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'The Slave Who Returned to Liberate a Nation

Historical Spotlight

Every March 17, the world celebrates St. Patrick’s
Day. Rivers turn green, parades march through

crowded streets, and mugs are raised in toasts. Yet
behind the celebration stands one of the

happened. The careless boy who had ignored God,
began to pray. Patrick later wrote in his own
“Confessio” that he prayed constantly, sometimes a
hundred times in a single day, and in that suffering
« »

the love of God came to me more and more.

most remarkable stories in Christendom:
the story of a kidnapped boy who
returned to the land of his captivity and
changed the destiny of the world without
an army.

Patrick was born around A.D. 385 on the
western edge of Roman Britain, in the
fading years of the Empire. The world
around him was beginning to unravel.
Cities that had once been centers of
learning were being burned by invading
tribes, and the order Rome had
maintained for centuries was collapsing.

By all accounts, Patrick grew up in a
Christian home as the son of a deacon,

One night he dreamed that God was
calling him to escape. Patrick walked
nearly two hundred miles across Ireland
until he found a ship that, after a few
detours, carried him back to Britain and
to his family.

Most people would have tried to forget
Ireland, and their captors, forever. Patrick
could not. In a dream he heard what he
later called “the cry of the Irish.” Voices
seemed to call out: “We beg you, holy
youth, come and walk among us again.”

He ardently believed the Irish needed to
hear the Gospel. So Patrick did
something almost unimaginable. He
returned.

but he later admitted that as a boy his
faith meant little to him. That changed in
a single night.

When Patrick was about sixteen, Irish pirates raided
his village. After the looting, young survivors were
dragged onto ships and carried across the sea. Patrick
suddenly found himself a slave in Ireland, forced to
tend sheep on the cold hillsides of Mount Slemish.
For six long years he lived in hardship and isolation.
Yet in that lonely wilderness something unexpected

Freedom Stories

Ireland in the fifth century was a fierce tribal world
ruled by warlords and druid priests. Slavery, violence,
and even human sacrifice were woven into the culture.
Even Rome had never attempted to take the shores of
Ireland. Patrick had no army and no political power.
He came armed only with the Scriptures, a small band
of missionaries, and a deep love for the people who
had once enslaved him.

Saint Patrick, Bishop of Ireland
Giambattista Tiepolo, 1746
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With astonishing courage he walked directly into the
strongholds of Ireland’s kings. At Tara, the seat of the
High King, Patrick boldly proclaimed the message
of Christ before druids, warriors, and nobles. Though
the king himself remained pagan, the king’s wife was
converted to faith, and Patrick was granted freedom
to preach and set up churches throughout the land.

From that moment the island
began to change.

Patrick traveled from village

to village and from fortress

to fortress, often risking his
life. “Daily I expect murder or
captivity,” he wrote, “but I fear
none of these things because of
the promises of heaven.”

‘Thousands believed. Churches were planted. Schools

and centers of learning were part of this mission work.

Wherever Patrick established a church, he also
encouraged leaders to align their laws with the moral
wisdom of Scripture. Irish scholars and poets worked
with Christian leaders to compile a monumental law
code known as the Senchus Mér, helping bring justice
and order to a once-violent society. According to the
prologue, these laws became the earliest example of a
pagan legal system that was intentionally

harmonized with Christian principles.

Patrick also became one of the earliest voices to
condemn slavery. In a famous letter to the British
warlord Coroticus, he denounced the kidnapping of
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Irish Christians and demanded the captives’ release.

By the time Patrick died around A.D. 461, Ireland
had been transformed. The island that had once been
known for pirates and raiders soon became a center
of learning and missionary zeal. Irish monks carefully
copied the Scriptures and the great writings of
antiquity, preserving
knowledge during Europe’s
darkest centuries and

carrying the Gospel across the
continent.

What this means to us

History often celebrates
conquerors who changed
nations with armies, but
Patrick changed a nation with faith. A frightened
slave boy transformed the western world when he
became a shepherd of souls.

And through that quiet revolution, the light of
Christian faith, learning, and liberty spread across the
sea. His testimony shows us the import of a single life
dedicated to Christ. One famous line from Confessio
shows his sense of calling: “I am a sinner, a simple
country person, the least of all believers... yet God
chose me for this work.”

For more information on Patrick in his own words,

please visit our website to read the Confessio of St.
Patrick and the Letter to Coroticus.

Tara’s Halls
William MaGrath,
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