
 MONKS ON THE MOVE1 

Were the Celtic Christians a Missional Community? 

“a congregation needs to learn from the long and varied history of the Church as an 
organization. It can discover models that bear imitation. It may learn as well from the 

missional and organizational failures of the communion of saints.”2 

 

“tradition: not as the tyranny of the dead but as a living body of wisdom”3 

 

“the southern Picts, who dwell on this side of those mountains, had, it is said, long before 
forsaken the errors of idolatry, and received the true faith”4 

 

 In this paper my intention is to investigate to what extent we can truly consider the 

Celtic Church, dominant in Britain and Ireland during the 6th – 12th centuries, as a “missional 

community”5. This question has particular relevance for my own congregation in that its 

origins undoubtedly date from the Celtic period. We know, for example, that by the late 10th 

century there was an extensive monastic settlement of the Culdees6 on the site occupied by 

today’s late 12th century Cathedral. If we can prove that the Celts were at least in some ways 

                                                            
1 I am indebted to Dr. Ian Bradley for his suggestion of this as a possible film title for Christian Life in Britain 
during the so‐called “dark ages”;  Ian Bradley Colonies of Heaven (London, Darton, Longman & Todd, 2000) 
p.198 
2 Lois Barrett editor Missional Church : a vision for the sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids : 
Wm Eerdmans, 1998) p.247 
3 Diana Butler Bass & Joseph Stewart‐Sicking From Nomads to Pilgrims (Herndon, VA : The Alban Institute, 
2006)  p.2 
4 The Venerable Bede Ecclesiastical History of England transl. A.M. Seller (London : George Bell & Sons, 1907) 
p.167 
5 A good definition of what exactly is a missional community is to be found in chapter 6 of Missional Church, 
edt. Barrett ibid. “not formed solely by human intentions…..but instead by God’s empowering presence” p.142 
6 From the Gaelic  Celi Dei meaning servants or clients of God. Donald Meek in his The Quest for Celtic 
Christianity 2nd edt. (Haddington, Handsel Press, 2010)  p. 107 suggests that the Culdees in Scotland had their 
origins in a reforming movement within Celtic Christianity in the late 8th century. Further Peter O’Dwyer in his 
article “Celtic Monks and Culdee Reform” in An Introduction to Celtic Christianity edt. Jas Mackey (Edinburgh, 
T&T Clark, 1995) p. 141, points to Maelruain’s foundation of the monastery at Tallaght in 774 as the true 
foundation of the Culdees. This would accord with a late 8th century date for Brechin. 



missional Christians, then this has the potential to say a great deal to today’s congregation 

and to shape tomorrow’s Church. 

PRELIMINARY CAUTIONS! 

 Before beginning my analysis, a number of preliminaries have to be laid out. Firstly, 

we must be extremely cautious when we speak rather sweepingly of “The” Celtic Church. 

Unlike the Roman Church which succeeded it, it was never a uniform or homogenous entity. 

There was not one Celtic Church, but indeed several! Variations were commonplace both in 

terms of geographical location and historical settings. Even within Brechin it is likely that the 

original Celtic wattle and daub chapel of the 7th or 8th century was a very different entity from 

the Celtic “great monastery” which King Kenneth MacMalcolm II consecrated to the Lord 

circa 990. Donald Meek in his book The Quest for Celtic Christianity is at pains to point this 

out: “The Celtic churches which functioned in Britain and Ireland before 1100 varied in the 

manner in which they practised the faith, and there was no single regulatory body to impose a 

common identity.”7 Indeed, very often, allegiances were locally based, perhaps to the founder 

of the house or to the current abbot. As I will argue later, this divergence of practise in itself 

within Celtic Christianity may indeed be a strong marker of missional Christianity. 

 Our second cautionary caveat is that manuscript evidences of “Celtic Christianity” are 

scanty at best. The Celts maintained their historical record largely by oral, storytelling means. 

Much has been lost and what does exist is either written by later hagiographers (as in the case 

of Adomnan’s Life of Columba) or by those whose motive it was to further the notion of 

Roman primacy following the Synod of Whitby in 664 (as in the case of Bede). 

Unfortunately, as Churchill noted, history is too often written by the victors. 

