
Three Celtic Organizations: An Overview of Iona, Lindisfarne, 
and the Northumbria Community 
1. Introduction 

Celtic Christianity, a form of Christian practice that flourished in the British Isles from 
the late Roman period until the Norman conquest, holds a distinctive place in the 
history of the faith. Characterized by a deep reverence for creation, a profound sense 
of the immanence of God in the natural world, a strong emphasis on communal life, 
and a spirituality that seamlessly blended contemplation and action, this tradition has 
experienced a significant resurgence of interest in modern times.1 While the notion of 
a monolithic "Celtic Church" is a subject of scholarly debate, the spiritual values and 
practices associated with this era continue to inspire and shape contemporary 
Christian communities.12 Among the various modern expressions that draw upon this 
rich heritage, the Iona Community, Lindisfarne (and its associated organizations), and 
the Northumbria Community stand out as particularly significant.22 These three 
entities, each with its unique history, focus, and geographical ties, represent different 
facets of the enduring legacy of Celtic Christianity. The Iona Community, rooted in a 
site of ancient monasticism, embodies a spirit of renewal and social engagement. 
Lindisfarne, an island steeped in early Christian history, continues to hold deep 
spiritual significance and hosts a variety of modern successors. The Northumbria 
Community, a more recent movement, explicitly draws inspiration from the Celtic past 
of its region. This report aims to provide a comprehensive overview of these three 
organizations, comparing and contrasting their historical foundations, modern-day 
activities, and the specific ways in which they express their Celtic Christian identity, 
ultimately exploring their unique contributions and overall significance within the 
broader Christian landscape. 

2. The Iona Community 

●​ Historical Foundation and Evolution 

The island of Iona, a small landmass off the west coast of Scotland, holds immense 
historical significance as the site where St. Columba, an Irish monk, established a 
monastery in 563 AD.2 This monastery rapidly became a pivotal center for the 
dissemination of Christianity throughout Scotland and beyond, playing a crucial role in 
the conversion of the Picts and Scots.6 Columba's vision for Iona was to create an 
exemplary monastic community, reflecting the highest Christian virtues for others to 
emulate.26 While not explicitly focused on missionary activity initially, the monks of 
Iona eventually established a network of influential daughter houses, extending their 



spiritual reach across the region.6 Over the centuries, Iona became a revered site, 
attracting pilgrims and becoming the final resting place for numerous Scottish kings 
and clan leaders.26 However, the original monastic buildings eventually fell into ruin, 
facing Viking raids and the upheavals of the Reformation.6 The dispersal of the Iona 
monks during the Reformation marked a significant decline in its active religious life.33 
Despite this, the island's spiritual legacy remained potent, drawing both the famous 
and the curious to its desolate shores.33 

The modern Iona Community emerged in 1938 through the vision of Rev. George 
MacLeod, a minister of the Church of Scotland serving in the impoverished district of 
Govan, Glasgow.5 Deeply concerned by the disconnect he perceived between the 
church and the lives of working people amidst the economic hardship of the 1930s, 
MacLeod conceived of a radical experiment in Christian community.5 He brought 
together unemployed craftsmen and young ministers in training to the island of Iona to 
collaboratively rebuild the ruined medieval abbey.5 This act of physical reconstruction 
was intended as a tangible symbol of the restoration of community and hope in a 
society grappling with poverty and unemployment.5 MacLeod's inspiration for this 
initiative was deeply rooted in the example of the early Celtic saints, whose 
environmentally conscious worldview and emphasis on finding God in the everyday 
resonated with his own vision.5 The shared labor and communal life on Iona fostered a 
profound sense of unity among the participants, laying the foundation for the modern 
Iona Community.5 This initiative, born out of a specific social context, aimed to make 
the Christian faith relevant to the realities faced by ordinary people in an increasingly 
industrial age.5 

●​ Locus and Focus 

The Iona Community's activities are centered around several key locations. Its 
headquarters and publishing house, Wild Goose Publications, are based in Glasgow, 
Scotland.22 However, the spiritual heart of the community remains on the island of 
Iona itself, where it operates two residential centers: Iona Abbey and the MacLeod 
Centre.2 Additionally, the community runs Camas Tuath, a residential center located 
on the nearby island of Mull.22 These centers serve as places of welcome, hosting 
guests for reflection, inspiration, and the exploration of important contemporary 
issues within a Christian community setting.22 The stunning and rugged landscape of 
Iona itself provides a powerful backdrop for this process of reflection.22 

