and helping before their neighbor even asks, when possible. Christ asked us to “do unto others,” after all, not merely to respond to them.


  And as for generosity, if anyone was ever “generous to a fault,” her name was truly St. Brigid! Just ask her father or her own religious sisters. It was her unbounded generosity that sometimes got her into trouble, but the good it produced vastly outweighed any of the inconveniences it produced. And lest one fault her (and kindred generous souls) for being too generous with others’ resources; recall that she saw every person as a child of God. Though the right to one’s property is clearly a legitimate thing, for followers of Christ, the dire and immediate need of any human being cries out for assistance from our own surplus. St.Brigid lived Christ’s message to feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty and clothe the naked, for she knew well Christ had said, “as long as you did it to one of these my least brethren, you did it to me.” (Matt. 25:35). Such generosity strikes a deep spiritual chord with the Irish, so known for their generosity even when possessing only limited resources of their own. So deep and true is this spiritual fruit that generosity abounds even in prayer. To pray merely for oneself (Heaven forbid) is a phaidir ghann, a “scarce prayer” or “stingy prayer.”8 Fruits, after all, are savored the best when shared with others.


  BLESSED ARE THE MERCIFUL


  Attentive readers will recall that we need not speculate which of Christ’s eight beatitudes St. Brigid would have chosen before all others. After Bishop Maccaille had preached on the eight beatitudes at St. Brigid’s prompting, he asked each of the eight virgins present to select one beatitude as their special devotion. When they insisted that Brigid go first, she immediately chose the beatitude of mercy. “Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.” (Matt. 5:7). Justice gives to each person his rightful due, but mercy, enlivened by charity, gives each person beyond his natural due as a child of God.


  St. Thomas Aquinas tells us that “mercy takes its name misericordia from denoting a man’s compassionate heart (miserum cor) for another’s unhappiness.”9 While some people shy away from merciful acts lest they be exposed to others’ unhappiness, St. Brigid chose to define her Christian ministry by acts of compassionate mercy for those most prone to earthly unhappiness: the sick and the poor. Encompassing the spirits of generosity and hospitality,10 the beatitude of mercy allows us to forget selfish needs to see with the eyes and hear with the ears of our neighbor. And note that though the merciful soul is forgetful of self, Christ declares that the merciful “shall obtain mercy,” reaping greater benefits than their minds can imagine or hearts can desire.


  TO THE LEAST OF THY BROTHERS


  Speaking of mercy, which of the corporeal and spiritual works of mercy might most likely be done by a charitable soul like St. Brigid? Comforting the sorrowful, feeding the hungry, providing drink for the thirsty and even providing clothing for the needy were all right up St. Brigid’s alley. Think of the creative, miraculous ways Brigid comforted the sorrowful, like the water she blessed that then tasted like whatever the sick woman desired. As for feeding the needy, stories and legends abound about Brigid with bacon and butter and cheese and milk and the like, and even household dogs would benefit from her delicious and nutritious offerings. Thirst too did she quench. It is not every Saint who converts water to ale for her parish or who prays for a lake of ale for all of the Saints up in Heaven!11 Clothing the needy would fall too within the purview of Brigid’s ministrations and those of her holy sisters. Her sisters’ duties included needlework and crafting clothing for the poor as well as ecclesiastical vestments for priests and bishops.


  SACRAMENTS THAT BIND US TOGETHER


  Though all the Sacraments are dear, of course, let’s look at a few in particular that are especially dear to the charitable soul. Holy Matrimony should, of course, be esteemed by any spiritual “lover.” St. Brigid foreswore it for herself since she sought spiritual union only with Christ. Recall, however, her prayers for her forlorn suitor’s success when he should find his true mate in the future.


  By her nurturing relationships with her spiritual daughters (and, if we recall her innovation of the double-monastery, with her spiritual sons as well), St. Brigid, “Mary of the Gaels,” provided a lofty example of spiritual motherhood. She modeled perfect femininity in her continuous caring, generous and merciful acts, always giving her heart and soul to others. The wife and the mother who would model St. Brigid would certainly do well for any husband and father. Indeed, such traits should work to draw out the lover within from even the most melancholic, phlegmatic or choleric mate. It is said the very word bride derives from the name of St. Brigid!


  Another Sacrament quite dear to those of the charitable style is the anointing of the sick. St. Brigid saw every person as a worthy child of God. She did not hesitate to visit the sick and desired nothing more than their salvation. Though she could not administer this Sacrament, of course, she helped foster a multitude of holy priests who could dispense this great grace of God upon those in the most dire need. The charitable soul will care for the needs of the sick unto their very last breath. What a tragedy today that under the false name of “compassion” there are many in our culture who would speed the dying along to their deaths rather than nurturing them and having them anointed. St. Brigid knew well of the undying dignity that should be accorded to the dying.


