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1 Pt 4:7b-11; Ps 96:1-2a,2b-3,7-8b,10; Lk 5:1-11 

 

THE SHAMROCK:  SYMBOL OF THE MOST HOLY TRINITY 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

March 17, 2018 

 

The shamrock is the decoration for St. Patrick’s Day. 

There are shamrocks everywhere: 

  shamrock earrings; 

  shamrocks on T shirts and sweat shirts; 

  shamrocks on signs. 

 

Most of us are familiar with shamrocks. 

A shamrock is a cloverlike plant. 

It has a stem that leads to compound leaf, 

  a large leaf that divides into little leaves called leaflets. 

For shamrocks, at the end of each stem there are three leaflets. 

The flower is yellow. 

And, obviously, the leaves are green. 

Shamrocks are very common throughout Ireland. 

The hillsides and the mountain meadows are covered with a green carpet, 

  a beautiful blanket of shamrock clover over the picturesque landscape. 

 

The shamrock represents a number of things. 

  The shamrock is the emblem of Ireland. 

  The shamrock represents Irish heritage. 

  The shamrock is a symbol for St. Patrick. 

  And, most importantly, 

    the shamrock is a symbol of the Most Holy Trinity. 

 

The Most Holy Trinity is one of the most profound mysteries of our faith. 

  How does God exist? 

  How does God act in our lives? 

 

The Trinity is difficult for us to comprehend 

There is one God. 

Yet, the one God has three separate or distinct Persons:   

  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

 

The Trinity is extremely difficult even for longtime Christians to understand. 

In fact, it is so difficult to grasp that the Church reserves one Sunday every year, 

  Trinity Sunday, right after Pentecost, 

  to reexamine, re-explain, and ponder this deep mystery. 
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If we think that the Trinity is hard for us to understand, 

  imagine St. Patrick trying to explain the Trinity to non-believers in pagan Ireland. 

St. Patrick did his missionary ministry in Ireland during the Fifth Century, 

  for thirty years, from 432-461 AD. 

The native inhabitants of Ireland were the Druids, pagans, 

  and also Celts,  

    a number who were sorcerers, magicians, did witchcraft, 

      and invoked evil supernatural powers. 

 

The Druids and the Celts knew nothing about Jesus, the Gospel, or Christianity, 

  and most wanted to keep their own beliefs 

    and did not want to know anything about Jesus or his teachings. 

 

For the most part, at least at the beginning,  

  Patrick faced an extremely hostile audience. 

In fact, he received death threats, and there were attempts to kill him. 

But Patrick was a man on a mission. 

He was filled with zeal, fierce spiritual ambition and determination. 

He had been called by Jesus, like Peter, 

  to be a “fisher of men” (paraphrase, Lk 5:10b), 

  to bring people to Jesus and into the Body of Christ, the Church. 

 

Imagine St. Patrick the missionary, telling Druids and Celts, 

  “There is this Jesus, who is God; 

  and there is his Father in heaven, who is also God; 

  and Jesus abides with us now in the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit is God; 

    and they are all one.” 

And the local folk scratched their heads at all this nonsense, making fun of Patrick, 

  and would have said, “What is this nut talking about?” 

 

But opposition gradually softened. 

 

Patrick was a humble, decent man, and as people came to know him, 

  they realized that he was a person of exceptional character. 

Patrick worked some miracles. 

So the local folk became increasingly curious about Patrick: 

“Who is this guy?”   

“Where does he get his power?” 

“What about his God?” 

They became more open to listening to him. 

 

There are accounts about how St. Patrick used the shamrock  

  to teach about God and the Trinity. 
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According to one account, 

  King Laoghaire, chief of the Irish clans, 

    had seen Patrick’s charisma and the mighty deeds that he had performed, 

  and agreed to listen to him preach a sermon about his Christian beliefs, 

  and during the sermon Patrick used the shamrock to explain the mystery of the Trinity, 

  but the king never converted (Klein, P., Catholic Source Book, 419; 

    Thurston, H. J., ed., Butler’s Lives of the Saints, Vol. 1, 614, 615). 

 

According to another account,  

  St. Patrick went to Connaught where he met two of King Laoghaire’s daughters,  

    Ethne and Fedelm.   

St. Patrick had been unable to persuade the king to convert,  

  but he did convince the king’s daughters.   

During their time of instruction  

  St. Patrick reportedly used a shamrock to visualize the mystery of the Trinity,  

    how a single plant with three leaves  

    is analogous to the one Triune God with three separate and distinct Persons  

    (Thurston, H. J., ed., Butler’s Lives of the Saints, Vol. 1, 615). 

 

According to a third account, 

  one day St. Patrick was traveling down the road 

    and happened upon a number of Irish chieftains along a meadow.   

The tribal leaders were curious about the Trinity  

  and asked St. Patrick for an explanation.   

So Patrick bent down, picked a shamrock, and held it up for them to see. 

Patrick pointed to the stem and three leaflets of petals and said, 

  “God is like this. 

    The stem is the one Godhead; 

    the three leaflets are the three Persons of the Trinity, 

    and the three leaflets make up a single compound leaf, 

    like the three persons of the Trinity make up one God  

  (Rest, F., Our Christian Symbols, 17). 

 

Patrick did something quite amazing. 

The shamrock was a pagan symbol used in Celtic fertility rituals. 

The three leaflets represented three pagan goddesses  

  (Dues, G., Catholic Customs & Traditions, 141). 

St Patrick took a pagan symbol 

  and changed it into of the greatest symbols of our Christian faith. 

The stem is the oneness of God. 

The three leaflets are the three Persons of God. 

As we celebrate St. Patrick today, 

  he would like us to reinforce one of the most important messages of his preaching. 

Holding up the shamrock, Patrick wants us to know: 

  the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Trinity is God, 

  and together, all three are united as one in a single Supreme Godhead. 
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And, to conclude, 

  St. Patrick has a blessing for each of us. 

 

IRISH BLESSING 
 

May the road rise to meet you. 

May the wind always be at your back. 

May the sun shine warm upon your face. 

May the raise fall soft upon your field. 

May God hold you in the palm of his hand 
 