                                                            
7 Meek ibid. p.107 



 All this said, somehow Celtic Christianity has never really died or gone away. A 

latent folk memory seems to persist about its practices, even amongst Church of Scotland 

congregations such as my own. Sometimes that memory can be faulty or erroneous and 

Donald Meek particularly urges us to exercise caution when comparing modern “Celtic” 

Christian movements such as the Iona Community or the Northumbrian community with 

ancient Celtic Christianity. 

 We must be cautious too in the comparison between Celtic Christianity and 

“missional Christianity”. “Missional Christianity” is a term and idea that has emerged in the 

late 20th century. Our times, context and our understandings are very different from those of 

our forebears in the faith. And yet, this said, there is a timelessness underlying the gospel. 

The Bible the Celtic Christians read and sought to interpret is the same scriptural witness we 

seek to understand in our day. While clearly there are many differences between our age and 

theirs, there are (as hopefully we will discover) many similarities also. 

 So when we are looking at the Celtic Christians as “missional”, what sort of missional 

practices might we be looking for? In other words, what is a missional congregation? 

A useful guideline for this is to be found in Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the 

Church in North America: 

1. The Scriptures function authoritatively in the formation of the churches’ 
structures. 

2. The church’s catholicity demands a necessary cultural diversity for its structures. 
3. The local particular community is the basic missional structure of the Church.8 

Based upon these theological precepts, we might want to assert that a truly missional 

community is one in which it is gathered together in discipleship formation in order to be sent 

out into the world as witnesses. And we see this constant twin pilgrim motif of coming 

                                                            
8 Barrett edt. Ibid. p.222 



together and sending out throughout the missional literature. As Darrell Guder puts it in his 

article on Christological formation:  

“gospel is not to be understood as merely an abstract set of doctrines about Christ. It is as 

much the encounter with the lived reality of Jesus Christ as he calls people to be his disciples 

and sends them as his apostolic witnesses.”9 

MISSIONAL ANALYSIS 

 In what ways therefore might we consider the Celtic Christians as “missional”? 

I intend to consider this under the four Nicene marks, as reversed by Dr. Guder in his helpful 

article “The Nicene marks in a post-Christendom Church”10 : 

1. APOSTOLIC 

2. CATHOLIC 

3. HOLY 

4. ONE 

THE CELTS AS APOSTOLIC CHRISTIANS: 

 In his article on “The Nicene marks in a post-Christendom Church” Darrell Guder is 

at pains to point out that we should understand “apostolic” not necessarily in the historical 

sense of succession of our ministry from the apostles (as with the Roman Catholic and 

Anglican orders) but rather in the sense of being a community of faith that sends out, in 

witness, to the world. So in what sense did the Celtic Christians adopt this model of sending 

out? 
                                                            
9 Darrell Guder “The Christological formation of Missional Practice” in Stuart George Hall, edt. Jesus Christ 
Today : Studies of Christology in various contexts : Proceedings of the Academie international des Sciences 
Religieuses  (Berlin, Walter de Gruyter, 2009) p.333 
10 Darrell Guder “The Nicene Marks in a post Christendom Church” in Charles Wiley, Kevin Park & Darrell Guder 
Bearing the Marks of the Church occasional paper of the Office of Theology & Worship (Louisville : 
Presbyterian Church USA, 2006) p.21 ‐ 35 



 It is certainly true in the modern era that Columba is credited with the conversion of 

much of Scotland. Yet, both Bradley and Meek caution against viewing him as the “Apostle 

of Scotland”. For one thing, Ninian was here first! Ninian’s mission circa 398 precedes 

Columba’s by nearly two hundred years. More than that, while we cannot say with any 

certainty how it originated, it does appear likely to have been more a “sending out” by Rome 

than a “sending out” within the Celtic ecclesial framework. Bede comments in his history that 

the southern Picts11 had: 

long before forsaken the errors of idolatry, and received the true faith by the 
preaching of bishop Ninias, a most reverend and holy man of the British nation, who 
had been regularly instructed at Rome in the faith and mysteries of truth; whose 
episcopal see, named after St. Martin the bishop and famous for a church dedicated to 
him….and is commonly called the White House (Candida Casa) because he there 
built a church of stone, which was not usual among the Britons.12 

Ninian’s mission is odd in a number of ways: he was instructed from Rome, not locally; the 

dedication of his Church is to St. Martin of Tours, a continental saint; and, most incredibly, 

the Church building is constructed of white stone. All of this at least seems to point to the 

gospel being an “alien” culture imposed somehow upon the local Pictish peoples. In any case, 

Ninian’s mission seems to have lacked any permanence and by the time of Columba’s 

mission had petered out, thus resulting in the Iona missions having to go over at least some of 

the same ground two centuries later. 