  At the sacramental summit we find, of course, the Eucharist. The contemplative soul resonates here with the deepest, most beautiful and sublime of God’s mysteries. The apostolic soul is inspired to action by the greatest, bravest deed that could be done, to suffer unspeakable pain to achieve unimaginable good for billions. The charitable soul is inflamed with the fires of charity by this ultimate act of love: that the great God of the universe would allow His mere creatures to share in His mystical body and blood. Truly His body and blood are real food and real drink for all saintly souls of all spiritual styles, shapes and sizes!


  THOU SHALT LOVE THY NEIGHBOR


  The charitable soul, the lover who loves all in Christ, takes the greatest of care in honoring those commandments that bid us treat our families and neighbors right. St. Brigid honored her father and her mother greatly. Indeed, because of Brigid’s saintly deeds, the names of Dubhthach and Brocessa are known by many around the world a good fifteen thousand years after their deaths.


  The charitable soul will take no truck with adultery. How sad and how heinous that adultery, a most grievous affront to the holy Sacrament of Matrimony, is trivialized and well-neigh glorified in some of our modern media, even though in the days before Christ, wise pagan philosophers roundly denounced it. When Aristotle crafted his great works of ethics in the fourth century BC, he noted that for many acts the virtuous soul must find the “golden mean.” In acts of anger, for example, one must strive to be angry at the proper person, in the proper measure, at the proper time and for the proper reasons. But for certain acts, including adultery, he wrote that there was no mean to be had, for with no person, to any extent, at any time or for any reason was it justified.12 The ancient Stoic philosophers were also in agreement. It is an affront to natural reason, not to mention God’s divine law.


  Centuries later, when St. Thomas Aquinas penned unequalled books on ethics within his Summa Theologica, he explained that adultery is not only a sin of lust but a sin of the greatest injustice to one’s own spouse or to the spouse of another.13 And in the Catechism of the Catholic Church of our own day, twenty-eight pages of text are devoted to all of the implications regarding human love, sexuality and family life that are packed into the sixth commandment.14 Any charitable soul would do well to study those pages with care.


  As Jesus made crystal clear, “whosoever shall look on a woman to lust after her, hath already committed adultery with her in his heart.” (Matt. 5:28). We must remain pure and free of lust and envy not only in our actions but within our hearts. We must discipline our eyes and our thoughts and refrain from looking upon others as objects for our satisfaction. The person with the charitable style (and every one of us who cultivates charity) will train himself to see other persons as persons, as soul-body unities, made in the image of God. He will not forget that an attractive human body always houses an immortal soul that is intrinsically worthy of respect and love, not of ogling and lust. And further, he will take a lesson from St. Brigid. She saw that even the aged and afflicted, whose bodies had suffered decay, retain an intrinsic beauty and dignity just the same.


  WHO WROTE THE BOOKS OF LOVE?


  What books of the Bible might have special appeal to those of the charitable style? Most likely those four books that reveal the greatest love story that ever was told. The four Gospels are stories about the incomparable love of God for the creatures He made into friends, for “greater love than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15:13). They also tell the story of the love that the holiest of all mothers conveyed to the holiest of all sons. There are no greater “how-to” books on loving than those four holy Gospels. Christ taught the world that the end and goal of all the commandments is love: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart, and with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. And the second is like to this: Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” (Matt. 22:37–39).


  St. Paul also wrote of love and of all of its beautiful qualities. “Charity is patient, is kind: charity envieth not, dealeth not perversely; is not puffed up; Is not ambitious, seeketh not her own, is not provoked to anger, thinketh no evil; Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth with the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.” (1 Cor. 13:4–7). Think back to the life of Brigid and how fittingly this describes her loving soul as well. Let it inspire us too, to be unto others as love itself.


  ANGELS OF CHARITY ACROSS LANDS AND TIMES


  In the history of a Church built on love, one would hope to find many exemplars of the charitable style, of fervent lovers loving fervently. Thanks be to God, they are there to be found! St. Brigid’s biographer Alice Curtayne highlights the blessed similarities between the lives of early Irish Saints like St. Brigid and St. Francis and the early Franciscans. Indeed, she opines they produce exactly the same effect on the mind . . . .Both writings exhale the same candid charm while enforcing the same divine ideal . . . .The Franciscan movement is described as an attempt to reproduce the primitive Church. But it might be described too as a refloresence of the Celtic Church, of which it bore all the distinctive marks.15


  Note well the affinities between St. Francis, called by some “another Christ,” and St. Brigid, known to some as the “Mary of the Gaels.” Both are paragons of simplicity and love, seeking little for themselves and extending all their energies in the care of the common man and women and even of the beasts and all of God’s wondrous creation.


