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This ebook explores the pivotal moment in British history when St. Augustine of Canterbury arrived in
Kent in 597 AD. It delves beyond the simplistic narrative of Christianization, examining the complex
socio-political landscape of Anglo-Saxon England, the motivations behind Augustine's mission, the
resistance he faced, and the long-term consequences of his arrival for the cultural, religious, and
political development of Britain. The book analyzes the impact of Roman Christianity on pagan Anglo-
Saxon society, exploring the syncretism, conflicts, and eventual integration that shaped the nascent
English identity. Through a blend of historical analysis, primary source examination, and insightful
interpretations, "Augustine Came to Kent" offers a nuanced and engaging account of a transformative
period, revealing how this seemingly isolated event continues to resonate in contemporary Britain. The
book is relevant to anyone interested in British history, religious history, the spread of Christianity,

early medieval studies, and the formation of national identities.
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Introduction: Setting the Stage — Anglo-Saxon England before Augustine

The Pre-Augustinian Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England

Before the arrival of St. Augustine, Anglo-Saxon England was a patchwork of kingdoms, each with its
own distinct customs and beliefs. The Roman withdrawal in the 5th century had left a power vacuum,
leading to the establishment of numerous independent kingdoms ruled by various Germanic tribes.
These tribes, primarily Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, brought with them their own pagan religious
practices, centered around a polytheistic pantheon of gods and goddesses. Their beliefs were deeply
intertwined with their daily lives, influencing their social structures, agricultural practices, and warfare.
While Roman influence remained in some areas, particularly in the south, much of the island had
reverted to a pre-Roman, tribal organization. This fragmented landscape provided both opportunities
and challenges for Augustine's mission. The lack of centralized authority made his task more difficult,
as he needed to negotiate with multiple kings and local leaders, but it also allowed him to establish a

foothold in Kent, a strategically important region.

Chapter 1: The Roman Legacy and the Call to Conversion



The Papal Mission and the Political Landscape of Late 6th Century

Europe

Pope Gregory I's decision to send Augustine to England was driven by a combination of religious zeal
and political strategy. The papacy sought to expand its influence and bring the Anglo-Saxons into the
fold of Roman Christianity. This desire stemmed from a broader ambition to unify Christendom under
Roman authority, countering the influence of other Christian centers, particularly the Celtic Church in
Ireland and Brittany. The political situation in Europe also played a significant role. The fragmented
nature of post-Roman Europe made establishing a strong Christian presence in England a strategic

move to solidify the papacy’s authority and potentially foster future alliances.

The Choice of Kent and the Role of A&thelberht

Pope Gregory chose Kent as the initial target for missionary work for several reasons. Kent was
among the most powerful Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and possessed strong ties to the continent,
facilitating communication and access. More importantly, Kent's king, Athelberht, was married to
Bertha, a Frankish princess who was a Christian. This provided a crucial opening for Augustine's
mission. Bertha’s Christianity, though not widely practiced in Kent, created a degree of religious
tolerance that might otherwise have been absent. Athelberht, a shrewd and pragmatic ruler, saw
potential advantages in associating with the Roman Church and ultimately agreed to let Augustine

preach to his people.

Chapter 2: Journey to Kent and First Encounters



The Arrival and Initial Reception

Augustine's journey to Kent, a perilous undertaking in the 6th century, symbolized the challenges and
risks associated with spreading Christianity among the Anglo-Saxons. His arrival was met with a
mixture of curiosity, apprehension, and outright hostility. The pagan Anglo-Saxons were unfamiliar with
Roman Christianity and its practices, leading to initial misunderstandings and skepticism. Athelberht,
while granting Augustine permission to preach, remained cautious, observing the mission’s progress

before committing fully to conversion.

Early Interactions and the Significance of Canterbury

Augustine strategically established his base in Canterbury, a city with Roman origins and connections
to the continent. This decision helped reinforce the link between Roman Christianity and the past
glories of Roman Britain, creating a sense of continuity and legitimacy. His initial interactions focused
on demonstrating the peace and order associated with Roman Christianity, contrasting it with the

often-violent pagan beliefs and practices.

