Saint Colum Cille, Missionary
A blossoming of good will, learning and freedom, emerged in European Christendom in the Middle ages; a blessing that followed the turmoil of the break-up of the Roman Empire and the invasions of new peoples. Not least among the heralds of this new age were the early Irish missionaries and scholars among them, St Colum Cille and St Columbanus, who set out on “a pilgrimage for Christ”.

Colum Cille (Latin Columba) was a highly intelligent man and a prince who was eligible not only for kingship of his own local state but for the high kingship of Ireland. When he became a monk he set aside the natural ambitions of royal sons who aspired to power and renown.  The nobility gradually came to understand the depth and worthiness of the monastic life. Colum's teacher in monastic ways was Fionnbharr (also named Finnian) who was said to be the founder and patron of Movilla near Bangor.  Another tradition links him with the renowned monastic school of Finnian of Clonard. There he would have joined many other famous young monks who, like himself, were to found monasteries. It is also recorded that with Finnian's approval Colum moved on to St Mobhí's monastery at Glasnevin. Among his fellow students there was St Comhghall, later to be the founder of the great monastery of Bangor. The two were to remain life-long friends.

Since Colum Cille was a young religious of outstanding merit, it is no surprise that a site for a monastery would be offered to him. It came from his distant cousins, the Ceinéal Eoghain in the year 546. The site was Doire Calgaigh ('the oakgrove of Calgach'; Calgach was the local chieftain).     
Besides his monastery in Derry, Colum Cille is credited with founding a monastery in Durrow, a monastery convenient to the southern Uí Néill and the Laighin. His monks founded others. These monasteries attached to the mother-house were called Teaghlach Cholm Cille, 'Colum Cille's family'. His name and sanctity live on in folk traditions and prayers, in place-names , holy wells and churches. His reputation for book-learning and composer of poetry remained in all traditions about him. 
Why did Colum Cille leave his beloved Derry?  He was only thirty miles from Gartan, his home place and he was beside his own people in Tír Chonaill.  He went there  'pro Christo peregrinari volens'  as Adhamhnán his biographer and eighth successor in Iona says – “on pilgrimage for Christ”. He wanted to add to his labours the new and painful sacrifice of exile and to combine the holy community life of a monk with the apostleship of the missionary.

Colum Cille left of his own free will.  There is no foundation to the story that he was driven out of Ireland because of his connection with the battle of Cúil Dreimhne. Colum Cille and Ceinéal Conaill sided with the King of Connacht against the High King because the High King had killed the King of Connacht's son who was his hostage. This terrible crime violated the law of church and state and of course God's law. Colm Cille gave his moral support to those who punished the High King for his crime. He took a stand for justice. He was condemned at a gathering of clergy but this was soon reversed when he later appeared in person before them. He was completely exonerated.

In the life of Colum Cille, commissioned by Maghnas Ó Domhnaill in 1532, compiled from many sources including Adhamhnán; we have several passages and poems (sentimentally ascribed to the saint himself) expressing the nostalgia of his exile: “It is the parting of soul and body for a man to leave his kindred and country and to go from  them to strange distant lands, in exile and in perpetual pilgrimage “.
Colum Cille sailed out of Derry harbour for Iona with twelve disciples in the year 563. It was a common action to go on a mission with twelve in imitation of Christ with his twelve apostles. Columbanus also took twelve with him when he went to France.


Of royal blood himself and a seasoned diplomat, it is likely that Colum Cille would have negotiated between two powers, with the king of Dál Riata whose kingdom would have extended from Antrim to Argyll, and King Bruide of the Picts who at this time probably had gained control of Iona.

Scotland at the time of Colum Cille was occupied by four peoples: the Irish, the Britons, the Picts and the Angles. Some of the Britons were Christians since Roman times. Some of the Irish were also Christians,  if not the most of them. The Picts and the Angles were pagan. Iona was a  convenient missionary centre, situated on the border between the Irish in Scotland and the Picts. These two peoples were constantly at war. Colum Cille helped to bring peace between them. He visited the Pictish king Bruide and received his permission to preach the Gospel in Pictish territory and in those Irish regions where Bruide held effective sway. From strategic Iona too missionaries in the post-Colum Cille era moved down to bring the Gospel to the kingdom of Northumbria and continued far into southern England.  By the seventh century English missionaries, like Willibrord and later Boniface, inspired by the Irish, now peregrini 'pilgrims' themselves, helped bring Christianity to the Germanic peoples.

Biographers credit Colum Cille with a life-span of 77 years. He died on 9th June 597 in Iona surrounded by his monks. He is buried in Iona. It had been his place of exile. After thirty-four years it must have become a true home. In a way Colum Cille had never left the physical surroundings of his home in Gartan. One's first impression on visiting Iona is – “Isn't this just like Donegal!” 

What part will Christianity play in the future in Europe? After putting so much work into economic problems, will Europe again return to its pearl of great price, Christianity? Will the likes of Colum Cille, Columbanus, Boniface and Benedict walk once more among us?
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