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„And was Jerusalem builded here?‟ The title of the final chapter may well be 

an alternative title for this valuable and learned contribution to the growing 

discussion on the organisation of sacred space in the medieval period in 

Ireland. From the outset, Jenkins challenges the idea that the „Celtic 

Church‟ was not influenced by Judeo-Christian tradition, as was the case 

with ecclesiastical centres on the Continent. At its core, the work seeks to 

investigate factors which may have influenced the organisation of this 

church space, the author positing that theological rather than physical 

factors may be key to our understanding of how the „Celtic‟ church may 

have appeared to be quite distinct while in reality having much in common 

with its continental counterparts. While well versed in theology, the author 

does not shy away from physical aspects such as architecture and 

archaeology. Careful discussion and review of terminology is also 

interspersed throughout, allowing for a more accurate description of the 

subject matter. On the whole the work represents a significant addition to 

our understanding of this topic, as well as setting forth some convincing 

discussions as to how best to interpret the information and sources 

available to us. „Holy, Holier, Holiest‟ will undoubtedly assume the role of an 

important work for future scholars of the theology and conceptuality of the 

organisation of sacred space in medieval Ireland.   

The book is comprised of four main sections the first of which seeks to 

set out the evidence and scholarly discourse to date regarding the 

topography of the Medieval Irish church. This alone provides a valuable 

overview of where members of the academic community stand on this issue 

at the current time. Jenkins agrees with archaeologists that some key 

elements within an Irish „religiously-inspired‟ community appear to be a 

cross-inscribed slab, the tomb of a saint, an oratory and a standing cross. A 

„religiously-inspired‟ settlement may not have possessed all of these, but 

would necessarily show evidence of some in order to be categorised as 
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ecclesiastical. The development of scholarly attention to this archaeological 

evidence is traced chronologically by Jenkins, who notes that the abundance 

of such evidence “has resulted in a scholarly preoccupation with the 

morphology and typology of a religious settlement rather than seeking to 

establish what that topography might tell us about the motivation of the 

founder; a concentration on the „what‟, rather than on the „why‟ (25). This 

sets the tone of questioning for the remainder of the book. Constant 

consideration of the „why‟ rather than of the „what‟ produces many of the 

author‟s interesting conclusions, which not only take archaeological 

evidence into account but also seek to investigate philosophical reasons for 

similar spatial layout in a number of diametrically opposed geographical 

sites. 

To this end, Jenkins turns his attentions to some of the more famous 

Irish church communities, examining not only their archaeological layout, 

but also their literary output, namely hagiographical and legal productions. 

This is in conjunction with a discussion on the likelihood of the influence of 

the Plan of St Gall upon the formation of „monastic‟ enclosures, as well as a 

clarification of his use of the term „monastic‟, paruchia, and familia. One of 

the central discussions of the work arises here: that of sanctus, sanctior and 

sanctissimus, the three concentric areas of a religiously-influenced 

enclosure which increase in sanctity as they draw towards the sacred core of 

the site, apparently that which contains the relic of a saint, a cross-

inscribed stone and other such signifiers. Jenkins draws parallels between 

the description of Iona in Adamnán‟s Vita Columbae and the schema of 

Ezekiel as mentioned in the Bible, and also to that of the Levitical cities 

which illustrate the subdivision of the termon, or holy space, into 

suburbana. While it has been noted that Iona does not show evidence of any 

physical boundaries which may have separated the areas of varying 

sanctity, Jenkins plausibly proposes that such a barrier may have been 

wooden in nature, or perhaps comprised of hedging rather than an 

earthwork or stone wall. Thus the enclosed sanctissimus space may have 

been ideological rather than structural. Elements similar to those found on 

Iona are discussed in relation to Cogitosus‟s description of Kildare in the 
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Latin vita of St Brigit. Again, a lack of archaeological evidence does not 

necessarily suggest that there were not zones of increasing sanctity at the 

site.  

Along with sanctus, sanctior and sanctissimus, termon is also given no 

small attention in the book. Jenkins provides an informed and illuminating 

discussion of the role of termon in Early Irish law and hagiography. 

Hagiography, as noted with Cogitosus and Adamnán, seems to suggest that 

the termon is a civitas refugii of small proportion, specific to the immediate 

lands surrounding a church site. The law‟s allowance of a vast termon, 

specifically claimed by Armagh, seems more likely the result of propaganda. 

Good attention is also drawn to inaccurate uses of the term, specifically the 

difference between termon as an area, termini as boundary markers of an 

area, terminus as the boundary and their relation to the sacred spaces of 

platea and suburbana. Jenkins highlights that the Collectio Canonum 

Hibernensis (hereafter CCH) “would appear to advocate that de minimis the 

holy space should be marked out with a visible sign and then subdivided 

using boundary markers, termini, and that each zone should be restricted 

according to ecclesiastical status and righteousness of life. So the area we 

normally describe as the termon is marked out by termini but it is the 

terminus, the boundary, which is the key defining element and not the area 

enclosed by that terminus” (96). Archaeological evidence for these 

boundaries, as with the possible hedging/wooden fence of Iona, may of 

course no longer exist. 

