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“Lessons from St. Patrick” A sermon by Lee Ireland 
Cathedral City Community Presbyterian Church 
March 17, 2019, Second Sunday in Lent 
Luke 13:31-35, Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18, Philippians 3:17-4:1 
 
Let us pray together: Open our eyes to see your Spirit in our life. Open our hearts to receive the blessings you send 
each day. Guide us with your wisdom so that through us Christ may walk on the earth once again. Amen. 
 

What is today?  Yes, it is Sunday.  But it’s not any regular Sunday, it is Sunday, March 17th.  
What’s so special about March 17th.  (wait for answers.)  That’s right, it’s St. Patrick’s Day!  It’s 
not too often that St. Patrick’s Day falls on Sunday.  And when it has in the past, the Catholic 
Church has, at times, changed the day of the celebration.  This happened in 1940, so that the 
celebration would not fall on Palm Sunday, and in 2008 to avoid Holy Monday, the last Monday 
before Easter Sunday.  But we are not changing the day we celebrate St. Patrick’s Day – Sunday 
or no Sunday.  There are good reasons for Christ-followers to celebrate the holiday, just perhaps 
not as enthusiastically as some people do.  Today, I’d like to explain why it’s good to celebrate St. 
Patrick’s Day.  So indulge your pastor today who has the last name Ireland and listen to a good 
story about how one man changed a country. 
 

And, yes, we can relate St. Patrick’s story to our scripture lessons for today.  More on that later. 
 

What are some of your St. Patrick’s Day traditions?  (Wait for response.)  For our family, I wear 
my shamrock socks.  I have them on today.  Linda wears something green.  We have corned 
beef with boiled potatoes, carrots and cabbage.  Sometimes I make Irish Soda bread.  Wearing 
green on St. Patrick’s Day seems to be what most people do, Irish or not.  Of course, many 
people will celebrate with green beer and wear shamrock pins and perhaps even something that 
says, curiously, “Kiss me, I’m Irish.”   
 
Parades of people will march, pipes will play and Chicago will dye its river green to honor the Irish 
and Saint Patrick.  It’s interesting to note that this year Chicago will dye the river green and have 
its St. Patrick’s Day parade on Saturday the 16th, not Sunday, the 17th.   
 
All of the celebrations and hubbub about St. Patrick’s Day miss the real impact of Saint Patrick on 
the history of the world. Millions of people in the USA will celebrate today and most will have no 
clue as to why.  So today, let’s take the opportunity to learn about St. Patrick – a real person – 
and how he changed a pagan country into a Christian country.  May St. Patrick’s life both inspire 
and motivate each of us and this church toward its mission. 
 
Our story begins in the late fourth/early fifth century.  Christianity had become the state religion of 
the Roman empire once the Roman ruler Constantine converted to Christianity.  At that time a 16-
year-old Roman Briton named Patrick lived in northwest England near the edge of the Roman 
controlled territory. 
 
Patrick was born into an aristocratic Christian family that marginally practiced the Christian faith. 
As a 16-year-old Patrick lived on the wild side. Some would say that he was like many, but not all, 
16-year-olds then and today. 
 
Patrick was 16 when he was captured by a band of Celtic pirates that sailed from Ireland and 
conducted raids in the area where Patrick lived. In these raids, the pirates captured and carted off 
those seized to serve as slaves to the pagan chieftains and warlords of Ireland. 
 
In Ireland, Patrick was sold and became the slave of a Druid tribal chieftain who put Patrick to 
work herding sheep in the hills, lonely and dangerous work.  In this desolate and lonely 
landscape, Patrick began to pray to the God he had previously ignored. 
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Patrick later wrote about these times: “After I reached Ireland I used to pasture the flock each day 
and I used to pray many times a day. More and more did the love of God, and my fear of him and 
faith increase.”  Alone in prayer, Patrick was becoming a devout Christian and his captors began 
to notice a change in him. 
 
During this same time, Patrick began to relate to the people who had enslaved him. He learned 
their language and culture and their religion. In time, he even came to love them as people who 
might one day turn to the Triune God.  He began to see them as human and not the barbarians 
as most Romans considered people outside the empire to be. 
 
After six years in captivity, one night in a dream he heard a voice say to him, “You are going 
home. Look! Your ship is ready.”  When he got up the next morning, he walked 200 miles to the 
seacoast and negotiated his way on board a ship bound to present-day France.  From there he 
made his way back home to England. 
 
Back in England, Patrick had another dream.  In that dream, he was given letters from his former 
captors in Ireland.  As he read the letters, he says he heard ‘The Voice of the Irish” crying ‘We 
beg you, holy youth, that you shall come and shall walk again among us.’” 
 
