
Agostino di Canterbury 

Le notizie su S. Agostino di Canterbury le troviamo nell’opera  Historia ecclesiastica Historia ecclesiastica Historia ecclesiastica Historia ecclesiastica 
gentis Anglorum,gentis Anglorum,gentis Anglorum,gentis Anglorum, è un'opera in latino, scritta da san Beda il Venerabile, che tratta 

della storia della Chiesa inglese e, più in generale della storia dell'Inghilterra, dal 

tempo di Giulio Cesare all'anno 731. È considerata una delle fonti più importanti 

per la storia anglosassone e sarebbe stata scritta quando Beda aveva circa 60 anni, 

nel 731.    

San Beda detto il Venerabile (672-735)fu un santo monaco e dottore della Chiesa. 

Insegnò Sacra Scrittura mettendo a frutto tutta la sapienza dei Padri della Chiesa, ma 

non si fermò lì. Inventò una sorta di personale didattica interdisciplinare, che spiega 

la Bibbia ricorrendo pure agli autori dell’antichità pagana, utilizzando anche le 

conoscenze scientifiche del suo tempo. Fu anche amanuense e il Codex Amiatinus, 

uno dei più preziosi e antichi codici della Volgata, conservato nella biblioteca 

Laurenziana di Firenze, sarebbe stato eseguito sotto la sua guida. Già da vivo lo 

chiamano “Venerabile”. E l’appellativo gli rimarrà per sempre. Nel 1899 papa Leone 

XIII lo proclamò santo e dottore della Chiesa. È stato uno dei più grandi 

comunicatori di conoscenza dell’alto Medioevo. 

 

CHAPTER XXIII  

HOW POPE GREGORY SENT AUGUSTINE, WITH OTHER MONKS, TO PREACH TO THE ENGLISH NATION, AND ENCOURAGED THEM BY A LETTER 

OF EXHORTATION, NOT TO CEASE FROM THEIR LABOUR. [A.D. 596.]  

In the year of our Lord 582, Maurice, the fiftyfourth from Augustus, ascended the throne, 
and reigned twentyone years. In the tenth year of his reign, Gregory, a man renowned for 
learning and behaviour, was promoted to the apostolical see of Rome, and presided over it 
thirteen years, six months and ten days. He, being moved by Divine inspiration, in the 
fourteenth year of the same emperor, and about the one hundred and fiftieth after the 
coming of the English into Britain, sent the servant of God, Augustine, and with him 
several other monks, who feared the Lord, to preach the word of God to the English 
nation. They having, in obedience to the pope's commands, undertaken that work, were, 
on their journey, seized with a sudden fear, and began to think of returning home, rather 
than proceed to a barbarous, fierce, and unbelieving nation, to whose very language they 
were strangers; and this they unanimously agreed was the safest course. In short, they sent 
back Augustine, who had been appointed to be consecrated bishop in case they were 
received by the English, that he might, by humble entreaty, obtain of the Holy Gregory, 
that they should not be compelled to undertake so dangerous, toilsome, and uncertain a 
journey. The pope, in reply, sent them a hortatory epistle, persuading them to proceed in 
the work of the Divine word, and rely on the assistance of the Almighty. The purport of 
which letter was as follows  

"Gregory, the servant of the servants of God, to the servants of our Lord. Forasmuch as it had 
been better not to begin a good work, than to think of desisting from that which has been 
begun, it behooves you, my beloved sons, to fulfill the good work, which, by the help of 
our Lord, you have undertaken. Let not, therefore, the toil of the journey, nor the tongues 
of evil speaking men, after you; but with all possible earnestness and zeal perform that 
which, by God's direction, you have undertaken; being assured, that much labour is 
followed by an eternal reward. When Augustine, your chief, returns, whom we also 



constitute your abbot, humbly obey him in all 
things; knowing, that whatsoever you shall do 
by his direction, will, in all respects, be available 
to your souls. Almighty God protect you with 
his grace, and grant that I may, in the heavenly 
country, see the fruits of your labour. In as much 
as, though I cannot labour with you, I shall 
partake in the joy of the reward, because I am willing to labour. God keep you in safety, 
my most beloved sons. Dated the 23rd of July, in the fourteenth year of the reign of our 
pious and most august lord, Mauritius Tiberius, the thirteenth year after the consulship of 
our said lord."  

CHAPTER XXV  

AUGUSTINE, COMING INTO BRITAIN, FIRST PREACHED IN THE ISLE OF THANET TO KING ETHELBERT, AND HAVING OBTAINED LICENCE, 

ENTERED THE KINGDOM OF KENT, IN ORDER TO PREACH THEREIN. [A.D. 597.]  

