Lives of the Saints: Patrick, Brigid and Columcille
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Saint Patrick

PATRICK came to Ireland for the first time when he was sixteen

years old, brought from Roman Britain as a slave by the pirate
forces of the Irish king, Niall of the Nine Hostages. He was sold to
Miliuce, a Northern chief, whose lands extended from the shores of
Lough Neagh to Slemish Mountain. For six years Patrick roamed
the oak and hazel forests and climbed the slopes of Slemish, feeding
and tending Miliucc’s flocks. Ill-fed and ill-clad, exposed to snow
and rain and a prey to the wolves and wild boars that roamed the
forests, the slave boy was often frightened and always lonely. In his
misery he turned to the religion of his childhood and prayed a
bundred times each day and night.

One night as Patrick lay asleep, he heard a voice in a dream
telling him that he would soon return to his own country. A few
nights later the same voice said, ‘Patrick, your ship is ready.”

Straight away he abandoned Miliucc’s flocks and escaped from
Ulster. He made the perilous journey across the country and at last
arrived safely at a harbour on the south-east coast of Ireland, two
hundred miles from Slemish. A poor man took pity on the fugitive,
brought him to his hut, gave him food and shelter and guarded him
while he slept.

When Patrick woke, there was indeed a ship ready to set sail. He
asked permission to board the vessel, but the captain, recognizing a
runaway slave, drove him away. Disconsolately he turned back
towards the poor man’s cabin and as he did so he began to pray.
Before his prayer was finished he heard the sailors calling him back
to the ship. The captain had changed his mind and Patrick boarded
the vessel. In the hold he found a'strange cargo: a pack of huge Irish
wolfhounds, bound for the markets of Europe, where their marvel-
lous size and fierce appearance made them valuable as guard dogs.
Throughout the voyage Patrick gave thanks to God for his
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deliverance and talked to the sailors about his miraculous escape,
but they were sceptical of both his story and his faith.

After three days the ship reached the coast of Gaul and the whole
party disembarked. The country they found themselves in had
recently been plundered and the travellers could find neither food
nor shelter on their journey. Starving and angry, the sailors turned
on Patrick. “What have you to say now, Christian?’ the captain
jeered. ‘You tell us the God you believe in is all-powerful. Well,
pray to him now! Let him send us food or we’ll all die of hunger in
this wilderness.’

Patrick told them to put aside their own gods and believe in
Christ and they would be saved. The sailors agreed to this and as
Patrick began to pray, a herd of pigs appeared on the road ahead of
them. The men were amazed at this miracle and when they had
caten their fill, they offered up prayers of thanks for their
deliverance.

For many days the Pparty travelled through the devastated
countryside until at last they reached a town that had not been
sacked. There Patrick parted from the sailors and set off alone,
moving from monastery to monastery in Gaul and Italy, until he
was able to make the journey back to Britain and his father’s estate.
When he arrived home his parents were overjoyed. They could
hardly believe that their long-lost son had been restored to them. It
was as if he had come back from the dead,

One night not long after his return, Patrick had a strange and
vivid dream. ‘And I saw in a vision in the night,” he tells us, ‘a man
named Victoricus coming from Ireland carrying countless letters.
He gave me one of them and I started to read the letter entitled
“The Voice of the Irish”. While I was reading these words I heard
the familiar accents of the people who lived in the wood of Focluti
close to the western sea. They called out as if they had one voice:
“We beseech you, holy youth, come and walk once more among
us.” IHelt such great pain in my heart that I could read no more And
so Iawoke.’

Much as he dreaded returning to Ireland, Patrick was convinced
that he had received a divine command and that he must obey ir.
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When he told his parents of his intentions, they were inc.onsolable
and begged him to change his mind. They remlpded hllm of th‘e
hardships he had endured as a slave and of their a.ngulsh at l.ns
capture and long exile. They offered him rewards and implored h}m
not to leave them again. Though Patrick was tempted to stay with
his family, his belief in the vision prevailed and he set out toiEurope
to become a cleric so that he could answer the voice of the Irish.

When Patrick came to Ireland for the second time, he came as a
bishop. He was accompanied by a band of monks an.d l'le l}ad come
to banish the old gods and to convert the Irish to Chrlstl'amty.

