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KILMIHIL. PARISH

ITS ORIGIN

AND

SCRAPS OF ITS HISTORY.

PATRICK GAYNOR P.P.

CHAPTER 2

ST. SENAN, FOUNDER OF THE CHURCH OF KILMIHIL.

I cull a few relevant facts on the life of St. Senan from Daniel Mescal’s “Story of Inis Cathaigh” (Dublin 1902) hereafter cited simply as Mescal (once a teacher in Leitrim school, then a civil servant, uncle of O’Grady ??  Shyan.)
Senan was born about A.D 488 at Magh Lacha (Magh Locha, Mullougha), four and a half miles east of Kilrush. He died about A.D. 552, near Querrin (?)and was buried in Inis Cathaigh. His fathers name was Ergind (Ercan) for which reason Senan receives mention as “ Senan mac Girrigine”(Mac Erginde) in an inquisition taken at Clare , 27th October 1604 (Frost Hist of Cl p279). His mothers name was Comgella, daughter of Ernach. His parents were Christians and were of noble though not very exalted rank among the race of Baiscionn.

Senan’s first teacher was Considanus, at Iarros (western Promonotory) probably near Moyasta; his second teacher was Natalis, Comharb of Kilmanach in Ossory.

I omit marvels and miracles even if they were proven facts, they are of little interest. They tend to create a legendary figure and to obscure the real Senan, an active missionary priest and later a bishop, who filled a role among Baiscionns race in Clare and among the kindred Ernai tribes in parts of Munster, as simple and natural viewed against the historical background as that of St. Patrick in the wider sphere of all Ireland. St. Patrick says in his “Confession” that he received a special light from heaven in the choice of his vocation and special encouragement in times of need but he never claims to have worked miracles, except, indeed , the great miracle of having  induced the steadfast Irish race to abandon fixed beliefs  and customs and to adopt new ideas and a new way of life. Neither were miracles an essential feature in St. Senan’s career. The marvel is that by his personality and by his holiness of life and by his zeal , he won the race of Bascionn and the Ernai over to the Christian faith and held them true to his ideals, down the centuries, by the magic of his memory and his name. Even now after the lapse of fourteen centuries, a priest will find that  Senan’s name has not lost it’s magic if he preaches a little sermon for the saints feastday, the 8th March.

The legend that St. Flannan visited Rome, miraculously, in a stone boat (when he could easily have gone, at least to Gaul, like St. Patrick, in a sailing ship) tends to foster an illusion that travel was difficult in those days and to cast doubt on  the statements that St. Senan and other Irish saints went to Rome, as a matter of course at the period. We are apt to forget that facilities for travel by sea and by land were as good in the fifth century as they were at any time prior to the invention of the steamship and the train. Irish raiders had ships in plenty to reach Britain and Gaul on their expeditions. Twenty sea-going ships sailed from Corcabaiscionn in 894  to gain an expedition to Dundalk. Ships quite as sea-worthy were available in St. Senans day. The story that  Brendan the sailor Saint of Ardfert reached America is taken as credible and as almost certain fact, by Theodore Maynard  (American Catholicism P2) . More over Senan’s visit to Rome about 530 A.D. accounts for his special devotion to Blessed. Michael, the Archangel and for his erection of a church at Kilmihil  in honour of the prince of the heavenly host, at that very time Pope Boniface II dedicated a church on Mount Garganus in Apulia to commemorate the apparition  of Blessed Michael there in A.D 498. The apparition had fostered a renewal of devotion  to the archangel in Rome and Italy and Gaul (Breviary feast on May 8th). It was very natural then that St. Senan, visiting Rome at the period, should have placed himself under the protection of blessed Michael and should have fostered the devotion in Corcabaiscinn.

On his return journey from Rome Senan spent some time with his contempory, St. David of Monevia  in Wales. Again this visit was very natural. At the time there was strong Gaelic colonies in Wales e.g. the two minor kingdoms of Dryfid and Bricknock were ruled by dynasties of Gaelic origin. Probably some migrants of Senans own race, the Ernai, who had been ousted from their tribal lands in Munster, by the Eoghanachta, were found among the Gaelic  colonists in Wales and also in Cornwall. Their presence would account for the erection of churches in St. Senans honour at Clansanna (?) in Wales and at St. Senan in Cornwall. The Rev Baring Gould  states that a patron was still being held on St. Senan’s feastday the 8th of March, at Callington in Cornwall.  The erection of those churches implies either that St. Senan had founded them or else (and more probably) that they had been built by migrants who revered him as their patron saint. Often, in ancient Ireland, by reason of  tribal feuds, a saints influence was limited to his own race and kindred races. Apparently Senan was the patron saint, not alone of Baiscinonns branch of the Ernai Mumhain, but of the scattered remnants of that great race in other regions. For instance, a church in honour of St Senan was erected at Enniscorthy in Wexford. The explanation may be that Daire Barrach of Hy Kinsella, who had helped Mogh Nuadhat to defeat the Ernai in A.D. 140 had carried of numbers of the Ernai as captives, or else had let a section of the defeated tribes settle in his territory.

