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ST. PATRICK  
BISHOP, APOSTLE TO IRELAND, 385-461 

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

Hymn:  “Christ, Be Our Light,” Gather Comprehensive 512, Bernadette Farrell 

 

THE HILL OF SLANE 
Christ our Light vs. Lugh, the god of light 

 

St. Patrick was a great missionary and evangelizer. 

He is one of the greatest missionaries in the history of the Church. 

He courageously preached the gospel to the people of Ireland, 

  and he did so during the Fifth Century (bishop, 432-461), 

  a time when Ireland was entirely pagan, entirely non-Christian. 

 

The best missionaries love the people that they have been called to serve. 

St. Patrick had a great missionary spirit. 

He learned the Celtic language  

    when he was forced as a teenager to be a shepherd (c. 401-406), 

  and when he returned to Ireland years later (432),  

    he learned the language even better. 

Because Patrick knew the Celtic language so well, 

  he was able to communicate with the Celtic people on their terms, 

    with their words and their ideas. 

It helped Patrick to establish and build relationships, 

  and as the relationships grew, so did the trust. 

 

When a person learns the language and spends quality time with people, 

  and as the relationship and trust grows, 

    the outsider learns the local customs, culture, values, and beliefs. 

Patrick was Christian, and the people that he was with were not. 

 

Over time Patrick learned all about the Irish pagan gods. 

There were many gods, 

  and in a primitive culture, frequently the gods are associated with nature, 

  because the people lived outdoors so much 

    and because the forces of nature had such a powerful impact on their lives. 

 

At the top of the list was the Celtic pagan god of the sun, Lugh. 

The sun is so important:  it is the main source of light, it brings warmth, 

  and makes the plants grow, and without food, the people perish. 

There were a number of shrines throughout the country to Lugh. 

 

Water is also crucial to survival, 

  and water sources like rivers and wells were considered sacred, 

  and there were pagan goddesses associated with some of them: 

  the pagan goddess of the River Shannon and pagan goddess of the River Boyne. 
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Let us return to the Celtic pagan god of light, Lugh. 

 

There was a shrine to Lugh on the Hill of Tara, 

  and that hill is located roughly ten miles from the Hill of Slane. 

 

When St. Patrick became bishop of Ireland (431), 

  he spent the first year in the northern part of the country. 

 

During the second year he got on a ship, 

  sailed south along the coast of the Irish Sea, 

  and went inland at the River Boyne. 

It was St. Patrick’s plan to bring the message of Jesus and the gospel 

  to the Celtic people of the Boyne River Valley area. 

 

It was a great location, 

  midway along the eastern coast of the country, 

  forty-five miles south of Armagh, 

  and thirty miles north of Dublin. 

 

St. Patrick went about ten miles inland, 

  and he took a position on the Hill of Slane. 

 

From the Hill of Slane,  

  it was easy to see the Hill of Tara off in the distance. 

The Hill of Tara was a cultic center 

  where people worshiped the Celtic pagan god of the sun, Lugh. 

 

King Laoghaire (also Loegaire, Laoighre or Laoire), the Celtic High King,  

  renowned for his ferocity and brute strength, resided in Tara,  

  and he led a fire ceremony for the druids and his subjects each year  

  at the time of the Beltaine Festival during the Spring Equinox called the Feast of Tara.   

The king lit a sacred fire at the top of the hill to honor the pagan sun god,  

  and it was left burning for a number of days.   

The king strictly prohibited any other fires that could be seen from Tara  

  during the entire duration of the festival. 

 

St. Patrick was not intimidated and defiantly disregarded the king’s order.   

St. Patrick boldly and bravely lit and blessed the Paschal fire and the Easter Candle  

  during the Vigil Service on Holy Saturday night.   

The fire was left burning and could be seen clearly from the Hill of Tara. 

 

St. Patrick made an emphatic statement:   

  Jesus is the light of the world (Jn 8:12; 12:46), 

  and none other, not even Lugh, the pagan sun god.   

Jesus is the true light that enlightens everyone (Jn 1:9),  

  the light shining in the midst of the darkness (Jn 1:5a).   



 

3 

 

On Easter Sunday, Jesus was the light rising in glory,  

  the light that dispels the darkness of our hearts and minds (Roman Missal, 200),  

  the light that inflames the hearts of believers with heavenly desires  

    and purifies the mind (Roman Missal, 198),  

  the pillar of fire that banishes the darkness of sin (Exsultet, 208),  

  a light that mingles with the lights of heaven,  

    and a peaceful light shed on all humanity (Exsultet, 209). 

 

At one time King Loegaire and the druids planned to have St. Patrick killed,  

  but St. Patrick was so convincing and persuasive,  

  and the king was so impressed by his extraordinary devotion,  

  that he allowed St. Patrick to continue his missionary work in his kingdom. 

 

It is Jesus who is the God of the sun and the moon and the stars, 

  and Jesus who is the God of the sea and rivers, lakes and wells, 

  and Jesus who is the God of all living things, 

    people, animals, and plants, 

    and because of his creative power, they live and grow (see 1 Cor 8:6b; Col 1:16-17). 

 

St. Patrick led the people of Ireland to Christ, the true light of the world, 

  and on this great occasion, March 17, the feast day of St. Patrick, 

  St. Patrick would tell us what he told the king, 

    “Jesus is the true light, worship Jesus and him alone, and live your life for him.” 


