St Patrick – In Context
In the century before Patrick the conversion to Christianity in 312 of the emperor Constantine was obviously an event of great importance, from persecution to recognition.  By the year 380, conversion to Christianity was made obligatory by an edict of the emperor Theodosius.  In this now Christian empire, where Christianity has become the state religion, it is easy to understand the increasingly important role to be played – for better or for worse – by the leaders of the Christian community, namely the bishops.  With the encouragement of the emperor bishops took on more civil power but, as might be expected, as time went on the imperial and episcopal authorities were often at odds over the boundaries of their respective temporal and spiritual powers.


From the end of the fourth century on and throughout the whole of the fifth century, three novel elements were to change the history of western Christianity.  Firstly, the spread of the monastic movement from which emerged the phenomenon of the monk bishop, of whom Martin of Tours is the famous prototype, a dual life style shared between his cathedral and monastery.  Secondly, the conversion of the upper classes of Roman society and their increasing presence in the ranks of the clergy, often up to the episcopate – nobility was defined in life style as having three fundamental elements – noble descent, wealth and culture.  Thirdly and most decisive, an historical event, the new migration of the Germanic peoples from the year 406 into Gaul.  The combination of these three factors – monasticism, noble birth, and the impact of the invasions was to produce the characteristic profile of the majority of the fifth-century bishops, of which of course Patrick is one.


With the invasions of the Visigoths, Vandals, Suevi, Burgundians, Angles, Jutes, Friesians – the power of the Roman empire weakened and ended. In Patrick’s Roman Britain the Roman power dwindled from 411 on.  In Britain legionaries and imperial tax-collectors alike literally took to the ships and got out, leaving a state of anarchy even for the new Saxons, an anarchy taken advantage of by the Irish plunderers, and so the capture of Patrick.

Ireland, however, had already come under the influence of the Roman Empire.  Sailors, visitors, slaves, traders and the little Irish colonies in Britain ensured some knowledge of Roman civilisation.  Christians inevitably were among the newcomers to Ireland even before the end of the fourth century.  To these the chronicler Prosper of Aquitaine tell us in his Chronicon written in Rome at this time, Pope Celestine I sent in 431 the continental bishop, Palladius, as ‘first bishop to the Irish believers in Christ’.   His mission was to the south.  He however left no trace. That note of Prosper had become known in Ireland by the end of the sixth century. In a letter to Pope Boniface of 612-613 Columbanus, who left Bangor for the Continent about 590 recalled in what is a clear reference to Palladius that the Faith had been maintained by the Irish ‘just as it was firstly transmitted from you, the successors of the Apostles’.

‘I declare that I have been appointed bishop in Ireland’, wrote Patrick in his Epistle to the Soldiers of Coroticus. I think it would be a safe assumption that he followed the same episcopal basis followed by those who conducted the first mission to Ireland who would have followed the structure of the church in Western Europe. It would seem that in his ecclesiastical training Patrick was influenced by the monastic life and he may, as tradition holds, have experienced that combination in the pastoral activity of Germanus at Auxerre. Patrick fits into this Roman civilisation of a western European bishop – the monk-type bishop preserving the Roman way of life in his culture, notably the literary tradition of Christian Latin which is integrated into the Irish language in liturgy and ecclesiastical terms, and diplomacy and compromise in working politically to set up a See, ardent evangelisation and the intake of the Irish nobility into the priesthood and monastic life.  

Monasticism developed in Ireland and the structure of the Irish church moved slowly from the diocesan units based on the tuatha or small local kingdom to the monastic paruchiae, namely the growth of a great monastery whose daughter-like subordinate monasteries and little churches spread afar, the bishop moving more into a position of bestowing orders, the abbot assuming authority,but then abbot and bishop sometimes combined in the one person.  However, the presbyter abbots did not completely supersede government by bishops.  Bishops continued to exist outside the monastic system and a secular clergy existed outside the monastic system. Diocese was not an exclusive term to denote a territorial division of the Church until the 13th century.  It was only in the 11th and 12th centuries that the erection of new dioceses in the West was reserved exclusively to the Pope. Territory alone was not and is not the basis of division of authority among bishops.    Palladius was ordained by Pope Celestine as first bishop of the Irish believing in Christ.  In the 5th century neither Rome nor any other church would have ordained a bishop unless there was a Christian community there. This fact, as I have said, is recorded in a near contemporary chronicle by Prosper of Aquitaine.  He lived in the fifth century. When St Patrick returned from Britain to Ireland as missionary it is probable that he was not in episcopal orders.  Towards the end of his missionary career he was a bishop. He emphasises his episcopal character in his Confession. He makes no mention of any other bishop in Ireland. Palladius to all intents and purposes disappears. And so by the seventh century propagandist writers have rendered Palladius subordinate to Patrick.  