Throughout the first half of the book are references to the early CCH 

which, Jenkins notes, provides detailed legal rules controlling movement 

between such sacred zones and personnel allowed within them. The literary 

output of religious communities should offer some insight into the workings 

of that community whether or not archaeological evidence remains. Thus, 

when existing archaeological evidence is taken into account, Jenkins argues 

that Iona, Clonmacnoise, Tuam, Kells, Armagh and Kildare, among others, 

do indeed reflect a division of land into increasingly sacred zones. Some of 

the sites he mentions are not in Ireland, but are rather Anglo-Saxon 

structures, such as at Lindisfarne. He notes that striking similarities 
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between these sites and those on Irish soil should not immediately suggest 

that the Irish Church did not possess its own interpretations of biblical 

models, but rather that the Anglo-Saxon churches may have had Irish 

influence, or been presided over by Irish monks at a time of building and 

expansion, as was the case with Lindisfarne.  

Rather than attempting to give a wide overview of the numerous 

ecclesiastical sites to be found in both Ireland and Britain, in the second 

section of his book Jenkins selects four different sites in order to investigate 

how location, materials available and religious mindset may have influenced 

their layout, while maintaining that each of them nevertheless attempted to 

adhere to an idealised religious schema. Detailed descriptions of the 

archaeological evidence for Reask, High Island, Clonmacnoise and Skellig 

Michael are provided. This section of the book could profitably be enhanced 

by the inclusion of diagrams of the sites, as Jenkins expends much effort on 

providing very detailed descriptions of their layout and how their constituent 

features relate to each other. Some of the descriptions are at times a little 

inaccessible to the non-archaeologist; this might be resolved by the 

inclusion of images of the sites‟ layouts. However, examination of the 

evidence suggests that, though their situations are quite diverse, both island 

and mainland sites do seem to show similar features which reflect the 

divisions of sacred space mentioned above. Of the exceptionally difficult 

situation of the Skellig settlements, Jenkins notes that “[t]he fact that on 

Skellig Michael, and on other sites, we see such a conscious effort to adhere 

to a shared topographical schema is arguably powerful evidence of the 

importance of this schema in the religious mindset of those who built this 

settlement” (60).  

The third section of the book highlights the author‟s detailed 

knowledge and understanding of theology, the Jewish Temple tradition, and 

how this may have been the genesis for later insular Christian sites. As Rev. 

Canon of Carlisle Cathedral, Jenkins is exceptionally well versed in this 

field, and he leads the reader through complex and often dense material 

with ease and finesse. Investigation of the scale and dimensions of the 

Temple and its Tent of Meeting, containing the Holiest of Holies, suggests 
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that issues of scale did not concern the insular churches, which were far 

smaller than the large structure described in biblical sources. As Jenkins 

notes, the division of the Temple into three increasingly sacred zones is a 

clear influence upon the insular idea of sanctus, sanctior, sanctissimus. 

Movement between the three sacred zones of the Temple was strictly 

controlled. Punishment for transgression was severe and this is reflected in 

an insular setting in Irish Canon Law. But if insular churches were not 

attempting to replicate the Temple, then they must have been imitating 

something „other‟. It seems to Jenkins that the conceptual expression of 

sanctity may have been what the insular churches were concerned with. 

Theologically, the Temple was more than a building: it represented the 

Church, the „human soul‟ in which God may reside, and the Heavenly City 

of Paradise. Again this division is threefold. Continental modes of church-

building must, Jenkins argues, have been informed by these traditions. In 

the wake of the Christianisation of the Roman Empire, churches 

constructed during the fourth century according to these traditions and 

theological concepts almost certainly influenced later insular developments.  

Turning his attention once more towards the literary output of Iona, 

Jenkins argues convincingly that Adamnán‟s De Locis Sanctii was far more 

than a list of the Holy Places, but rather borrowed heavily from exegetical 

and Temple traditions while incorporating more worldly concerns. The Vita 

Columbae is likewise demonstrated to reflect elements of Jewish Tabernacle 

tradition, perhaps providing further evidence of Adamnán‟s wide-ranging 

intellect and education. In the Vita Columbae, Iona is described as having 

elements of the layout of the Temple, including what appear to be clear 

descriptions of three zonal layers of sanctity. Such is the parallel, according 

to Jenkins, that it is unsurprising that the burning of Iona in 801 is 

compared by the island community to the sacking of the Temple by Roman 

forces. Further to this, a plausible theory is developed that the CCH, which 

sets out such strict rules for governance of the three concentric sacred 

zones, was Columban and possibly specifically Ionan in origin, possibly even 

overseen in its genesis by Adamnán. Thus the CCH was developed in the 

retrospective tradition of investing the island and its church founder with 
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spiritual authority by comparing it/him to Jerusalem and its Temple. The 

presentation of this and of other evidence allows for a strong argument to be 

made by Jenkins that the insular church, far from being a development in 

its own right, a „Celtic‟ church, was influenced by Judeo-Christian tradition 

in the same way as much the rest of the continent, though of course this 

tradition was adapted to suit available materials, location and other factors. 