 The second reason why we must be cautious in seeing Columba as an “apostle” is that 

he simply would not have had the time. Bradley points out that Columba’s ministry seems to 

have oscillated between withdrawal in prayer & meditation on various Hebridean islands and 

receiving visitors to Iona who sought him out as a kind of oracle of wisdom. To be sure, he 

                                                            
11 Probably those south of the Grampian mountains, John Duke in particular speculates that this means the 
tribes north of the Forth‐Clyde valley but south of the Grampians, if so, Brechin might have be included in the 
Ninian mission 
12 Bede ibid. p.167 (italics mine) 



did undertake a number of pilgrim journeys within Scotland13 , but he simply cannot be 

credited personally with the large number of Church foundations (over three hundred 

according to some estimates) attributed to him. It just is not physically possible given the 

transport difficulties of the time. What seems much more likely is that Iona acted as a 

springboard for missions to the rest of Scotland by other monks. It is thus entirely possible 

that sometime during the mid-7th century one of these Iona mission bands came to Brechin 

and set up a chapel here. So the Celts did “send out” from Iona and might thus be considered 

“apostolic” in our missional measurement. But why did the monks go out from Iona? Was it 

indeed, as we might think, in faithful response to the dominical command at the Ascension to 

“be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”14 ? 

Or might there be a more worldly reason? 

 John Finney acknowledges in his book Recovering the past – Celtic and Roman 

mission that there was a strong wanderlust within the psyche of the Celtic peoples. Finney 

also points out that this pilgrim ethos was not always for pure, spiritual motives! St. Benedict 

for one did not approve of the Celtic perigrinati15, describing them disparagingly as 

gyrovagi16and complaining that they left monasteries without the abbot’s permission for a 

sense of adventure and were often found sponging food and lodgings off other monasteries 

that they encountered on their travels. Clearly, some of the Celtic monks were guilty in this 

regard, yet as Finney duly acknowledges:  

The Celts saw movement as the essence of the gospel. Their travels may have been 
partly due to an innate wanderlust or a social context which was less rooted in 
geography than in tribal loyalties, but there was a basic understanding that evangelism 
is linked with a thrust from an area of safety into a potentially dangerous world. 

                                                            
13 Most notably to King Brude, where Columba reputedly encountered and saw off the Loch Ness monster! See 
Adonman’s Life of Columba Richard Sharpe  edt.  (London : Penguin, 1995) 
14 Acts of the Apostles 1:8 (New International Version) 
15 Literally “wanderers” 
16 Literally “gadabouts” 



Today’s Church often wants mission without movement, and it becomes no more than 
a polite request to the world to come and hear the gospel. 17 

Whether the motives of the perigrinati were pure or not, what cannot be denied is that these 

monks went into the villages and hamlets throughout Scotland in the name of Christ and 

through their witness in living alongside the local population many came to the faith, more by 

osmosis than by dramatic conversion. In that sense, they were true apostles. 

 In Brechin, for example, as late as the mid-13th century, the Cathedral chapter 

reflected the old Sarum model whereby the chapter was made up of prebends rather than 

secular canons. These prebends, whilst fulfilling particular offices within Cathedral life, also 

went out into the nearby parishes18 surrounding Brechin for the purposes of bringing the 

ordinances of Christian religion to the people.19 All this points to the fact, that as late as pre-

Reformation Scotland, Brechin still had the dying vestiges of a Celtic model whereby the 

clergy were at least “sent out” in some sense. 

 Darrell Guder points though to another element within an “apostolic” Nicene mark, 

that of scriptural formation of the Christian community: “The scriptures work in the Church 

as God’s chosen instrument for the continuing formation of communities to be faithful to 

their vocation.”20 Here the Celtic Christians appear on much stronger ground. As Bradley 

states in Colonies of Heaven we need only consider such illuminated manuscripts as the Book 

of Kells21, to realise that scripture played a huge part in the life of the Celtic monastic 

settlements. Columba himself was saturated in scripture and such writings as we have that are 

attributable to him reflect all too clearly his deep reliance upon the Psalms. 

