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CHRISTIAN CHURCH ORIGINS IN BRITAIN

by Laurence Gardner

[Including primary reference sources]



Introduction

It is generally promoted by the Christian churches that the formalized religion based on the

model of Jesus emerged from the teachings of Peter and Paul in Rome, but there is nothing in

the Vatican Archive, nor in any historical record, to substantiate this premise.

The New Testament Acts of the Apostles relate that, following two years of confinement in

Caesarea on a charge of incitement, St Paul was taken under guard to Rome in the year AD

60.1 He was placed under house arrest prior to his appearance before the Senate tribunal, and

then imprisoned in AD 62. Following that event, there is no further record of his life, and it is

reckoned that he met his end in the mass slaughter of Christians by Emperor Nero in AD 64.

Paul’s erstwhile colleague, the apostle St Peter, is not referenced in the Bible or in any other

document subsequent to his imprisonment in Jerusalem,2 from where he escaped to Antioch,

Syria, in AD 44. But without any supporting evidence, Church tradition has claimed from the

4th century that Peter also went to Rome, where he became the first leader of Christians in the

city and was martyred along with Paul. In contrast, however, the Church’s own Apostolic

Constitutions actually cite another man as the first Christian leader.

Writing in AD 180, Bishop Irenaeus of Lyon in Gaul stated that the first ministry of the

Christians in Rome was committed to the supervision of a certain Linus. Paul had actually

mentioned Linus in his second epistle from Rome to his colleague Timothy,3 and it had been

recorded as early as AD 68 by the Roman writer Martial that Linus was a prince who had been

captured and brought from Britain.4 Furthermore, he had led the Christians of Rome since AD

58, two years before St Paul arrived in the city. Linus had been a Christian before his seizure

and, as confirmed in the Vatican Archive, ‘The first beginnings of Christian piety existed in

Britain’.5 It is on record that Christianity had entered Britain as early as AD 35, just two years

after the crucifixion of Jesus and long before the faith made any impact in Rome.
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Disciples in Britain

Following more than two centuries of Christian persecution by successive Roman emperors,

the Edict of Milan introduced religious toleration throughout the Empire from AD 313.

Subsequent to this, Emperor Constantine established Christianity as the State religion of

Rome, and Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea was commissioned to collate and document the

history of the faith. Reputed as the Father of Church History, Eusebius is especially noted for

his work entitled Historia Ecclesiastica (AD 324). Prior to this, in AD 320, he had produced

his preparatory edition, Demonstratione Evangelii, in which he summarized the available

details of early apostolic missions. He wrote: ‘Some of them passed beyond the ocean and

reached the Isles of Britain’.6

Among the apostles credited with visiting Britain in the 1st century was Simon Zelotes – one

of the original twelve as listed in the Gospels. Even before Eusebius had referenced the

colleagues of Jesus in Britain, Bishop Dorotheus of Tyre in Phoenicia had written in his

Synopsis de Apostol (AD 303) that ‘Simon Zelotes preached Christ through all Mauritania and

Afric the less; at length he was crucified in Britannia, slain, and buried’.7

In later times, the Byzantine historian Nicephorus, Patriarch of Constantinople 802–11, wrote:

‘St Simon, surnamed Zelotes, travelled through Egypt and Africa, then through Mauritania

and all Libya, preaching the Gospel. And the same doctrine he taught to the peoples of the

Occidental Sea and the islands called Britannia’.