  I would not be surprised at all if in the minds of devout readers reflecting on St. Brigid’s deeds, the image of a young girl from France has made its blessed appearance as well. St. Therese of Liseux, another of God’s simple yet great gifts to mankind, was also a delightful embodiment of the charitable spiritual style. Here was a soul devoted to caring, mercy, hospitality, humility and loving charity expressed in the simplest of one-to-one interactions in the routine, daily tasks of life. Charitable souls of our day go for her “little way” in a big way! She is a kindred spirit with Brigid. Can you imagine their conversations, with the pluck of the Irish and the French joie de vivre overflowing in superabundance?


  And yet, St. Therese holds another lesson for us as well. It appears that her charitable style was built upon a melancholic foundation. Therese’s early childhood was marked by tragedy in the loss of her mother, and in a serious childhood illness from which she was cured by the Blessed Mother Mary. She was a spoiled and pampered youngest child, reluctant to do her share of chores within her own house. Immersed in thoughts of herself, she was hypersensitive to criticism and prone to fits of crying. The world would later see the fruits of her melancholic contemplation. Indeed, she would be named a great Doctor (teacher) of the Church. Yet those teachings would inspire us all to grow most in that simple, one-on-one, charitable style. Regardless of the spiritual style that meshes most readily with our own temperaments, we may come to find that God has plans for us outside of our own comfort zones!


  In our time was another giant charitable soul in a small, frail, homely female body. Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta, foundress of the worldwide Missionaries of Charity, lived life as an angel of mercy, expending her energies on the poorest of the poor and the sickest of the sick. Her inheritance of this charitable spiritual tradition was visible in her dedication to St. Francis of Assisi (her sisters recited his prayer of peace each morning), and she took her name, of course, from St. Therese, the Little Flower. As her own writings have shown, Blessed Mother Teresa, like St. Therese of Lisieux before her, kept up her good works even in the face of great physical pain and periods of spiritual doubt and dryness, indeed, long dark nights of the soul.


  What inspiration can we, then, with far easier lives and more comfortable surroundings, draw from these models of charity? It’s a question worthy of reflection, prayer and, ultimately, action.


  Venerable

  Matthew Talbot


  (1856–1925)


  The Apostle of Temperance

  



  Three things I cannot escape: the eye of God, the voice of conscience, the stroke of death. In company, guard your tongue. In your family, guard your temper. When alone guard your thoughts.16


  Born in the year that Fr. Theobald Mathew died, this Matthew, the second-born of a family of twelve children in Dublin, enjoyed a profoundly life-changing conversion when taking a temperance pledge. Matthew began drinking at age twelve. Like his father and all of his brothers save the oldest, he soon became an alcoholic. He drank hard, and he worked hard as a “hodman,” carrying bricks and mortar to the bricklayers of Dublin. His drinking paved the way for a whole host of vices, including much swearing and violence. He impoverished himself, and he stole to purchase his liquor.


  When his life had hit rock bottom and his self-disgust had peaked, he heeded his mother’s advice and took the temperance pledge. At twenty-eight years of age, a new Matthew Talbot was born. He went to Confession, pledged to give up alcohol and tobacco, worked diligently to pay back all his debtors and become drunk instead with the new wine of Christ’s gospel. Matthew went to daily Mass, prayed the Stations of the Cross and other devotions, gave to religious organizations, did spiritual reading and on October 18, 1891, joined the Third Order of St. Francis. He died on his way to Mass on June 7, 1925.


  What a saintly Irish model this “hodman” is for all of us. We need not be a genius, a leader or a caregiver to the sick to do great works. We need only dedicate all that we are, whoever we are, to the love and service of God.


  Conclusion



  THOUGHT, ACTION, LOVE AND YOU—

  FINDING YOUR SPIRITUAL STYLE


  I arise today

  Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity,

  Through belief in the threeness,

  Through confession of the oneness

  Of the Creator of Creation.1


  —St. Patrick

  



  In the communion of saints, many and varied spiritualities have been developed throughout the history of the churches. The personal charism of some witnesses to God’s love for men has been handed on, like “the spirit” of Elijah to Elisha and John the Baptist, so that their followers may have a share in this spirit.


  —Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph 2684

  



  AS HUMAN beings crafted in God’s image through our intellects and wills, we mirror God imperfectly in a myriad of ways. Each of us is a unique person, and each and every one of us is blessed with a human soul through the hand of God Himself. Indeed, even before he formed us in the womb, he knew every one of us.2


  Though we are unique, of course, we still share enough commonalities of temperament to be classed as a mix of a handful of temperaments—like the melancholic, phlegmatic, choleric and sanguine that we looked at in previous chapters. From these building blocks of temperament, we build ourselves (with the help of God’s grace) into temples of His Holy Spirit. Some thinkers and prayers will tend toward a contemplative style, seeking union with God above all else. Doers may act as apostles, heeding God’s call to evangelization on a grand scale. And the lovers will be drawn toward and revel in simple acts of caring love for the Christ that they see in all persons.