AUGUSTINE, thus strengthened by the confirmation of the blessed Father Gregory, 
returned to the work of the word of God, with the servants of Christ, and arrived in 
Britain. The powerful Ethelbert was at that time king of Kent; he had extended his 
dominions as far as the great river Humber, by which the Southern Saxons are divided 
from the Northern. On the east of Kent is the large Isle of Thanet containing according to 
the English way of reckoning, 600 families, divided from the other land by the river 
Wantsum, which is about three furlongs over, and fordable only in two places, for both 
ends of it run into the sea. In this island landed the servant of our Lord, Augustine, and his 
companions, being, as is reported, nearly forty men. They had, by order of the blessed 
Pope Gregory, taken interpreters of the nation of the Franks, and sending to Ethelbert, 
signified that they were come from Rome, and brought a joyful message, which most 
undoubtedly assured to all that took advantage of it everlasting joys in heaven and a 
kingdom that would never end with the living and true God. The king having heard this, 
ordered them to stay in that island where they had landed, and that they should be 
furnished with all necessaries, till he should consider what to do with them. For he had 
before heard of the Christian religion, having a Christian wife of the royal family of the 
Franks, called Bertha; whom he had received from her parents, upon condition that she 
should be permitted to practice her religion 
with the Bishop Luidhard, who was sent with 
her to preserve her faith. Some days after, the 
king came into the island, and sitting in the 
open air, ordered Augustine and his 
companions to be brought into his presence. 
For he had taken precaution that they should 
not come to him in any house, lest, according 
to an ancient superstition, if they practiced 
any magical arts, they might impose upon 
him, and so get the better of him. But they came furnished with Divine, not with magic 
virtue, bearing a silver cross for their banner, and the image of our Lord and Saviour 
painted on a board; and singing the litany, they offered up their prayers to the Lord for the 
eternal salvation both of themselves and of those to whom they were come. When he had 
sat down, pursuant to the king's commands, and preached to him and his attendants there 
present, the word of life, the king answered thus:  "Your words and promises are very fair, 



but as they are new to us, and of uncertain import, I cannot approve of them so far as to 
forsake that which I have so long followed with the whole English nation. But because you 
are come from far into my kingdom, and, as I conceive, are desirous to impart to us those 
things which you believe to be true, and most beneficial, we will not molest you, but give 
you favourable entertainment, and take care to supply you with your necessary 
sustenance; nor do we forbid you to preach and gain as many as you can to your religion." 
Accordingly he permitted them to reside in the city of Canterbury, which was the 
metropolis of all his dominions, and, pursuant to his promise, besides allowing them 
sustenance, did not refuse them liberty to preach. It is reported that, as they drew near to 
the city, after their manner, with the holy cross, and the image of our sovereign Lord and 
King, Jesus Christ, they, in concert, sung this litany: "We beseech Thee, O Lord, in all Thy 
mercy, that thy anger and wrath be turned away from this city, and from the holy house, 
because we have sinned. Hallelujah."  

CHAPTER XXVI  

ST. AUGUSTINE IN KENT FOLLOWED THE DOCTRINE AND MANNER OF LIVING OF THE PRIMITIVE CHURCH, AND 
SETTLED HIS EPISCOPAL SEE IN THE ROYAL CITY. [A.D. 597.]  

As soon as they entered the dwellingplace assigned 
them they began to imitate the course of life practiced 
in the primitive church; applying themselves to 
frequent prayer, watching and fasting; preaching the 
word of life to as many as they could; despising all 
worldly things, as not belonging to them; receiving 
only their necessary food from those they taught; 
living themselves in all respects conformably to what 
they prescribed to others, and being always disposed 
to suffer any adversity, and even to die for that truth 
which they preached. In short, several believed and 
were baptized, admiring the simplicity of their 
innocent life, and the sweetness of their heavenly 
doctrine. There was on the east side of the city a 
church dedicated to the honour of St. Martin, built 
whilst the Romans were still in the island, wherein the 
queen, who, as has been said before, was a Christian, used to pray. In this they first began 
to meet, to sing, to pray, to say mass, to preach, and to baptize, till the king, being 
converted to the faith, allowed them to preach openly, and build or repair churches in all 
places.  

When he, among the rest, induced by the unspotted life of these holy men, and their 
delightful promises, which, by many miracles, they proved to be most certain, believed 
and was baptized, greater numbers began daily to flock together to hear the word, and, 
forsaking their heathen rites, to associate themselves, by believing, to the unity of the 
church of Christ. Their conversion the king so far encouraged, as that he compelled none 
to embrace Christianity, but only showed more affection to the believers, as to his fellow-
citizens in the heavenly kingdom. for he had learned from his instructors and leaders to 
salvation, that the service of Christ ought to be voluntary, not by compulsion. Nor was it 
long before he gave his preachers a settled residence in his metropolis of Canterbury, with 
such possessions of different kinds as were necessary for their subsistence.  



 

CHAPTER XXVII  

ST. AUGUSTINE, BEING MADE BISHOP, SENDS TO ACQUAINT POPE GREGORY WITH WHAT HAD BEEN DONE, AND 
RECEIVES HIS ANSWER TO THE DOUBTS HE HAD PROPOSED TO HIM. [A.D. 597.]  

