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    Where legend entwines with memory and evidence resists simplicity, this study faces the challenge of discovering the historical Patrick and asks what is at stake when a celebrated saint is returned to the realm of verifiable fact, balancing the magnetic power of tradition against the discipline of critical inquiry, and, by probing the points of agreement and friction between sources, shows how careful reading can recover a plausible past without abandoning wonder.

The Life of St. Patrick and His Place in History by J. B. Bury is a work of scholarly biography and historical interpretation, written in the early twentieth century and focused on the world of late antiquity. Rather than a devotional portrait, it is a critical assessment of the missionary traditionally associated with fifth-century Ireland and Roman Britain. Bury, a historian known for exacting research, situates Patrick within the shifting political and religious landscape that followed the waning of Roman authority. The book brings academic rigor to a subject often filtered through hagiography, clarifying the historical setting without dismissing its enduring significance.

At its core, the book offers a disciplined attempt to reconstruct Patrick’s life from scarce and uneven evidence. Bury examines the brief Latin writings attributed to Patrick and scrutinizes medieval biographies and annals that layered stories upon his memory. The experience for the reader is one of measured investigation: a calm, precise voice that sifts competing claims and evaluates what can responsibly be said. The mood is analytical rather than polemical, and the style favors clarity over ornament, guiding the audience through difficulties of chronology, place, and authorship while keeping the focus on what the sources genuinely support.

Bury’s method emphasizes source criticism and historical context. He weighs Patrick’s own testimony against later narratives, evaluating how genre, audience, and purpose shape the reliability of each source. Linguistic and historical cues are used to test assertions, and apparent contradictions are mapped to their textual origins rather than explained away. Throughout, he distinguishes between verifiable detail and tradition, acknowledging the appeal of miracle-laden episodes while reserving judgment where evidence is thin. The result is a model of careful scholarship that demonstrates how to handle revered materials with both respect and critical independence.

Several themes emerge with particular force: the dynamics of conversion and mission, the formation of Christian communities, and the interplay between Roman Christian culture and Irish society. Patrick’s pastoral concerns and self-understanding are set against wider transformations in late antique Europe. The book also explores how authority is claimed and contested when a figure becomes emblematic for a people’s story. Bury shows how memory is constructed over time, revealing patterns by which legends crystallize around kernels of fact. In tracing these processes, he highlights the enduring tension between sanctity as an ideal and history as an evidentiary practice.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its questions as much as in its answers. What counts as historical knowledge when sources are sparse? How do communities balance reverence for tradition with the demands of critical inquiry? Bury’s approach offers a roadmap for evaluating influential narratives, whether religious or national, without cynicism or credulity. It invites reflection on how identity is shaped by stories about origins, and how those stories can be responsibly examined. Students of religion, Irish history, and late antiquity will find a disciplined framework for thinking through evidence, uncertainty, and interpretation.

To read this study is to watch the historian’s craft at work: the patient assembling of fragments, the steady testing of claims, and the careful articulation of what can and cannot be known. It offers not definitive closure but a clarified horizon, where Patrick appears neither as a mere legend nor as a modern invention, but as a historical figure glimpsed through authentic texts and later tradition. Bury’s analysis equips readers to appreciate the saint’s enduring cultural place while understanding the limits of testimony. The book’s lasting value is its invitation to think rigorously about how the past is made intelligible.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    J. B. Bury’s The Life of St. Patrick and His Place in History is a critical historical study that reconstructs Patrick’s career and evaluates his importance in the Christianization of Ireland. Bury outlines his method, distinguishing reliable testimony from later legend, and emphasizes the primacy of contemporary documents. He focuses on Patrick’s own writings, early Irish annals, and seventh-century biographies, weighing them against political and social conditions of the fifth century. The book’s purpose is to establish a coherent chronology, clarify Patrick’s relationship to Rome and Gaul, and define what can be said with confidence about his life, work, and enduring influence on the Irish church.

Bury begins by sketching the historical setting on both sides of the Irish Sea. He describes late Roman Britain’s vulnerabilities, including coastal raiding and shifting authority, and contrasts them with Ireland’s tribal structure, local kingships, and legal customs. He explains the religious landscape, noting the persistence of pagan practices and the absence of Roman institutions in Ireland. This background frames the practical challenges and opportunities that a missionary bishop would face. The account highlights existing channels between Britain, Gaul, and Ireland—trade, slavery, and exile—through which ideas and people moved, preparing the ground for understanding how a Christian mission might take root.

The analysis turns to sources, with Patrick’s Confessio and the Letter to the soldiers of Coroticus at the center. Bury evaluates their authenticity, language, and aims, treating them as the most direct window into Patrick’s motives, pastoral concerns, and conflicts. He then introduces the later hagiographical Lives preserved in the Book of Armagh, especially those by Muirchu and Tírechán, using them cautiously for geography and tradition while filtering miracle tales. Through textual comparison and historical context, Bury delineates what evidence can securely inform Patrick’s biography, and what belongs to the expansion of legend and ecclesiastical advocacy in later centuries.

