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P AULINUS (apostle of Northumbria 
625-633) has had a bad press. His labours 

in the gospel, his tireless preaching, his baptiz
ing and catechizing of multitudes, his church 
building, even his bringing Northumbria into 
the fold of the Church—of all of these the 
memory is overshadowed by his departure 
from his see. It is the aim of this paper to aid 
the rehabilitation of his reputation.

In the generally accepted1 sequence of 
events after Edwin was killed Paulinus stayed 
on for some time—as did the widowed queen 
and the royal children—but eventually con
cluded there was no prospect of useful work. 
Disheartened and fearful of the future he 
appointed James the Deacon to remain in the 
north, then, taking the queen and her family 
with him, mournfully retired back home to 
Kent. “To a more congenial sphere of work” 
was Bishop Lightfoot’s barbed comment.2 
Howarth wrote: “The terrible desolation of 
Northumbria after .Edwin’s death left little 
temptation to remain behind, for [Paulinus] 
was apparently not made of the same stuff as 
martyrs are made.”3 Colgrave similarly com
mented: “The Roman bishops seem to have 
fled from their sees rather quickly when things 
went wrong. So Paulinus fled from 
Northumbria never to return after Edwin’s 
death.”4 While in his volume of the Oxford 
History of England Stenton compressed the 
episode into a single phrase: “Paulinus 
escaped to Kent”5, Bright spelled it out: 
“Paulinus may have been bowed down by the 
shock of seeing Edwin’s head brought to York, 
and of knowing the misery which had come on 
the whole kingdom. He thought it was a case 
of “flying from persecution”; and this, as it 
would seem, without any such sufficiency of

clergy in the bishop’s absence, as, in St. 
Augustine’s carefully formed opinion, would 
alone justify a chief pastor’s flight.”6 

Several scholars have gone on to propound 
the issues Paulinus would have long mulled 
over before reaching the decision to leave his 
see, pointing out the similarities to those dis
cussed in Kent by Laurentius, Mellitus, and 
Justus [H.E.ii:5, 6] when in a like quandary; 
and the rules laid down by Augustine of 
Hippo.7 Whether spelled out or not, the per
vading atmosphere of nineteenth and twen
tieth century writing is that Paulinus showed a 
streak of cowardice, a “lack of moral fibre” in 
military parlance.

However that widely accepted scenario is 
not confirmed by a careful reading of our basic 
source, the final chapter of Bede’s second 
book, the book in which he had recorded the 
Canterbury missions [H.E.ii.20]. That chapter 
proves to deal with three subjects which, 
although written in sequence, occurred in 
parallel.

1, Bede’s first couple of paragraphs detail the 
defeat and death of Edwin in battle, and the 
ensuing great slaughter both of the church 
and of the people of Northumbria. That 
account leads up to the starting point of 
Bede’s third book.

2. Having reported that, Bede goes back to 
record what happened to Paulinus, continu
ing through to his death: “As the affairs of 
Northumbria had been thrown into confu
sion at the time of this disaster, and as there 
seemed no safety except in flight, Paulinus 
took with him Queen /Ethelburh whom he 
had previously brought thither, and returned 
by boat to Kent” There is no necessity to



infer a time gap between the confusion and 
flight, which we note was for safety, not 
because of disenchantment with prospects.

3. In the last paragraph Bede goes back yet 
again to tell of James the Deacon, left in the 
Church of York, and it likewise continues to 
his death in Bede’s own day.

As these three sections do not follow on 
chronologically there is no requirement to 
read the departure of Paulinus as occurring 
after the ravaging of Northumbria by 
Cadwallon.

At a conference on Christianity in Roman 
and Sub-Roman Britain John Morris stated: 
“The historians of stable Victorian England 
could afford to deplore the bellicosity of 
Greek city states, to bewail the blind deca
dence of the later Roman Empire; the modern 
veteran of two world wars has less authority to 
condemn past follies, but is better equipped to 
understand them.”8 To a veteran of the first 
Burma campaign (1941-42) the classical sce
nario outlined above is unbelievable. That 
statement requires elucidation.

