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“I, Patrick, A Sinner”  

Happy St. Patrick’s Day! Who was St. Patrick, and what example does his life and mission have for 

us today? First, a few pertinent facts. We know that Patrick was born in the late fourth century in 

Roman Britain, the son of a deacon, and grandson of a priest. We glean most about him from his 

Confession (access it www.ccel.org), a work he wrote late in life. The Confession is not 

autobiography as we might consider the Confessions of St. Augustine (his near-contemporary) to 

be; rather Patrick’s is part apologetic, part testimony. It contains a confession of faith, an 

acknowledgement of sin, and praise of God. From it and from the details of his life, we can learn 

the following spiritual attributes worthy of note and emulation. 

A victim of his age and a direct calling from God 

While still a youth Patrick was captured by Irish pirates and brought to Ireland to work as a 

herdsman. It was during this lonely and isolated activity that, according to what he tells us in 

the Confession: “the Lord opened my mind to an awareness of my unbelief so that ... I might 

turn with my whole heart to the Lord my God.” A period of intense prayer followed, as in 

time did a vision from God instructing him to escape and make his way across the country 

where a ship brought him to freedom. Thereafter, it is said that he spent two years at the 

monastery of Lérins in France where he developed a sense of religious vocation, something 

that was confirmed when he returned to his family in Britain. 

Call to Mission 

Back home, in time he had another vision in which he heard “the voice of the Irish” calling 

him. He interpreted this as God’s call to him to return to Ireland and preach the gospel 

there. By this time he was in his late twenties.  
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UPCOMING 
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Mar 18, Wed 

St. Augustine 

Seminary and 

Wycliffe exchange—

CANCELLED 

Mar 20, Fri 

At Home, Wycliffe’s 

Annual Formal—

CANCELLED 

Mar 27, Fri 

Theology Pub Night 

—CANCELLED 
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He may not have responded to the call 

immediately, because of resistance from 

his family, because he had no training for 

missionary work, and because the idea of 

mission to pagans outside the Roman 

Empire was an alien concept at the time. 

So the circumstances were not 

auspicious, and overcoming them 

delayed the assumption of his missionary 

call. But eventually, he did respond and in 

time became a bishop. Through all this 

trial and testing of his call, it is evident 

from the Confession that Patrick placed 

his entire trust in God. He praises God 

and gives thanks for God’s leading that 

turned him into an instrument for the 

conversion of a pagan land. It could not 

be other than a work of God, for Patrick 

brought the faith to those whom he had 

once served as a slave. He was to spend 

the rest of his life in Ireland in obedience 

to the call of Christ on his life. 

Missionary Method 

There were other missionaries in Ireland 

before Patrick, but he is likely to have 

ministered to pagans rather than existing 

Christian communities. He had an 

itinerant ministry, travelling around the 

country gaining converts. He relied 

largely on preaching and teaching. The 

Confession recounts that he baptized 

“many thousands” and ordained clergy 

“all over the place.” Following on 

Patrick’s pioneering efforts, other 

missionaries are likely to have followed. 

Humility 

His humility and obedience were 

demonstrated by his willingness to 

exchange his free status as a Roman 

citizen, to serve God in a hostile country. 

The Confession reveals that Patrick, right 

through his life, had a sense of his own 

inadequacy. The opening words to the 

work are: “I, Patrick, a sinner, the 

simplest of countrymen, the lowest of all 

the faithful and utterly contemptible to a 

great many.” He acknowledged his lack of 

learning but declared that it was God 

who had raised him up and called him to 

his task and that he had no motive for 

returning to Ireland except to preach the 

gospel there. The Confession includes a 

frank confession of his worldly and sinful 

youth. 

Orthodoxy 

Though Patrick’s lack of learning was a 

drawback, this was more than 

compensated for by the scriptural 

foundation of the work. The Confession is 

infused with biblical allusions, especially 

the epistles of Paul. Patrick was not a 

theologian of any stature, but he 

proclaimed the divinity of Christ, the 

doctrine of the Trinity, the sinfulness of 

humanity, and the need for divine grace. 

All these were orthodox attributes at a 

time when many in the British church 

were dabbling in Pelagianism. 

Paul as Model 

Patrick was inspired by Paul’s epistles. He 

saw his calling to preach the gospel to the 

pagans in very similar terms to that of the 

apostle to the gentiles. He saw himself as 

being in similar circumstances as Paul; for 

example, he was taken captive many 

times, and he had to face criticisms that 

recall those directed against Paul at the 

hands of the Corinthians. 