IN the meantime, Augustine, the man of God, repaired to Arles, and, pursuant to the 
orders received from the holy Father Gregory, was ordained archbishop of the English 
nation, by Ætherius, archbishop of that city. Then returning into Britain, he sent 
Laurentius the priest, and Peter the monk, to Rome, to acquaint Pope Gregory, that the 
nation of the English had received the faith of Christ, and that he was himself made their 
bishop. At the same time, he desired his solution of some doubts that occurred to him. He 
soon received proper answers to his questions which we have also thought fit to insert in 
this, our history. (…) 

Augustine's Second Question.  Whereas the faith is one and the same, why are there 
different customs in different churches? and why is one custom of masses observed in the 
holy Roman church, and another in the Gailican church?  

Pope Gregory answers.  You know, my brother, the custom of the Roman church in which 
you remember you were bred up. But it pleases me, that if you have found anything, 
either in the Roman, or the Gallican, or any other church, which may be more acceptable 
to Almighty God, you carefully make choice of the same, and sedulously teach the church 
of the English, which as yet is new ln the faith, whatsoever you can gather from the several 
churches. For things are not to be loved for the sake of places, but places for the sake of 
good things. Choose, therefore, from every church those things that are pious, religious, 
and upright, and when you have, as it were, made them up into one body, let the minds of 
the English be accustomed thereto.  

 

Augustine's Third Question.  I beseech you to inform me, what punishment must be 
inflicted, if any one shall take anything by stealth from the church?  

Gregory answers.  You may judge, my brother, by the person of the thief, in what manner 
he is to be corrected. For there are some, who, having substance, commit theft; and there 
are others, who transgress in this point through want. Wherefore it is requisite, that some 
be punished in their purses, others with stripes; some with more severity, and some more 
mildly. And when the severity is more, it is to proceed from charity, not from passion; 
because this is done to him who is corrected, that he may not be delivered up to hellfire. 
For it behooves us to maintain discipline among the faithful, as good parents do with their 
carnal children, whom they punish with stripes for their faults, and yet design to make 
those their heirs whom they chastise; and they preserve what they possess for those whom 
they seem in anger to persecute. This charity is, therefore, to be kept in mind, and it 
dictates the measure of the punishment, so that the mind may do nothing beyond the rule 
of reason. You may add, that they are to restore those things which they have stolen from 
the church. But, God forbid, that the church should make profit from those earthly things 
which it seems to lose, or seek gain out of such vanities.  

Augustine's Fifth Question.  O what degree may the faithful marry with their kindred? and 
whether it is lawful for men to marry their stepmother and relations?  



Gregory answers.  A certain worldly law in the Roman commonwealth allows, that the son 
and daughter of a brother and sister, or of two brothers, or two sisters, may be joined in 
matrimony; but we have found, by experience, that no offspring can come of such 
wedlock; and the Divine Law forbids a man to "uncover the nakedness of his kindred." 
Hence of necessity it must be the third or fourth generation of the faithful, that can be 
lawfully joined in matrimony; for the second, which we have mentioned, must altogether 
abstain from one another. To marry with one's stepmother is a heinous crime, because is 
written in the Law, "Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy father": now the son, 
indeed, cannot uncover his father's nakedness; but in regard that it is written, "They shall 
be two in one flesh," he that presumes to uncover the nakedness of his stepmother, who 
was one flesh with his father, certainly uncovers the nakedness of his father. It is also 
prohibited to marry with a sisterinlaw, because by the former union she is become the 
brother's flesh. For which thing also John the Baptist was beheaded, and ended his life in 
holy martyrdom. For, though he was not ordered to deny Christ, and indeed was killed 
for confessing Christ, yet in regard that the same Jesus Christ, our Lord, said, "I am the 
Truth," because John was killed for the truth, be also shed his blood for Christ.  

But forasmuch as there are many of the English, who whilst they were still in infidelity, 
are said to have been joined in this execrable matrimony, when they come to the faith they 
are to be admonished to abstain, and be made to know that this is a grievous sin. Let them 
fear the dreadful judgment of God, lest, for the gratification of their carnal appetites, they 
incur the torments. of eternal punishment. Yet they are not on this account to be deprived 
of the communion of the body and blood of Christ, lest they seem to be punished for those 
things which they did through ignorance before they had received baptism. For at this 
time the Holy Church chastises some things through zeal, and tolerates some through 
meekness, and connives at some things through discretion, that so she may often, by this 
forbearance and connivance, suppress the evil which she disapproves. But all that come to 
the Faith are to be admonished not to do such things. And if any shall be guilty of them, 
they are to be excluded from the communion of the body and blood of Christ. For as the 
offence is, in some measure, to be tolerated in those who did it through ignorance, so it is 
to be strenuously prosecuted in those who do not fear to sin knowingly.  

Nell’immagina la cattedrale di Canterbury 