The main areas of focus for the Iona Community are deeply intertwined: worship, 
social justice, and peace.1 From its inception, the community has been committed to 
bridging the perceived gap between the church and the marginalized, actively 



working for justice and peace in both local and global contexts.5 This commitment 
extends to addressing issues such as poverty, environmental concerns, migration, and 
inequality.9 The community also places a strong emphasis on the renewal of worship, 
developing experimental and participatory forms of liturgy and song that are relevant 
to contemporary life.1 This is largely facilitated by the Wild Goose Resource Group, 
based in Glasgow, which creates and disseminates these innovative worship materials 
internationally.9 The Iona Community operates as a dispersed community, with 
members living and working throughout the world.1 This global network of members, 
associate members, and friends connects through shared commitments and local 
gatherings, extending the community's influence far beyond its physical centers.1 

●​ Expressing Celtic Christian Identity 

The Iona Community's Celtic Christian identity is expressed through various facets of 
its life and mission. The very location of its primary activities on the island of Iona, a 
site revered as the birthplace of Christianity in Scotland and the foundation of 
Columba's influential monastery, deeply roots the community in this tradition.2 A 
regular feature for guests on Iona is a pilgrimage around the island, incorporating 
meditations on discipleship and reflections on work and faithfulness at significant 
locations.22 This practice echoes the Celtic theme of journey as a spiritual metaphor 
and the recognition of the sacred in everyday life.1 The experimental worship and 
liturgical materials developed by the Wild Goose Resource Group often draw 
inspiration from Celtic spirituality, seeking to create forms of worship that are both 
ancient and relevant.1 The community's deep commitment to social justice and action 
is seen as a contemporary manifestation of the engaged spirit of early Celtic 
monasticism, which actively served the local community.1 Furthermore, the 
ecumenical nature of the Iona Community, welcoming individuals from diverse 
Christian denominations, reflects a broad and inclusive spirit that can be seen as 
aligning with certain interpretations of early Celtic Christianity.1 The adoption of the 
"Wild Goose" as the symbol for their publishing house provides another strong link to 
Celtic Christian imagery, as the wild goose is a traditional Celtic metaphor for the Holy 
Spirit.9 

●​ Key Historical Figures 

The most significant historical figure associated with Iona is undoubtedly St. Columba 
(also known as Colum Cille), who arrived from Ireland in 563 AD and established the 
monastery that would shape the religious landscape of Scotland for centuries.2 
Columba's leadership, scholarship, and missionary zeal laid the foundation for Iona's 
enduring reputation as a center of learning and spiritual influence.6 His efforts in 
spreading the Gospel among the Picts and establishing a network of monasteries 



cemented his status as a pivotal figure in Celtic Christianity.6 In the 20th century, Rev. 
George MacLeod stands as the key figure in the revival of the Iona Community.5 His 
vision to rebuild the abbey and create a community that actively engaged with social 
issues, inspired by the principles of the early Celtic saints, breathed new life into the 
ancient site and established a model for a socially conscious church.5 MacLeod's 
leadership and prophetic voice were instrumental in shaping the Iona Community's 
distinctive character and its lasting impact.5 

●​ Modern Activities and Global Reach 

Today, the Iona Community operates three residential centers that host guests for 
varying periods.22 Iona Abbey and the MacLeod Centre on the Isle of Iona offer weekly 
programs centered on themes of worship, justice, peace, and community, drawing 
thousands of pilgrims and visitors annually.22 Camas Tuath on the Isle of Mull provides 
a more remote setting for individuals and groups seeking deeper reflection and 
engagement with the natural environment.22 The community is also a global network 
of approximately 270 members, 1,800 associate members, and 1,600 friends spread 
across Europe, North America, Africa, and other parts of the world.1 These individuals 
connect through local family groups, regional gatherings, and common concern 
networks, sharing in prayer, reflection, and action for justice and peace.22 Wild Goose 
Publications, the community's publishing arm, produces a wide range of books, 
e-books, and digital resources on topics including social justice, peace, spirituality, 
healing, and innovative worship.1 The Wild Goose Resource Group further supports 
churches and community organizations by offering ideas, inspiration, and 
methodologies for developing relevant and participatory worship.22 The Iona 
Community actively engages in various social justice issues, advocating for trade 
justice, supporting refugees and asylum seekers, addressing environmental concerns 
(including advocating for ecocide prevention), and working with marginalized 
communities.1 Their presence at events like the Glastonbury and Greenbelt festivals 
further demonstrates their commitment to engaging with contemporary culture and 
offering a space for reflection and spiritual nourishment.43 