A noted Christian convert of the 1st century was Aristobulus, the exiled brother of King

Herod-Agrippa I (r. AD 39–44). The writings of the Roman churchman Hippolytus (AD 180–

230) list Aristobulus as a Bishop of the Britons. Dorotheus of Tyre recorded that Aristobulus

had been in Britain when St Paul sent greetings to his household in Rome – as related in

Paul’s New Testament epistle to the Romans: ‘Salute them which are of Aristobulus’

household’.8 The Greek Church Martyrology (a calendar of the lives of the saints) claims that

Aristobulus was martyred in Britain ‘after he had built churches and ordained deacons and

priests for the island’. This was further confirmed by St Ado, Archbishop of Vienne (AD 800–

874), in the Adonis Martyrologia. And the Jesuit Regia Fides additionally states, ‘It is

perfectly certain that before St Paul reached Rome, Aristobulus was away in Britain’. He was
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executed by the Romans at Verulamium (St Albans) in AD 69. England’s royal chaplain Hugh

Cressy, who wrote the Church History of England shortly after the Reformation, also

maintained from Benedictine annals that Aristobulus had been a 1st-century bishop in

Britain.9



The Original Church

It is customarily taught that Christianity was brought into Britain by St Augustine of Rome at

the behest of Pope Gregory I in AD 597. It is on record, however, that three British clerics had

attended Emperor Constantine’s very first Christian Synod of Arles nearly three centuries

earlier in AD 314; they were Eborius of York, Restitutus of London and Adelfius of Caerleon.

It is plain therefore that, despite all Church propaganda concerning St Augustine, what he

actually brought to Britain was Roman Catholicism, not Christianity. This is made perfectly

clear in Augustine’s letter of AD 600 to Pope Gregory. Known as the Epistolae ad Gregorium

Papam, it states:

In the western confines of Britain there is a certain royal island of large extent,

surrounded by water, abounding in all the beauties of nature and necessaries. In it

the first neophytes,10 God beforehand acquainting them, found a church

constructed by no human art, but by the hands of Christ himself for the salvation

of his people.11

In line with other earlier works, the 12th-century Benedictine chronicler William of

Malmesbury wrote in his De Antiquitate Glastoniensis Ecclesiae that the church referred to by

Augustine was the wattle chapel of Glastonbury, which had been built by Joseph of

Arimathea and his disciples in AD 63.12 This, according to the Cronica sive Antiquitates

Glastoniensis Ecclesiae of the Benedictine abbot John of Glastonbury (c1314)13 and the Nova

Legenda Angliae of Augustinian friar John Capgrave (c1418), was 15 years after the death of

Jesus’ mother. Plainly, the chapel of Glastonbury was not built ‘by the hands of Christ

himself’ 30 years after his crucifixion, but Augustine was sufficiently impressed when writing

to the Pope, and there was indeed a strange tradition that Jesus had been to the Glastonbury

chapel in AD 64 and had consecrated it to his mother (a matter to which we shall return).



4

Throughout the centuries, historical writers and Church chroniclers were consistent and

unanimous in their reports of apostolic missions to Britain and Gaul (France). Freculphus,

Bishop of Lisieux (AD 825–52), wrote in his Chronica that the apostle St Philip of Galilee

(Philippus Galilias) sent the mission from Gaul to England ‘to bring thither the good news of

the world of life and to preach the incarnation of Jesus Christ’.14 Much earlier, the 5th-century

Celtic monk Gildas I Albanius had described Philip as the inspiration behind Joseph’s mission

in Glastonia. And in his Nova Legenda Angliae, John Capgrave stated that ‘Joseph came to

Philip the apostle among the Gauls’. He cited this from a manuscript that had been discovered

by Emperor Theodosius (AD 379–95) at the Pretorium in Jerusalem.15

For the most part, the Church of Rome was able to ignore these documentary items in Britain

and Gaul. But the matter was brought to wide attention after 1502, when a scholar named

Polidoro Virgilio was sent to England, from Urbino in Italy, as a tax-gatherer for Pope

Alexander VI. He remained in the country for many years, becoming a deacon of the

Somerset diocese of Bath &amp; Wells, which included Glastonbury. It was the reign of King

Henry VII Tudor, who commissioned Polidoro to compile a history of the English nation.