He landed first on Inis Padraig, an island off the Leinster coast,
but then sailed further north and disembarked on the shores of
Strangford Lough. As he came ashore, Patrick was conftc.mted bya
tall chieftain called Dichu who set his savage hou.nd on him. Before
the dog could harm the monk, the animal and its master becamﬁ
fixed as statues. Patrick took pity on them; he prayed that their
paralysis would leave them and, immediately, movement was
restored to both their limbs. Dichu was so grateful for bls .release
and so impressed by Patrick’s power that he becam? a Chrfstlan. He
gave a large barn to the bishop as a place of WOl’Sh'lp and it became
known as Patrick’s Barn, Sabhal Phadraig. To this day that place
near Strangford Lough is called Saul.

Patrick made his way south towards Tara, the heaxflquarters of Fhe
High Kings of Ireland where Laoghaire, son (.>f Nlal'l of the Nine
Hostages, now reigned. When he arrived in Leinster it was the eve
of Easter but it was also the eve of Bealtaine, or Ma)f Day, a day
that the Irish held sacred to the sun. All fires were 'extmg'ulshed on
May Eve and it was decreed that no fire could be lit until the chief
druid had lit the first fire in Tara in honour of the sun. Then, when
the flames of the sacred fire rose at dawn, fire after fire would be
kindled on hilltops all over Leinster.

On May Morning the High King and his household were
assembled on the hill of Tara. As the first rays of the sun slanted
over the horizon, the chief druid moved forward to light the
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flower-strewn bonfire. But before he could set it alight the watchers
on the hills were astonished to see flames rising further east on the
hill of Slane. It was the paschal fire that Patrick had lit to celebrate
Easter.

Laoghaire stared, outraged, as the blaze on the neighbouring hill
grew stronger and stronger. “Who has dared to light this fire?’ he
demanded.

‘We see the fire,’ the druids answered, ‘and though we don’t
know who lit it, we know that unless it is put out immediately it
will never be put out. It will put out our sacred fires and the man
who lit it will have power over us all, over the High King himself.’

‘Put out the fire and bring the man who lit it here to Tara,’ the
king commanded and his messengers hurried towards Slane to
carry out his orders. They brought Patrick and his monks before
Laoghaire and when he saw the tonsured heads, cowled robes and
curved crozier he shivered with fear. He remembered that his druids
had prophesied the coming of men like these three years earlier:

‘Adze heads will come over a furious sea
Their robes hole-headed

Their staves crook-headed

Their altars in the east of the houses

All will answer Amen.’

With his druids and warriors around him, Laoghaire pronounced
a sentence of death on Patrick, but the monk showed no fear.
Instead he reproached the king for worshipping the sun. “The God I
believe in makes the sun above us rise each day for our benefit. But
this sun will never reign over us nor will its splendour last for ever.
Christ, whom I worship, is the true sun and He will never die and
He will give eternal life to those who do his will.’

Many of the king’s household who were listening became Chris-
tians and though Laoghaire was not converted, he revoked the
death sentence.

With his handful of monks, Patrick travelled the length and
breadth of Ireland preaching the gospel as he went. Though he was
often in danger from hostile chiefs, he converted many men and
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women to the new religion and Christianity spread across the
country.

While Patrick was preaching in Munster, Aengus, the king of
Cashel, became curious about the visitor and summoned him to his
fort. Patrick preached the gospel and the king, believing in it, asked
to be baptized. As Patrick blessed Aengus, the spike of his crozier
went through the king’s foot, but Aengus did not flinch. When the
ceremony was over and Patrick saw the wound he had inflicted he
was stricken with remorse.

‘I didn’t cry out or protest,” Aengus explained, ‘for I thought the
piercing was part of the ritual that I had to endure.’

Many years after he had first landed at Saul, Patrick felt his life
drawing to a close. He made his way to Armagh, to the heafi-
quarters of the church he had established, to await his end. Whn.le
he was resting there, an angel appeared to him in a dream and said
to him: ‘Go back to the place were you started, back to the barn,
back to Saul. It is there, and not here in Armagh that you will die,
and, as you promised Dichu, you will rise from the dead.’

‘I am a slave to the end if 1 cannot be buried where I wish,’
Patrick said sadly.

‘Don’t be sad, Patrick,” the angel replied. ‘Your primacy and
power will always remain in Armagh.’

So the old man went to Saul where the abbess Brigid looked after
him till be died. He was buried in Downpatrick and when Brigid
died she was buried beside him. The third patron saint of Ireland,
Columcille, is said to be buried in the same grave.

