FOUNDATIONS, FIRE AND FRIENDSHIP

Workshop presentations to Flame – a Church in Wales renewal movement
Foundations
The stories of Patrick, Columba and Aidan …
Fire  (

This is what is meant by the term ‘Celtic fire’: The Celts’ instinct for being all-out led them to admire the Christian  martyrs of the first few centuries after Christ, who gave their all, even to death, for Christ. They wanted to be like that, so, since there was no longer physical persecution, they found non-physical ways of becoming martyrs.

They read in  a book, copies of which were  in monasteries, The Life of St Martin of Tours  by Sulpicius Severus  ‘He achieved martyrdom without blood ...  in hunger, in night watchings, in nakedness, in fasting, in the insults of the envious, in the persecutions of the wicked, in care for the sick, in anxiety for those in peril.’

They called those who had shed blood ‘red martyrs’, and those who gave up home and possessions ‘white martyrs’.  The Irish came up with the idea of ‘glas (blue - the colour of death) martyrs’, linked to extended penance, or an extended pilgrimage, going into exile from home comforts for the love of God.

In winter the days get dark. But when the new year comes,  there is a tiny bit more light each day, until one  day, in March the light lasts as long as the dark. That day has a special name, it is called the Spring Solstice. (write ‘solstice’ up).  
Now Patrick was in Ireland on that special day. It was many years ago, in the days when there were kings in every place. But one king was the High King of all Ireland, and on that special day  the High King climbed to the top of a high hill with lots of important people.   They lit a big bonfire on top of that hill.  The fire was so big that people far away could see it. When they lit the big fire the important people looked up at the sun. ‘We light this fire as near to the sun as we can get.  We hope the sun will see it, and perhaps the sun will think we are saying “hello”. Then the sun will be nice to us, and shine on our fields, and make our plants grow and make us warm and happy’ they said. The King thought the sun should only see this one big bonfire, so he made a law. No one else in Ireland could light a fire that day, until after the king lit the big fire on the hill.

Patrick liked the king and he liked the people of Ireland. But he was sad that they thought the sun was like God.  Patrick came to tell people that there was only one true God. God made the sun. It would be best  if everyone prayed to God and not to the sun.  But the sun was thousands of miles away, and God seemed far away too. How could people know what God was really like?

Patrick wanted so much to tell them ‘God  did not stay thousands of miles away. God came to our earth and became a human being like us. He was called Jesus. Jesus was so good that selfish people killed him and buried  his body in the ground. But he rose up from the ground, he came back to life, like a fire burning in a the dark.  T And the special day day Jesus rose up from being dead  is near the special day when the big bonfire is lit. So Patrick went up a hill near the big hill where the High King was. And before the High King had lit his fire, on the day when no one was should light a fire, Patrick lit a fire. The fire to rem tell people that Jesus is alive. That God is here with them. That God will smile on their fields and make them warm and happy by giving Jesus to them to live .

‘Whow! Look! whispered the important people with the High King when they saw this fire Patrick had lit . “Your majesty’,     said one of them ‘that fire over there inside me I feel that the fire over there is more important than our fire. You must put that fire out . If you don’t put that fire out, the new way of living that :Patrick tells us will last for ever, and our religion will die away’.

The High King sent men on horses to capture Patrick and his friends. Patrick had not horses. he just asked God to help him.  ‘Some trust in horses, but we will trust in God’ he prayed. A thunder Bang! Thunder roared. Lightning struck. The horses King’s horses were frightened and ran away. And Patrick and his friends escaped. From that s[special day until, now, the Christian faith of Patrick has been like a fire shining in Ireland.

Seeds for a song?  

The country was a dark place, the folk were all afraid

They thought the sun might strike them

By the sun they had been made.

‘Till Paddy came to Ireland

Young and good at heart

To tell them that Lord Jesus

was Sun of Suns for a start

This man he shines in dark times

This man he shines through death

This man he climbs the mountains

And his fire’ll never go out

And his fire’ll never go out.

dr
The love and fear of God increased more and more in me and my faith began to grow, and 

my spirit to be stirred up, so that in one day I would say as many as a hundred prayers 

and nearly as many at night, even when I was staying out in the woods or on the 


mountain.  And I used to rise before dawn for prayer, in snow and frost and rain, and I used 
to feel no ill effect and there was no slackness in me.  I now realise it was because 


the Spirit was glowing in me.

Put these on card and ask someone to read.
King of the sun, without beginning, without time,O Son of the loveliest Mary, 
Kindle in my heart a flame of love to my neighbour, and to my foe, a flame of love to the brave, to the knave, to all.