●​ The Iona Community and the Church of Scotland 

The Iona Community originated within the Church of Scotland, founded by George 
MacLeod, who was a minister in the denomination.9 The initial project to rebuild the 
Iona Abbey was undertaken with the support and supervision of the Church of 
Scotland, with the community initially reporting to the General Assembly through an 
Iona Community Board.22 MacLeod's vision was to create a missional brotherhood that 
would serve the Church of Scotland's Church Extension Scheme, using Iona Abbey as 
a training ground.56 However, the Iona Community quickly garnered international 



attention for its ecumenical and missionary endeavors, expanding beyond its original 
framework within the Church of Scotland.56 Over time, the formal links with the Church 
of Scotland were loosened to allow the community greater scope for ecumenical 
involvement, welcoming members from various Christian traditions, including 
Presbyterian, Anglican, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and nondenominational 
backgrounds.22 Despite this loosening of formal ties, the Iona Community maintains a 
close relationship with the Church of Scotland, with representatives from the General 
Assembly serving on the Iona Community Board.53 Prominent members of the Iona 
Community, such as the hymn writer and minister John Bell, have also held positions 
within the Church of Scotland.22 The community's history reflects a journey from a 
project closely linked to a specific denomination towards a broader ecumenical 
identity, driven by a commitment to Christian unity and a desire to engage with a 
wider range of perspectives in its pursuit of justice, peace, and the renewal of 
worship.22 

3. Lindisfarne Priory and its Modern Legacies 

●​ Historical Significance in Celtic Christianity 

Lindisfarne, also known as Holy Island, situated off the northeast coast of England, 
holds a paramount position in the history of Celtic Christianity.17 In 635 AD, at the 
invitation of King Oswald of Northumbria, St. Aidan, an Irish monk from the monastic 
community on Iona, established a monastery on the island.17 This marked the 
beginning of Lindisfarne's role as a major center for the propagation of Celtic 
Christianity in the Kingdom of Northumbria and its subsequent influence on the 
conversion of much of northern England.17 For nearly three decades, the abbey served 
as the sole seat of a bishopric in Northumbria.43 The monks who settled on Lindisfarne 
brought with them the distinct traditions and practices of Irish monasticism, which 
characterized early Celtic Christianity.17 A significant figure associated with 
Lindisfarne is St. Cuthbert, a monk who rose to become the abbot and later the 
bishop of the island.21 Revered for his piety and miracles, Cuthbert became the patron 
saint of Northumbria, and his shrine at Lindisfarne attracted pilgrims for centuries 
after his death in 687 AD.21 Lindisfarne was also the site of the creation of the 
Lindisfarne Gospels in the early 8th century, an exquisite illuminated manuscript 
considered a masterpiece of Insular art, blending Celtic, Germanic, and Roman artistic 
influences within a Christian context.23 However, this period of flourishing was 
disrupted by Viking raids, the first major one occurring in 793 AD, which sent 
shockwaves across Europe.25 Faced with increasing threats, the monks eventually fled 
the island in 875 AD, carrying with them the relics of St. Cuthbert, which ultimately 
found their final resting place in Durham Cathedral, leading to the establishment of 



Durham as a significant religious center.25 While a smaller monastic community was 
re-established on Lindisfarne after the Norman Conquest, it never regained its former 
prominence, and the priory was eventually dissolved by Henry VIII in 1537.61 

●​ Key Historical Figures 

St. Aidan stands as the foundational figure of Lindisfarne, an Irish monk whose arrival 
from Iona in 635 AD marked the beginning of its significance as a center of Celtic 
Christianity.17 Invited by King Oswald of Northumbria, Aidan's gentleness, holiness, and 
dedication to spreading the Christian faith established the spiritual ethos of the 
island.21 He founded the monastery and served as its first bishop, playing a crucial role 
in the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons in the region.18 St. Cuthbert, who joined the 
monastery around 670 AD, became Lindisfarne's most celebrated figure.21 He served 
as prior and later as bishop, gaining a reputation as a pastor, seer, and healer.23 After 
his death, the discovery of his incorrupt body led to the development of a significant 
cult, making Lindisfarne a major pilgrimage destination.60 Other notable figures 
include King Oswald, who facilitated Aidan's arrival and supported the establishment 
of the monastery 18, as well as Bishops Finan and Colman, who succeeded Aidan and 
played important roles in the early development of the Lindisfarne community, 
particularly in relation to the adherence to Celtic traditions.58 

●​ Modern Organizations and Communities Associated with Lindisfarne 

While the historical Lindisfarne Priory lies in ruins, its spiritual legacy continues to 
resonate, attracting various modern organizations and communities to Holy Island. 
The Anglican presence is maintained through St. Mary the Virgin parish church, which 
stands on the site of the original wooden church built by St. Aidan in 635 AD.18 This 
church continues to be an active place of worship, welcoming both residents and 
pilgrims.59 Several retreat centers operate on Holy Island, offering spaces for 
individuals and groups seeking spiritual reflection and renewal. Marygate House 
provides a welcoming Christian environment for retreats, emphasizing silence, prayer, 
and community.21 St. Cuthbert's Centre, run by the United Reformed Church, hosts a 
variety of religious, spiritual, and cultural events, including retreats focused on Celtic 
Christianity and the natural world.21 The modern Lindisfarne Community is an 
independent, ecumenical religious community in the Anglo-Celtic tradition, drawing 
inspiration from the Holy Island's history.89 This dispersed community follows a rule of 
life centered on love, service, and forgiveness, with a commitment to prayer and 
inter-spirituality.89 The Community of Aidan and Hilda is another dispersed, 
ecumenical body drawing inspiration from the lives of the Celtic saints, with a 
presence on Holy Island and offering retreats and events internationally.107 Ray 
Simpson is the Founding Guardian of this community.115 The Lindisfarne Association, 