By late April 1942 the remnants of the 
Royal Air Force in Burma had reached Lashio 
in the north-east of the country. One night, 
before midnight, everyone was shaken 
awake—“the Jap armour is on the southern 
outskirts of the town”. One can still vividly 
recall the pounding of feet, the revving of 
engines, the smell of fear. In Sick Quarters our 
patients were scooped into ambulances which 
were heading up the Burma Road well within 
the hour. The same understandable degree of 
panic, the same urgent evacuation, occurred in 
town after town throughout Burma during that 
campaign.9 It can be argued that such panic 
reaction was unjustified, that it should have 
been assumed the foe would adhere to the 
Geneva Convention for the care of prisoners 
of war. The tales of fellow servicemen who 
were captured, and who were among those for
tunate enough to survive, confirm what folly 
such procrastination or trust would have been.

With that experience one is “better 
equipped”, in Morris’s opinion just quoted, to 
look at Bede’s account [H.E.ii:20] and doing so

identifies a “veterans’ scenario” very different 
from the classical one concocted in the quiet of 
the scriptorium. The attack on Edwin by 
Caedwalla [Cadwallon] of Gwynedd abetted by 
Penda of Mercia had been called “rebellion” 
by Bede, but Alcuin wrote: “the warrior-king 
was suddenly murdered by his allies”.10 
Treachery had been afoot. Later Bede will 
record: “Caedwalla, although a Christian by 
name and profession, was nevertheless a bar
barian in heart and disposition and spared nei
ther women nor innocent children, With 
bestial cruelty he put all to death by torture 
and for a long time raged through all their 
land, meaning to wipe out the whole English 
nation from the land of Britain.” [H.E.ii:20] 
The full scale of his atrocities would not yet be 
realized but his reputation left no room for 
chances.

When the calamitous news reached the dis
traught queen, only Paulinus and a single thegn 
were available to make decisions. Years before 
^Ethelburh had been put into the charge of 
Paulinus by her brother, King Eadbald, to 
bring to her bridegroom.11 At that time, as an 
anxious bride leaving a Christian community to 
go to an unknown husband in an un-Christian 
land, she-must have found her chaplain a com
forting father-figure. In the years afterwards as 
they worshipped together and prayed together 
for the conversion of Edwin12 that close bond 
would have been strengthened. He has been at 
hand and supported her with his prayers in the 
worrying time of her premature labour.13 It 
would be very surprising were there no bond of 
father-daughter affection between them. Now 
in this hour of calamity the charge reverted to 
him.

In view of the reputation of the enemy and 
also of Cadwallon’s boast that he “was born 
for the extermination of the Angles”14 a wait- 
and-see policy was not a practical option. As 
there were also Edwin’s children to be thought 
of such a course would have been criminally 
irresponsible, in fact so fearful was ^Ethelburh 
for their safety that, even after they reached 
Kent, she sent them on to Gaul. [H.E.ii:20]. 
No, they must have been off on swift horses 
towards a Humber port without a moment’s



delay, any more leisurely scenario flies in the 
face of experience. Bede’s account of the 
actual behaviour of Cadwallon, as he ravaged 
Northumbria, confirms that trusting him would 
have been folly.

