The story of Caedmon

If you are not familiar with Caedmon’s story it is well narrated by Ray Simpson in Hilda of

Whitby: A Spirituality for Now.

St Hilda established a monastic community in Whitby. The story is told of the social
gatherings where people would gather around the fire in a barn and sing songs. A small harp
would be passed around and each person would take a turn to sing something, a sort of
‘karaoke’ of Anglo-Saxon life. Caedmon was so shy he would slip away before the harp
reached him. One night, after he had returned to his stable, he dreamt that a young man
greeted him and asked him to sing. Caedmon answered that he couldn’t sing, but the young
man persisted. Caedmon asked what he should sing about, ‘sing about the beginning of
creation’ came the reply. Caedmon found himself singing verses in praise of the creator,

words that he had never heard before.

The next morning Caedmon could remember the verses, the experience had been so vivid
that he told his foreman about his dream. Recognising this as a significant occurrence the
foreman had the insight to take Caedmon to see the Abbess Hilda. She recognised the God-
given gift within Caedmon and saw his great potential. Here was a man who could
communicate the wonders and love of God in the common tongue through poetry and song,
within the social gatherings of local communities. Hilda invited Caedmon to leave his job of
working with the cattle to join the monastery as a lay brother. She asked some of her best
monks to instruct him, not demanding that he learn Latin and undertake theological studies.
Caedmon was taught the Bible, he memorised the Bible stories he heard, pondering on

them in his heart and turning them into poems and songs.

If you visit Whitby today and climb the 199 steps up to the Abbey, you will come across
Caedmon’s cross, he is still honoured to this day. From a small seed 1400 years ago, this
humble overlooked man called Caedmon is still remembered as a key figure within the early

missionary endeavours in the North of England.



