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St Patrick: 
Learning Courage 

the Hard Way
Trish Dennis is a mother of five. A lawyer, she writes on 

faith, conscience and the spiritual life. 

Each year on 17 March, Ireland cel-
ebrates St Patrick, our patron, our 
apostle and a figure whose story has 
shaped not only our faith but our 
very sense of ourselves. But behind 
the parades, shamrocks and familiar 
prayers lies a life marked by hardship, 
loneliness and grace. Patrick is not a 
saint of easy victories. He is a saint 
forged in adversity, who learned cour-

age the hard way and whose faith 
grew in the long, quiet places where 
no one was watching. 

Patrick was not Irish by birth. He 
grew up in Roman Britain, the son of a 
deacon and the grandson of a priest. 
His early life appears to have been 
comfortable, even privileged. Yet he 
describes himself, in the opening lines 
of his Confessio, as someone who 
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did not take his faith seriously. He 
was young, careless and spiritually 
half-asleep, much like many of us at 
different points in our lives. 

Everything changed when, at 
about the age of sixteen, Patrick was 
captured by raiders and taken across 
the sea to Ireland. He found himself a 
slave in a foreign land, tending sheep 
on remote hillsides. The young man 
who once drifted through life sudden-
ly had nothing to depend on but God. 
Patrick writes that in those desolate 
years his heart was awakened. He 
prayed constantly, sometimes 'a hun-
dred prayers a day', finding in God a 
companion who never left him. 

Many of us have had our own ver-
sion of those hillside years, moments 
when we feel lost or unseen, when 
the path ahead becomes one we 
never would have chosen. Patrick’s 
story reassures us that God does 
some of his deepest work in those 
difficult times. The grace that formed 
the apostle of Ireland began not 
in triumph but in captivity, fear and 
uncertainty. 

After six years in bondage, Pat-
rick received what he describes 
as a message from God: a voice 
telling him that a ship was ready to 
take him home. Trusting that voice, 
he escaped, journeyed across the 
country and eventually returned to 
Britain. Homecoming did not erase his 
suffering, but it restored him to family, 
community and safety. He could have 
resumed an ordinary life and forgot-
ten all about Ireland. 

God had other plans. After some 
years, Patrick experienced a vivid 
dream in which he saw ‘the voice of 
the Irish’ calling to him: ‘We appeal to 
you, holy servant boy, to come and 

walk among us again.’
 Patrick wrestled with this call. He 

felt unworthy, uneducated and un-
sure of himself. Yet he trusted that if 
God was asking, then God would pro-
vide the strength. With the Church’s 
blessing, he returned to Ireland, this 
time as a bishop and missionary. 

His mission was not easy. There 
were dangers, opposition, misun-
derstandings and long stretches of 
travelling on foot from one small 
settlement to another. Patrick writes 
candidly of weariness, fear and the 
feeling of being inadequate.  

 His legacy is immense. Through 
his preaching, thousands came to 
know Christ. He founded church-
es, ordained priests, encouraged 
monastic life and laid the foundations 
for the flourishing of Christianity in 
Ireland. But what stands out most in 
his writings is not triumph but humil-
ity. He never calls himself the hero 
of his own story. He sees everything 
he suffered and accomplished as the 
work of God. 

 St Patrick is a reminder that God 
can transform even the most painful 
parts of our lives into channels of 
grace. He shows us that courage 
is not the absence of fear but the 
decision to trust God through it. He 
teaches us that God calls even those 
who feel lost, unworthy or unsure 
of themselves, and perhaps he calls 
them most of all. 

Patrick’s well-known prayer, ‘St 
Patrick’s Breastplate’, captures the 
heart of his faith: a deep confidence 
in Christ’s presence in every moment 
of life, before, behind, within, around. 
It is a prayer for ordinary people who, 
like Patrick, are trying to walk the 
path set before them with trust. 