The behaviour of James the Deacon is proof 
of the urgent action postulated above. 
According to the “classical scenario” it was 
decided, after weeks of prolonged agonizing 
during the ravaging of Northumbria, that, 
while the bishop would leave, James would 
remain behind. He certainly did remain, and of 
his courage there can be no doubt, for he could 
easily have hidden awhile and then cautiously 
made his escape to Kent or to Scotland. So 
what was the purpose of his staying? It seems 
to be assumed that his purpose in remaining 
was to encourage and strengthen the believers, 
presumably by circulating quietly around the 
province and dispensing the sacraments. Just 
so catholic missionary priests did in 
Elizabethan England,15 just so a century later 
covenanting ministers did in Galloway in the 
“killing times”.16 There is no record of James 
behaving like that. What other explanation is 
there for such an apparent dereliction of duty 
than that, whatever his importance had been 
as Paulinus’s right-hand man, he really was a 
deacon—not yet in priest’s orders?17 This 
would most easily explain his apparent impo
tence when the bishop left. But surely this 
must have been foreseen, and in view of the 
necessity of providing the sacraments he would 
have been priested18 prior to the bishop’s 
departure, whether there was any canonical 
barrier or not, just as the Anglican Bishop of 
Hong Kong priested women in similar circum
stances in 1941, half-a-century before that 
became canonically legal. The logical explana
tion for Paulinus’s failure to do this is that 
before his precipitate departure he could not, 
quite literally, get his hands on his deacon. 
James had presumably been sent on some task, 
probably to Catterick area, forty miles from 
York, and courageously stayed at his post 
there, not because that had been prearranged, 
but because he had not been relieved. This 
powerfully supports the urgent timetable of 
our “veterans’ scenario” .

It is here that Paulinus may be faulted. He 
practised spiritual obstetrics but failed to 
arrange neo-natal and paediatric care of the 
new Christians. About a year after the depar
ture of Paulinus Oswald will raise a cross at 
Heavenfield on the eve of his victory. 
Recording that incident Bede states: “As far as 
we know, no symbol of the Christian faith, no 
church, and no altar had been erected in the 
whole of Bernicia before . . . ” [H.E.iii:2] Yet 
half-a-dozen years earlier in Bernicia, in the 
vicinity of Edwin’s palace at Yeavering, 
Paulinus had spent thirty-six days catechizing 
and baptizing in the river Glen. [H.E.ii:14]. It 
would appear that he failed to provide then for 
the spiritual growth and nurture without which 
new converts backslide.19 This would require 
pastors in considerable numbers and their pro
vision should have been his prime respons
ibility.20 No doubt it was part of his long term 
strategy destined never to come to fruition. It 
is noteworthy that in the next decade Aidan 
will not make that mistake for we are told that 
many Celtic missionaries came, that churches 
were established, and that the people flocked 
together with joy to hear the Word. [H.E.iii:3] 
Here was Paulinus’s failing, and the explana
tion for the generally assumed disappearance 
of the church in Northumbria, leaving every
thing to be done again by Aidan.

But we must not be too hasty. The Historia 
Brittonum [63] records: “Rhun son of Urien 
(that is Paulinus, archbishop of York) baptized 
them, and for forty days on end he went on 
baptizing the whole nation of the Thugs, and 
through his teaching many of them believed in 
Christ”.21 Leaving aside the bizarre bracketed 
identification22 probably interpolated into this 
passage, two things are clear. First it reports 
the baptism of Angles and is therefore not a 
reference to the Bernician episode where, as 
the Anglian population was very small, the 
great majority of those baptized by Paulinus 
must have been British.23 Secondly, and much 
more importantly, the writer, showing real 
spiritual insight, makes a clear distinction 
between the “whole nation” who were bap
tized, and the “many” among them who 
believed in Christ. Those who merely went



through the motions, who jumped on the new 
Christian band wagon, would readily jump off 
again, as the two Pretenders did in the year 
after Edwin’s death. [H.E.iii:l]. But many of 
those with a personal commitment to Christ 
would persevere, despite the absence of eccle
siastical authorities, and despite their experi
ence of persecution, to greet the Lindisfarne 
monks with joy. Paulinus’s work was not all 
wasted. Although no doubt heavy of heart he 
would be able to leave them in the hands of 
God24 as he attended to the prime duty that lay 
at hand.

In the white-heat of the news of the disaster 
at Hatfield Chase Paulinus had no choice. The 
king was dead, one son slain with him, one in 
the enemy’s hands (soon to be butchered). But 
here and now his responsibility was to the 
queen, and to Edwin’s son and grandson, and 
to Eanflsed. Whether or not he would person
ally have faced martyrdom is irrelevant, there 
was a more urgent duty than flamboyant ges
tures. He did it—and deserves not blame but 
approbation.
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