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How I found 
St Patrick in  
a secular city
O

n Sunday morning, I 
found myself in St 
Patrick’s Basilica in 
Montreal. I did not 
search for a church 
with an Irish con-

nection. It just happened 
that this beautiful temple in 
honour of our patron was in 
walking distance of my hotel. 

I was in Montreal to discuss the 
meaning of the sacred. However, as I 
flew into the city, it seemed distinctly 
devoid of sacred sites. In contrast to 
the great cities of old Europe, any of 
which could be a heavenly Jerusalem, 
Montreal appeared more like a place 
that had given up on God.

As we drove from the airport, I 
asked my escort about the religious 
composition of the city. He said that 
until the mid-Sixties, more than 90 
per cent of the population attended 
church. Within a decade that figure 
had plunged to less than 10 per cent. 

This is reflected in the streetscape, 
which gives witness to a dramatic 
struggle between the sacred and pro-
fane. As a testament to Montreal’s 
newly found secular confidence, high-
rise monstrosities dominate the sky-
line. Yet, even those great towers of 
glass and steel cannot totally eclipse 
the majestic steeples in their midst.

These are no ordinary churches, but 
basilicas and cathedrals which nobly 
speak of Montreal’s proud past. In 
particular, they testify to the spiritual 
aspirations of those who ventured 
from the old world to the new in 
search of settlement. The French and 
Irish were chief among them.

An Irish community was first 
founded in Montreal in 1817. How-
ever, it was during the Great Famine 
that the Irish sailed in their droves to 
Canada. Many of those who survived 
their passage to Montreal went to 
work on St Patrick’s Basilica, which 
was finally completed in 1847.

As we drove through the dusty 
streets, my eye suddenly caught sight 
of St Patrick’s. It had taken me eight 
hours by plane to reach that destina-
tion. How long did it take our ances-
tors, ravaged by hunger and disease, 
to cross the great ocean?

That they did so is testament to 
their courage and resilience in the 
face of death. St Patrick’s is a monu-
ment to those people, a memorial to 
their faith despite so much suffering. 
For them, as for all who lived in the 
aftermath of Catholic emancipation, 
nothing mattered more than their 
religious identity.

My hotel was situated on a stretch 
whose buildings seek to silence the 
sacred. As I peered from my window 
on the 16th floor, all I could see were 
more mammoth structures, each one 

vying for supremacy of the sky. If 
there is a message in all of this, it is 
that the spiritual longing of human 
beings will not get in the way of their 
temporal ambitions.

nestling neatly at the feet of those 
horrors are, however, the last remain-
ing vestiges of an old community 
formed by the Irish and French. In 
contrast to my hotel, St Patrick’s is a 
modest building whose purpose is 
simply to supply spiritual consola-
tion. That is why, despite the secular 
conquest of the city, it is to such 
places that souls in search of peace 
still retreat.

Thus it was that, on Palm Sunday, I 
stepped from the rain-soaked streets 
of Montreal into a Gothic wonder. 
With its ornately domed ceiling and 
sumptuous patina, St Patrick’s Basil-
ica has retained all the splendour of 
traditional European Catholicism. 
For me, however, the statue of our 
patron saint above the high altar 
made this an unforgettable occasion.

I had come to speak about the 
sacred in a city where it was strangely 
absent. That I discovered it hiding in 
a church built by our forebears, and 
dedicated to someone who gave this 
country the gift of faith, was a minor 
miracle. St Patrick’s provides proof 
that the great legacy of the Irish in 
Montreal is one of beauty, joy and 
celestial hope.

A
 
 
S we approached the end 
of the service, I glanced at 
those who had accompa-
nied me to church. Alexan-
dra Slaby is a French 

woman of extraordinary grace who 
went to Trinity College, and is writing 
the definitive history of Ireland in her 
native language. Christopher Morris-
sey is a Canadian whose innate 
decency the rest of us can only hope 
to emulate. 

In that one pew, the history of Mon-
treal had suddenly come to life. Irish, 
French and Canadian stood united in 
prayer at the shrine of Patrick. It was 
as if we were testifying to the sacri-
fices of our ancestors, those who 
made it possible for us to savour the 
sacred in a city that has largely for-
gotten it ever existed. 

I had travelled across oceans and 
time to think the sacred. What I never 
expected was to confront it, espe-
cially when gazing at the desecrated 
skyline from my perch on the 16th 
floor. But find it I did in an Irish 
church and in those who accompa-
nied me there. 

Arriving in Montreal, I felt disturbed 
and disappointed. Leaving it, I felt 
truly blessed. I had gone in search of 
the sacred, but somehow, in a place I 
least expected, it had found me.
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