Polidoro’s research led him to become entirely fascinated by the colourful nature of the early

Britons. His studies in Italy had suggested only a tribal nation of barbarians and sorcerers but,

once in England, he discovered an ancient land of great learning and rich kingdoms. By 1534,

the results of his research were 26 books entitled Anglicae Historicae. Tracing back to the

early days of Roman occupation, he wrote in his section concerning the reign of Emperor

Nero (AD 54–68):

Arviragus was the principal chief in Britain during the principate of Nero … At

this time Joseph of Arimathea, who according to Matthew the evangelist gave

burial to Christ’s body, either by happenstance or in accordance with God’s will

came into Britain with no small company of followers, where both he and his

companions earnestly preached the gospel and the teaching of Christ. By this,

many men were converted to true piety, filled with this wholesome fruit, and were

baptized. Those men were assuredly full of the Holy Spirit. They received as a

King’s gift a small plot of land about four miles from the town of Wells, where

they laid the first foundations of the new religion, and where today there is a
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magnificent church and a Benedictine monastery. The name of the place is

Glastonbury. The first beginnings of Christian piety existed in Britain.16

These were not words that the Catholic hierarchy of Rome wanted to hear: that ‘the first

beginnings of Christian piety existed in Britain’. As a result, the Vatican librarian Cardinal

Cesare Baronius undertook to investigate, and to expand the earlier works of Eusebius from

the then extensive library collection in Rome. Beginning in 1570, his research took 30 years

to complete, and his chronicle was compiled in 12 folios entitled Annales Ecclesiastici a

Christi nato ad annum 1198 (Ecclesiastical Annals from the Nativity of Christ to 1198).

Published in 1601, and contrary to what the Church hierarchy were anticipating, the Baronius

work confirmed that the British records consulted by Polidoro were indeed correct. Even as

far back as the acknowleged Church Fathers, Tertullian of Carthage had written in AD 208

about the early ‘haunts of the Britons inaccessible to the Romans but subjugated to Christ’.17

Polidoro had cited the Pictish monk Gildas III Badonicus (born AD 516), who wrote in his De

Excidio Britanniae, that Christian Britons were traceable back to ‘the latter part of the reign of

Tiberius Caesar’ who died in AD 37, just four years after the crucifixion of Jesus.18 But from

the Lateran Palace archive, Cardinal Baronius was even more precise, and his Annales

Ecclesiastici identified the specific year as being AD 35. He confirmed that the primary

instigator of Nazarene Christianity in Britain, along with Simon Zelotes, had been Joseph of

Arimathea, and that Simon had been executed by the Romans under Catus Decianus at Caistor

in Lincolnshire. He further explained that whilst Joseph and Simon were in Britain, the

apostle Philip, along with Mary Magdalene, Martha, Lazarus, and others had sailed to

Marseilles, where they established the Nazarene faith in Gaul.19



The Domesday Secret

King Arviragus who, as cited by Polidoro, made the Glastonbury land grant to Joseph of

Arimathea, was the brother of High King Caractacus of Camulod (Colchester), Pendragon of

the Britannic Isle (Pen Draco Insularis). Arviragus reigned in the western region of Siluria,

which embraced Glastonia, and his land grant was featured in the famous Domesday Book of
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England. The 2nd-century Roman lawyer, Decimus Juvenal, wrote that ‘No name had

trembled the lips of Rome more greatly than that of King Arviragus of the Silurian Britons’.

The Domesday Book was commissioned in 1085 by King William I, the Norman conqueror of

England, in order to record the details of some 13,418 towns and villages within 40 of the

nation’s counties and shires. The book is currently housed at London’s Public Record Office

in Kew. With regard to Glastonbury in the western shire of Somerset, the chronicle states that

this Dominus Dei (Home of God) ‘possesses in its own villa twelve hides of land which have

never paid tax’.20 Somewhat mysteriously, it is further stated in the Domesday entry that the

Abbey chapel contains the Secretum Domini – the ‘Secret of the Lord’.