while named after the priory, was a non-profit foundation focused on planetary 
culture and spirituality, operating from 1972 to 2012, with its main centers in the United 
States.92 Although no longer active, it represents a past attempt to connect the 
historical significance of Lindisfarne with contemporary spiritual and intellectual 
pursuits.92 

●​ Main Activities of Modern Lindisfarne Organizations 

The modern organizations associated with Lindisfarne engage in a range of activities 
that reflect the island's enduring spiritual significance. St. Mary the Virgin parish 
church holds regular Anglican services, including daily worship, and welcomes the 
large number of visitors who come to Holy Island.59 The church also hosts special 
services and events, maintaining its role as a central point of Christian life on the 
island.67 Retreat centers like Marygate House and St. Cuthbert's Centre offer 
individuals and groups opportunities for quiet reflection, prayer, and spiritual growth.21 
These centers often cater to those seeking to deepen their connection with God in a 
peaceful and historically significant setting.83 The modern Lindisfarne Community, as a 
dispersed network, connects its members through shared prayer practices, study, and 
a commitment to their rule of life.89 They emphasize a balanced life of prayer, study, 
work, and rest, drawing from both Anglican and Celtic traditions in their daily office.90 
The Community of Aidan and Hilda provides retreats and events around the UK and 
internationally, fostering a holistic Christian spirituality inspired by Celtic saints.107 
Archaeological work, such as the DigVentures project, also takes place on the island, 
contributing to the understanding of its rich history and engaging the public in the 
process of discovery. Additionally, the island remains a popular destination for 
individual and group pilgrimages, with many visitors drawn to its ancient Christian 
heritage and its unique natural beauty.21 

4. The Northumbria Community 

●​ Geographical Roots and Contemporary Presence 

The Northumbria Community has its physical roots in the historic Kingdom of 
Northumbria, the Anglo-Saxon kingdom that once encompassed much of northern 
England and southern Scotland.1 Their "Mother House," Nether Springs, is located in 
the peaceful countryside of Northumberland, near Felton. Nether Springs serves as a 
retreat center and a hub for some of the community's activities, welcoming visitors 
from around the world seeking rest, reflection, or guidance. However, the Northumbria 
Community primarily identifies as a dispersed Christian Community, with members 
scattered across the globe, united by their commitment to a daily rhythm of prayer 
and a common Rule of Life. This dispersed nature allows the community to have a 



worldwide presence while maintaining a strong connection to the spiritual heritage of 
its geographical origins.1 The community's foundational inspiration is deeply linked to 
the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, where St. Aidan established his monastery in the 7th 
century, bringing the Celtic Christian tradition to Northumbria.24 This historical 
connection to Lindisfarne and the broader Celtic heritage of the region is central to 
the Northumbria Community's identity and spirituality.1 The community was formally 
established in 1990 by John and Linda Skinner, along with Roy Searle, near the Holy 
Island of Lindisfarne, following earlier groundwork by Andy Raine who began 
practicing a daily rhythm of Celtic liturgical prayer on Holy Island in 1976.24 

●​ Core Principles and Activities 

The core principles of the Northumbria Community revolve around a commitment to a 
"new way for living" rooted in Christian faith, drawing inspiration from Celtic 
spirituality and the monastic tradition.1 Prayer is a central activity, with the community 
widely known for its "Celtic Daily Prayer" books and online prayer resources. These 
resources provide a framework for daily prayer, incorporating Celtic liturgical 
traditions and inspiring reflection on scripture and the spiritual journey. Hospitality is 
another key principle, with Nether Springs serving as a place of welcome for guests 
seeking retreat, rest, or spiritual guidance. The community's spirituality is deeply 
influenced by the Celtic Saints and the Desert Monastic Tradition, emphasizing a 
quest for God as the "one thing necessary".1 At the heart of the Northumbria 
Community is its "Rule of Life," which can be summed up in the two words: "Availability 
and Vulnerability". This rule encourages members to be available to God and others, 
and to embrace vulnerability in their relationships and their spiritual journeys. The 
community offers retreats at Nether Springs, providing opportunities for individuals to 
engage in prayer, reflection, and community life.1 They also foster a sense of 
community among their dispersed members through local groups, online forums, and 
gatherings.24 The Northumbria Community has produced several prayer books, 
including "Celtic Daily Prayer: A Northumbrian Office" by Andy Raine and John 
Skinner, and "Celtic Daily Prayer" associated with the Northumbria Community and 
Andy Raine.121 

