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Columcille—or Columba—was one of the great saints of the Celtic church, church that was

never a formally defined organization but a string of vibrant individuals and communities that

stretched back and forth through the years and across the Celtic lands. This network of faith

owed much to the work of Columcille. Like all Celtic Christians, he was passionately in love

with the Threefold God, especially the Son of the High King—but his beliefs were also steeped

in his Pagan heritage. The Otherworld was just next door, so he expected miracles and

wonders. Creativity and the arts were valued and practiced. Nature was a beloved revelation of

the Divine, and he treasured and respected beasts and trees. Jesus might be found in any

person, and so Columcille felt challenged to see and love him in all his guises. Although this

Celtic saint lived long ago in the sixth century, he still has much to teach us today.
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IntroductionOn a Thursday in 521 in Ireland’s County Donegal, a boy was born into the royal

house of Uí Néill. He was named Crimthain, a name that meant “fox” or “cunning wolf.” His birth

came eighty years after the death of Saint Patrick, and by now the Celts in Ireland had been

hearing the message of Jesus for several generations. Crimthain grew up as a Christian, and

even as a boy, he spent so much time in prayer that he came to be called Columcille, meaning

“Dove of the Church.” His Latin name would be Columba.Although Christianity first reached the

British Isles via the Roman Empire, at the time of Columcille’s life, Rome had abandoned

Britain for more than a century. This allowed what is sometimes called the “Celtic church” to

evolve somewhat independently from the growing political machine that was the

institutionalized church of the Middle Ages. The Celtic church was never, however, a formally

defined organization. Instead, it was a string of vibrant individuals and communities that

stretched back and forth through the years and across the Celtic lands, forming a network of

faith.This faith—while passionately in love with the Threefold Christian God, especially the Son

of the High King—was also steeped in the flavor of the pagan beliefs it expanded and enriched

but never totally replaced. The Otherworld was just next door, so miracles and wonders were to

be expected. Creativity and the arts were valued and practiced with devotion. Nature was a

beloved revelation of the Divine, and so beasts and trees were to be cherished and respected.

Jesus might be found in any person, and so his Celtic followers felt challenged to see and love

him in all his guises.They did not always achieve this, of course. In fact, Columcille’s devotion to

books and the art of writing proved to get in the way of his love of his fellowman.The trouble

began when he secretly made a copy of a book that was the property of his friend Finian of

Movilla. When Finian discovered the copy, he demanded it be given to him as his rightful

property. Columba insisted that the copy did not in any way diminish the original, and he asked

the High King Diarmid to make the final judgment. The king upheld Finian’s claim to the book.

He handed down what may be the first recorded copyright law with these words: “To every cow

her calf, to every book it’s copy.”Columcille may have been a dove, but he also had a hot

temper. Furious that the king had ruled against him, he rallied his family and friends and went

to war. In the end, Diarmid was defeated—and thousands had died.The king went to the Irish

church (of which Columcille was a leading member) and asked them to excommunicate

Columcille. Brendan of Birr argued for Columba (he said that despite Columcille’s

transgressions, the angels had not abandoned him), and Columcille’s soul friend, Saint

Molaisse, suggested that as penance Columcille be exiled forever from Ireland.By this time

Columcille’s temper had cooled, and he was filled with sorrow and remorse. He welcomed his

punishment, and in 563, with twelve companions, he set sail for Scotland, determined to do

Christ’s work there.Along the way, they stopped at two islands where Ireland was still visible.

