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ST. PATRICK – PATRON SAINT OF IRELAND
Tens of millions of people across the world claim Irish ancestry - the US, Canada and Australia ranking highest.  As a result of this connection to Ireland, March 17 has become more than Ireland’s national holiday.  It has become a worldwide celebration.
However, who really was St. Patrick? 

ST. PATRICK is, without doubt, today an international celebrity.  Much of his life, however, remains rather cloaked in obscurity.  Irish culture has always been renowned for its legends and folklore, not to mention the narrative ability of its people, which over the centuries has made discerning fact from fiction a difficult task.
It is believed that Patrick was born in Wales in 373AD.  His family were wealthy Romans - his father’s occupation was a deacon and his grandfather was a bishop.  At sixteen, when Irish raiders took him from his family’s estate, Patrick, in fact, did not much share in his family’s religious beliefs.

Shipped to Ireland by his captors, Patrick was sold as a shepherd-slave to Miliuc, for whom Patrick tended livestock in the hills somewhere between Lough Neagh and the Slemish mountains, in County Antrim, Northern Ireland.  Life for Patrick would have been wretched and isolated – having no human contact for months on end.  Ironically, it is under these conditions that it is believed Patrick’s faith grew.  Records indicate that at this time he took to praying constantly throughout the day and night.

Six years of slavery behind him, a voice came to Patrick in a dream, informing him that his time had come to leave Ireland - there was a ship awaiting him to return him to his homeland.

Patrick did not know in what direction said ship would be, but he walked, 200 miles to the southeast, to the coastal town of Wexford.  There was, indeed, a ship with a cargo of hounds ready to set sail.  Alas, the captain refused Patrick passage.  Vulnerable and fearful, Patrick walked away.  A shout came from the ship’s deck – there was a change of heart, apparently, and Patrick was welcomed aboard.

It actually took a few years for Patrick to reach his parent’s home – having arrived in Britain, he was once again enslaved for two months.  He made his escape to Europe, before eventually returning home (at the time he would have been in his twenties).  Even then, Patrick could not rest - there was more required of him.  
A vision came to him of a man approaching, seemingly from Ireland.  The man, named Victoricus, showed Patrick one of many letters he held.  The communication contained the “Voice of the Irish” – Patrick could physically hear the plea of desperate voices begging him to walk amongst them once more.  

Patrick, at this point in time, resisted the voices, eventually travelling to Europe to pursue a theological education.  Unfortunately, being enslaved in his youth, Patrick was denied a formal education.  His dialect was most likely a combination of Welsh and Latin, so it would have been an immense challenge for him to communicate at an accepted level, thereby making his studies perhaps as much a hardship as his days spent on the merciless hills of Antrim.

Following his lengthy studies at the island monastery at Lérin, France, Patrick received his ordination.  He continued his studies at Auxerre, France, where he hoped to receive a mission to Ireland to promote Christianity.  This, however, was not his time.  
A fellow monk, Palladius, was sent to Ireland in 431AD.  Regrettably for Palladius but, for once, fortunately for Patrick, the first missionary died.  In 432AD, Pope Celestine declared Patrick a bishop.  Replacing the deceased Irish missionary, Patrick commenced his vocation to lead the few existing Irish Christians, and to convert the pagans of Ireland to Christianity.  (Contrary to popular opinion, Patrick did not actually introduce Christianity to the island, and as for banishing the snakes, this is more likely a reference to paganism than an act of heroism.)  At this time Patrick was just over 30 years old.
Patrick and his supporters received shelter over the winter from a local chief and landowner, Dichu, a pagan at the time, but Patrick’s first convert to Christianity.  It is thanks to Dichu that his first church, in reality a barn, came into being at Saul, Co. Down.

The following spring, Patrick had it in mind to gain audience with the High King of Ireland, who was seated at the Hill of Tara, in Co. Meath.  With King Laoghaire’s support, the missionary would be better able to relay his Christian teachings to the people of Ireland.  In order to obtain the King’s attention, he had an immense bonfire lit.  The day in question being the traditional start of spring, this did indeed gain Laoghaire’s notice, as custom dictated that no fire was to be lit before the King’s own.

King Laoghaire’s subjects gathered to find the scoundrel who challenged the High King’s authority.  Patrick’s plain apparel in stark contrast to the elaborate garments of the High King and his chieftains, humble Patrick explained his intention was to spread “God’s spell” (Gospel) throughout the land.  The pagan religion worshipped many gods, so in an effort to explain the concept of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, it is said that Patrick plucked a piece of shamrock from the ground, saying that, although there are three leaves, these are attached to one stem, or three personalities from one god.  

Impressed by Patrick, King Laoghaire invited him to the Royal Court at Tara.  Bearing a cross, Patrick and his procession apparently approached the Hill of Tara, singing a hymn known today as ‘St. Patrick’s Breastplate’.

Not wishing to betray his ancestors by himself converting to Christianity, King Laoghaire was nonetheless enthused enough to grant permission for Patrick to travel the land freely, spreading his word.  As time passed, the land of druids and chieftains slowly turned to Christianity.
At age 50, Patrick spent the 40 days of Lent on Croagh Patrick, a mountain in Co. Mayo.  Despite the torment of demons, Patrick persisted in his devotions, and was finally rewarded by a visit from an angel.  Patrick asked of the angel that the people of Ireland be forever faithful to their Christian faith and, as such, that they be shown mercy on the Day of Judgement.  Here derives the legend that, seven years before the Day of Judgement, sea levels will rise to swallow up the island, sparing the Irish Christians the terror of the last day.

Patrick’s successful undertaking finally ended when he died on March 17, 461AD.  The location of his burial being the subject of much argument, it is believed that Patrick’s final resting place is in Downpatrick, Co. Down.  The controversy that ensued over where he should ultimately be laid to rest is clear testimony to his importance as a spiritual leader in early Christian Ireland.

ST. PATRICK’S DAY FACTS

· Patrick was granted the title of patron saint of Ireland in the eighth century 
· St. Patrick’s Day is traditionally a religious holiday 
· The first parade actually took place in the United States - not in Ireland

· Until the 1970’s, Irish laws mandated that pubs remain closed on March 17

· Since 1995, the Irish government has used St. Patrick’s Day to promote tourism 

· In 2008, 650,000 people took part in Ireland’s St. Patrick’s Day Festival in Dublin, which today features concerts, fireworks, and theatre productions, along with the traditional parade.

· In a poll by the Irish Times/ireland.com, 83% consider St. Patrick an appropriate figure to use in celebrating modern Ireland
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