The original wattle and daub chapel (the vetusta ecclesia) was said to have been founded at

Glastonbury by Joseph of Arimathea in AD 63, and was consecrated in the following year as

the first above-ground Christian mission in the world. It was restored by the monks Fagan and

Dyfan in the 2nd century, and was later encased in boards with a leaded roof to preserve it. In

time, a church and monastery were added, and Saxon incomers rebuilt the complex in the

early 8th century. In the course of this, some of the old cladding was removed, but a charter of

King Ine of Wessex confirmed in AD 725 that the encased wattle structure remained. A later

charter of King Edgar, relating to Benedictine houses in AD 972, listed Glastonbury as ‘the

first church in the kingdom, built by the disciples of Christ’.21 Then in 1032 a deed of King

Cnut also cited the lignea basilica (wooden church) of Glastonbury. In the interim, a stone

casing had been erected around the chapel to keep its remains intact. But in 1184 a disastrous

fire ruined the buildings, and the Plantagenet King Henry II of England granted a Charter of

Renovation for ‘the mother and burying place of the saints, founded by the disciples of our

Lord themselves’. The new buildings grew to become a vast Benedictine abbey, second in

size and importance only to Westminster Abbey in London.

It was some years before the 12th-century fire that the Antiquitate Glastoniensis had been

written (c1136) by William of Malmesbury as a commission from the monks of Glastonia. It

includes information from library editions that were subsequently lost in the blaze, and in his

1140 work, De Gestis Regum Anglorum (The Acts of the Kings of England), William referred

to these as being ‘documents of no small credit’.22 Fortunately, a good many manuscripts

were salvaged, but numerous of them met their end in 1539 when King Henry VIII Tudor
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destroyed the Abbey in his Dissolution of the Monasteries. Henry’s ambition was to separate

the English Church from the papal lordship of Rome in his bid for a divorce from Catherine of

Aragon. But, in the course of this, his ruthless destruction of monasteries nationwide caused

one of the greatest archival and architectural losses in British history. Abbot Whiting of

Glastonbury had objected to the royal divorce, as a result of which he was strapped to a hurdle

and dragged to be slung on a gallows at the top of Glastonbury Tor. His head was then stuck

above the Abbey gateway, and his body quartered and sent as warnings to neighbouring

monastic centres. Today, along with other wrecked institutions of the Middle Ages,

Glastonbury Abbey exists only as a desecrated ruin.

One of the more intact sections of the Glastonbury remains is the building known as the Lady

Chapel. Dedicated to St Mary, this had replaced the stone casing that was built over the

original vetusta ecclesia.23 It is this building that contains the oldest record of the Secretum

Domini – the Secret of the Lord as referenced in the Domesday Book. In the outside south

wall of the chapel is a stone from the earlier Saxon construction inscribed with the words

‘Jesus Maria’. This venerated stone was a prayer station for pilgrims in medieval times, and

relates to the consecration of the original chapel by Jesus in memory of his mother. As

previously referenced, however, the vetusta ecclesia was not built until AD 63, and was

consecrated in the following year – three decades after the crucifixion of Jesus. What then

was the nature of the Domesday ‘secret’ held within the words of the ‘Jesus Maria’ stone?



Chapel of the Stone

The first Abbot of Glastonbury in the 5th century was St Patrick. In AD 488 his Irish disciple,

St Bridget of Kildare, visited Glastonbury. Standing then in wet marshy country, the site was

called Yneswitherim, alternatively Ynys Witrin (Crystal Isle). On returning home to Eire,

Bridget wrote about the lake island in Glastonia, and documented that she had been to ‘an

oratory consecrated in honour of St Mary Magdalene’. By virtue of Glastonbury’s location in

its own sea, she called the place Becc Eriu, meaning Little Ireland.24 The Abbey Gatehouse is

now preserved as a museum in the aptly named Magdalene Street, whose name few people

think to question. But why was the chapel consecrated to Mary Magdalene? The answer,

which constitutes the secret of the stone, is to be found in the Benedictine archive.
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One of the great abbeys whose fabric was left intact after the Dissolution, although looted by

Henry VIII, was the Abbey Church of St Albans in Hertfordshire. This Benedictine

establishment was founded by the Saxon King Offa in AD 793. It was substantially expanded

by the Norman kings in the 11th and 12th centuries, with further additions in later times, to

become eventually the largest cruciform church of the realm. Many ancient records of the St

Albans library were chronologically documented by abbot John de Celia in the 12th century.

