
ST AUGUSTINE 

26th May is St Augustine’s Day. Below you will 

find an outline of his story and how he brought 

the message of Jesus to the people of England.   

The story begins in Rome, in the slave market, 

where a man called Gregory encountered a group 

of young slaves for sale. They were fair and blond 

unlike those from the Mediterranean or Africa. 

Who are they? ‘They are Angles’ came the reply. 

Gregory loved playing with words ‘not Angles’ he 

replied ‘but angels’, and learning that they came 

from the pagan Anglo-Saxon tribes who had 

occupied what became known as England, he 

committed himself to making sure that the 

message of Jesus was taken to these people. 

Gregory would have liked to have come to 

England himself but the Pope and the people of 

Rome were determined to keep such a popular 

priest and administrator in Italy. When the old 

Pope died Gregory was elected as Pope, and  

began to plan a mission to bring Christianity to 

the English people. 

Augustine was Abbot of St Andrew’s monastery  

in Rome. We know little of his origins, he may 

have been Italian or from the eastern 

Mediterranean. He set out from Rome with 40 

companions, 

with Gregory’s 

blessing. 

After being 

consecrated 

Bishop he 

reached 

northern  

France – there 

he experienced a serious lack of confidence. They 

had heard rumours of how barbarous, fierce and 

pagan the English were. Gregory was having none 

of it –‘ it is better never to undertake any high 

enterprise than to abandon it’, he wrote to them 

‘with the help of God you must carry out this holy 

task that you have begun. Do not be deterred…be 

constant, be zealous. God keep you safe’. 

Augustine finally landed with his 40 followers on 

the Isle of Thanet, in the east of Kent, in the spring 

of 597, to begin his mission. Augustine’s mission 

was helped by the fact that King Ethelbert of Kent 

had married a Christian princess, Bertha.   

Augustine knew the King was vital to his strategy.  

If Ethelbert was baptised many of his subjects 

would follow. Ethelbert came to meet Augustine 

near his landing place.  Sitting down in the open 

air the King summoned Augustine and his 

companions to an audience. They approached the 

king carrying a silver cross and an icon of Christ 

the Lord.  
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Bede, the first English historian, tells us: 

After some days, the king came to the island, and 

sitting down in the open air summoned 

Augustine and his companions to an audience. 

But he took precautions that they should not 

approach him in a house; for he held an ancient 

superstition that, if they were practisers of 

magical arts, they might have the opportunity to 

deceive and master him. But the monks were 

endowed with power from God, not from the 

devil, and approached the king carrying a silver 

cross and the likeness of our Lord and Saviour 

painted on a board. First they offered prayer to 

God, singing a litany for the eternal salvation 

both of themselves and of those to whom and  

for whose sake they had come. (I.25) 

Augustine's party put on the best of shows – the 

cross and icon would have represented the new 

story into which the King and his subjects were 

invited, with an image of the High King to whom  

all were called to show allegiance.  Ethelbert’s 

response was cautious and courteous. 

He invited the missionaries to settle in Canterbury, 

where they immediately set about creating a 

community which would consolidate the church’s 

teaching and worship, as well as influence the life 

of the community and kingdom.   Canterbury 

proved so 

critical that 

it was to be 

Canterbury 

not London 

where the 

Archbishop 

was based.  

Augustine was given an ancient Church, St Martin’s 

which he transformed from a royal chapel into a 

monastic community. 

Bede wrote: 

‘As soon as they had 

occupied the house given to 

them they began to emulate 

the life of the apostles and 

the primitive Church.  They 

were constantly at prayer; 

they fasted and kept vigils; 

they preached the word of 

life to whomsoever they 

could. […]  Before long a 

number of people, admiring 

the simplicity of their holy 

lives and the comfort of their heavenly message, 

believed and were baptized.’ (I.26)  

Ethelbert was probably baptised after about four 

years. (In the meanwhile Queen Bertha had 

received letters from Gregory encouraging her to 

use her influence on her husband in this regard). 

Augustine died (on 26th May 605) after seven 

years in Britain. Before he died he consecrated his 

successor Laurence who in turn was succeeded by 

Mellitus and Justus who had established new 

churches in London and Rochester respectively. 

Under these three and their companions 

Augustine’s work was consolidated, and the 

English church expanded into other parts of the 

island. 

How to spot St Augustine 

On icons and statues you will find Augustine 

carrying a boat (representing his journey), a book 

(representing the gospel—St Augustine’s Gospel 

Book is still used at the Archbishop’s 

enthronement), the icon of Christ (which he 

carried when meeting King Ethelbert) or a church 

(representing the church he founded in England). 

 


