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Celtic Sanctity, Spirituality and Hagiography HPCS 7005
                                                                               Kevin McSharry, Student 2009755. MTh Christian Theology

Assignment 1 : Write a critical appreciation of any saint’s Life associated with one of the Celtic regions. In your answer you should consider issues such as the text’s authorship, its purpose, transmission, key themes, literary and historical context. (2,500 words) .
The Saint’s life of which  I have chosen to write is that of St. Patrick of Ireland, as recounted by the seventh century ecclesiastic Muirchu moccu Machtheni. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: saint’s Life - no need for a capital S unless you are naming a specific saint, e.g. later on Saint Patrick but a saint	Comment by Jane Cartwright: You hyphenate seventh-century when used as an adjective so:
In the seventh century but
The seventh-century ecclesiastic
Muirchu wrote in Latin the Vita sancti Patricci, which translates in English as The Life of St. Patrick. Muirchu’s Life of Patrick was written in the late seventh century probably between the years  688 and 700. Despite Muirchu’s protestations that he was embarking on a task to which he might be unequal  , Muirchu has written a work of literature, a well-structured ,beautifully written, very readable account of Patrick’s evangelisation of the people of Ireland which is certainly biographical but hagiographical in style and content. Vita sancti Patricci resonates a Biblical theology and echoes throughout the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament. Muirchu’s prime task was to recount the life and work of St. Patrick but beyond this Muirchu was intent on writing an evangelistic text to inspire the Christian faithful to live a life of holiness by emulating the life of St. Patrick. Additionally, Muirchu through portraying Patrick as the preeminent Apostle of Ireland sought to confirm the Diocesan Seat of Armagh as the primatial See of Ireland, with all that implied for ecclesiastical and political power. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Style - use fewer clauses in your sentences so that they do not grow too long.
Despite this...that.. (is fine) but avoid also adding which…. and but….	Comment by Jane Cartwright: You make valid point on the purpose and motivation that led to the production of this version of the Life. Add some footnotes e.g. to works that argue why it was important to Armagh. You do not include very many footnotes.
Vita sancti Patricci was written at the behest of Bishop Aedh (Hugh in English) of the Diocese of Sleibte, Sletty, in what is now county Laois. Both Muirchu and Bishop Aedh were present at the Synod of Birr, in County Offaly (697 C.E.) attesting to their prominence as church men. Furthermore, both Muirchu and Aedh appear on the guarantor list of the Law of Adomnan drawn up at the Synod suggesting that Muirchu was then a person of considerable importance. A Synod at which Adomnan’s Law of Innocents was proclaimed in addition to reconciling the Roman traditions of the south of Ireland with the Celtic traditions of that of the north e.g. the date of Easter echoing England’s Synod of Whitby (664 C.E.) . Muirchu states his task of writing Patrick’s life and work was complicated by contradictory oral and written accounts(none of which are extant) relating to Patrick and that his Life of Patrick would be the first to be written.  Muirchu was probably a monk. He was not only learned, writing Patrick’s  Life in Latin, but his account is larded throughout with allusions and references to the  Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament attesting to his Biblical knowledge and understanding. Bishop Aedh died around the year 700 and as Muirchu’s Life of Patrick was commissioned by bishop Aedh the date of Muirchu’s account can be accurately located to the decade 688 to 700.Two hundred years separated Muirchu’s writing and the passing of Patrick: “he(Patrick)was not entirely forgotten, but such evidence as we have regarding the two hundred years following his death seems to show that his(Patrick’s)memory had slipped into the background of old and far-off things”[footnoteRef:1]. Why at this point of time was it seen as propitious to write of St. Patrick and not only to write of him but firmly portray him as the preeminent Apostle of Ireland responsible for the evangelisation of a mainly pagan people? The answer lay in the ecclesiastical politics of the time i.e. to promote and confirm the hegemony and authority of the Bishopric of Armagh as the Primatial See of the island of Ireland. There was a struggle for supremacy between the Kildare of St Brigit fame and the Armagh of Patrick. Muirchu’s patron Bishop Aedh acknowledged the suzerainty of Armagh and had placed his diocese under its protection. Additionally, by the portrayal of St. Patrick’s Armagh as the ex-cathedra of his authority who would or could gainsay the Apostle of Ireland. Ludwig Bieler, translator of Patrick’s and Muirchu’s  writings suggests that Muirchu was possibly a member of Tuath Mochtaine clan which resided on Mag Mache, the Plain of Armagh. Bieler believed that this could be discerned from Muirchu’s last name, Mactheni.[footnoteRef:2] Who better, one asks, to write the Life of The Apostle of Ireland. There are numerous references made to Armagh in Muirchu’s Life of Patrick including the location of his foundational church, Saul. The Armagh area was where Patrick had spent six formative years of his life in slavery and where if not quite where he was buried, it was close. Patrick’s sojourn in Ireland began and ended on the Plain of Armagh. Ui Neill of the north of Ireland too had pretensions to the overlordship of Ireland and thus their ambitions too were met in Muirchu’s hagiography(in 737 Aed Allan, Ui Neill overlord and self-styled King of Tara promulgated the “Law of Patrick”, which put all clerics in Ireland under Armagh’s protection). The Liber Angeli(Book of Armagh), possibly dating to the 630s,640s, and described as a kind of contract states, “The Lord has given all the tribes of the Irish as a paruchia to you and to this city which in Irish is named Ardd Machae”(Armagh). Thus, this earlier document shows that Aedh the instigator and Muirchu the author of St. Patrick’s Life were not making the claims of Armagh to suzerainty in a vacuum.	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Good on historical context	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Your first footnote should include all the details of the text used and the second time you refer to the same item you can use Kenney, Sources, p. 324
However, the first reference to this should provide the full title, place, press and date of publication.	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Cathedral?	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Where is it described as a kind of contract? By Bieler? If elsewhere, you need to note this source too. [1:  Patrick Kenney, Sources, P.324]  [2:  Ludwig Bieler, ed., The Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh,(Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies 1979)P.1] 