Three saint one grave do fill:
Patrick, Brigid and Columcille.
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BRIGID was the daughter of a slave woman called Broicseach and

Dubhtach, a chieftain who was Broicseach’s master. Dubhta-
ch’s wife was jealous of the bondwoman and she ordered her
husband to choose between the servant and herself. Now Dubhtach
loved Broicseach and did not want to part with her but his wife
insisted that he do so. It was with great sadness, then, that he went
out with the servant to sell her to another master. On the way he
passed the house of a druid, who, hearing the chariot wheels, came
out to see which chief was passing by. He recognized Dubhtach and
asked him who owned the slave who sat beside him in his chariot.

‘She is mine,” Dubhtach answered. ‘And she is bearing my child
but my wife is forcing me to sell her.’

The druid looked at Broicseach for a moment and then made a
prophecy about the child that she was carrying. “Your wife’s child-
ren will be servants to this servant’s child, for the daughter who is
in her womb will be marvellous and famous and she’ll shine like a
sun among the stars.’ i

When Dubhtach heard this he turned his chariot round and took
Broicseach back home.

As the months went by, Dubhtach’s wife got more and more
jealous of the servant till, in the end, Dubhtach had no choice but to
send her away. He sold Broicseach to a druid on the understanding
that he had sold only the mother as a slave; he had not sold the
unborn infant. She was his child and would be free born.

Broicseach worked as a dairy-maid in the druid’s house and one
day, just as she entered the house carrying a pail of milk, she gave
birth to a daughter. She washed the infant with the milk from the
pail and gave her the name Brigid, which means ‘fiery arrow’.

Brigid grew up beautiful, wise and kind. She worked in the
druid’s household herding the sheep, feeding the fowl and looking
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after the beggars who came to the door. One day she heard one of
Patrick’s monks preaching, believed in the new religion and became
a Christian. From that day on her kindness and love for the poor
increased.

Though she was well treated in the druid’s house, Brigid longed
to see her father. So, taking her courage in her hands, she went to
the druid to ask his permission to return home. He agreed,
Dubhtach was sent for and Brigid was given back to her father, a
free woman.

Dubhtach put his daughter in charge of running his household
but Brigid was so charitable that she gave away to the poor any-
thing that was available, whether it could be spared or not. Even
stray animals were given a share of meat from the cooking pot. As
time went on Dubhtach became resentful of his daughter’s
openhandedness, but in spite of his complaints Brigid would not
change her ways. His wife, too, resented the beautiful girl and
became as jealous of her as she had been of her mother. Between
them they conspired to get rid of Brigid by hiring her out to a
Leinster king.

As Brigid and her father got into the chariot to travel to the king’s
fort, Dubhtach, who was determined to break his daughter’s pride,
said to her, ‘I would have you know you’re not travelling in my
chariot out of any honour due to you, but because I mean to sell
you as a slave where you will grind flour in a millstone for your new
master!”

At the king’s fortress, Dubhtach left Brigid outside in the chariot.
While he was away, a beggar with open sores came up to the
chariot and asked for help. As she had nothing else to give the
beggar, Brigid gave him Dubhtach’s sword. Inside the fort the
chieftain was offering to sell his daughter to the king.

‘Why are you selling your own daughter?’ the king asked in
astonishment.

‘She will not stop selling my property and giving away my wealth
to outcasts and worthless beggars and 1 can stand it no longer!
Dubhtach told him angrily.

‘Tell the girl to come in here,” ordered the king.
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Dubhtach went out to the chariot to bring Brigid in and when he
found she had given away his sword he was beside himself with
rage. He marched her before the king and told him the story.

The king looked at Brigid and exclaimed, ‘I you give away your
father's wealth, what will you do to mine?”

Brigid replied, ‘I swear to God that even if I had your power,
your land, your wealth, even if I owned the whole province of
Leinster, I would give it all away to the Lord of the Elements!’

When the king heard this answer he said to Dubhtach, ‘It is not
for you or me to decide this woman’s fate, Her merit is higher in
God’s sight than in men’s!”

Then he set Brigid free and sent her back home and gave
Dubhtach an ivory-hilted sword to replace the one that had been
given away.

Because she was so beautiful, many men wanted to marry Brigid
but she refused all their offers. It was her intention to found a
convent and devote her life to doing good works and helping the
poor. One man in particular was determined to have her for his
wife and grew more and more enraged as Brigid steadfastly rejected
his advances.

‘That pure eye in your head is not much use to you if it doesn’t
look across a pillow at a husband?” he jeered.

Brigid was so angry and humiliated at this mockery that she
pulled one of her eyes out of its socket until it lay on her cheek.

Secing the disfigurement that his daughter was prepared to suffer
to remain unmarried, Dubhtach promised her that he would never
force her to marry against her will. When she had received these
assurances, Brigid put her hand to her eye and it was healed at once.

