
By Fr. Seán McDonagh, SSC

I



Theme 1: Theme 1: Theme 1: Theme 1: 

The 

Ireland 

which gave 

birth to 

Columban



In the fifth century, around the year 410, the 

Western Roman Empire began to collapse



much trade 

between 

Ireland and the 

Roman 

provinces of 

Britain and 

Gaul, including 

trade in slaves





In the year 431 A.D., 

PALLADIUS 

was ordained by 

Pope Celestine 
(422 to 432) 

and was sent to the 

Irish believers as 

their first bishop.



Therefore 

there were 

communities 

of Christians 

already in 

existence in 

Ireland 

before the 

mission of 

St. Patrick



Patrick’s 

missionary 

work in 

Ireland



He “baptised thousands,” “ordained 

clerics everywhere,” “gave presents to 

the kings,” “was put in irons,” “lived in 

daily expectation of murder, treachery 

or captivity,” “journeyed everywhere in 

many dangers, even to the farthest 

regions beyond which there lived 

nobody,” and ‘‘rejoiced to see the flock 

of the Lord in Ireland grow splendidly 

with the greatest care and the sons and 

daughters of kings becoming monks and 

virgins of Christ.”  
Aidan Larkin, Saint Columbanus, Pilgrim for Christ, Cumann Seanchais Ard Mhacha, page 11 and 12



Monasticism in Ireland



The sixth century in Ireland was the spiritual 

springtime of a people who had recently 

received the Christian faith



During the sixth century, the Irish Church 

was organizing herself and probably from 

the second half of the century on, many 

monasteries were being founded. Soon 

their schools would flourish.



Irish 

monasticism 

owes much to 

the monastic 

tradition in 

Egypt going 

right back to 

St. Anthony 

(250- 336). 



Monasticism 

spread to 

Ireland from 

Gaul via 

Britain



The monastic vocation was often seen in terms 

of martyrdom. With the Edict of Milan, in the 

year 313, Christianity was henceforth tolerated 

throughout the Roman Empire, and the era of 

the great persecutions was over. 



In this new context the notion of martyrdom was 

gradually expanded. Martyrdom, militia Christi

(warfare for Christ), now also meant the never-
ending warfare against the kingdom of 
darkness which Christians, especially monks, 
would engage in for the advancement of the 
kingdom of Christ. 



The Birth and Early 
Life of Columban

born in the area of the Carlow-

Wexford border in Leinster



Hagiography:  “one night while 

she (his mother) was pregnant 

with Columban, she saw the sun 

rise from her bosom lighting up 

the world around her.”
(Jonas of Susa) 

For Christians this obviously recalls what 
happened to Elizabeth when she was pregnant 
with John the Baptist.



Though Columban

may not have been 

from royal stock, 

many believe that he 

came from 

prosperous farmers, 

mainly because he 

never shows any 

undue deference to 

kings, princes, 

bishops or popes. 



However, he had an excellent 

education, probably first at 

home and later in Cleenish 

(island monastery on Lough 

Erne) under Sinnell.

Columban’s mother 

tongue was Old Irish.



Columban was good 

looking and possible 

fair game for the 

gentle sex. He 

consulted a wise, 

holy woman who 

advised him to flee 

home and devote 

himself to God. 



But his 

mother had 

other ideas 

and pleaded 

with him to 

stay.  

Jonas (his biographer), has him walking 

over his mother’s (body?) as she stretched 

herself across the doorway, in a final 

effort to stop him leaving.



In Cleenish,  he 

would already 

have learned 

Latin, which he 

would have used 

both for reading 

the scriptures 

and some 

classical 

literature



He would 

also have 

learned 

astronomy 

and 

mathematics, 

often 

referred to as 

computus. 



Having finished his education at Cleenish, 

Columban went to Bangor, County Down and 

asked to become a monk there. 



After a number of years at Bangor, 

Columban was ordained a priest



The abbot of 

Bangor was the 

famed Comgall 

(517 – 602). 

Later Columban 

became a 

confidant of 

Comgall and acted 

as the resident 

theologian in 

Bangor



Monastic life in 

Bangor and other 

early Irish 

monasteries 

revolved around 

prayer, work and 

reading.  Prayer 

meant chanting the 

Canonical hours 

during the day and 

the night. 



The monasteries had land, often donated by a 

patron.  The monks worked these lands and 

provided their own food and drink and often had 

a surplus which was sold in Ireland or exported to 

Britain and Europe. 



. 

Work also  included 

the (mental) labour 

of those who 

worked in the 

scriptorium – where 

the illustrated 

manuscripts of the 

Scriptures were 

copied.  



“Columban was clearly a 

product of an intensive 

schooling, a system which had 

mastered the techniques of 

language teaching from 

elementary to an advanced 

level. If he is typical ... then 

sixth century Ireland had every 

reason for the pride and self-

confidence that are mirrored in 

his correspondence.”  
(Dáithí Ó Croinín, Early Medieval Ireland 400-1,200, 
London, 1995, page 177/178.)



The 

Ireland 

which gave 

birth to 

Columban
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