                                                            
17 John Finney Recovering the Past : Celtic and Roman Mission (London : Darton, Longman & Todd, 1996) p.66 
18 Parishes still endowing prebends at the Cathedral as late as the C15th include Lethnot (1384) Glenbervie 
(1422) & Finavon (1474) 
19 Walter W.Coats A Short History of Brechin Cathedral (Brechin : Black & Johnston, 1903) p.14 & R.G.Cant 
“Cathedral Life in Medieval Scotland” in Society of Friends of Brechin Cathedral Book II (1949) p.4 
20 Guder “Nicene marks” ibid. p.258 
21 The book probably originated on Iona post‐Columba but ended up in the Abbey of Kells for safe keeping due 
to the Viking raids of the 9th century. Today it is housed in Trinity College, Dublin. 



 It is natural therefore to assume in the case of Brechin that it would have had a 

dedicated Scriptorium where scripture was studied and copied. We also know that the bishop 

of Brechin’s library (the contents of which are sadly now lost) was one of the finest in the 

Scotland of its time. Learning and devotion to the scriptures formed the beating heart of the 

Celtic monastery. Thus Hunter can clarify that spiritual formation was not for the sole benefit 

of the monastic community but rather: “to bless others – within and beyond the 

Church….formation is for the sake of ministry and mission.”22 So it seems to be the case (to 

continue the sending out motif) that monks from the Cathedral went into people’s homes to 

teach them rudimentary prayers and scripture passages. We shall return to this in the next 

section on the contextualisation of the faith. 

 One final word on the apostolic dimension of Celtic Christianity must be mentioned 

in relation to the bishop. While the abbot had responsibility for the maintenance and running 

of the ecclesiastical establishment, the bishop had an evangelical role of going out into the 

communities to proclaim the gospel. Finney comments: “The bishops…..above all were the 

leaders of evangelistic missions into the surrounding countryside”23 In the case of Brechin 

this again reflects even in later history where the bishop, as well as presiding over the 

Cathedral chapter, was always also the parish priest for the town. A unique situation, I 

believe, in the whole of British Medieval Christendom! However, again, we must set this role 

of the bishop in its context. Whether the bishop’s more apostolic role within the community 

emerged as a result of a deliberate choice by the Celtic churches, or whether (as Meek for one 

claims) it was simply the ecclesial outworking of the tribal culture of the time whereby the 

chieftain travelled around his lands, is difficult to definitely determine these many centuries 

later. 

                                                            
22 George G. Hunter III The Celtic way of Evangelism – How Christianity can reach the West….again 10th 
Anniversary edt. (Nashville : Abingdon Press, 2010, Kindle edition)  loc.1695 
23 Finney ibid. p. 55 



THE CELTS AS CATHOLIC CHRISTIANS: 

 In this section, as with the one on apostolic Christians, we must be careful of our 

terminology. Drawing upon the insights of Hunsberger, Newbigin and Lamin Sanneh, 

Missional theologians argue that the Church is truly Catholic, not in its uniformity, but where 

it truly “enfranchises the indigenous voice”24. In other words, as Guder argues in his “Nicene 

marks” essay, the gospel must be translatable into every culture and contextualised within it. 

This contextualisation marks its catholicity or universality. The holon or centre for the kat 

holon thus becomes not the structural uniformity of the Church but rather the “common 

ground is the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ”.25 

 Here, as George Hunter III shows in The Celtic Way of Evangelism, the Celtic Church 

has much to teach us about contextualisation of the gospel: 

The Celtic Christian movement did not impose one establishment-certified 
institutionalized expression of Christianity everywhere; they implemented the 
principle of “indigenous” Christianity before we knew what to call it, and the 
movement seems to have adapted to local cultures everywhere.26 

One very obvious example of the contextualisation of the Christian gospel is in the use of 

standing crosses. The pagan Celts had worshipped at standing stones and the Celtic monks 

simply “christianised” these by adding Christian symbolism and carvings to some of them.27 

Equally, the use of former pagan shrines as the site of Christian churches is a good example 

of a contextualisation process. In Brechin it is very likely, given that the Cathedral is situated 

above a burn, with oak trees nearby, that it was probably a druidic site in pagan times. So too, 