●​ Expressing Celtic Christian Identity 

The Northumbria Community's expression of Celtic Christian identity is evident in 
several key aspects of its life and practice. Their daily prayer life, centered around 
"Celtic Daily Prayer," draws directly from Celtic liturgical traditions, incorporating 
prayers, blessings, and readings inspired by early Celtic Christianity. The community 
embraces a monastic ethos, emphasizing the importance of both contemplation 
("cell") and action/mission ("coracle") in the spiritual life. This reflects the historical 



model of Celtic monasticism, where communities were centers of both prayer and 
outreach.19 The Northumbria Community understands community as being primarily 
rooted in a shared commitment to their "Rule of Life" rather than solely on 
geographical proximity, echoing the interconnectedness found within early Celtic 
monastic networks.1 They draw specific inspiration from Celtic Saints, particularly St. 
Aidan and St. Hilda, who are seen as embodying the values of soul friendship and a 
balanced Christian life.1 The community's emphasis on "Availability and Vulnerability" 
as the core of their rule can also be seen as reflecting the Celtic Christian emphasis 
on openness to God and neighbor, and a willingness to embrace the challenges of 
faith.1 

5. The Community of Aidan and Hilda 

●​ Main Locus and Focus 

The Community of Aidan and Hilda is a dispersed, ecumenical Christian community 
that draws its inspiration from the lives of the Celtic saints, particularly St. Aidan of 
Lindisfarne and St. Hilda of Whitby.1 Founded in 1994, the community seeks to foster a 
holistic Christian spirituality relevant for today, aiming to renew the church and 
promote healing.107 While dispersed globally, the community has a significant 
connection to the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, where St. Aidan established his influential 
monastery.129 Ray Simpson is the Founding Guardian of the Community.115 

The main focus of the Community of Aidan and Hilda is to develop a holistic Christian 
spirituality by reconnecting with various elements of Christian tradition, including the 
Spirit and the Scriptures, the saints and the streets, and the rhythms of the seasons 
and the soil.107 They strive to raise up a renewed people who journey with God, 
develop resources for churches, and work towards healing broken individuals and 
communities.107 The community emphasizes the interconnectedness of spirituality and 
relationships, mirroring the "soul friendship" exemplified by St. Aidan and St. Hilda.1 

●​ Key Principles and Activities 

The Community of Aidan and Hilda operates on a set of core principles embodied in 
their "Way of Life," which encompasses ten areas: Life-Long Learning, Spiritual 
Journey, Rhythm of Prayer, Work and Re-creation, Spiritual Initiatives through 
Intercession, Simplicity, Purity, Obedience, Healing of the Land, and Hospitality.127 
Daily Bible reading and the study of Celtic saints are central to their learning.127 
Members are encouraged to have a "Soul Friend" for spiritual guidance and 
accountability, meeting at least twice a year.127 A regular rhythm of prayer, work, and 
rest is emphasized, along with intercessory prayer and care for creation.127 The 



community also values simplicity, purity, and obedience as guiding principles.127 

Activities of the community include retreats and events held around the UK and 
internationally, often at regional centers.107 They also run online correspondence 
courses and provide a variety of resources, including worship and prayer materials, 
teaching resources, and guidance on soul friendship.107 The community publishes a 
quarterly magazine, "The Aidan Way," and offers daily online meditations.107 

●​ Connection to Celtic Christianity 

The Community of Aidan and Hilda explicitly draws inspiration from the lives and 
practices of Celtic saints.1 Their "Way of Life" is shaped by the traditions of early 
Celtic Christian communities, emphasizing a holistic spirituality that integrates various 
aspects of life.127 The importance of "soul friendship" (anamchara), a key element in 
Celtic spirituality, is a central practice within the community.1 They also embrace the 
Celtic emphasis on the interconnectedness of the spiritual and the natural world, 
including a focus on the "Healing of the Land".127 The community's ecumenical nature, 
welcoming Christians from diverse backgrounds, can also be seen as reflecting the 
broad and inclusive spirit sometimes attributed to early Celtic Christianity.107 

6. Whithorn 

●​ Historical Significance in Celtic Christianity 

Whithorn, located in Dumfries and Galloway in southwestern Scotland, holds 
significant historical importance as one of the earliest centers of Christianity in 
Scotland.130 Tradition holds that St. Ninian founded a church there around 397 AD, 
known as Candida Casa, or "White House," which is considered the first recorded 
Christian church in Scotland.130 This site became a major center for the spread of 
Christianity in southern Scotland.130 

In the 8th and 9th centuries, Whithorn came under the control of the Anglo-Saxon 
kingdom of Northumbria, further enhancing its influence.130 St. Ninian's shrine at 
Whithorn became a significant pilgrimage destination, attracting both royalty and 
commoners seeking healing and spiritual blessings.130 The site also developed a 
notable stone-carving tradition known as the "Whithorn School," with intricately 
patterned crosses and other Christian monuments.130 