Muirchu’s Life of St. Patrick survives in only four known copies, none of which is complete. The fact that there is no complete copy and even those which survive not one of them pieces out the imperfections of the other copies, has made it difficult for  scholars to piece together a comprehensive version of Muirchu’s Vita sancti Patricci. Muirchu acknowledges Cogitosus,[footnoteRef:3] the author of the Life of St. Brigit of Kildare, Vita sancti Brigitae,  as having provided a template, a model, for his Life of Patrick. Sulpicius Severus’ Life of Martin of Tours also known in Ireland at this time and would too have provided a narrative structure for Muirchu to emulate. A copy of Sulpicius Severus’ Life of Martin  is, in fact, to be found  in The Book of Armagh as is one of the most complete copies of Muirchu’s Life of St. Patrick. Patrick’s Confessio, an abbreviated copy of which is also to be found in the Book of Armagh, was a source available to Muirchu for the biographical details of Patrick’s life. Interestingly, the name of Patrick’s mother , Concessa, which is not to be found in Patrick’s writings, is given in Muirchu’s account. Quoting Ultan, a Bishop of Meath, Muirchu regales us with the knowledge that Patrick was known by four different names : Sochet , his birth name;Cothirthiacus,while he was a slave;Magonus,meaning holy while a student; and Patrick when ordained.[footnoteRef:4] One wonders how many other biographical details, concerning Patrick, of which Muirchu was aware but does not write, perhaps because they were generally known to his readers at that time, are absent from his Life of Patrick. In any case Muirchu was intent less on biography and more on burnishing and enhancing Patrick’s credentials  as he cast him as the Apostle of Ireland in the mold of Moses, performing signs and miracles even to  raising the dead to life as did Christ in whose name Patrick laboured a lifetime in Ireland.	Comment by Jane Cartwright: New paragraph	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Again too many clauses here - sentences frows difficult to follow and cumbersome.	Comment by Jane Cartwright: This paragraph is almost three pages long! Section your paragraphs so they discuss one idea. [3:  Philip Freeman, The World of St. Patrick (OUP 2014)P.58]  [4:  ibid] 