The first convent that Brigid founded was in Kildare and she built 2
small church there beside a spreading oak tree. One day as she was
praying in the church a pillar of flame appeared above her head and
rose higher and higher until it reached the roof ridge of the build-
ing. A bishop called Mel saw the tongues of fire and knew it was a
sign that Brigid had been specially chosen by God. He made her an
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abbess and conferred on her orders that were of the same rank as
those of a bishop. Some of Mel’s clerics objected'to a woman being
honoured in this way but the bishop told them that God, not he,
had ordained it.

As her community grew, Brigid needed a bigger church and convent
so she went to the king to ask him to give her a plot of land on
which to build. The king promised her a piece of ground but,
because he was reluctant to give away any of his land, he kept
reneging on his promise. Brigid kept asking and the king kept
stalling until Brigid lost her patience with him.

‘Well, at least give me as much land as I can cover with my
cloak,’ she pleaded.

The king readily agreed to this and Brigid took off her cloak.
Four of her nuns each took a corner of the garment, as if to lay it
flat on the ground, but instead of doing so they turned roundto the
four points of the compass and began to run as fast as they could,
holding on to the corners of the cloak as they ran. As the nuns
pulled, the cloak grew longer and broader until it covered a full
square mile. The king was very alarmed.

‘Stop!” he shouted. ‘Stop! What are you doing?’

I'm taking the land you promised to give me,” Brigid retorted,
‘and I'll take your whole province from you as a punishment for
your meanness.”

‘Pll give you the ground your cloak covers now if only your
women will stop running!” the king cried.

Brigid called to her nuns to stop, the king kept his word and
Brigid got the site for her church.

One rainy day Brigid ran into the convent for shelter. She took off
her wet cloak and shook off the raindrops. Just at that moment the
sun came out and the rays slanted through the window and fell
across the room. Brigid spread her cloak over the sunbeams and
they held it up as if were lying across the rafters. And there the

cloak hung until it was dry.
.
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Brigid wanted her community in Kildare to observe the Rule of
Saint Peter and Saint Paul. Unable to go to Rome herself, she
dispatched seven of her followers to go there for the Rule and bring
it back to her. On their return to Ireland not one of them could
remember a single word of what they’d learnt. So Brigid sent seven
more messengers and, on the journey home, they too forgot the
Rule. For the third time seven members of the community set out

for Rome, but this time Brigid asked a blind boy to accompany.,

them. The abbess trusted this boy to remember the Rule for he had
never been known to forget anything he had ever heard.

Off the Isle of Man a storm blew up and Brigid’s envoys had to
cast anchor near the coast. When the storm died down they tried to
lift the anchor but they could not move it at all for it was caught
fast in the roof of a church that was under the waves. They cast lots
to see who would clamber down the rope and free the anchor and
the lot fell on the blind boy. So he slid downs the rope, disappeared
under the waves and freed the anchor from the ridge-tile of the
church. His companions drew up the anchor and waited but the
boy did not come up out of the waves. Sadly they decided to set sail
without him and they reached Rome safely.

A year later they were returning home, and at the exact same spot
another huge storm blew up. Again the sailors cast anchor. Sud-
denly, to their amazement, the blind boy appeared out of the water
and shinned up the anchor rope to the ship. In his hand he was
carrying a bell, and in his head the Rule of Saint Peter and Saint
Paul which he had learnt by heart in the church below the waves.

When they reached Ireland the blind boy gave Brigid the Rule
and she and her community observed it from then on. The bell was
enshrined in a place of honour and was kept ever after as the bell of
Saint Brigid’s community.

Brigid entered the convent at eighteen and died in Armagh when
she was eighty-eight. She was buried in Downpatrick beside Saint
Patrick whom she had cared for when he was old and dying. All the
days of her life everything that she touched increased, and anything
she prayed for was granted. She was full of compassion and

234

“The Patron Saints of Ireland

patience and she was always ready to feed the hungry, comfort the
stricken and befriend the outcast. She was renowned for her
miracles and marvels. It was said of her that she was like a dove
among birds, like a vine among trees, like the sun among stars.

After her death, people prayed to her for help in time of difficulty
and danger. They called on her to calm storms and banish plagues.
They believed her to be a prophet of Christ. They named her the
Queen of the South, the Mary of the Gael.
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Saint Columcille

COLUMCILLE was born in Donegal from a line of kings. Niall of
the Nine Hostages was his great-grandfather on his paternal

side and Cahir Mor, another High King, was an ancestor of his 4
mother’s. He could have been a king himself but he chose to become 3

a monk.