Kindle in our hearts, O God, the flame of that love which never ceases,that it may burn in 

us, giving light to others.


May we shine for ever in your temple,


set on fire with your eternal light,


even your Son Jesus Christ,


our Saviour and our Redeemer.  

Fights

Christian Celtic spirituality recognises that both the natural and the supernatural world, though they should be celebrated as God-given, have nevertheless been sabotaged by forces of evil.  These forces need to be confronted and redeemed through Christ. Creation - yes, but with a cross at its heart.

The loricas, or putting-on-armour prayers are a distinctive mark of Celtic Christianity. Patrick was the first to model this way of overcoming evil with good.

Once a year at the Spring solstice the King of Tara, High King of all Ireland, gathered together the regional kings, and his druids to the high Hill of Tara.  There, at a giant celebration, they lit a bonfire with the aim of invoking the Sun to shower beneficently upon them and their crops in the coming season.  On that day, it was forbidden for any one else to light a fire.

Patrick, knowing of this celebration, but unaware of the ban on the lighting of other fires, ascended  the hill of Slane, opposite Tara.  There, he and his fellow Christians lit a large fire to celebrate the resurrection of their Lord Jesus Christ, true God, Sun of Suns.  High King Loegaire was extremely disturbed, and ordered his staff to arrest them and bring them to him.  His shamans intuited immediately what this was all about.  ‘If the fire of this new religion is not put out this night it will not be put out until Doomsday.  Moreover, the person who kindles it will supersede the kings and rulers of Ireland unless he is banned’ they told the king.

When they came with their chariots to arrest Patrick, he, according to the  medieval Life of St. Patrick, quoted Scriptures such as ‘Some trust in chariots and some in horses but we will trust in the name of our mighty God’ (Psalm 20. 7)  and ‘Let God arise and scatter his enemies’ (Psalm 68.1).  A storm ensued so violent that the horses and their riders fled.  Although the king’s men lay in wait to catch Patrick and his men as they left, all they saw passing them was a herd of deer.  That is how the tradition grew that as these Christians prayed ‘Patrick’s Breastplate’ God shielded from their enemies’ eyes and it is why this prayer is known as ‘The Deer’s Cry’.  "This day I call to me....... God's shield to protect me..... from snares of the demons, from evil enticements, from failings of nature........from dark powers that assail me......... against knowledge unlawful that injures the body, that injures the spirit........ for my shield this day I call a mighty power, the Holy Trinity".

Soul Friends
The Irish of the early centuries of the Christian Era had a heartwarming  name for this person, the Anamchara. Anam is the Gaelic word for soul; chara is the word for friend.  Anamchara  literally means ‘friend of the soul’.   The Anamchara  was a person with  whom you could reveal hidden intimacies that cut across convention;  with whom you could break through the barriers of play-acting and egoism to an eternal  unity of soul.  Irish soul friendships were graced with affection.We will learn from them, and from others, some secrets of  a friendship so true that it reaches parts other friendships do not reach. 

n his book about the  early desert Christians entitled Conferences John Cassian says of the indissoluble bond between friends: 

This, I say, is what is broken by no chances,

 what no interval of time or space can sever or destroy, 

and what even death itself cannot part (iii) 
Brigid of Kildare told a young minister whose elderly soul friend had died, and who had not bothered to find another one, ‘A person without a soul friend is like a body without a head’.  Our lives need reference points.  We need people to whom we can pour out our immediate problems, yes, but also with whom we can explore the meaning of our soul’s anguish and aspirations.  Only if we can know and be known can we grow into the likeness of God, which is our destiny, and to do that is of value beyond price.

It follows that a Soul Friend  is only of use to  someone who is willing to give up egotistic demands  in order to find and follow their true path. 
6. Because our own Christian history witnesses to the value of  soul friendship. 

The early  Christian communities in Ireland placed a very high value on soul friendship. The Rule of St. Comgall, founder of the monastery at Bangor, who died in 602 contains these wise words: 

 Though you may think you are very solid it is not good to be your own guide.

St. Brigid told a young priest in fifth century Ireland that just as the water in a well full of lime was good for nothing, so was a person without a soul friend. ‘Go off and don’t eat until you get a soul friend’ she told him. (iv) This affirms that words shared in honesty and openness can transform us.
‘Spiritual mentoring can be seen as a significant part of what historians have come to call the flowering of Ireland’ 

Edward Sellner.