The opening words of Muirchu’s Life of Patrick, “Many my Lord Aedh…” echo the Gospel of Luke (1;1-4). Muirchu continues in this vein ,”He(Patrick) laboured for him(Miliucc, Patrick’s slave master) six years , as in the Hebrew Law”, echoing Ex. 21:1 and Deut. 15:12.,”with fear of God and trembling as the psalmist says” echoing Psalms 2:11 and 55:5.[footnoteRef:5] Muirchu emphasises Patrick’s resemblance to Moses wandering in the wilderness as described in Exod. 13:18; and the feeding(with a herd of pigs) of his pagan companions to Moses’ feeding of the Israelites by means of a flock quail as in Exod. 16:11-18[footnoteRef:6].Thus, Muirchu’s knowledge of the Hebrew scriptures and the New Testament were second to none, as his  Life of Partick is larded with Biblical quotations anxious as he is to cast Patrick as one of  the prophets of old fulfilling the prophecies of the Hebrew Scriptures in the New Testament. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Perhaps it would be worth mentioning that the Book of Armagh contains one of the earliest near complete copies of the new Testament in the insular church. [5:  ibid P.60]  [6: ibid P.60] 

Muirchu burnishes Patrick’s credentials by stressing his preparation for his life’s work by the time he spent in study and prayer with the Holy Germanus of Auxerre, “There with great discipline, patience, and obedience he learned knowledge, wisdom, chastity, and everything useful for mind and soul as he had desired. With great fear and love of God, with goodness and simplicity of heart, a virgin in body and spirit , he learned, loved, and practiced the joy of his heart.”[footnoteRef:7] As Paul sat at the feet of Gamaliel(Acts 22:3) so did Patrick with Germanus his guide, teacher, and mentor. Muirchu has Patrick consecrated Bishop by “the great” Bishop and “remarkable man” Amathorex on the news of the early demise of Palladius who had been appointed by Pope Celestine to minister to the Christians in Ireland thus stressing the continuity of succession between Palladius and Patrick. The juxta positioning of these two events, Palladius’ death and Patrick’s consecration and commissioning, is historically doubtful, but it served Muirchu’s narrative. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Appropriate level of detail and good analysis here. [7:  ibid P.62] 

The dramatic climax of Muirchu’s Life of Patrick is the confrontation between Loiguire, High king of Ireland, and Patrick the veracity of which incident is doubtful; but again, it served Muirchu’s narrative and his literary aim of relaying Patrick’s story as an exciting and eventful read. The lighting of the Easter fire by Patrick , in contravention of custom and practice and royal edict, and in competition with the lighting of the Royal Fire , is the catalyst for the confrontation, which takes place at Tara which Muirchu presents as the centre of political power in Ireland. A direct comparison is made by Muirchu  between this event and the Babylonian court of Nebuchadnezzar,  “and all those skilled in the dark arts , Loiguire summoned them all to Tara as King Nebuchadnezzar once called men to Babylon”[footnoteRef:8](Daniel 3).Daniel Binchy[footnoteRef:9] argues that Muirchu’s Royal Fire is in fact the Fire that would have been lit in May at the Festival of Beltaine in honour of the god Bel, a pagan deity, and has been conveniently transposed by Muirchu to coincide with the Easter Fire of Patrick. Easter is the “Queen” of Christian Feasts and as Pope St. John  Paul 11 said Christians are an “Easter people”[footnoteRef:10] thus it was apposite that this “showdown” between the apogee of pagan political power and the God of Christians should take place at Easter, the high point of the Christian year. The outcome of the confrontation , after many displays of magic by the Druidical advisors of Loiguire and miracles by Patrick, Loiguire eventually bends the knee reluctantly acknowledging the Christian God and Patrick as the preeminent Irish emissary of the God of Christians. The Latin phrase cuius regio eius religio(the religion of the ruler decides the religion of those ruled) comes to mind and perhaps too to Muirchu’s when describing the triumph of Patrick at Tara over the High King of Ireland. As indicated earlier there are problems with the verisimilitude of this dramatic confrontation. The concept of High King did not exist at the time of Patrick’s sojourn in Ireland and the event is totally absent from Patrick’s Confessio which considering its dramatic impact and centrality to Muirchu’s Vita sancti Patricci  one would have thought Patrick would have recorded it in his apologia. Tirechan, a biographer of Patrick contemporaneous with Muirchu, also  makes no mention of this triumphalist incident. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: New paragraph [8:  Ibid P.70]  [9:  Daniel A.Binchy,The Fair of Tailtu and the Feast of Tara”, Eriu 18 (1958)pp.113-38,esp. ]  [10:  Delivered in his speech in Australia ,Sunday November 30, 1986] 