●​ Connection to Iona, Lindisfarne, and the Northumbria Community 

While Whithorn predates both Iona and Lindisfarne as a Christian center, it shares 
connections with the broader history of Celtic Christianity in the region.17 St. Ninian is 



considered a key figure in introducing Christianity to Scotland, paving the way for later 
missionary efforts from Iona and Lindisfarne.133 In the 7th century, Whithorn came 
under the influence of the Northumbrian church, highlighting a historical link with the 
area that later became associated with Lindisfarne and the Northumbria 
Community.130 

Modern interpretations of Celtic Christianity, such as those found in the Iona 
Community and the Northumbria Community, often look back to figures like St. Ninian 
and early centers like Whithorn as part of their heritage.19 While no direct 
organizational links exist between Whithorn and these modern communities, they all 
draw from the wellspring of Celtic Christian history and spirituality in the British 
Isles.142 Pilgrimages to Whithorn continue today, reflecting its enduring significance as 
a sacred site in the Celtic Christian tradition.143 

7. Comparative Analysis 

●​ Historical Contexts 

Examining the historical contexts of the Iona Community, Lindisfarne, the Northumbria 
Community, and the Community of Aidan and Hilda reveals both connections and 
distinct trajectories. Iona boasts the earliest origins, with St. Columba establishing his 
influential monastery in the 6th century, a pivotal moment for the spread of 
Christianity in Scotland and beyond.17 Lindisfarne's historical roots trace back to the 
7th century with the arrival of St. Aidan from Iona, who founded a monastery that 
became a crucial center of Celtic Christianity in Northumbria and played a significant 
role in the conversion of northern England.17 Whithorn predates both, with Christian 
origins tracing back to St. Ninian in the late 4th century, marking it as one of the 
earliest Christian sites in Scotland.130 The Northumbria Community and the 
Community of Aidan and Hilda are late 20th-century movements, emerging in the 
1990s, drawing direct inspiration from the Celtic spiritual heritage of Northumbria, 
particularly the legacy of Lindisfarne, and in the case of the Community of Aidan and 
Hilda, also from Iona and other Celtic saints.24 While Iona has experienced periods of 
decline and revival, its modern community sees itself as a direct continuation of the 
ancient monastic tradition, albeit adapted for contemporary needs.5 Lindisfarne 
witnessed a significant flourishing in the early medieval period, followed by 
destruction through Viking raids, and a subsequent re-emergence as a pilgrimage site 
hosting various independent religious and spiritual endeavors.17 The Northumbria 
Community and the Community of Aidan and Hilda, while deeply connected to the 
history of Lindisfarne and Northumbria, represent more recent and intentional efforts 
to revive and reinterpret Celtic Christian values for the modern world, without a direct 



institutional link to the historical monastic sites.24 Whithorn's historical significance lies 
in its early establishment of Christianity in Scotland and its role as a pilgrimage center 
in the medieval period.130 

●​ Modern-Day Activities 

The modern activities of these organizations reflect their distinct histories and 
focuses. The Iona Community's primary emphasis lies in the integration of worship, 
social justice, and peace, expressed through its residential centers, dispersed global 
community, and the influential liturgical resources produced by Wild Goose 
Publications.1 Lindisfarne, as a geographical location, serves as a significant 
pilgrimage site, attracting numerous visitors drawn to its historical and spiritual 
importance.18 It hosts an active Anglican parish church, along with several retreat 
centers offering opportunities for spiritual reflection.18 The modern Lindisfarne 
Community, while named after the island, is a dispersed ecumenical group with a 
focus on a rule of life and daily prayer practices rooted in the Anglo-Celtic tradition.89 
The Northumbria Community's primary activities center around prayer, particularly 
through its widely used "Celtic Daily Prayer" resources, hospitality offered at its 
retreat center Nether Springs, and the cultivation of a dispersed community life 
guided by its Rule of "Availability and Vulnerability".1 The Community of Aidan and 
Hilda focuses on developing holistic Christian spirituality through retreats, online 
courses, resources, and the practice of their "Way of Life".107 Whithorn today is 
primarily a historical and archaeological site, attracting pilgrims and visitors interested 
in its early Christian heritage, with ongoing archaeological work revealing more about 
its past.130 