                                                            
24 Lamin O Sanneh Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture no. 13 as quoted in Benjamin 
Conner Practicing Witness : A missional vision of Christian practices (Grand Rapids : Wm Eerdmans, 2011, 
Kindle edt.) location 171 
25 Guder “Nicene marks” ibid. p. 29 
26 Hunter ibid. loc. 1772 
27 One of the most famous is the St. Oran cross on Iona which dates from c. 8th century, recently renovated by 
Historic Scotland. The Cathedral at Brechin contains the famous Aldbar cross which is likely to be of a mid‐11th 
century date.  



as we have noted, the monks went into people’s homes to teach them prayers, both blessings 

and curses! The pagan Celtic culture had a blessing or curse for almost all of daily life, from 

a cow that will not yield its milk to a fire that needs kindled. The Celtic Christians continued 

in this mode, often basing such blessings (and curses) upon the Triune model and certainly in 

the vernacular tongue. 

 Yet, we must be cautious. While worship in the homes of the Celtic Christian was 

conducted in the vernacular, with scripture as its underpinning (the Biblical stories replacing 

the Viking sagas round the winter fires), monastic worship remained cut-off from the rest of 

society. It was both other-worldly and counter-cultural in many respects; conducted in Latin, 

with only the monastic choristers taking part and with little or no participation by the lay 

people, except as observers on high and holy days. The gospels too were always written and 

read in Latin, the “universal” tongue of the Church. And the Celts were as guilty as later 

missionaries of mass baptisms, based upon the whim of the local ruler rather than the 

conversion of the people by personal decision. 

Even so, the Celts did get alongside the folk in the villages and decisions for Christ 

were made upon assimilation of belief rather than forced conversion in many cases. In noting 

the heterogenetic nature of the Celtic Church in my introduction, this may largely have been 

caused by the tribal culture of the time and the need for a locally contextualised Christianity 

is very much in accord with modern missional thinking.  

Thus Hunter summarises nicely the contextualisation of the gospel by the Celts : 

The Celtic Christian movement often built chapels on or near the grove, the well, or 
the hill that had served as a site for the primal religion. The sacred site would often 
retain its former name or reminiscent name. Celtic Christianity often retained and 
Christianized some of the prior religion’s holy days, festivals, and ceremonies, 



thereby grafting the new onto the old. Christian priests and monks often wore clothing 
or hairstyle reminiscent of the people’s former priests.28 

Given the clear contextualisation of the gospel by the Celtic Christians, I would contend that 

they were “catholic” in the missional sense. However John Dowden, a former bishop of 

Edinburgh, cautions us about variations in the Celtic Church in his helpful book The Celtic 

Church in Scotland: “On the great fundamental doctrines of the Christian creed there is no 

reason to suppose that any of the Celtic churches varied from the faith of the Church 

catholic.”29 As we see from the issues of tonsure style and the date of Easter that arose from 

the Synod of Whitby in 664, the variations of the Celts from the Romans was in their 

practices rather than any divergence in fundamental doctrine itself and may well have been as 

a result of the contextualisation of the gospel30. 

THE CELTS AS HOLY CHRISTIANS: 

 Guder defines holiness in his “Nicene marks of the Church”:  

“not so much related to salvation, as evidence of savedness, as it is to vocation, as formation 

for obedience…..Holiness has therefore to do with fitness for service, with usableness for 

God’s mission.”31 Within Celtic Christianity, the hagiographers may here (rather oddly 

perhaps) come to our aid! For the tales of the great saints such as Patrick, Columba and Aidan 

point to their role as our mentors, our guides in the faith. In his article “Missional 

Hermeneutics: the Missional Vocation of the Congregation” Darrell Guder employs the terms 

                                                            
28 Hunter ibid. location 1534 ‐38 
29 John Dowden The Celtic Church in Scotland (London, SPCK, 1894) p.209 
30 Some scholars, notably James Mackey in An Introduction to Celtic Christianity edt. Jas Mackey (Edinburgh, 
T&T Clark, 1995), contend that the Celts gave greater weight to the gospel of John and from his timings of the 
crucifixion given in John 19:14, this gave rise to the date divergence for Easter ‐ the irony being that the dating 
of Easter in John’s gospel may well have arisen out of the church context in which the gospel writer was 
himself writing. 
31 Guder “Nicene Marks” ibid. p. 31 



mimesis (worthy imitation) and phroenesis (missional like mindedness).32 Drawing upon 

Philippians 1:2733, Guder urges truly missional congregations to be Christ’s letter to the 

world and that other Christians can assist us in “missional apprenticeship”. These exemplars 

are to be “personal examples of Christian life and action”.34 It would seem that many of the 

Celtic saints, despite the exaggerations of the hagiographers, would be excellent exemplars in 

walking the way of Christ Jesus. We find, for example Adomnan in his Life of Columba, 

Columba not only consorting with and crowning kings but ministering to the poor and getting 

alongside the farmer as the great saint assists in the gathering of the harvest. 

