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Book Review 

 

This is a review of the book Saint Patrick: The Man and His Works 

by Thomas O’Loughlin, in a style that conforms to the academic 

journal Reviews in Religion & Theology published by Blackwell 

Publishing. 

 

----------------------------------- 
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£4.99 

 

 

St Patrick has been the subject of many stories for fifteen centuries. 

Having Irish roots myself and having married into a family with 

strong Irish links, I know of Saint Patrick. I understand him to be a 

mythological figure, the patron saint of Ireland, the man who 

single-handedly converted the people of Ireland to Christianity. But 

who was he really, what did he do and say and most importantly, 

what did he believe in?  These questions and many others are 

answered in Saint Patrick: The Man and His Works by Thomas 

O’Loughlin. 

 

The opening chapter entitled ‘The Enigma of Patrick’ 

commences with the Patrick I know and, for that reason 

immediately grabs the attention of the reader. The author discusses 

the legend, the imagery and the historical information about the 

birth, death and position of his subject in the history of the Christian 

church. Tom O’Loughlin also puts the life and works into context 

by first avoiding the temptation to ‘fill out the immediate 
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background to Patrick with circumstantial evidence’ and secondly, 

by placing the reader into the historical context in which Patrick 

was raised, lived and preached. This ensures that we are provided 

with a ‘sketch’ of Patrick’s background which does not compromise 

the overarching aim of the book: to discover Patrick through the 

media of his own writing. For it is from his own hand O’Loughlin 

asserts, that we are taught most about Patrick the human being – 

‘flesh and blood’ as he puts it and about his life, his teachings and 

his theology. 

 

The author also considers the challenges faced by those who 

are searching for the real Patrick, the difficulties not just with 

translating the original works, but doing so in the light of a ‘foreign’ 

culture. Another challenge is simply separating the real Patrick 

from the proliferation of myths and writings about him. Having 

dealt with these issues, O’Loughlin uses chapter two to review the 

life and times of Saint Patrick in more detail. It is generally 

accepted that he lived in the fifth century towards the end of the 

Roman Empire. O’Loughlin examines the dates, places and people 

of that time before moving on to look at Patrick’s background, 

education and Christianity as well as the Ireland of that period. 

 The final chapter of the first half of the book paints a vivid 

picture of the world in which Patrick lived so that when we read the 

two documents in the second half, we do so in the context of 

Patrick’s world rather than in our own contemporary and 

increasingly rather secular environment. 

 

Before embarking on a translation and explanation of the 

first of Patrick’s works Confessio, O’Loughlin provides the reader 

with an introduction which begins with an interesting debate 

suggesting a number of possible interpretations of the title. The 
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author then provides his sources for the actual translation of the 

document before recording a note on the scriptural citations. He 

opts to use Patrick’s own scriptural references drawn from the 

Septuagint/Vulgate. He accepts this is a little ‘inconvenient’ for the 

reader who wishes to refer to the actual biblical references, but he 

provides a plausible reason for doing so.  

 

The next chapter presents the first of Patrick’s two works. In 

the opening paragraph of Confessio, Patrick introduces himself and 

provides some autobiographical details. His writings are 

complemented by the addition of helpful notations from 

O’Loughlin at the start of each section, ensuring that the reader is 

able to gain a full understanding of the text. This can be as basic as 

‘The first call’ where Patrick describes hearing the first call from 

God for him to go back to Ireland. There are also more detailed 

notations where following the call to return, Patrick explains his 

experiences at the age of forty-five and expresses his concern that 

he was unworthy of his office in the church.  In addition, biblical 

citations are provided throughout the text and useful additional 

footnotes are provided to aid clarity or explanation where the 

sections of Patrick’s writing are particularly complex. 

 

The second document that O’Loughlin presents us with in 

his book is a short letter called Epistola which was written at a time 

when law and order was breaking down in the Western world after 

the Romans had withdrawn, leaving a ‘vacuum’. The author 

describes briefly the events of this period in history and explains 

that as Patrick himself had been subjected to slavery, he was able to 

write intimately from first hand experience of such events which by 

now included ‘raiding, taking captives and holding people for 

ransom’. It seems that the document, a letter or epistle was directed 
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towards Christians who themselves were engaged in misconduct 

which he considered to be nothing less than a rejection of God and 

His teachings. 

 

As with Confessio, O’Loughlin punctuates the translation of 

Epistola with introductions to each section, extensive biblical 

references and explanatory footnotes. In the letter, Patrick tells 

Christians how they should lead their lives and provides a list of 

basic laws before calling for unity amongst Christians and finally 

uttering a public warning to his audience which is as relevant today 

is it was to the people of the fifth century. 

 

Tom O’Loughlin concludes his short book with an extensive 

list of titles for further reading and a chronological list of the 

biblical references from Genesis to Revelations cited by Patrick in 

his two documents. 

 

Professor O’Loughlin puts the life and works of Saint 

Patrick into context by first avoiding the temptation to ‘fill out the 

immediate background to Patrick with circumstantial evidence’ and 

secondly, by placing the reader into the historical context in which 

Patrick was raised, lived and preached. This ensures that we are 

provided with a ‘sketch’ of Patrick’s background which does not 

compromise the overarching aim of the book.  

 

This book should appeal to a wide audience from the 

inquisitive lay beginner who simply wants to know more about this 

somewhat mythical character through to those in academia who 

want a starting point for further studies into both Saint Patrick and 

the spread of Christianity in Ireland. It succeeds in communicating 

at all levels, the work of a Saint who firmly believed in his mission 
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to bring Christianity to the perceived ‘ends of the earth’ at a time 

when he believed that the Kingdom of God was truly imminent. It is 

equally suitable for Catholics, Christians from other faiths or those 

who are searching for historical knowledge of the fifth century who 

may have no particular faith. 

 

What impresses most is that Professor O’Loughlin has first 

written an academic book in layman’s language making it 

accessible to all and secondly that he has considered the various 

myths and theories surrounding Patrick but has the courage to 

discount those elements for which he was unable to unearth 

convincing evidence. In fact the latter is one of the major strengths 

of the book as O’Loughlin examines all the available the evidence 

rather like a lawyer reviewing a prosecution file seeking out and 

accepting only that which is convincing ‘beyond reasonable doubt’.  

 

Thomas O’Loughlin is Professor of Historical Theology, 

Dean of School at University of Wales, Lampeter. His areas of 

interest include Patristic and Medieval Theology, History of 

Scriptural Interpretation, Early Church, Method in Historical 

Theology. One of his great interests is in the connections between 

Religion & Cartography. 
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