Patrick interpreted this dream as a “Macedonian call” much like the apostle Paul had experienced 
in the Book of Acts. Patrick was being called to go back to the very people who had enslaved 
him. He would now be the captor, capturing these people with the good news of Jesus Christ. 
 
Patrick studied for the priesthood and got permission to go back to Ireland despite the protests of 
his family and some church superiors.   
 
A difficult task lay in front of him.  The church at that time assumed that barbarians were 
impossible to reach for they were neither literate nor intelligent enough to understand Christianity.  
Little was known about the Irish people other than they were fierce in battle, were known to 
practice human sacrifice and carried the heads of their defeated enemies around on their belts.  
Tough crowd!  But Patrick having lived among them, knew them well. He had survived in that 
violent and superstitious culture, knew the common language and had in his own soul a burning 
desire to bring these people a new hope and a new future. 
 
Typically, the Roman church wanted new converts to be “Romanized” culturally and 
“Christianized” religiously.  But Patrick adopted a different approach.  Patrick and his entourage 
engaged in a relational strategy. 
 
Arriving at a tribal settlement, Patrick would engage the chieftain in conversation, hoping for a 
conversion or at least for his permission to camp nearby. The team would then meet with the 
people, engage them in conversation and look for those who were receptive. They would pray for 
sick people, counsel those who needed it and mediate conflicts. 
 
Using stories and parables that fit in with the Celtic imagination and their connection to nature, 
Patrick and his team engaged the people. Legend has it that when Patrick wanted to preach 
about the Trinity he would pluck a shamrock — a three-leaf clover — to describe how God is one 
and three at the same time. 
 
Using this relational strategy, communities of faith began to emerge.  About 700 churches and 
monastic communities were planted by Patrick in this way. 
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Women were usually a part of Patrick’s ministry team, with men and women serving side by side 
in many cases. Patrick and other Celtic Christian leaders had a high view of women, which 
contrasted with the Roman view, expressed by Augustine and others, that women were merely 
temptations of the flesh. 
 
By the end of Patrick’s life, or shortly thereafter, the slave trade had disappeared in Ireland and 
the previously illiterate Irish soon became the people who, according to Thomas Cahill, “saved 
civilization” by copying by hand many of the classic works of Europe that may have been lost 
forever in Europe’s Dark Ages. 
 
What about the legend that Saint Patrick drove the snakes out of Ireland? It’s not true.  Ireland 
never actually had snakes.   
 
So now, let’s look at St. Patrick’s life, today’s scriptures and our lives. 
 
Jesus was told by the Pharisees to get away from here because Herod wanted to kill him, Jesus 
said: “Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on 
the third day I finish my work.”  Jesus did not listen to those in power but went on with his 
work.  The church superiors and Patrick’s family didn’t want him to go to Ireland.  It would be too 
risky.  But Patrick went to Ireland in spite of the warnings.  What are you not doing that others 
would consider too risky?  Do you need to move forward with that task as St. Patrick did? 
 
Paul writes in today’s scripture lesson from Philippians: stand firm in the Lord. Patrick stood firm 
in his faith.  He was willing to use a tragic and unfair circumstance in his life as a springboard to 
make a difference among the very people who had enslaved him.  Are you standing firm in your 
faith when tragic or unfair circumstances come in your life?  Will you use them to be a 
springboard to make a difference to those around you? 
 
Abram almost bought into his fear that it wasn’t possible for him to father a child with Sari.  St. 
Patrick didn’t buy into fear and say, “Well, the Irish are a lost cause.” He instead grew to love the 
outsiders and gave his life over to them.  How are you loving and serving those you are not 
comfortable with, those you may consider outsiders? 
 
Jesus also said to the Pharisees: “Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my 
way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.”  Jesus knew 
his mission and he wasn’t going to be distracted from accomplishing it.  Patrick’s had this same 
dedication to his cause and let nothing stand in the way of accomplishing it.  How can St. 
Patrick’s and Christ’s singlemindedness service as a model for all of us who call ourselves Christ-
followers? 
 
So go ahead, wear your green and celebrate St. Patrick’s Day.  But if you’re really going to honor 
Saint Patrick, the best way would be for you to: 
 

• offer some holy conversation to a person who needs it 

• engage that person you know who may be difficult for you 

• offer some help to a neighbor without being asked 

• drop a note to someone who could use some encouragement 
 

It’s the kind of missionary work that can transform a community and even the world.  
(Source: Homiletics Online, The Legacy of Saint Patrick, viewed 3/12/2019) 