 Further, the monastic communities formed by the Celtic Christians, had far less stress 

upon being centres where monks could work out their own personal salvation, and were far 

more concerned to be centres of service and spiritual life for the world. Hospitality was a key 

Celtic practice, the guest hall being by far the largest and most comfortable of the buildings 

within the monastic enclosure. The monks themselves engaged not simply in study and 

devotion but also physical labour. Columba himself reputedly was very protective of his 

vegetable garden which fed the monks on Iona; all this points to the usability for mission of 

which Guder speaks.  

 The Celtic Christians also laid a far greater stress upon the goodness of creation and 

the wonder of the incarnation than did their Roman counterparts. 35 And this Celtic 

incarnational stress chimes in nicely with another aspect of missional thinking, that of being, 

doing and saying. Guder again: “Every dimension of their (community) life is to be an 

                                                            
32 Darrell Guder “Missional Hermeneutics: the Missional Vocation of the Congregation” in Mission Focus : 
Annual Review (2007) Vo. 15, p.141 
33 Paul writes : “Whatever happens, conduct yourself in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (New 
International Version) 
34 Guder “Missional Hermeneutics : the Missional Vocation of the Congregation” ibid. p.141 
35 John Finney for one ponders whether it was this stress on God’s good creation that may have led to 
accusations of Pelagianism against the British Church by their continental opponents. Finney is fairly scathing 
in his valuation of Augustine whom he believes betrayed the incarnational value of the Christian gospel by 
making humanity appear so depraved, perhaps a rather sweeping judgement? 



expression, an outworking of their calling. I have defined this theology of witness as a matter 

of being, doing and saying.”36 It is very clear from the evidence of their practices that there 

was congruence between what the Celtic Christians said, did and were in themselves. They 

took their faith seriously and were keen to share it, not simply in verbal testimony to the 

people, but in living beside them and amongst them and showing their Christ-like behaviour 

to them.  

Yet there is one major sour note: for all their witnessing, there were very few Celtic 

martyrs. While the Celtic saints were prepared to confront and challenge the druidic priests 

(often engaging them in spiritual battle) they were much less keen to offend the King or the 

civil powers. Preferring instead to show how useful Christianity could be in the governance 

of the kingdoms, particularly in the bringing of the power of writing and learning. Bradley for 

one is tempted not to condemn them too greatly for this lack, if lack it is. Bradley states that 

they were both culturally and counter-culturally driven and thus perhaps are all Christians. He 

states: “many of the monasteries in the British Isles were intensely involved in the affairs of 

the world….as well as being places of withdrawal and sanctuary.”37 We must also of course 

recall that many of the Celtic spiritual leaders (including Columba) were of royal lineage and 

these strong ties of kinship between Church and State may have reduced considerably the 

danger of martyrdom. 

It must also be stated (as John Dowden for one is quick to do) that while the Culdees 

“probably originated in an attempt to aim at the higher perfections of an ascetic life”38 by the 

mid to late 13th century many of them, most notoriously the Culdees of St. Andrews, had 

fallen into great laxity. In their decadence, John Duke declares, they “were married, held 

                                                            
36 Guder “Missional Hermeneutics : the Missional vocation of the congregation” ibid. p.137 
37 Bradley ibid. p. 11 
38 Dowden ibid. p. 206 



property, and transmitted church endowments to their children.”39 Sadly, Brechin was not 

immune to such laxity. Many charters of this same period point to endowments and 

properties given to the Culdees and, it seems, by this period the office of abbot/bishop had 

become hereditary in nature. The Culdees certainly began life “walking worthily” and 

holding all goods in common, but their later history reflects a growing interaction with 

worldly power and possessions. 