  Yet at the broadest level we all share, through our intellects and wills, the capacity to be thinkers, doers and lovers. We cannot be full persons if we completely neglect any of these spiritual callings and styles. The perfect model in this regard is, of course, Christ, God incarnate. No thinker is more profound, no doer did more and no lover loved more intensely than He. On a purely human scale, we have the model of His earthly mother. The Virgin Mary, the mother of God, being full of grace,3 was full of all virtues as well. One of her titles is “Seat of Wisdom.” Her contemplation of God and total acceptance of His will lead to the most complete union that any human has obtained. In giving birth to Christ, raising Him up and bearing the sorrows of His passion, she was the consummate doer, doing the most important thing that a human could ever possibly do— allowing God to use her as the most vital human link in His salvific plan for all of humanity. And who could show greater love than she did? Hers was truly a love that bore all things and bore God incarnate.


  Some great Saints also embody a remarkable balance in the contemplative, apostolic and charitable styles, as is evident in the fact that my concept for these three styles arose from my research on that great German Saint, St. Albert the Great. Though known as a thinker (both for his own encyclopedic scientific, philosophic and theological knowledge and for his training of the Church’s most sublime intellect, that of St. Thomas Aquinas), St. Albert was a successful bishop, provincial of the Dominican’s largest province in Germany, preacher of a crusade, papal legate, an arbiter of disputes and so many other things. Few great doers have done so much. And yet in Albert we also saw the lover—a man tender to his students and with a special place in his heart for the unlearned laity, for religious sisters and for the Virgin Mary.


  St. Albert shows how we may capitalize on our most natural and prominent spiritual style while retaining the spiritual courage to remain open to God’s call, regardless of the calling He may have in store for us. (God often has great surprises in store for us, after all.) Near the end of his life, this great thinker returned to his contemplative mode, writing a great mystical work called On Cleaving to God and spending the last years of his life, as his powerful intellect waned, within the cloister, calmly communing with the God he’d soon see face-to-face.


  SEE THEE, FOLLOW THEE, LOVE THEE


  Surely, you’ve noticed strong elements of thinking, loving and doing in all three of our Irish Saints. St. Kevin the thinker, despite initial reluctance, built a great monastic community. St. Brigid the lover did great things as well, forming multiple convents, many of which fostered learning. Though St. Patrick played down his education and his intellectual abilities in his great Confession, modern scholars have attributed this not as much to his lack of ability as to his abundance of humility. We have seen that his writings reveal a mastery of Scripture and no small familiarity with the writing of several Church Fathers as well. What love for neighbor must have burned within his heart to strive mightily for decades to bring the saving news of Christ to those who had held him in bondage? Indeed, all three Irish Saints knew well that God has called us to serve him with all that we are—in mind and body and soul.


  Focusing on their special strengths, however, can give us special inspiration, especially if they seem kindred spirits to ourselves. Are you familiar, by chance, with the song “Day by Day” from the movie Godspell of the 1970s? It actually owes its lyrics to this ancient prayer by St. Richard of Chichester:


  Thanks be to Thee, my Lord Jesus Christ

  For all the benefits Thou hast given me,

  For all the pains and insults Thou hast borne for me.

  O most merciful Redeemer, friend and brother,

  May I know Thee more clearly,

  Love Thee more dearly,

  Follow Thee more nearly.4


  Let’s look at this prayer now through “Irish saints glasses.” If we would seek to know Christ more clearly, we would do well to emulate and pray to the likes of St. Kevin and his contemplative soul mates. In order to love Him more dearly, let St. Brigid guide our way. And as for following Christ nearly, what a model and intercessor we have in St. Patrick, who followed Him unto the known ends of the earth.


  SPIRITUAL STYLES AND THE CHURCH


  The learned twentieth century Dominican theologian Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange has provided a wonderful graphic image of the relationship between Christian virtues (see page 188).5 With Christ as the rock upon which the structure is built, the virtue of humility serves as the base of this spiritual structure. The door is built around the cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance. (If you’ll recall, they derive from the Latin word cardine, which means “hinge,” as of a door.) Written within the door are related virtues like constancy, magnanimity, obedience, chastity and others, as well as related gifts of the Holy Spirit—counsel, piety, fortitude and fear. These virtues and gifts, as I have argued, are of extreme importance to any doer.


  The doors are connected to two mighty pillars, which are the two theological, God-infused virtues of faith and hope. And the arching capstone that crowns this edifice under the Cross of Christ is labeled with the virtue of charity. These are the virtues so dear to any lover of God.


  Finally, hanging and projecting from the capstone and pillars of the theological virtues are the Holy Spirit’s gifts of understanding, knowledge and wisdom, which illuminate our intellects. Truly, no contemplative soul will leave home without them!