On his return from Wales to Ireland Senan landed at Ardmenedh Island (on the coast of Waterford) and proceeded thence to Inis Carra, five miles from Cork city, near the river Lee, where he erected a church. The assertion in the Breviary (Irish supplement Sept. 26th) that St. Finnbar visited St. David in Minervia on his way back from Rome reflects the tradition in Cork that an early founder of the church there i.e. St. Senan--- had visited St. David. Finbar, if born at all, was no more than an infant in the cradle at the date of St. Davids death. Beyond any doubt Senan had associations with Cork and more particularly with Cloyne (which was not yet a formal diocese). Colman of Cloyne was a great poet and scholar : about A.D 550, while still a layman he composed an ode for the coronation of Aed (great grandson of Angus mac Nadfraoich, who gave Cashel to god and to Patrick) as king of Munster. Afterwards Colman became a priest and with King Aedh’s help founded a church in Cloyne (proof that Cashel was already a fully organised see at that date).Later Colman became a bishop and founded the diocese of Cloyne. He composed an ode, still preserved, in honour of St. Senan (Breviary, Ir. Suppl. Nov.24th). Furthermore, the bishop of Cloyne, 600 years later had a voice in the decision by which St. Senans diocese was apportioned, between Killaloe, Limerick and Ardfert.

In due time, having gained experience by his travels, Senan returned to Corcabaiscinn and proceeded to organise the district, and other districts in  Limerick and North Kerry (which were within his sphere of influence) into a formal diocese on the Patrician Model.

Senan, like St. Patrick was an active missioner not a monk bound to seclusion by vow and strict observance of monastic rules. He was a bishop having spiritual authority over the laity, (which an abbot does not possess) and the duty to exercise the pastoral office and care of souls : an abbot has no such duty and no right to assume it except by special concession from the church in case of need. The assertion that St. Patrick and his disciples organised the Irish church “on monastic lines” is absurd.  They followed the European system, so far as Irish social life allowed, in founding dioceses ; they began by erecting a church in a suitable centre and a house for a small community of missionery priests: in time a number of these houses were grouped together (usually those in a tribal area) under abishop who resided in the central house ; but those religious houses were not monasteries, in the strict sense. Later the ascetics organised themselves  -- not the Irish Church “on monastic lines”, and founded abbacies which were great centres of learning but which did not exercise the pastoral office. Many abbots - e.g. St Finnbar, St. Fachanan and St. Flannan -- felt obliged to become bishops, that they might acquire jurisdiction over the laity  and might assume care of souls. Other abbots felt free to follow their preference for the monastic state ; It would seem that the people were being neglected in districts where an abbacy was the only religious centre ; St. Bernards words have that implication.

The question of interest is how far St. Patrick’s religious houses and those of St. Senan and other missionary saints lost sight of their true vocation, under the influence of monasticism, and treated the nobler pastoral office as of little account in comparison with the observance of monastic discipline. Under the system care of souls was a burden without temporal profit. The people paid no dues; the episcopal religious houses and the abbacies were richly endowed with church lands and received voluntary gifts and bequests from the Irish Chiefs.

By reason of Corcabaiscinn’s isolation and immunity from attack between  A.D. 500 and A.D. 1200, St. Senan’s religious houses are likely to have preserved their initial character and to have fulfilled their pastoral duties : members of the community who wished to lead ascetic lives, on strict monastic principles retired “to the desert” i.e. to Disert Muirthiule (Kiladysert). The fact implies that the rules in the parent houses permitted the exercise of the pastoral office and care of souls.

For lack of the sound “p” in their phonetic system, the Gaels were unable to pronounce  certain Latin words. They said - and we still say - ”Causg” for “Pasch” ; and instead of trying to say “episcopus” or “papa” they used the term “comharb” (from Comh-Fharba; sharer in a heritage ) to designate religious superiors. The word signified “heir” or “successor”, and its prime meaning, in each case, was well understood in light of the tradition, according to the nature of the heritage. Thus in styling Our Lord “comharb of the Blessed in Heaven” the Gaels implied that he was son and heir of the eternal Father in  the kingship of the Blessed in Heaven; they did not imagine, as some writers assert, that Our Lord was “an Abbot”. Neither did they imagine that the pope was an ”abbot” when they designated him “Comharb of Rome”. Even in its ultimate usage as “lay occupant” the word “comharb” still had reference to a heritage; It meant that the occupant was “successor” (by blood) in the temporal patrimony; no one looked on him as an “abbot”.

St Senan was a bishop and his comharbs were likewise bishops, down to the last in the line, Aedh Ua Bheachain, after whose death in 1188, the see of Inis Cathaigh was annexed in part to Killaloe, and in parts, south of the Shannon, to Limerick and to Ardfert. It would be out of order to infer from the ambiguous title “Comharb” in the annals that some of St. Senans successors in office were mere abbots. On election to an office they did not forego a dignity which enhances their prestige, besides tradition has always been a potent factor in the Irish church.