THE CELTS AND ONE CHURCH: 

 And so we come to the conclusion of Guder’s reversed Nicene marks: unity and 

oneness. Guder comments that “the oneness emerges out of our grappling with the task of 

living worthy of our calling……the diverse forms of witness and of the organized Church are 

to be perceived and experienced in the world as testifying to the same Jesus Christ”40. In 

other words, the oneness comes from all that has gone before in terms of apostolicity, 

universality and sacredness; it is not, as Constantine the Great had it, the pre-requisite for all 

else. The source of our unity is Jesus. 

 I want at this stage to point to an aspect of Celtic Christianity which is very strong and 

also echoes a stress too in missional theology: eschatology, for this suggests not just a unity 

of the church visible, but also with the church invisible. In the Missional Church the 

comment is made: “a community with its origins in the gospel is an eschatological 

community of salvation”41 This is because a community of faith is truly rooted in the gospel. 

The “scriptural formation”, of which Guder speaks, declares the resurrection of Jesus as the 

in-breaking of God’s reign and the consummation of that reign as the goal towards which the 
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Church is moving. For the Church “the reign of God is its beginning and its foundation”42 

Guder goes further in his article “Walking Worthily: Missional leadership after Christendom” 

as he views the missional community as a parable of the kingdom, for “it shows the watching 

world what the kingdom of God is like”43 

 The Celtic Christians were extremely aware that they were living in an eschatological 

kingdom. For them spiritual warfare with dark powers was a daily occurrence. The druidic 

religion was not simply false it was perverse, based upon evil powers and dark forces that 

threaten to obscure the light of the gospel truth. Much of the Celtic hymnody and devotional 

material that has come down to us well reflects this theme. The use of charm prayers to ward 

off evil spirits is another excellent example of this strong Celtic eschatological emphasis.  

For the Celts, they were one Church, yes in the usual sense of union with their brothers and 

sisters throughout the known world, but more than that, with the saints of the past who were 

witnesses for them and with all those Christians who were still unborn. For example, prayers 

to Columba himself, both in his lifetime and after his death were commonplace:  

“They (the monks) had been accustomed to invoke him even during his lifetime in times of 

need, when they were absent from him in distant places; it never occurred to them that he 

would cease to help them after he had passed into an unseen world.”44 Indeed, the Celts 

viewed certain earthly places, particularly Iona and Lindisfarne, as “thin places” where the 

glory of heaven broke through into the grey of this world, as George MacLeod of Fuinary put 

it. For the Celts, it was this present and yet still to come reign of God which was the 

touchstone of their oneness and unity. Eschatology was part and parcel of their lives and their 

missions; it played a hugely important role in their motivations. 
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CONCLUSION 

 We have thus in this paper examined the historical evidence, such as we can glean, as 

to whether the Celtic Christians were a “missional community” and we have structured our 

evidence around the reverse Nicene marks of the Church, as outlined by Darrell Guder. 

Clearly, as I said at the outset, it is perhaps dangerous to attribute a modern theological term 

to an ancient strand within the Church. And yet, I would contend that mission was very much 

at the heart of what drove and motivated these ancient Christians. They laid great stress on 

the contextualisation of the gospel, as Missional Theology does. Scripturally formed 

communities were seen within the monastic communities. The movement of pilgrimage, 

rather than the stasis of maintenance, was a key Celtic theme. Their stress was upon 

community and how that community reflected the gospel, rather than the individualism of 

salvation. In a true sense they were “apostles”. 

Of course, as with any era in the life of the Church, they too lived life as broken, 

failed disciples. Sometimes their life did not reflect the gospel ethos, as with the gyrovagi and 

the later laxity of discipline in the Culdees.  

Were the Celtic Christians missionally formed? My contention is that they were. 

However, perhaps as with all Christians, this was more by the grace of God than any human 

will or plan on the part of the Celts. Maybe they, more than the Roman Christians, followed 

their gospel instincts? If this is indeed so, then one might argue that it is our history, 

especially our Celtic history, which gives hope to today’s Church as we struggle in our own 

time and context. 

 

 



 

“the Celtic Christian movement that won the West….has shown us many ways for reaching 
the West for a third time – if we have the eyes to see and if we can rediscover  

that lost people matter to God.” 45 

 

“Alone with none but Thee, O God, 

I journey on my way; 

What need I fear when Thou art near, 

O King of night and day? 

More safe am I within thy hand 

Than if a host round me did stand.”46 

                                                            
45 Hunter ibid. loc. 2164 
46 Attributed to St. Columba, Church Hymnary (3rd edition; Oxford University Press, 1973) no.398 