His colleague, the Benedictine monk Matthew Paris, collated and continued the work in his

richly illustrated 7-volume Chronica Majora.25 Now held at Corpus Christi College,

Cambridge, it explains that AD 63, the year when St Joseph’s chapel was built at

Glastonbury,26 was the very year in which Mary Magdalene died in Aix-en-Provence.

Who then was the son who had dedicated the foundation to his ‘mother Mary’ in AD 64 as

claimed in the ancient records and represented by the ‘Jesus Maria’ stone? Everything points

to the fact that he was the offspring of Jesus and Mary Magdalene, a son who also bore the

name Jesus (Joshua). In this regard, there are no indications in any archive which suggest that

Jesus Christ ever came to Britain. But there are a number of instances where a young Jesus is

recorded in England’s West Country, to where he was said to have travelled with his uncle,

Joseph of Arimathea, from the late AD 40s. These were the traditions that gave rise to

William Blake’s famous 18th-century poem, Jerusalem. It was set to music by Sir Charles

Parry and performed at London’s Albert Hall Jubilee celebration of King George V in 1935:

And did those feet in ancient time

Walk upon England's mountains green?

And was the holy Lamb of God

On England's pleasant pastures seen?



Heirs of the Lord

As we have seen, King Arviragus was the brother of Caractacus the Pendragon, and it was

Linus, a son of Caractacus, who was the first appointed Bishop of Rome. But why would such

a commitment of control have been granted to a foreign prince? Because by that time in AD

58, marital links were already being forged between the British royalty and the Holy Family.
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When the leadership of the Church was passed to Linus, the intention appears to have been for

an institution with its leadership roots embedded in the messianic line.

According to the 1st-century Roman writer Martial, Gladys Claudia (the sister of Linus) was

married to the Roman senator Rufus Pudens.27 It was to these three that St Paul referred in his

second New Testament epistle to Timothy from Rome: ‘Eubulus greeteth thee, and Pudens

and Linus and Claudia’.28 Outside of Glastonbury their hospice for pilgrims in Rome,

although not a chapel, was the only other above-ground Christian foundation of the era. In AD

66, however, Senator Pudens was martyred under Emperor Nero for running the hospice and

thereby disobeying the rule of Rome against Christian establishments.

Soon after the death of Linus, Emperor Vespasian issued an edict of persecution against those

who were called the Desposyni (the Heirs of the Lord). This edict of AD 70 proclaimed that

‘none should be left alive of the Davidic royal stock’, and its provisions were enforced by

Vespasian’s imperial successors Titus and Domitian. The continued assaults on known

members of Jesus’ family were recorded in the 2nd, 3rd and 4th centuries by the historians

Hegisippus of Palestine, Julius Africanus of Edessa and Eusebius of Caesarea.29 Eusebius

qualified that although many were seized, some were released and ‘on their release they

became leaders of the churches, both because they had borne testimony and because they

were of the Lord’s family’.30 A primary motive of the persecution was to prevent any further

involvement of the Holy Family in the affairs of Rome after the death of Linus. In Britain, the

lines of kingly descent from Joseph of Arimathea and his wife Enygeus (a sister of Arviragus

and Caractacus) are detailed in the Harleian Manuscript collection at the British Library.31



The Bishops’ Debate

The accounts of Joseph of Arimathea and young Jesus in south-western Britain focus on three

separate occasions. The first relates to a time when Joseph and Jesus voyaged to Marazion in

Cornwall.32 The second recounts a time when they were at the Mendip village of Priddy in

Somerset. Thirdly is the account of young Jesus dedicating the Ealde Chirch of Glastonbury

to his mother in AD 64. Prior to these visits are the recorded incidents of apostolic activity in
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