Pinched by Saint Patrick

       For me, like for most free-church Protestants, St Patrick’s Day used to be nothing more than the day a schoolboy got pinched if he didn’t wear green.  It was especially fun if he got pinched by a girl he liked.  And I’ve known a few boys who didn’t wait to get pinched, but thoroughly enjoyed using the Holiday as cover to take the offensive.

       My Dad used to pinch me, too. Except he did it in church when I wasn’t listening.  And a few years ago the story of St. Patrick reached up and reminded me of my Father’s call for attentiveness.         

           In the 420’s Irish raiders captured Patricius, a well-to-do 16 year-old son of a church deacon and Roman magistrate.  He was forced to serve as a slave and shepherd on the Atlantic coast of Ireland.  But rather than giving in to his captors or bitterly hating them, he turned to the Lord.  He writes, “I would say up to a hundred prayers in one day...in all weathers I felt no harm...as I now realize, it was because the Spirit was fervent within me.”  Patricius eventually escaped Ireland, but when home in Britain he became burdened for the souls of his oppressors.  In a dream he heard voices of Irishmen saying, “come here and walk among us.”  Thus, he returned to the land of his slavery and successfully brought the gospel to Druids.  Once, he was even arrested and his property seized.  “I was bound with fetters,” he says, “but the Lord delivered me and what was ours was returned.”  Out of one adolescent’s captivity God brought the Irish Church into existence.  And that church, more than any other thing, served to preserve the Greek and Roman heritage for all Western civilization.

       I don’t know much about the formal liturgical use of St Patrick’s Day, but for me it is a reminder of how the Spirit of Jesus can touch us when we are misused, enabling us to actually comfort those that hurt us. (2 Cor 1)  It reminds me of Paul saving the life of his would be executioner, offering him a grace that made him into a disciple of the one who loves enemies through us. (Acts 16:27-31)  In a culture of divorce this is a powerful witness to what the risen Jesus can make possible.  In the United States, where denominations multiply every generation, the life of St Patrick stands as a testimony of what could be if humble joy in Christ’s presence—not self-righteous comfort-seeking—shaped most of church life. 

        I doubt that modern secularists are tougher nuts to crack that 5th century Druids.  Vulnerably loving the enemy still melts hearts.  Sacrificial love can change an estranged spouse, an irresponsible co-worker, even a whole culture.  And if it doesn’t, through the Spirit’s help, whatever happens will eventually turn out for our deliverance, anyway. (Phil 1:19)   With such a trust go pinching and celebrating this year.