  

  

  [image: image]


  


  This wonderful structural graphic suggests another one to depict our concept of spiritual styles. Imagine that the cardinal virtues and associated gifts of the doer, of the man or woman of the apostolic style, again are represented by the doors of the church, and even the entire church’s outer structure and its insides too, right up to the altar area. St. Patrick, remember, invited an entire nation into the doors of the Catholic Church, and into the literal doors of the vast number of literal, physical, wooden churches that he and his band had built for their new flocks.


  It is the doers on a grand scale who literally form parishes and build their physical churches. It is evangelistic doers (with more than a little help from godly Catholic mothers and fathers, as well!) who also recruit the bodies and souls who will sit within those churches’ pews.


  And now let’s move on to the lectern during the holy sacrifice of the Mass. The Liturgy of the Word is the bread and the butter of the contemplative thinker. We read from the Scriptures and Gospel messages from ancient writers inspired by God. We hear readings from the Scriptures and Gospel messages from ancient writers inspired by God. The readings themselves, especially the Gospel and homily delivered by the priest or deacon, should also speak to the thinker within all of us as we contemplate Christ and seek to grow in our understanding and knowledge of His wisdom. Some contemplatives will also be drawn to that special form of prayer and praise that emanates from the choir loft. Modern psychologists speak of “musical intelligence,” and some contemplatives so blessed will seek out the choir as their special way of singing their praises to God, while sharing the fruits of their contemplation with others. In words attributed to St. Augustine, one of the Church’s most profound thinkers, “qui canta, bis orat,” (“a person who sings prays twice.”) And perhaps you’ll recall that St. Kevin himself was no stranger to singing. He chaunted the Psalter daily in the lake, and when he beheld a vision of St. Patrick whilst leading his monks in a hymn to him, he had them sing it thrice!


  And finally we come to the Liturgy of the Eucharist. We know that “greater love than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15:13). And here we share in this ultimate mystery of Christ’s unfathomable love for all of us, sharing His very body and blood, under the appearance of bread and wine, so that we shall share in eternal life.6 The charitable lover in all of us should tremble at the awesome majesty and honor of this Sacrament; that we have been given to share in the true food and true drink that are Christ’s body and blood. Surely too, this should inflame our hearts to go forth from each Mass to share Christ’s love with our neighbor.


  Perhaps too we can see these styles come through in our own actions within the parish. As a doer, you perhaps organize groups or events or, at the least, get up and usher. (No small thing it is to line up your neighbors as they prepare to receive the body, soul and divinity of Christ.) As a thinker, perhaps you have volunteered to lector at your parish or to teach Catechism, or to join the choir? As a lover, perhaps you’ve felt especially drawn to serve in a soup kitchen, or perhaps to visit the sick in the hospitals or volunteer your time to a group like the St. Vincent DePaul Society. There are so many ways that each of us may offer our own individual penchants and talents to serve Christ and to serve His bride, the Church.


  SHARING YOUR SPIRITUAL STYLE(S)


  As we draw to a close, I pray that we’ve all been inspired by our three model Irish Saints to learn more about the glorious heritage of the communion of the Saints of Ireland and of other lands as well. I pray too that through their inspiration we will all strive to think and do and love with whatever talents God has granted us.


  If you would care to dig deeper into the nature of these styles I refer you once again to the St. Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica, in particular, the Second Part of the Second Part, Questions 179, “Of the Division of Life into Active and Contemplative,” 180, “Of the Contemplative Life,” 181, “Of the Active Life,” and 182, “Of the Active Life in Comparison with the Contemplative Life.” And lest my great debt to the Italian Angelic Doctor seems out of place in the celebration of things Irish, do know, St. Thomas’ unmatched understanding of the things of God was groomed through the mentoring not only of the great German scholar, St. Albert the Great, but by another great theologian—a man known as Peter of Ireland!7


  St. Kevin, of course, our “thinker,” has been our exemplar of the contemplative life, while St. Patrick, our “doer,” has exemplified the active life with activity on a grand scale, and St. Brigid, our “lover,” has exemplified the active life with more of her activity on the smaller, person-to-person scale. Note well that we need them all!


  St. Thomas’ analysis of these modes of life bears directly upon our concept of “spiritual styles.” It is a goldmine of insightful observations from Scripture, Aristotelian philosophy, and the Church Fathers—most particularly Pope St. Gregory the Great. We considered Gregory before in the context of great doers, but he himself was by choice a contemplative hermit. When called to the office of the papacy he heeded God’s call with such fervor that his actions earned him the moniker “Great,” and yet he lamented the loss of his contemplative bliss focused on heavenly things. “But now,” he wrote while pope, “by reason of my pastoral charge, my poor soul is enforced to endure the burden of secular men’s business, and after so sweet a kind of rest . . . ”8