Patrick’s death provides the closing drama to Muirchu’s Vita sancti Patricii. Ulster and the Plain of Armagh, the location of the six formative years of Patrick’s apprenticeship in prayer and growth in piety, sees the circle of Patrick’s sojourn in Ireland come to its closure. Armagh as the location of Patrick’s death and departure from this world emphasizes , stresses the importance of the Bishops of Armagh as the successors of the Apostle of Ireland and the primatiality of the See of Armagh in the island of Ireland. “ On the day of Patrick’s death and for twelve days afterward there was no night throughout the province while they celebrated his(Patrick’s) passing. Night did not rush down or embrace the earth with its dark wings. There was neither the dark of night nor did evening bring in the shadows bearing stars. The Ulaid(Ulster folk) say that until the end of the year in which he died the nights were not as dark as they had been before. Surely this was to declare the glories of such a great man.”[footnoteRef:11] This description of Patrick’s death gentle and sotto voce though it is, provides nonetheless a dramatic closure of his life for the Faithful reading Muirchu’s biography . Muirchu explains Dun Lethglaisse (Downpatrick) as the burial place of Patrick rather than the city of Armagh by a pre death revelation to Patrick that his final resting place would be decided by where two undomesticated bullocks harnessed to his funeral hearse  would halt. Downpatrick was and is that place. Thus, Armagh is the alpha and omega, the beginning and end of Patrick’s Irish sojourn. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: I like the section on Patrick’s death and its link with the importance of Armagh [11:  Philip Freeman, The World of St. Patrick (OUP 2014)P.90] 

The Book of Armagh , known as the Canon of Patrick, gathers together  texts which manifestly proclaim Patrick as the Apostle of Ireland and the See of Armagh as the primatial See of Ireland. The Collectiana of Tirechan, included in the Book of Armagh, is addressed to the clergy of Meath to show all churches and those of neighbouring Connacht were founded by Patrick and so belong by right  to Patrick’s paruchia(federation of churches) and under the protection of Armagh. Thus, the Canon of Patrick is, as it were , the authoritative text, the “Bible” which confirms Patrick’s accolade as the Apostle of Ireland and Armagh as the Primatial see of Ireland.	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Write OUP in full.
Muirchu’s Vita sancti Patricii is not faithful to the image we have of Patrick as found in Patrick’s own words: “I am Patrick, a sinner and very unsophisticated man. I am the least of all the faithful and to many the most despised”[footnoteRef:12]. Muirchu’s hagiography does not convey the self-abnegation and humility of Patrick as reflected in the opening words of the Confessio and in other parts of his apologia. Muirchu’s image of Patrick is the one designed to depict him as the preeminent evangeliser of Ireland whose image is echoed in the Biblical theology of the Bible , a prophet, a leader of men as was Moses and, “a priest in the eternal order of Melchizedek”[footnoteRef:13]. Muirchu’s Patrick is a worker of miracles, signs that proclaim Patrick as one who is ordained and empowered by the Divine for a specific mission , the Christianising of the Irish people.  Muirchu was outstandingly successful in his aims and objectives indeed more so as St. Patrick and the date of his death, the seventeenth of March, is celebrated throughout the world not only by the Irish diaspora but others too who wish to be associated with and clothed in the mantle of Irishness. Muirchu, a man of deep learning, has written a work of literature , a thoroughly good yarn which has stood the test of time and has inspired the accretion of the many myths which now adorn the life of St. Patrick of Ireland. 	Comment by Jane Cartwright: Yes excellent! [12:  ibid. P.17]  [13:  ibid. P.64] 
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