
 

 

 

 

 
 

Columba of Iona (c. 521-597) 

Death is a good thing for the Christian 
 

Druidism was the religion that dominated pre-Christian Scotland and Ireland. 
This entailed a dread of innumerable spirits, as well as the worship of the rising 
sun, and reverence for mistletoe. On one occasion Columba is supposed, by his 
booming voice, to have intimidated some Druids by singing Psalm 45 on the 
power and beauty of the divine king. Less reliably, he is also said to be behind the 
Book of Kells, the introduction of whisky to Scotland, and even the pacification of 
the Loch Ness monster through prayer and the sign of the cross.  
 
It should be recognised that Columba was not the first Christian missionary to be 
concerned for the Celtic tribes, as Palladius, Ninian, and Patrick had preceded 
him. Columba – whose nickname was Columcille ('Dove of the Church') – was 
born into a noble family, but became a monk. He joined Patrick’s missionary 
establishment in Ireland, and sailed to the tiny island of Iona in 563 after some 
troubles in Ireland, where he was temporarily excommunicated after being 
blamed for a quarrel in 561 that had led to bloodshed. The story goes that 
Columba had to win as many souls from heathenism as were killed in battle – 
although this is not recounted in Columba's earliest biography, that written by 
Adamnan, an abbot of Iona, who lived about a hundred years after Columba’s 
time. 
 
The Venerable Bede also refers to Columba in his Ecclesiastical History, written 
about 731 AD. Whereas Adamnan portrays Columba as devout and gentle, Bede 
was wary of him as Britain’s first church historian disliked the Scottish way 
whereby the abbot possessed more prestige and power than the bishop. Columba 
was certainly a man of many parts – he engaged in prayer and in manual labour; 
he loved the sea and he loved reading; he slept on a bare rock with a stone for his 
pillow, yet he was warmly hospitable to guests. There is no reason to doubt the 
substantial truth of Adamnan’s moving description of Columba: ‘he was loving to 
all people, and his face always showed a holy gladness because his heart was full 
of the joy of the Holy Spirit.’  

 
 
Iona became a training centre which maintained links with other missionaries – 
Cuthbert went to Lothian; Aidan to Northumbria; Moluag to the Picts; and 
Maolrubha to Ross, Sutherland, Caithness and Skye. Scotland was evangelised 
from Iona, as monks spread the gospel message wherever they went. When Aidan 
was consecrated as king of the Scots in Iona in 574 by Columba, he was probably 
the first in Britain to be consecrated as a Christian ruler. All in all, Aidan was to 
reign for 34 years. 
 
Columba loved the Psalms and knew them well. He prayed, as the least of saints, 
that ‘I may keep even the smallest door, the farthest, darkest, coldest door, the 
door that is least used, the stiffest door, if only it be in Your house, O God, that I 
can see Your glory even afar, and hear Your voice, and know that I am with You, 
O God.’ In 597 Columba, nearing death, was sitting in his hut and writing out a 
copy of the Psalms. When he reached Psalm 34:10b (Those who seek the Lord shall 
not lack any good thing), he knew that he had to stop, and that his time on earth 
was not long. Even his old white pony seemed to sense his master's imminent 
death, and whinnied in agitation. Columba went to the monastic church, prayed, 
and died that night. Engulfed in both hope and sorrow, the monks chanted some 
Psalms that deal with death.  
 
The best-known hymn attributed to Columba himself, is Christ is the world's 
redeemer. It includes the lines: 
 
 Christ the red cross ascended  

To save a world undone,  
And, suffering for the sinful,  
Our full redemption won. 

 
Herein is the secret of joy in the Holy Spirit. In death as in life, Columba remained 
cheerful, knowing that to the believer, even death is turned into a good thing.  
 

Peter Barnes (Used with permission with minor editing) 
 