8. Connections and Collaborations 

The historical connection between Iona and Lindisfarne is undeniable, with St. Aidan, 
the founder of the Lindisfarne monastery in 635 AD, having been a monk from Iona.17 
Aidan's mission to Northumbria was a direct extension of the Celtic Christian 
movement centered at Iona, establishing Lindisfarne as a vital link in the spread of this 
tradition in England.17 In terms of modern connections, the Northumbria Community 
lists the Iona Community as one of its partners and recommended websites, indicating 
a degree of relationship and shared affinity.114 Both communities draw significant 
inspiration from Celtic Saints and traditions, suggesting a shared spiritual foundation.1 
While there is no evidence of formal collaborations between the Iona Community and 
the various modern organizations based on Lindisfarne itself, the shared historical 
roots and the ongoing revival of Celtic spirituality likely foster a sense of connection 
and mutual recognition within the broader landscape of Celtic-inspired Christianity.1 



The modern Lindisfarne Community also identifies with the Anglo-Celtic tradition, 
suggesting a shared spiritual lineage with both Iona and the Northumbria 
Community.89 The Community of Aidan and Hilda, while having no formal links with the 
Iona Community and the Northumbria Community, acknowledges a lot of common 
ground and has had leaders and members visit and arrange events with these sister 
organizations.107 Whithorn, as an early center, influenced the trajectory of Celtic 
Christianity that later shaped Iona and Lindisfarne.17 

9. Unique Contributions and Overall Significance 

The Iona Community makes a unique contribution to the Christian landscape through 
its pioneering work in integrating worship and social justice.1 Its influential liturgical 
resources, developed by the Wild Goose Resource Group, have enriched worship 
practices in numerous congregations worldwide.1 As a global dispersed community 
with a strong commitment to ecumenism, Iona serves as a significant voice for peace 
and reconciliation in a world often marked by division and conflict.1 

Lindisfarne's primary significance lies in its profound historical importance as one of 
the earliest and most influential centers of Christianity in England.17 Its legacy of 
saints, particularly Aidan and Cuthbert, and the creation of the Lindisfarne Gospels, a 
treasure of early medieval art, continue to inspire and captivate.21 Today, Lindisfarne 
remains a powerful symbol of early English Christianity, drawing pilgrims and spiritual 
seekers to its sacred shores and hosting various communities and retreat centers that 
carry on its tradition of prayer and contemplation.21 

The Northumbria Community offers a unique contribution through its contemporary 
expression of Celtic spirituality, particularly through its widely used "Celtic Daily 
Prayer" resources.1 Its emphasis on the "Rule of Life" centered on "Availability and 
Vulnerability" provides a practical framework for individuals seeking to integrate Celtic 
spiritual values into their daily lives.1 By fostering a model of a dispersed monastic 
community, the Northumbria Community demonstrates a way to live out a 
Celtic-inspired spirituality in the modern world, connecting individuals across 
geographical boundaries through shared prayer and a common ethos.1 

The Community of Aidan and Hilda uniquely emphasizes the interconnectedness of 
spirituality and relationships, drawing inspiration from the "soul friendship" of its 
patron saints.1 Its focus on developing a holistic Christian spirituality for today and 
providing resources for both traditional and emerging churches distinguishes its 
contribution to the modern Celtic Christian movement.107 



Whithorn's unique contribution lies in its historical significance as the earliest known 
Christian center in Scotland, predating other prominent Celtic Christian sites.130 Its 
legacy as the "cradle of Christianity in Scotland" and its role as a major pilgrimage 
destination in the early and medieval periods underscore its importance in the history 
of Celtic Christianity.130 

In conclusion, the Iona Community, Lindisfarne (and its associated organizations), the 
Northumbria Community, the Community of Aidan and Hilda, and Whithorn each 
represent significant facets of the enduring legacy of Celtic Christianity. Their diverse 
approaches and unique contributions highlight the multifaceted nature of this ancient 
tradition and its ongoing relevance for individuals and communities seeking a deeper 
connection with their faith. 

Table 1: Comparative Overview of the Three Celtic Organizations 

Feature Iona 
Community 

Lindisfarne 
(and 
Associated 
Organizatio
ns) 

Northumbri
a 
Community 

Community 
of Aidan 
and Hilda 

Whithorn 

Primary 
Location 

Island of 
Iona 
(Scotland), 
Glasgow 
(Headquarte
rs) 

Holy Island 
of 
Lindisfarne 
(England) 

Nether 
Springs 
(Northumber
land, 
England), 
but primarily 
a dispersed 
community 
worldwide 

Dispersed 
community 
worldwide, 
with 
connections 
to Holy 
Island 

Whithorn 
(Scotland) 

Main Focus Worship, 
social 
justice, 
peace, 
renewal of 
community 

Pilgrimage, 
historical 
significance, 
retreat, 
Anglican 
presence 

Prayer 
(Celtic Daily 
Prayer), 
hospitality, 
Celtic 
spirituality, 
Rule of Life 
(Availability 
and 
Vulnerability) 

Holistic 
Christian 
spirituality, 
interconnect
edness of 
spirituality 
and 
relationships
, resources 
for churches 