Even as a child he was very devout and he was given the nickname
Columcille, which means ‘dove of the church’, by the other children

of the neighbourhood. Once a week they were allowed to play with 1

their royal companion and they would wait impatiently for him to
finish his prayers and join them at their games. ‘Has the little dove
come out of the church at last?’ they shouted at him one day, and
from then on he was called Columcille. :

When he was a youth he went to a monastic school in Moville, run
by a renowned abbot and missionary called Finnian. While he was
there he learnt the discipline of a monk’s life, and there, too, along
with the skills of a scribe, he developed a lifelong passion for books.
He moved from the monastic school at Moville to a bardic school
run by a poet called Gemman and under this master’s rigorous
direction, he learnt to compose verse.

By the time Columcille was twenty-five he was already famous as a
saint, a scribe and a poet. Everyone who knew him revered and loved
him. He was strict with himself but lenient with others and though he
was a prince he paid no heed to rank. He was tall and strong with
curling hair and a handsome open face and his eyes were grey and
humorous. His voice was sweet, but when he was addressing a crowd
it carried for a full mile without the loss of a syllable, though those
close by heard only a normal tone. It was said that he conversed with
angels, and on several occasions the monks who lived with him saw
him enveloped in an immense blaze of light, not just in darkness but
in broad daylight.

*

236

The Patron Saints of Ireland

While Columcille was staying in the great monastic school at Glas-
nevin, a plague swept across Ireland taking saints and sinners with
it. Two of his closest friends, Mobhi, abbot of Glasnevin, and
Ciaran of Clonmacnoise, died in the plague. Columcille headed
north to escape the pestilence and at the River Moyola he prayed
that it would not cross the stream. His prayer was answered and the
northern part of the country was saved from the scourge.

On his return to his own territory Columcille was given a royal
welcome and his cousin, the king of that region, gave him a piece of
land on which to establish his own monastery. It was a lictle oval
mound, about two hundred acres in size with the river curving
round it on two sides. Along the slopes of the site a beautiful
oakwood flourished and gave the place its name, Doire, the oak-
grove, or Derry as it is known today. Columcille loved his oakgrove
and would not allow it to be cleared even to build a church. His first
church, therefore, was not facing due east as was the custom,
because that would have entailed the felling of trees.

One fateful day Columcille went back to visit his first school in
Moville, for he had heard that Finnian, his old teacher, had gone to
Rome and brought back with him a precious book. It was a copy of
Saint Jerome’s translation of the Psalms, the first such book ever to
have come to Ireland. Columcille went into transports of delight
when he saw this treasure and asked Finnian for permission to copy
the book for use in his own monastery in Derry. Finnian refused for
he said the time was not yet right for the book to be copied.
However, he gave Columcille his word that, when that time came,
be would be the first scribe to copy the book. But Columcille could
not wait. He took the book to his cell and there, night after night,
secretly and speedily (for he was a swift and expert scribe) he made
a faithful copy of Finnian’s priceless book.

One night, as the community was reciting divine office, one of
Finnian’s monks noticed that Columcille had not taken his place in
the chapel. He stole to the visitor’s quarters to see the reason for
this and as he approached the cell he saw light streaming out
through every crack in the door. He put his eye to a chink to look
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inside the cell and he saw Columcille at his desk, busily writing. As
he peered, Columcille’s pet crane hopped up to the door, put its
long, sharp beak out through the crack and pecked the monk in the
eye. Shouting with pain the monk ran back into the chapel and told
the abbot what had happened. Finnian rushed to Colmcille’s cell
and when he discovered that Columcille had disobeyed his orders
and copied the book, he was furiously angry. He claimed the copy
for himself and demanded that it be given to him. Columcille
refused to hand it over. Finnian appealed to Diarmuid, the king, to
arbitrate and the two abbots travelled to Tara to await the king’s
judgement.

The Convention of Tara was in progress when Finnian and
Columcille arrived with their followers. They put their separate
cases to the king and there, after consultation with his wise men,
Diarmuid pronounced judgement: ‘To every cow its calf and to
every book its copy.” The copy, therefore, had to be handed over to
Finnian.