Soul friendship, in the Irish tradition, kindled bonds of affection.Jesus and his apostles numbered thirteen, and this was often thought to be the ideal ‘family size’ for a new monastery. Quite often, though, these grew into communities numbering hundreds.  When they grew to such a size the  abbot or abbess could not be Soul Friend to every monk, let alone to visitors, so others were allocated this role.   Some of these were ordained, and others were not.

Do nothing without counsel

The Rule of Columbanus
In the early days of the monasteries there was such trust and desire to move along God’s path, that a  trainee monk was expected to pour out his soul each day to  the senior who was his Soul Friend; in this way things that clogged relationships with God or the brothers could be confessed and forgiven. These monks also became Soul Friends to increasing numbers of their people who, hungry to follow God in their ordinary jobs, sought them out. (i)

There are many references in medieval Lives to Celtic saints and their various Soul Friends. 
Ciaran  about 512 to 545   ‘Let there be complete union between us’.

The Life of  Ciaran of Clonmacnois portrays him as ‘a soul friend ... blazing with light and instruction’.; Thee time came for Ciaran to move on from Finnian’s tutelage, he offered this monastery to Finnian. But Finnian, who was getting older, not only refused this, he offered his own monastery to Ciaran. Ciaran wept at this act of  trust.  Finnian took this mutual sharing as a sign: ‘From now on there will complete union between us, and whoever tries to spoil our union shall possess nothing on earth or in heaven’. ‘Yes, let  it be as you say,’ said Ciaran. Then  he left Finnian, united in spirit, and  went to Enda, the great teacher of  the Irish Church  at the Aran monastery, ‘to commune with him’.

Ita  d. about 570   Foster Mother of the Saints.

As we have seen, children from the higher classes  in Irish society were often placed under a foster mother who combined the roles of nanny and teacher. When Christianity took root the element of prayer guide was added, and foster mothers were chosen for their ability to make saints out of promising children, and young adults too.   An eighth  century. poem of Alcuin describes Ita, who lived some fifty years after Brigid, as ‘the foster mother of the saints of Ireland’.

The account of her life  gives us glimpses  of her ability to discern spirits. This prevented much time being wasted in her spiritual direction of others. Ita  combined a lovableness with an awesome authority.  Many people came to her to confess sins, even though they knew that she would not let them off lightly. They understood that they would be given disciplines to follow which required them to make restitution to a wronged person, and which strengthened their ability to overcome weaknesses.  

Findbarr about 560 to 610 -  Resurrection Together.

Although the Irish drew  inspiration from the desert fathers and mothers, the person they named the Anamchara (Soul Friend) was sometimes  very different from a desert ascetic. Their Soul Friends often had a homely, earthy, flavour, and they did not in every case have to be older then their disciple, as this  delightful legend about Findbarr reveals. 

Findbarr, who as a boy was dedicated to God, had a tutor named Lochan. A rich man named Fidach arrived at the cells where these two lived and asked Lochan to be his Soul Friend. Instead of responding as Fidach expected Lochan said to him, ‘Kneel to that little lad there’.  Fidach, insulted at the thought of kneeling  to a boy as young as Findbarr,  stonewalled.  ‘If I take Finbarr to be my Soul Friend’,  he parried, ‘will you do the same?’  To Fidach’s surprise Lochan said he would. Both men knelt before Findbarr and asked him to be their Soul Friend. The young Findbarr, with delicious wisdom, addressed his tutor: ‘Will you please be responsible for soul-befriending Fidach and his offspring in return for teaching me the psalms!’.

Samthann  died 739     Prayer Guide

Samthann, Abbess of Clonbroney, was the Soul Friend of  Mael-Ruain who, as we shall see in chapter eleven, was one of the leaders of  an eighth century reform movement known as Friends of God (Celi De). Their soul friendship came about in this way.  A travelling peddler used to carry Samthann’s greetings to the Friends of God  in Munster. On one occasion she  made him promise not to add or subtract one word from these messages: ’Tell Mael-Ruain that he is my most favoured  priest of the desert. Another thing, ask him whether he accepts women for confession, and will he accept my soul friendship?’  Samthann knew how to bring on a shy young Christian  with leadership potential!

When the young monk Mael-Ruain received the first message he stood up and praised God, stretching out his arms  in the shape of the Cross. When asked if he would accept a woman as a Soul Friend he blushed deeply, bowed three times to the Trinity, remained  in silence, and then said ‘Yes’!  When Samthann learned of his reply she is reported to have said ‘I think something will come of that youth.’

These Irish Soul Friends  seem so human and holy, homespun yet wise, humorous and hospitable. They warm our hearts, they beckon to us across the centuries, and 
