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Almighty God,
who didst give thy servant Theodore of Tarsus
gifts of grace and wisdom
to establish unity where there had been division
and order where there had been chaos:
Create in thy church,
we pray thee,
by the operation of the Holy Ghost,
such godly union and concord that it may proclaim,
both by word and example,
the Gospel of the Prince of Peace;
who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Ghost,
one God,
for ever and ever.
Amen.

WHO WAS THEODORE OF TARSUS?
THEODORE OF TARSUS (602-90)
was the
7th Archbishop of Canterbury
from 668 to 690.
By the end of his twenty one years as archbishop,
THEODORE had raised the educational level of the
church, enriched its liturgical and disciplinary life,
established a diocesan structure consonant with the
physical and cultural geography of the land, and had
drawn the Church together through regular national
synods.
His greatest achievement was to adapt the Roman
ideal of a centralized church to English conditions.
His successors maintained his establishment of a
centralized church under the archbishopric of
Canterbury in close alliance with secular rulers.
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WHAT WERE THEODORE’S
MAJOR ACCOMPLISHMENTS?
THEODORE built up the episcopate and
created an organized, united church under
Canterbury. In his primacy monasticism
progressed, the use of charters confirming
land grants grew, and with Adrian, the
Canterbury School flourished, attracting
scholars from far afield.
He had a lasting imprint on the
administration of the English Church,
particularly in his restructuring of its
diocesan system and in the canon laws
which he established.
He gave unity to a Church in tension among
its British, English, and Roman members and
through local synods linked the English
Church to the Byzantine Church.

WHAT WERE THEODORE’S MAJOR ACCOMPLISHMENTS?
In the entertaining and informative Oxford
Dictionary of Saints David Hugh Farmer writes that
THEODORE
was probably the most important archbishop of
Canterbury between Augustine and Lanfranc both for
his organization of the Church in England and as a
scholar and teacher.

Acclaimed church historian and Roman Catholic
priest Newman Charles Eberhardt writes:
St.THEODORE’s influence on the political evolution of
England cannot be overestimated. . .the English
political system, inherited by the United States owes
more to Roman Catholic than to the secular
institutions of the Roman Empire.

WHERE IS THEODORE ON THE
ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY LIST?
Augustine of
Canterbury (early 6th
century-c.604) was a
monk who became the
1st Archbishop
of
Canterbury in the year
597. He is considered
the "Apostle to the
English" and a founder
of the English Church.
Justin Portal Welby (b.1956) is currently the
105th Archbishop of Canterbury.

WHAT WAS THEODORE’S
EASTERN MEDITERANEAN BACKGROUND?
Of Greek descent, THEODORE was born in St.Paul’s native city of
Tarsus in Cilicia (Asia Minor ), a Greek-speaking diocese of the
Byzantine Empire.

WHAT WAS THEODORE’S
EASTERN MEDITERANEAN BACKGROUND?
Persian forces captured Tarsus when THEODORE was 11 or 12
years old, and so he had experience with Persian culture.

It is most likely that he studied at Antioch, the historic home of a
distinctive school of exegesis, of which he was a proponent. The
Syrian city was linked to his native city by a major Roman road, and
so travel was not difficult. There was apparently no school of
advanced studies in Tarsus.
He also knew Syriac culture, language, and literature, and may
even have traveled to Edessa.
When the Muslim conquests reached Tarsus in 637, he left his
native city, if he had not fled earlier, and went to the Byzantine
Empire’s capital of Constantinople.

WHAT WAS THEODORE’S
EASTERN MEDITERANEAN BACKGROUND?
About the time of THEODORE’s
probable
arrival,
Constantinople had as teachers
some of the greatest scholars
in the Greek-speaking world.

There he studied astronomy,
ecclesiastical
computus (calculation of the
date of Easter), medicine,
Roman civil law, Greek rhetoric
and philosophy, and astrology’s
use of the horoscope.

