


1. To (hopefully) give you some new insights for your spiritual life
2. To whet your appetite to learn more about early Irish Christianity

1. Crash course in Irish monks & monasteries (15 mins)
2. Reading a few selections from the rule (way of life) written by an 
Irish monk named Columbanus (30 mins)
3. Discussion on how this can help us today (15 mins)



Patrick’s traditional burial 
site in Downpatrick, 

Northern Ireland

Slemish Mountain, where 
Patrick is traditionally said 
to have worked as a slave



• What emerged was an Irish church that was much more focused on monasticism than 
other European churches.

• “Monasticism” is the process of living life as a monk; in Ireland, this took the form of a 
group of buildings occupied by a community of monks led by one “father.”

• Monks lived in separate “cells” (rooms or buildings) but came together for common 
prayer, meals, and work.

• The Irish considered monasticism to be the highest expression of Christian life.
• Compared to the rest of Europe, Irish monasteries were a mixture of greater openness 

and greater strictness, in a form that’s difficult to describe or understand.
• Irish monasteries were very accessible, particularly for education—Irish children, 

scholars from mainland Europe, and others wishing to learn would stay at the 
monastery for a period of time and then leave. This openness was probably one factor 
in Ireland’s conversion to Christianity. They were also open for pilgrimage.

• Irish monasteries spread through modern Scotland, England, and France.
• Monasteries controlled large tracts of land and resources—they were the closest 

thing Ireland had to a “city.” As such, they sometimes went to war, influenced politics, 
and engaged in “secular” activities.



Hypothetical reconstruction of early Ireland—monastery proper within inner enclosure, and crops grown and animals sheltered 
in outer enclosure. Countryside dotted with ‘raths’ (small farms surrounded by circular enclosures)



Reconstruction of the monastic city at Lullymore in 722



Reconstruction of the monastic city at Glendalough



Glendalough today



Reconstruction of the early years of the monastery on Devenish Island



Reconstruction of the later years of the monastery on Devenish Island



Devenish Island today



























Ardboe High Cross, possibly from the 900s? 



Muiredach's High Cross, from the 800s or 900s.
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