Grace 

The way he conducted his mission was 

just as much a manifestation of God’s 

grace and directed by God’s will as was 

his own vocation. He had to justify his 

Irish mission before his critics in Britain, 

but he did so on the basis that whatever 

he achieved was not due to his own work 

but to the action of divine grace. 

Legacy 

In a ministry of over thirty years, Patrick 

converted thousands of pagans to 

Christianity. While one might not 

subscribe to the outlandish claims of the 

book by Thomas Cahill, How the Irish 

Saved Civilization, it is clear that a 

flowering of Christian culture arose in 

Ireland, that it became an outpost of 

civilization in the midst of continental 

barbarism, and that in time it became the 

centre from which missionaries went out 

to re-evangelize Britain and Europe. 

Patrick’s attributes of humility, 

acceptance of the will of God for his life, 

ultimate trust in God in all his dealings, 

awareness of his own sinfulness, a true 

missionary spirit, an abiding sense of 

being the recipient of God’s grace, 

cognizance of the “thorn in the flesh” 

manifested in the criticisms of his 

superiors, are all instructive for the 

Christian disciple. 

So let us raise a glass to the real St. 

Patrick, for being the greatest of the 

missionaries produced by the Church in 

the years when the Roman world was 

disintegrating. By his work carried out on 

the fringe of the known world, he was to 

preserve the light of faith against the 

darkness of the barbarian West. His 

model of mission has much to commend 

it for our own particular “dark ages.” Beir 

bua agus beannacht! 

 

ABOUT 

Thomas Power is Graduate Studies 

Coordinator, Adjunct Professor of Church 

History and Theological Librarian at 

Wycliffe College. He hails from Ireland. 

 



PAGE THREE 

In Response to the Coronavirus 

Please visit wycliffecollege.ca/coronavirus for up-to-date information. 

In order to protect the health and safety of our community, the College building will remain 

closed and locked until further notice. All classes have been moved online, and faculty and 

staff are working from home and may be reached by email. All events in the College have 

been cancelled. The front desk will be open from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. (Monday to Friday) to 

answer phone calls and questions. Wycliffe's COVID-19 response team will continue to 

monitor local conditions and public health recommendations.  

https://wycliffecollege.ca/coronavirus
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Purchase your Wycliffe 

College USB sticks for $15 

each! You may order them 

through the UofT bookstore. 

Go to wycliffecollege.ca/

merchandise for more details!  

Merchandise 

Barbara Jenkins 

Registrar, Director of 

Enrolment Management 

KEY ACADEMIC DATES 

• Apr. 1, 2020 - Registration opens for summer courses.  

• For more academic dates, visit https://www.tst.edu/academic/key-academic-dates. 

Lenten Devotionals 
Lent is a time of solemn reflection leading up to the 

celebration of Christ’s resurrection at Easter. As a 

tradition, Wycliffe College reflects on the self-sacrifice of 

Christ together as a community through weekly Lenten 

devotionals written by our students.  

You receive them in your email inbox only if you sign up 

specifically for these devotionals. Sign up at https://

www.wycliffecollege.ca/newsletter and check the 

“Weekly Lenten and Advent Devotionals” option. 

From the Registrar’s Office  

TST SCHOLARSHIPS—DEADLINE EXTENDED 

Applications are now being accepted for the TST Board of Trustees Scholarships, 

Bursaries and Awards.  Applications must be submitted by 4:00 pm EDT, Tuesday, 

April 28, 2020 (extended deadline). 

A general flyer and individual award flyers are attached.  More information and 

application forms are available on the TST website at https://www.tst.edu/academic/

scholarships-and-bursaries (click on “TST Board of Trustees Scholarships, Bursaries and 

Awards”). 

The awards open to non-Ontario residents/international students are the Marjorie 

Watson Powles Award and the David Cameron Memorial Award. 

Please note, only currently registered TST students may apply, incoming students are 

not eligible. 

https://www.wycliffecollege.ca/merchandise
https://www.wycliffecollege.ca/merchandise
https://www.tst.edu/academic/key-academic-dates
https://www.wycliffecollege.ca/newsletter
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https://www.tst.edu/academic/scholarships-and-bursaries
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