WHAT WAS THEODORE’S ROMAN BACKGROUND?
THEODORE then traveled west to Rome, where he lived with a
community of Eastern monks. At this time, in addition to his
already profound Greek intellectual inheritance, he became
learned in Latin literature, both sacred and secular.
In 649 Pope Martin I (649-55) convened a local council at the
Lateran Palace, a so-called Lateran Council.
But there was a problem in that the 105 bishops present were
mostly Italian and possessed little knowledge of the subtleties of
the Greek terminology which was so crucial to an understanding of
the Monothelite controversy.
The bishops therefore had to rely heavily on the oriental monks
present in Rome to advise them. They turned particularly to the
saintly and learned Maximus and probably THEODORE played an
important advisory role.

HOW DID THEODORE BECOME ARCHBISHOP?
Vitalian, the Bishop of Rome from 657 to 672, surprisingly
chose THEODORE, a learned Greek-speaking monk from
Asia Minor to be England’s archbishop even though he
was not a priest, had never set foot in England, and did
not know its languages.
He was consecrated archbishop of Canterbury in Rome in
late March of 668, and this refugee from Arab invasions
arrived in England in late May 669. THEODORE had
waited four months before beginning his journey, in order
that his hair could grow sufficiently long to adopt the
western clergy’s hairstyle! He now wore the round
(Petrine) tonsure, instead of his characteristically eastern
shaved head (Pauline tonsure).
THEODORE was the third choice for the post after the
unfortunate death from fever of Wigheard, who had
arrived in Rome, to collect the Pallium from Pope Vitalian,
having been selected by the kings Egbert of Kent and
Oswy of Northumbria.

HOW DID THEODORE BECOME ARCHBISHOP?
After Wigheard’s death, the Pope
then offered the post to Adrian, also
spelled Hadrian (born before 637,
died 710), a North African resident of
Italy, who refused the appointment
and recommended as his second
choice his friend THEODORE.
Vitalian accepted his suggestion with
the understanding that Adrian would
accompany THEODORE to England
and make sure he did not introduce
unacceptable Eastern ideas.

When they arrived in England,
THEODORE made his colleague the
abbot of the monastery of Sts.Peter
and
Paul
(afterwards
called
St.Augustine's) at Canterbury.

WHAT WAS ENGLAND LIKE, POLITICALLY AND RELIGIOUSLY?
Decimated by plague and torn with strife
over rival Celtic and Roman customs, the
English Church was in need of strong
leadership. England was not a single
nation but divided into kingdoms like
Kent, Northumberland, and Mercia. The
English church was similarly divided, and
there were disagreements on various
issues, like when to celebrate Easter.
THEODORE was (as Bede put it in
his Ecclesiastical History):
the first archbishop whom all the English
obeyed.

This great English historian wrote of his
episcopacy thus:
never had there been such happy times
as these since the English settled Britain.

WHAT WAS THE STATE OF THE ENGLISH CHURCH?
Two deaths had left the Canterbury see
vacant for five years. Plague had
drastically reduced church leaders and
monastic communities and rekindled
some heathenism. The church lacked
organization and had not achieved the
uniformity and Romanization promised at
the Synod of Whitby in 664.
When THEODORE arrived in Kent in 669,
he was almost seventy. In spite of his age,
he was quite energetic, traveling
throughout England surveying the English
church,
founding
churches,
and
consecrating bishops to fill those sees
which were left vacant for some time by
an outbreak of plague.
Sculpture in a church
in Crawley, West Sussex

HOW DID THEODORE WORK WITH ADRIAN?
After THEODORE made Adrian the abbot of Sts.Peter and Paul Monastery
(afterward named St. Augustine’s), the Byzantine and the North African
created there the internationally renowned Canterbury School. It was
influential in the lives of such brilliant scholars as the celebrated historian
the Venerable Bede and the skilled church architect St.Aldhelm. It even
attracted students from Ireland.
They trained Christians from both the Celtic and the Roman traditions and
did much to unite the two groups. He may have been responsible for the
introduction of the popular Syrian Litany of the Saints, a major liturgical
innovation, into the West.
The archbishop and the abbot provided instruction in both Greek and Latin,
resulting in a "golden age" of scholarship by bringing to Anglo-Saxon
England the cultural heritage of Syria, Byzantium, and Rome.
THEODORE taught sacred music and his writings on such diverse subjects
as canon law, penitential literature, liturgy, and Latin rhythmical verse
reveal a unique personality.