A discussion on similarities of layout between churches in Ireland and 

the continent serves as part of the final section of the book. Here the author 

brings the reader to Egypt and the Middle East, to the first settlements that 

could be deemed „communities‟ brought together by Desert Fathers which so 

influenced the Célí Dé movement centuries later, and to Gaul. An outline is 

provided of the development of what may loosely be termed „monastic‟ 

communities in the Middle East, how communities grew around founder-

saints and their shrines, and how this in turn influenced later developments 

of early Christian sites throughout the Empire, most notably in Gaul. The 

parallels provided by Jenkins are striking, and seem to suggest a wider 

reasoning for the layout of Irish settlements than geography alone, as had 

been investigated in the first section of the work. To the non-initiate, this 

survey of Middle Eastern Early Christianity is complex at times, but the 

author‟s confident knowledge of the material makes him an excellent guide. 

Further to geographical locations, the final section of the book provides an 

interesting survey of materials with which the insular churches were likely 

to have been built, and what effect those materials may have had on the 

form of developing settlements. This seems somewhat separate from the 

foregoing information of Early Christian settlements, but makes for an 

excellent addition to our knowledge of architecture and its forms in Early 

Ireland in its own right. Again referring to hagiography, Jenkins investigates 

the use of wood as a building material in for churches, but also challenges 

the idea that there may have been a preference for wood as a material over 

stone, postulating that it was a lack of stone in certain areas which 

necessitated using wood as a material, rather than an active favouritism. He 

notes descriptions of wooden churches in Cogitosus‟s Vita Sancte Brigide as 

well as the Vita Sancte Samthanne. Columba‟s struggle to acquire wood for 
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Iona is also noted in the Vita Sancti Columbae. However, while hagiography 

seems to suggest that wood remained in use until relatively late, Jenkins 

points out that in areas where stone is prevalent, stone churches are in 

evidence from the early period, again, for instance, on the Skellig site. A 

discussion follows on the architectural prevalence of the damliag and the 

dairthech in communities where one material was more widely available 

than another, culminating in a review of certain architectural styles, such as 

the clochán tradition, which were dying out by the medieval period, and thus 

changing the physical appearance of religious sites. This is valuable work, 

and adds to our understanding of medieval Irish architecture and use of 

building materials. 

So was Jerusalem „builded here‟? The conclusion is perhaps best read 

at the outset of the book, as it succintly encompasses Jenkins‟s core 

arguments. Did the Medieval Irish Church seek to construct itself according 

to a biblical example, namely that of the Jewish Temple, or Tabernacle? 

Weather, location and building materials all suggest that, if adherence to a 

biblical model was the aim, it was not one which was possible to meet. 

However if we view the idea of the Temple as more than a physical building, 

but rather as a concept by which space is arranged, i.e., in increasingly 

sacred areas, then adherence to this schema seems more plausible. The 

ideas of termon, sanctus, sanctior and sanctissimus are found throughout 

the literature and are also in evidence at certain archaeological sites. The 

CCH regards sacred space, or church land, as of the utmost importance and 

expends no small effort in providing law for its governance. If this legal 

collection was a product of Iona, which seems to have modelled itself on 

Jerusalem, then perhaps even the laws governing the organisation of sacred 

space were themselves influenced by regulations pertaining to the Temple 

complex. It is the idea of a schema that is central in Ireland. With so many 

variables, the attempt to organise the space according to a theological plan, 

rather than a physical one (such as that of St Gall), is what is of importance. 

Thus, whatever the construction methods, location or materials used, it was 

inherent within the „religiously-inspired‟ settlements of Medieval Ireland that 

some areas would be considered more sacred, and therefore off-limits, while 
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others remained profane. This adherence to a schema may not always have 

been direct, but rather found its way to Ireland from the Continent, or was 

even perhaps brought back by religious individuals who visited Gaul and 

further East and became influenced by the idea they say there. Whichever 

the case, Jenkins‟s book takes us a step further away from the idea that the 

Irish Church developed in an entirely insular way, devoid of contact or 

influence from the wider world. 
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