Chapter 3: Conversion and Resistance

The Gradual Process of Conversion

The conversion of the Anglo-Saxons was not a sudden or uniform event. It was a gradual process that
involved a complex interplay of persuasion, coercion, and accommodation. Augustine and his
missionaries employed various strategies, including preaching, miracles, and demonstrating the
advantages of Christianity. They adapted their message to resonate with the Anglo-Saxon worldview,
incorporating elements of pagan beliefs and practices where possible. The establishment of

monasteries served as critical centers for spreading Christianity and providing education and social



services.

Facing Opposition: Pagan Beliefs and Resistance

Despite Augustine’s efforts, considerable opposition remained. The deeply ingrained pagan beliefs and
rituals of the Anglo-Saxons did not disappear overnight. Resistance manifested in various forms, from
outright hostility to subtle forms of syncretism, where pagan practices were blended with Christian
beliefs. The integration of pagan traditions into the nascent Christian culture highlighted the complexity

of cultural transformation and adaptation.

Chapter 4: The Synod of Whitby and the Triumph of Roman

Christianity

The Conflict between Roman and Celtic Christianity

The Synod of Whitby (664 AD), though occurring decades after Augustine's death, was a crucial
turning point in the establishment of Roman Christianity as the dominant form in England. Before
Augustine's arrival, Celtic Christianity, brought by missionaries from Ireland and Brittany, had already
gained a foothold in certain parts of Britain. The Synod represented a major conflict between these two
branches of Christianity, differing in their practices, liturgical styles, and the calculation of Easter. The

victory of the Roman system at Whitby ensured the uniformity of religious practice across England.

Long-Term Implications of the Synod



The Synod's outcome shaped the religious landscape of England for centuries, creating a standardized
religious practice and aligning England with the broader Roman Catholic Church. This alignment had
profound consequences for England's relationship with the continent, fostering closer political and

cultural ties with the Frankish kingdoms and the papacy.

Chapter 5: The Legacy of Augustine

The Foundation of the English Church

Augustine's legacy extends beyond the mere conversion of the Anglo-Saxons. He laid the foundation
for the Church of England, establishing an ecclesiastical structure, organizing dioceses, and training
clergy. His efforts led to the development of an institution that played a vital role in the shaping of

English society, culture, and politics for centuries to come.

Cultural and Political Impact

Augustine’s mission had a transformative impact on Anglo-Saxon culture, influencing language,
literature, art, and law. The introduction of Latin, the liturgical language of the Church, enriched the
English language. Monasteries became centers of learning, preserving classical knowledge and
fostering literacy. The Church also played an important role in mediating conflicts between various

kingdoms, contributing to the gradual unification of England.

Conclusion: Enduring Influence

Augustine's arrival in Kent marked a profound turning point in British history. His mission not only led

to the Christianization of England but also shaped its cultural, social, and political development for



centuries. The legacy of Augustine continues to resonate in contemporary Britain, shaping its religious
landscape and influencing its national identity. Understanding this pivotal moment provides invaluable

insight into the formation of modern Biritain.

FAQs

1. What were the main challenges Augustine faced in his mission? Augustine faced resistance from
pagan Anglo-Saxons, cultural differences, the established Celtic Church, and logistical

difficulties.

2. How did Augustine's arrival affect the political landscape of Anglo-Saxon England? It gradually
led to closer ties with continental Europe and fostered a degree of political unity through the

influence of the Church.

3. What were the key differences between Roman and Celtic Christianity? These involved

differences in calculating Easter, tonsure style, and liturgical practices.

4. What was the role of King Athelberht in Augustine's success? Athelberht's acceptance, though

cautious, was crucial in allowing Augustine to establish a base in Kent.

5. How did Augustine's mission impact the development of the English language and literature?
The introduction of Latin and the establishment of monasteries influenced the development of

English.

6. What is the significance of the Synod of Whitby? It solidified the dominance of Roman

Christianity in England, creating uniformity in religious practice.

7. How did Augustine adapt his missionary approach to the Anglo-Saxon culture? He employed
various strategies, blending elements of pagan beliefs and practices into his preaching where

possible.



8. What is the lasting legacy of Augustine's mission? It laid the foundation for the Church of

England and fundamentally shaped England's religious, cultural, and political identity.

9. How does understanding Augustine's mission help us understand modern Britain? It illuminates

the historical roots of British culture, identity, and religious institutions.
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