Believing that his exile meant he should not even be able to catch even a glimpse of the home



he loved so much, Columcille sailed on to the tiny island of Iona. There he built his base for the

missionary work he would do for the rest of his life, building churches and monasteries across

Scotland, down into England, and beyond.His Abby at Iona grew to be a center for education

and artistic achievement. Columcille himself became known for his skill at diplomacy, and he

used his spiritual authority to bring peace to the constant warfare of the day. He lived to be

seventy-six, and left behind a world he had helped to change, mostly for the better, just as

Patrick had changed Ireland.Most of what we know about Columcille comes from an eighth-

century biography, written a hundred years after his death. The author, one of Columcille’s

successors as an abbot of Iona, drew from oral accounts, as well as from an earlier biography

that has since been lost. This earlier account of Columcille’s life was written a mere forty-three

years after his death; the author was also an abbot who came after him at Iona.At the end of

the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth, a group of artists, authors, and

folklorists became fascinated with their Celtic heritage (just as many people are today in the

twenty-first century). Some of these individuals (including Lady Augusta Gregory, Alexander

Carmichael, and Ella Young) collected stories and poetry that were still being told by ordinary

people living in Ireland, Scotland, and England. The stories here about Columcille have come

from these oral traditions via books published in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries.

1Saint of IrelandThe lineage of Columcille was noble indeed. He had a right through his blood

to the kingship of Ireland, but he put it from him for the sake of God.The Cloak of Many

ColorsNow before the birth of Columcille, his mother Eithne dreamed she was given a cloak of

many colors, each one fairer than the last. As she stood on the strand, the cloak stretched out

from her hands all the way to Scotland. Than Eithne dreamed that a young man came and took

the cloak from her, and she sorrowed greatly at its lost. The man came yet again and said, “Do

not grieve. This dream has been given to you so that you will know you are to give birth to a

son who will be a wise and shining teacher, in Ireland and throughout Scotland. Be of joy and

lift up your heart, for great will be your son’s light to all who hear him, and his light will not be

put out, even though long years upon years pass after he is no more.”The Golden MoonSaint

Finnian also had a vision before the birth of Columcille, and he saw in the vision two moons

that rose up from Clonard, the one a silver moon and the other a golden moon. The golden

moon went on toward the north till it lightened Scotland and the northern part of Ireland; and

the silver moon went on till it stopped by the Sionnan and lightened the middle part of Ireland.

Columcille now was the golden moon with his high lineage and his wisdom; and Ciaran was

the silver moon with the brightness of his virtues and his pleasant ways.Columcille was born in

Gortan in the north, on a Thursday, which from that time since has been a lucky day. And

indeed it was a wonderful child was born that day, Columcille son of Fedilmid son of Fergus

son of Connall Gulban son of Niall of the Nine Hostages. There was not a man of higher

lineage or of greater name born of the Gael. He was brought for baptism to Cruithnechan the

noble priest, who fostered him afterwards at the bidding of an angel, and angels were the ones

who gave him his name.He Learns His LettersAnd when the time for reading came to him, the

priest went to a knowledgeable man who was in the country and asked him when would it be

right for the little lad to begin. When the knowledgeable man had looked at the sky, he said,

“Write out the letters for him now.” So the letters were written out upon a cake, and Columcille

ate the cake, one part to the east of the water and the other part to the west of the water. And

the knowledgeable man said then through his prophecy, “It is the same way the sway of this

young lad will be, one half to the east of the sea in Scotland, and the other half to the west of



the sea in Ireland.”His Helpers the AngelsAfter Columcille left his fosterer, he went from place

to place for a while until he came to where Saint Finnian was at Clonard, and he built a cabin

there. At that time every one of the Twelve Apostles of Ireland used to take his turn to grind

meal in a quern through the night, but an angel of God in heaven used to grind for Columcille.

That was the honor the Lord gave him. The angels were always around him, and they helped

him often from the beginning of his life until the end.Columcille was much loved by Heaven, but

his anger was quick, and it often caused him to stumble. One time after he was put out of the

brotherhood for some offense, the brothers were all gathered together at Tafiltin, holding a

meeting against him, when he himself came to the meeting. Saint Brendan, one of the Twelve

Apostles of Ireland, rose up when he saw him coming, and when Columcille came near, he

kissed him with great respect. Some of the old men in the gathering took Brendan to one side

then and they were faulting him, saying, “Why did you stand up for a man who has been put

out of the brotherhood and why did you kiss him?”
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