Columcille was outraged at this decision and he was angry with
the king for another reason as well. While he had been lodging at
Tara awaiting the outcome of the dispute, a Connacht chief had
killed a man. This was a violation of the solemn rules of the
Convention which banned disputes of any kind while it was in
progress. Knowing he would be put to death for the crime, the
Connacht chief fled for protection to his allies, the Ulster chiefs.
They in turn passed him on to their kinsman, Columcille, and the
abbot gave the fugitive sanctuary. The king was determined to
bring the offender to justice. He sent his servants into Columcille’s
quarters, dragged the man out and executed him. This violation of
the sacred rules of sanctuary angered Columcille and his proud and
passionate nature could not bear the double humiliation. He left
Tara secretly and returned north to rally his own people to defend
his honour.

When Diarmuid discovered this, he gathered his forces and the
two armies met at Cooldrevna in Connacht. Columcille stayed at
the back of his own battle lines, praying that Diarmuid’s forces
would be defeated. They were, but the battle was a bloody one and
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in the course of it three thousand men were killed.

When the heat of his anger had died down, Columcille was
horrified at the destruction his pride had caused and was filled with
remorse at his own hotheadedness. He went to visit the hermit
Molaise, who lived on Devenish Island, to ask him how he could
make reparation for the carnage. Molaise imposed a most severe
penance on Columcille. He ordered him to leave Ireland for good
and to save as many souls among the Picts in Scotland as had met
an untimely end on the battlefield of Cooldrevna. So, with a heavy
heart, Columcille boarded a boat to begin his exile. With a few
followers he sailed up Lough Foyle, away from his beloved Derry,
and landed on the island of Iona, off the Scottish coast. He founded
a monastery there and from it he travelled through Scotland
preaching Christianity. Everywhere he went crowds gathered to see
the monk who could calm the seas, cast out devils and cure the sick.
Before long he was as honoured and loved in Scotland as he had
been in Ireland.

All his life Columcille had prophetic powers and could foretell
events both great and small. One day as he was transcribing a book
on lona, he heard someone calling across the straits. He turned to
his companion, Diarmuid, and said, “The man who is shouting to
be brought over here is an awkward fellow and he will knock over
the inkhorn on my table!” Diarmuid posted himself at the door of
the scriptorium to waylay the visitor but he was called away for a
second and at that very moment the man arrived. He hurried into
the room and in his haste to embrace Columcille he upset the
inkwell with his cuff and spilled the ink.

Another time a young monk went to speak to Columcille and he
found the abbot in a trance, a brilliant light coming off his face. The
novice was too frightened to speak and he turned and ran away.
Columcille clapped his hands gently and called him back and asked
him what had scared him. When the young man confessed that he
had been frightened by the abbot’s appearance, Columcille soothed
and comforted him and the young monk regained his composure
and asked Columcille if he had seen a strange vision.
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‘I have seen a fearful disaster fall upon 2 Roman city,” came the
reply. ‘Fire and sulphur rained down on it and thousands of
people are dead. Before the year is out you will hear my story
confirmed by sailors coming from Gaul.”

A few months later on a visit to Kintyre, the young monk met
the captain of a boat who brought the news of the destruction of
the city just as Columcille had foretold.

In his eighty-eighth year Columcille knew that he would soon die.
Though almost too old and tired to leave the monastery, he
travelled to the western corner of Iona to take his last leave of the
monks who worked there. When he had consoled his companions,
he turned in his chariot to face the east and he blessed the whole
island.

A few days later, as he rested on a stone outside the church, a
white packhorse, carrying milk from the dairy, came up to him,
laid its head on his breast and began to cry. It foamed at the
mouth and shed tears like a human on the old man’s lap. The
attendant tried to pull the horse away but Columcille stopped
him. ‘Let the creature grieve. He knows through instinct what is
hidden from your rational mind. He knows that he will never see
me again.’ Then the old abbot slowly made his way back to the
monastery and went into his cell to finish the psalm he was
copying.

“They that seek the Lord shall lack no thing that is good,” he
wrote and then he put down his pen. ‘I must stop writing. I've
come to the end of the page. Let Baithen finish the work.’

At midnight the following night he made his way into the
church ahead of the other monks and knelt alone in front of the
altar. When his servant, Diarmuid, came close to the church door,
he saw the interior filled with a brilliant light which faded as he
entered and left him in the dark.

‘Where are you Father?” he called out, his voice choked with
tears. There was no reply and as the other monks came running in

- with lights in their hands, they saw Columcille lying at the foot of
the altar close to death. Diarmuid raised the dying abbot’s hand
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and helped him to bless his community for the last time. The
monks knelt around Columcille as he died and the expression on
his face was so serene that he might have been in a deep and
peaceful sleep.
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