I stress these few points for the reason that modern writers have arrived at very absurd conclusions about the position of abbots in ancient Ireland. They misinterpret the word “comharb”; they fail to perceive the distinction between an exercise of “influence” in local or in national affairs on the part of the great abbots and the exercise of spiritual jurisdiction over the laity; and they end by assuring us that abbots had ousted bishops from any exercise of authority in the country and had made themselves ruler of bishops and people alike in the catholic church for five hundred years. Every word written in modern times under that false preconceived idea is open to question. Sponsors of the theory never attempt to explain how the bishops recovered their authority or how it came to pass that the Irish church was divided into two provinces Leath Chuinn and Leath Mogha each ruled by a “Senior Bishop” in the eleventh century.

St. Senan founded his central religious house on Inis Cathaigh, whence he had easy access, -- Irish men being great sailors in those days -- to his branch houses on both sides of the Shannon. Apparently he erected twelve churches, suitably spaced, in Corcabaiscinn and twelve in Limerick and north Kerry; at the division of the see in 1188, Twelve “portions” were allotted to Killaloe Diocese and twelve to Limerick and Ardfert. Each of his branch houses had lands attached for the maintenance of a little community of priests, who exercised the pastoral office in the district. Those lands were the portions which pertained to the secular canons , resident on Inis Cathaigh (twelve from Killaloe and twelve from Limerick) after the dissolution of St. Senans diocese

Marginal note: (see a most interesting article by Dermot Gleeson D.J  D.Litt in N.M.A.J 1940, Vol II  p14 on the Collegiate Church of Inis Cathaigh: hereafter cited “D.F.G. Iniscathaigh” )

I have sketched in the background, being unable to supply details, so that we may at least see the church of Kilmihil in its historical setting and may perceive how very natural it was that St. Senan on his visit to Rome about A.D. 500 should have acquired a special devotion to blessed Michael, and following the example of pope Boniface, should have erected a church inn honour of the Archangel on his return to Corca Baiscinn. It is reasonable to assume that the ancient Church was located on or near the site of the medieval (now in ruins), in the cemetery. The “Leagauns” near Lisnaligane still mark the boundary of the lands which were given to St. Senan for the maintenance of his priests. The tradition that St. Senan had founded a church in Kilmihil is preserved, with embellishments, in the very oldest account of his life and work in Corca Baiscinn. Mescall says (p. 28) “Thus in the oldest work extant about St. Senan ----The Amra Senain-----supposed to have been written by Dallan Forgill—reference is made to the Cathach. The ancient church from which the present parish of Kilmihil (Cill Mhichil, The Church of Michael) takes its name, was we are told dedicated to Blessed Michael, the Archangel By St. Senan, in thanksgiving for the succour which the Archangel gave him in expelling the monster (i.e. The Cathach, who guarded Iniscathaigh, and who grew more monstrous in legend with the lapse of centuries).

Marginal note: Kilmihil certainly existed in the  8th century since it is mentioned in St. Senans earliest life.

“Cathach” (from Cath, a battle) means “warrior”, probably the Cathach was a pagan sea-king whose conversion required special help from Blessed Michael. It is odd if there were truth in the legend, that St. Senan did not erect the church in St. Michael`s honour on the island where he had achieved victory over the Cathach. Such stories in the lives of Irish saints tend to provoke scepticism , they were inserted later by the tribal seanachies. There is no need to provide a fantastic explanation for the erection of a church of St. Michael at Kilmihil. Senan had a very great devotion to the angelic host, because the apparition at Mount Garganus took place in his lifetime. He also erected a church ---“Teampull Árd na nAingil – on Iniscathaigh in honour of the angels. Possibly he was Founder of Kilmichael in Cork. 

By way of corollory to their theory that abbots (contrary to possibility) had usurped jurisdiction over the Irish bishops and people modern writers assert that there were no real diocese in Ireland prior to the synod of Kells; if so there were no diocese in the universal church for centuries. St Patrick organised his diocese on the European model of his day. Some districts—e.g. Derry—did not rank as diocese, being ruled by mere abbots; but in most parts of Ireland the position was similar to that at Killaloe or Iniscathaigh, where the bishop had a defined sphere of authority, i.e. a formal diocese, either a tribal area or the districts controlled by his central religious house and its branch houses. The existence of islands e.g. Seir Kieran---- within the borders of some diocese at the present day illustrates the reality of the jurisdiction which a bishop held even over  scattered districts which were within the sphere of influence of his religious houses. Moreover at the synod of Kells, Cardinal Papero(?) had to issue a decree that “as bishops of the weaker sees died archpriests should succeed in their place” i.e. Rome recognised the very weakest Irish see as a formal diocese and as a seat of episcopal authority.

Marginal note:

The abbot may have held parochial jurisdiction over residents in his monastic lands, by concession from the church or by ancient usage, but he had no ordinary jurisdiction over its laity.
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