  Gregory’s sweet rest of course, referred to the time when his thoughts dwelled only on God during his life of contemplation. And yet even in the throes of the worldly burdens of serving as the head of Christ’s Church on earth, he managed to share with others the results of his contemplation, through his writings on many subjects, including the relationship between the contemplative and active modes of life. He wrote, for instance, that Lia who was “blear-eyed” (Gen. 29:17), but fruitful “signifies the active life: which being occupied with work, sees less, and yet since it urges one’s neighbor both by word and example to its imitation it begets a numerous offspring of good deeds.”9 Gregory notes further that, “the contemplative life gives beauty to the soul, wherefore it is signified by Rachel, of whom it is said (Gen. 29:17) that she was of a beautiful countenance.”10


  The other, most famous Biblical example cited by Sts. Gregory and Thomas is that of Martha representing the active life and her sister Mary the contemplative.11 Jesus declared “Martha, Martha, thou art careful, and art troubled about many things: But one thing is necessary. Mary hath chosen the best part, which shall not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10:41–42). Here we see Christ’s acknowledgement of the value of contemplation. Gregory would say: “Great are the merits of the active life, but greater still those of the contemplative.” 12


  I’ll leave you with two last tidbits from the intriguing analyses Sts. Gregory and Thomas apply to the active and contemplative modes of life. St. Gregory makes clear that we all need both in some measure: “Whoever is converted to God must first of all sweat from labor, i.e., he must take Lia, that afterwards he may rest in the embraces of Rachel so as to see the principle.” 13 Finally, from St. Thomas, here is a line that would become a motto of his own Dominican Order of teachers and preachers: “For even as it is better to enlighten than merely to shine, so it is better to give to others the fruits of one’s contemplation than merely to contemplate.”14


  I encourage you to take the simple spiritual style assessment at the end of this chapter. This is no scientific, empirically-derived psychometric instrument but a simple, common-sense tool for reflection. Do you find yourself a clear-cut thinker, doer or lover? Or are you perhaps an allrounder, with a pretty balanced mix of all three? Perhaps you’ll find that you have strong leanings toward two styles but not the third. You won’t know for sure until you’ve tried it, though perhaps it will merely confirm what you already sense about yourself. (After all, after God, who knows you better than you?)


  Once the assessment is finished, I invite you to take your most prominent style and run with it. Ask God in your prayers how you might make the most of it to serve Him and your neighbor. Recall how St. Patrick, that consummate doer, prayed a hundred times per day and almost as often at night. Decades down the road (but before he ended his earthly journey), he converted an entire nation. Perhaps your call is not for such grand service. Those simple, daily acts of charity and kindness to those you see face-to-face can add up beyond measure. Just think of St. Brigid’s example—and of St. Therese and Blessed Mother Teresa while you’re at it! And speaking of thinking and praying, let’s not forget good St. Kevin. Our ultimate reward will be to share in the beatific vision of the grandeur and glory of God Almighty Himself. St. Thomas Aquinas informs us that to contemplate God here on earth provides a foretaste of the heavenly bliss of the beatific vision. We need to get busy and pass along to others the fruits of our contemplation.


  FINDING YOUR SPIRITUAL STYLE(S)


  Award yourself a total of 10 points per question, depending on how well you believe each choice reflects your own abilities, goals or preferences. You may divide the 10 points any way you see fit for you. For example, if answer A fits you 100% and you don’t care a bit for B or C, divide them up 10-0-0. A close call between all three might call for a score of 4-3-3, 3-4-3 or 3-3-4. So divide up your points as you will—1-8-1, 7-3-0, 5-4-1 or whatever the case may be.


  1. When I have my druthers, after a busy, stressful time, I like to recharge my batteries . . .

  A. __ with a good book and an easy chair.

  B. __ by throwing or attending a party.

  C. __ by a call or conversation with a close friend.


  2. I would be most likely to defend the right to life by . . .

  A. __ writing a book, an essay or a letter to the editor.

  B. __ organizing, managing or working for a pro-life organization.

  C. __ counseling expectant mothers outside an abortion center.


  3. I am most familiar with the life story and ideas of . . .

  A. __ St. Thomas Aquinas.

  B. __ St. Ignatius Loyola.

  C. __ St. Therese of Lisieux.


  4. I would most prefer to be . . .

  A. __ a successful scientist or philosopher.

  B. __ a successful political leader or businessman.

  C. __ a successful nurse or social worker.


  5. I feel the most affinity with . . .

  A. __ St. Kevin.

  B. __ St. Patrick.

  C. __ St. Brigid.


  6. My motto is . . .

  A. __ “Think about it!”

  B. __ “Git’r done!”

  C. __ “Share random acts of kindness!”


  7. I’m particularly inspired and moved by reading . . .

  A. __ Proverbs, Wisdom, Ecclesiastes or Ecclesiasticus.

  B. __ Acts or the Epistles of St. Paul.

  C. __ Canticle of Canticles or the Sermon on the Mount.


  8. I already have or would be most likely to volunteer to serve my church as . . .

  A. __ a lector or a religious education teacher.

  B. __ a leader of a parish group or an usher.

  C. __ a soup-kitchen volunteer or a driver for the disabled.


  9. If God would grace me with the capacity, I would most relish the role of . . .

  A. __ a theological Doctor of the Church.

  B. __ the founder of a religious order or a lay

  apostolate.

