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Pilgrimage to Canterbury 

Homily of Mgr Keith Newton 

St Augustine of Canterbury  

13th July 2019 

 

Because of time constraints I was told not to preach but I do want to say just a 

few words as we begin this pilgrimage.   It was, of course, Pope St Gregory the 

Great who sent the prior from his monastery of St Andrew on the Coelian Hill 

to lead the mission from Rome to the English and it is Gregory, and not 

Augustine himself, who bears the title Apostle of the English. 

 

St Gregory was greatly concerned with both the state of the empire and the 

Church even before he was called to the Petrine office.   The empire was 

overrun with barbarians and some countries which had been Christian were 

being lost to paganism.   England was a place where such a situation reigned.  

Christianity had been pushed to the edges of Britain though it was not 

obliterated as the presence of St Martin’s Church in Canterbury testifies.   But 

devotion to the false gods of Northern Europe was taking hold.   So Gregory 

was moved when he came across the handsome Anglian boys in the Forum and 

decided that sooner or later missionaries must be sent to their country.   The 

words of today’s gospel must have weighed heavy in his heart  

 

The harvest is rich but the labourers are few so ask the Lord of the Harvest to 

send labourers into his harvest (Matt 9:35-37) 

 

Gregory himself made a number of failed attempts to arrange a mission to 

England but when he became pope he was able to fulfil that missionary dream 
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by sending Augustine and his confreres, since the mission of St Augustine had 

been formed in Pope Gregory’s mind many years before.  

 

The situation is perhaps not so very different today, by virtue of our baptism and 

confirmation we are called to be missionaries, or missionary disciples, of which 

Pope Francis often speaks, that is to continue the Mission of Christ passed on to 

his disciples and to us but we do so to what is sometimes called a post Christian 

world.  Like the England to which St Augustine arrived, Christianity is not 

unknown but is being pushed to the peripheries of public life and has become 

of matter of personal opinion. Though many still pay lip service to the Christian 

faith, for most part people have forgotten what it is all about.   Even the basic 

tenets of the Christin faith elude many.   Like St Paul in the first reading we have 

been entrusted with the Good News of Jesus;  that is our solemn task.  May the 

prayers of St Gregory and St Augustine help us to proclaim it. 
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