HOW DID THEODORE WORK WITH HIS CLERGY?
In 672 THEODORE called the Synod of Hereford to
institute reforms concerning the proper calculation of
Easter, episcopal authority, itinerant monks, the regular
convening of subsequent synods, marriage and
prohibitions of consanguinity, and other matters. With five
bishops represented, not only was this the first church
council in England, it was the first assembly of any kind
attended by representatives from all over the country. The
Synod agreed to the establishment of annual synods. In
the main these were largely concerned with order and
discipline.
In 679 he convened another synod at Hatfield, with twelve
bishops represented, to maintain the purity of Orthodox
doctrine and to condemn the heresy of Monothelitism. He
firmly asserted the fundamental theological under-pinning
of church life at the synod, which affirmed the
commitment of all the bishops to the decisions of the five
Ecumenical Councils: Nicaea 325, Constantinople 381,
Ephesus 431, Chalcedon 451, and Constantinople 553.

HOW DID THEODORE WORK WITH HIS CLERGY?
The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms followed natural boundaries, influenced by
the pre-existing Roman provinces and the old Celtic kingdoms. A
diocesan boundary was often equal to the kingdom’s boundary.
THEODORE’s policy was to divide these enormous dioceses so that their
bishops could give better pastoral attention to their people and to create
new dioceses for the peoples on the borders of the main kingdoms, such
as the Picts in the north and the Hwicce of the Severn valley.
His strategy was to await political developments, so that his potentially
explosive policy could be implemented with the maximum chance of
success, and then to act quickly and decisively.
The opportunity to divide Northumbria arose in 678, when king Egfrid
expelled bishop Wilfrid. THEODORE immediately consecrated two
bishops, one for Deira with his seat in York, and the other for Bernicia to
be ruled from Hexham or Lindisfarne.
The same year he created the new see of Lindsey, recently won by Egfrid
from the Mercians, and in 681 he appointed a bishop for the southern
Picts.

HOW DID THEODORE WORK WITH HIS CLERGY?
By subdividing overly large dioceses,
THEODORE
bypassed
the
identification of a temporal kingdom
with a diocese and thereby helped
to free ecclesial life from secular
interference. He was nevertheless
careful not to have a diocese
spreading across more than one
kingdom, something which would
have created unnecessary friction.
He centered each dioceses on a city
or major center, and in so doing
reverted to an older, more
traditional church practice.

Replacing the earlier mission
stations, he also laid the
foundations of the parochial
Stone medallion of THEODORE, west facade of organization that still obtains in the
English Church.
Westminster Roman Catholic Cathedral

HOW DID THEODORE HELP TO UNIFY THE ENGLISH CHURCH?
While being strict in doctrine and keeping of church canons,
THEODORE was flexible with regard to customs. It was only under his
leadership that the English, Celtic, and Roman Christians really united
in Britain.
Three factors helped him to achieve this.
(1) As someone from a culture not represented in Britain, he was less
likely to be held in suspicion as preferring per se the Celtic, English, or
Roman parties.
(2) His life in various cities of the eastern Mediterranean and Rome had
exposed him to a wide variety of cultures, and this saved him from
absolutizing the customs of any one people.

(3) He had that wisdom and discernment which comes more easily with
age–he was sixty-six when he arrived in England.

HOW DID THEODORE WORK
WITH THE SECULAR AUTHORITIES?

In 678 THEODORE helped settle relations between King Æthelred,
the pious and devout Christian king of Mercia and Ecgfrith (also
spelled Egfrith), the king of Northumbria, whom Æthelred had
defeated in battle near the River Trent. Ecgfrith’s brother, Aelfwine,
was slain on this occasion.
At THEODORE’s request, Æthelred agreed to pay a wergild for the
Northumbrian prince. The archbishop’s intervention prevented the
escalation of the war and resulted in peace between the two
kingdoms.

WHERE IS THEODORE’S BODY BURIED?
THEODORE died in London in 690 at the age of 88, having held the
archbishopric for 22 years. His epitaph, as quoted by the Venerable
Bede, says in part:
A great high priest was he, the church’s head,
Who in sound doctrine his disciples fed.

The original position of THEODORE’s grave would have been near the
altar in the church of Sts.Peter and Paul in what came to be called
St.Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury.

Gravesite of THEODORE
at St. Augustine's Abbey, Canterbury