  C. __ a caregiver to the sick and the poor.


  10. My talents would be put to the best use as . . .

  A. __ an apologist defending with reason the beliefs of the Church.

  B. __ an evangelist proclaiming God’s Word to all who will listen.

  C. __ a catechist forming children in the Faith.

  

  



  Now tally your score for each letter and graph your profile below by plotting your score with an X in each scale and connecting the Xs with a line.

  



  [image: image]


  How did you do? Did your predominant style come out as you had expected? I assume that you probably were not surprised. (As noted before, this is not a scientific, empirically tested tool but a simple means to build on common sense.) And how about your second-highest score? Does it make sense to you? Do you very strongly favor one or more styles, or are you pretty well-rounded across the board?


  Can you think of ways to build on your strengths and preferences? Are you using your talents and inclinations in the service of your church and your neighbor ad majorem gloria Dei?15


  And what about your lower-scoring areas? As humans made in God’s image, we all possess powers to think, love and do. In what ways might you move beyond your spiritual comfort zone to shore up a weak area? (It does the body of Christ good!)


  For now I will bid you farewell, hoping that the lore, the legends, the lives and the lessons of three Irish Saints have inspired you to grow in saintliness as well and to make the utmost of your spiritual style or styles. That’s enough words now from me. Like Sts. Kevin, Patrick and Brigid, it’s time to get thinking and doing and loving!


  Godspeed!


  Appendix A:



  THE LIVES AND TIMELINES OF

  KEY IRISH SAINTS1


    370    Birth of St. Patrick (conjectures vary from 370–418)


    453    Birth of St. Brigid


    484    Birth of St. Brendan the Navigator


    493    Death of St. Patrick (some argue for 461)


    498    Birth of St. Kevin


    521    Birth of St. Columcille


    525    Death of St. Brigid


    540    Birth of St. Columban


    587    Death of St. Brendan the Navigator


    597    Death of St. Columcille


    614    Death of St. Columban


    618    Death of St. Kevin


  1095    Birth of St. Malachy


  1128    Birth of St. Lawrence O’Toole


  1148    Death of St. Malachy


  1180    Death of St. Lawrence O’Toole


  1629    Birth of St. Oliver Plunkett


  1681    Death of St. Oliver Plunkett


  1787    Birth of Mother Catherine McAuley


  1790    Birth of Fr. Theobald Mathew


  1841    Death of Mother Catherine McAuley


  1856    Birth of Matthew Talbot; Death of Fr. Theobald Mathew


  1925    Death of Matthew Talbot
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  POPES OF THE TIMES OF THE

  THREE IRISH SAINTS


  St. Siricius (384–99)


  St. Anastasius I (399–401)


  St. Innocent I (401–17)


  St. Zosimus (417–18)


  St. Boniface I (418–22)


  St. Celestine I (422–32)


  St. Sixtus III (432–40)


  St. Leo I (the Great) (440–61)


  St. Hilarius (461–68)


  St. Simplicius (468–83)


  St. Felix III (II) (483–92)


  St. Gelasius I (492–96)


  Anastasius II (496–98)


  St. Symmachus (498–514)


  St. Hormisdas (514–23)


  St. John I (523–26)


  St. Felix IV (III) (526–30)


  Boniface II (530–32)


  John II (533–35)


  St. Agapetus I (535–36)


  St. Silverius (536–37)


  Vigilius (537–55)


  Pelagius I (556–61)


  John III (561–74)


  Benedict I (575–79)


  Pelagius II (579–90)


  St. Gregory I (the Great) (590–604)


  Sabinian (604–6)


  Boniface III (607)


  St. Boniface IV (608–15)


  St. Deusdedit (Adeodatus I) (615–18)
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  A SUMMA OF SPIRITUAL STYLES


  
    
      
        	Spiritual Style

        	
          Contemplative


          Thinker

        

        	
          Apostolic


          Doer

        

        	
          Charitable


          Lover

        
      


      
        	Three Irish Saints

        	Kevin

        	Patrick

        	Brigid
      


      
        	Sundry Saints

        	
          
            Benedict

          


          Augustine


          Thomas Aquinas

        

        	
          Dominic

          Teresa of Avila


          Catherine of Siena

        

        	
          
            Francis of Assisi

          


          Therese of Lisieux


          Mary Magdalene

        
      


      
        	Modern Exemplars

        	Pope Benedict XVI

        	Bl. Pope John Paul II

        	Bl. Mother Teresa
      


      
        	Class of Virtues

        	Intellectual

        	Moral

        	Theological
      


      
        	Virtues

        	
          Wisdom

          Science


          Understanding

        