Earliest 
Christian 
center in 
Scotland, 
pilgrimage, 
St. Ninian 

Historical Founded by Monastery Founded in Founded in Founded by 



Roots St. Columba 
in 563 AD; 
modern 
community 
founded in 
1938 by Rev. 
George 
MacLeod 

founded by 
St. Aidan 
(from Iona) 
in 635 AD; 
significant 
early 
Christian 
center 

the late 20th 
century, 
drawing 
inspiration 
from the 
Celtic 
heritage of 
Northumbria
, particularly 
Lindisfarne 

1994, 
inspired by 
St. Aidan and 
St. Hilda 

St. Ninian 
around 397 
AD 

Modern 
Community 
Structure 

Dispersed 
community 
with 
residential 
centers on 
Iona and 
Mull; global 
membership 

Geographica
l location 
hosting an 
Anglican 
parish 
church, 
retreat 
centers, and 
a modern 
ecumenical 
Lindisfarne 
Community 
(separate 
organization) 

Dispersed 
network of 
members 
worldwide 
with a 
central 
retreat 
house 
(Nether 
Springs) 

Dispersed 
network of 
members 
worldwide 
with regional 
groups 

Primarily a 
historical 
and 
archaeologic
al site with 
ongoing 
pilgrimage 

Key 
Historical 
Figures 

St. Columba, 
Rev. George 
MacLeod 

St. Aidan, St. 
Cuthbert, 
King Oswald 

St. Aidan (as 
inspiration), 
St. Hilda (as 
inspiration), 
Andy Raine, 
John and 
Linda 
Skinner, Roy 
Searle 

St. Aidan, St. 
Hilda, Ray 
Simpson 

St. Ninian 

Expressions 
of Celtic 
Identity 

Pilgrimage 
around Iona, 
experimental 
worship 
(Wild 
Goose), 
commitment 
to social 
justice, 

Location as 
a historical 
Celtic 
Christian 
site, 
association 
with Celtic 
Saints 
(Aidan, 

Emphasis on 
Celtic 
spirituality as 
a core tenet, 
use of 
"Celtic Daily 
Prayer," 
focus on 
monastic 

Emphasis on 
interconnect
edness, 
"soul 
friendship," 
holistic 
spirituality 
inspired by 
Celtic saints, 

Early 
establishme
nt of 
Christianity 
in Scotland, 
association 
with St. 
Ninian, 
pilgrimage 



ecumenical 
approach, 
use of "Wild 
Goose" 
symbol 

Cuthbert), 
ongoing 
pilgrimage 
tradition, 
modern 
retreat 
centers 
focusing on 
Celtic 
spirituality 

balance (cell 
and coracle), 
understandin
g of 
community 
beyond 
physical 
proximity, 
inspiration 
from Celtic 
Saints, "Rule 
of Life" 
reflecting 
Celtic values 

ecumenical 
approach 

tradition 

Connection
s/Collaborat
ions 

Historical 
connection 
to 
Lindisfarne 
through St. 
Aidan; 
modern 
partnership 
and shared 
affinity with 
the 
Northumbria 
Community 

Historical 
connection 
to Iona 
through St. 
Aidan; 
modern 
presence of 
a separate 
"Lindisfarne 
Community" 
with 
Anglo-Celtic 
traditions; no 
formal 
collaboration
s evident 
with Iona 
Community 
or 
Northumbria 
Community 
(beyond 
shared 
inspiration) 

Historical 
inspiration 
from 
Lindisfarne; 
modern 
partnership 
and shared 
affinity with 
the Iona 
Community; 
shared 
inspiration 
from Celtic 
Saints and 
traditions 

Inspired by 
Iona and 
Lindisfarne; 
no formal 
links but 
shares 
common 
ground with 
other Celtic 
communities 

Earliest 
influence on 
Celtic 
Christianity 
in Scotland, 
predating 
Iona and 
Lindisfarne 

Overall 
Significanc
e 

Pioneer of 
integrating 
worship and 
social 
justice; 
influential 

Cradle of 
Christianity 
in England; 
legacy of 
saints and 
the 

Revitalizing 
Celtic 
Christian 
spirituality 
for the 
modern 

Fostering 
holistic 
Christian 
spirituality 
inspired by 
Celtic saints, 

First 
recorded 
Christian 
church in 
Scotland; 
significant 



liturgical 
resources; 
global voice 
for peace 
and 
reconciliatio
n within a 
dispersed 
community 

Lindisfarne 
Gospels; 
enduring 
pilgrimage 
site and 
focus for 
diverse 
spiritual 
communities 

world 
through 
accessible 
prayer 
resources 
and a 
contemporar
y model of 
dispersed 
monastic life 
centered on 
"Availability 
and 
Vulnerability" 

emphasizing 
relationships 
and 
providing 
resources 
for churches 

early center 
for the 
spread of 
Christianity 
and a major 
pilgrimage 
site 
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