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Historic Spotlight

Columbanus was an Irish Celtic missionary who
carried Patrick’s legacy from the edge of the Atlantic
deep into a fractured post-Roman Europe. Trained
at the great Irish monastery of Bangor in theology, 
classical learning, and rigorous discipline, 
he embraced the distinctively Irish call 
of peregrinatio pro Christo (pilgrimage 
for Christ), a voluntary exile from his 
homeland for the sake of the gospel.

With twelve companions (much like
Patrick!) he traveled to Gaul (modern
France), where the faith had dwindled
down to little more than a creed. In a
morally collapsing culture, Columbanus 
preached repentance and planted 
monasteries at Annegray and Luxeuil, 
turning ruined Roman sites into centers 
of evangelism, literacy, and discipleship.

Columbanus belonged to the Celtic tradition of the
church. Irish abbots, rather than bishops, usually 
oversaw church life and Columbanus took this
independent approach abroad with him, not without
controversy. He obtained land directly from kings,
opened monasteries and schools, taught the Bible,
and even administered church discipline 
independent of Rome. He eventually continued his 
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pilgrimage through Switzerland and into northern 
Italy, where he founded Bobbio in 614, which for 
centuries stood as a bastion of Christian learning. 
Through his writings, schools and example, 
Columbanus helped re-evangelize regions of Europe 
that had drifted towards paganism.

Why it Matters Today

Columbanus was a great example of a 
world changer. The gospel calls believers 
sometimes to leave comfort, culture, and 
even homeland for the sake of Christ. 
Columbanus was willing to give up all he 
knew, so that others might hear and know 
the gospel! In a Europe full of nominal 
Christianity, he bravely preached 
repentance, provided discipleship and did 
the hard work of teaching people to read 
and love the Scriptures. Like Columbanus,

we serve in an antinomian culture that often keeps a 
Christian vocabulary but conveniently forgets virtue.

We can, through teaching, discipleship, parenting,
serving in our churches, and sharing the gospel in
our towns, participate in the same mission that drove
Columbanus across Europe. Onward!

Stepping Stones in Christian History

“Columbanus was one of the greatest and most successful missionaries of the Celtic Church, and one of the chief instru-
ments in the revival of Christianity in Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire.” 

-James Henthorn Todd, historian
(St. Patrick: Apostle of Ireland, Dublin, 1864, p.402)

St Columbanus, neo-gothic mural in the church of 
St Pierre-le-Jeune, Strasbourg
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