        	
          Prudence

          Fortitude


          Temperance


          Justice

        

        	
          Charity

          Faith


          Hope

        
      


      
        	Beatitudes

        	
          Purity

          Poverty of Spirit


          Mourning

        

        	
          Justice

          Meekness


          Bearing persecution

        

        	
          Mercy

          Peacemaking

        
      


      
        	Gifts

        	
          Knowledge

          Understanding


          Wisdom

        

        	
          Fear

          Fortitude

        

        	
          Counsel

          Piety

        
      


      
        	Fruits

        	
          Peace


          Chastity


          Self-control


          Modesty

        

        	
          Faithfulness


          Goodness


          Patience


          Gentleness

        

        	
          Charity


          Joy


          Kindness


          Generosity

        
      


      
        	Sacraments

        	
          Penance


          Holy Orders


          Eucharist

        

        	
          Baptism


          Confirmation


          Eucharist

        

        	
          Matrimony


          Anointing the Sick


          Eucharist

        
      


      
        	Works of Mercy

        	
          
            Instructing the ignorant

          


          
            Counseling the doubtful

          


          
            Praying for the living and the dead

          


          
            Burying the dead

          

        

        	
          
            Reproving the sinner

          


          
            Forgiving injuries

          


          
            Bearing wrongs patiently

          


          
            Ransoming the captive

          

        

        	
          
            Comforting the sorrowful

          


          
            Feeding the hungry

          


          
            Giving drink to the thirsty

          


          
            Clothing the naked

          


          
            Housing the homeless

          


          
            Visiting the sick

          

        
      


      
        	Commandments

        	
          
            1. No false gods

          


          
            2. Lord’s name

          


          
            3. Lord’s Day

          

        

        	
          
            5. No killing

          


          
            7. No stealing

          


          
            8. No false witness

          


          
            10. No coveting goods

          

        

        	
          
            4. Honor parents

          


          
            6. No adultery

          


          
            9. No coveting wives

          

        
      


      
        	Temperament

        	
          Melancholic/

          Phlegmatic

        

        	
          Choleric

        

        	
          Sanguine

        
      


      
        	Scripture

        	
          Wisdom

          Literature

          Psalms

        

        	
          St. Paul’s Epistles

        

        	
          The Holy Gospels

        
      


      
        	Spiritual Classics

        	
          
            St. Thomas Aquinas’s 

            Summa Theologica

          


          
            Thomas à Kempis’s

            Imitation of Christ

          

        

        	
          St. Patrick’s

          Confession

        

        	
          Therese’s

          The Story of a Soul
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  THREE SAINTLY LIMERICKS1

  



  There was a fair-birthed Saint named Kevin,

  Whose thoughts always rose up to Heaven.

  From his deep contemplation,

  Rose a monastic nation,

  And his prayers truly served as the leaven.

  



  Form Britain the Irish did lure,

  St. Patrick, the consummate doer.

  Through his journeys and deeds,

  A whole nation did heed

  The gospel of God’s Lamb so pure.

  



  Holy St. Brigid, the flower of Kildare,

  Her merciful goodness was without compare.

  To the sick and the poor

  She would give the whole store.

  May she teach us all how to care.
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  A PRAYER FOR MODERN IRELAND1

  



  We pray, dear Lord, that Ireland,


  The blessed isle of Saints and scholars,


  Will arise again today


  Through the mighty strength of the invocation of the Trinity.

  



  We pray that a faith grown spotted by the foul deeds of the few


  Will arise again today


  In the pure and strong faith their saintly forbears planted,


  So that Ireland’s children and descendants


  Will remember that Christ is yet with them,

  



  Indeed all around them,


  In all the ills they bear,


  In all the great thoughts they shall think,


  In all the great deeds they shall do


  And in all the Christlike love they will share.

  



  We pray that the land that preserved the holy wisdom of the early Church


  Will arise again today


  In the spirits of Sts. Kevin, Patrick and Brigid


  To know God’s truth,


  To evangelize to the ends of the earth beyond Ireland’s shores,


  To overflow with hospitality and kindness,


  To love every soul from conception to beyond death,


  To honor holy Matrimony and all of God’s holy Sacraments,


  So that the emerald Isle will continue to shine


  As a shimmering gemstone and light of the world.

  



  “Through the belief in the threeness,


  Through confession of the oneness,


  Of the Creator of Creation,”


  We pray.


  Amen.


  ENDNOTES

  

  



     *   Tripartite Life in Rev. James O’Leary, D.D., The Most Ancient Lives of Saint Patrick, 7th ed. ( South Bend, IN: St. Augustine Academy Press, 2010), p. 94.
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      1   Please bear in mind that dating the lives of the ancient saints is a matter of approximation. Some sources give different estimates, and in those times, the dates of the deaths of already prominent persons were much more likely to be recorded than the dates of their births.
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