Patrick’s early life is outlined from his own testimony. Born in Britain to a decurion family, he was captured by Irish raiders and enslaved as a herdsman, an experience that intensified his religious convictions. After escaping and returning to Britain, he pursued clerical training, probably in Gaul, and gained support from influential churchmen. Bury proposes links with Auxerre and St. Germanus as plausible, though not provable in detail. Patrick’s sense of vocation to Ireland matured alongside developments in the western church, culminating in his consecration as a bishop and his departure to resume contact with the land of his captivity in a new apostolic capacity.

The narrative then recounts the mission’s beginnings and expansion. Bury reviews traditions about an initial landing and difficulties, followed by a base at Saul. He maps the spread of activity primarily in the north and west, presenting a topography derived from early sources. Patrick engaged chieftains, secured protection, and created communities by baptizing converts, ordaining clergy, and founding churches. He discusses the contested story of a confrontation at Tara, treating it as a later elaboration around a historical kernel of royal engagement. Patrick’s practical methods included lawful payments, negotiation with elites, and pastoral care for slaves and women converting in complex social circumstances.

Bury analyzes Patrick’s ecclesiastical organization as fundamentally episcopal and missionary rather than monastic. He shows Patrick establishing bishops, priests, and deacons and enforcing discipline through letters and visits, while not yet building the elaborate monastic networks that later characterized Irish Christianity. Relations with external authorities appear in appeals and contacts with Gaulish bishops, and in Patrick’s insistence on his legitimate consecration. The Letter against Coroticus illustrates his defense of Irish converts and his assertion of ecclesiastical penalties. Bury emphasizes Armagh’s later development as a Patrician center while distinguishing Patrick’s own foundations from subsequent claims of institutional primacy.

A central discussion concerns chronology and the relation of Patrick to Palladius. Bury identifies Palladius as the bishop sent by Pope Celestine to the Irish in 431, whose mission was short-lived. He dates Patrick’s arrival shortly thereafter, arguing for a prolonged ministry of several decades. Evaluating annalistic entries and rival traditions, Bury concludes that Patrick likely died in 461, not 493, and interprets the later date as an artifact underlying a “two Patricks” theory. On balance, he treats the duplication as a later genealogical solution to conflicting records, affirming a single historical Patrick distinct from Palladius in origin, timing, and achievements.

Having established the life’s outline, Bury examines the growth of legend and cult. He traces how seventh-century writers systematized stories, amplified miracles, and framed set-piece encounters to enhance Patrick’s prestige and support church claims, especially those of Armagh. He identifies where such narratives may preserve local memory or topographical detail and where they serve doctrinal, legal, or political ends. The development of feast days, relic traditions, and national devotion is placed in the context of institutional consolidation. Bury presents this layering as a natural process in which a historical mission becomes a focal symbol for ecclesiastical identity.

Bury concludes that Patrick was the pivotal missionary bishop of fifth-century Ireland, instrumental in planting durable Christian communities, though not the sole or instantaneous converter of the entire island. Patrick’s writings reveal a leader conscious of lawful authority and pastoral duty, operating within western networks yet adapted to Irish conditions. The study clarifies his chronological place, distinguishes him from Palladius, and explains the evolution of his cult and institutional legacy. In presenting Patrick’s career alongside the formation of Irish ecclesiastical structures, Bury situates him firmly within the post-Roman transformation of the west and defines his enduring place in historical memory.
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    J. B. Bury situates The Life of St. Patrick and His Place in History in the late antique world of the fifth century, when Roman Britain was collapsing and Ireland was a mosaic of túatha ruled by petty kings. The Irish Sea formed a cultural corridor linking western Britain, Ireland, and Armorica. Latin, British, and Goidelic languages coexisted; Christianity was established in Britain and Gaul but only nascent in Ireland. Bury frames Patrick within this transitional milieu: a post-Roman frontier society marked by raiding, slavery, and mission. The political center at Tara, rival dynasties like the Uí Néill, and evolving ecclesiastical structures define the temporal and geographic stage.

The withdrawal of Roman authority in Britain (407–410), precipitated by the usurpation of Constantine III and the rescript of Honorius, produced a security vacuum. Civic institutions eroded, taxation faltered, and local elites (decurions) struggled to maintain order. Irish (Scotti), Saxon, and Pictish incursions intensified along the western littoral and the Severn Sea. Bury uses this crisis to contextualize Patrick’s family, presented in the Confessio as Romanized provincial Christians with municipal obligations. The instability explains the plausibility of Patrick’s capture from “Bannavem Taberniae” (location uncertain, possibly near the Cumbrian or Severn coasts). The book thus anchors Patrick’s origins in the upheavals following Rome’s retreat.

Irish raiding and slavery formed a coherent trans-Irish Sea economy between c. 400 and 450. Raiding bands extracted captives from Britain and sometimes Armorica, as noted by sources like Gildas. Patrick’s own enslavement, traditionally located near Slemish (Co. Antrim) or linked to the “wood of Foclut” by the sea in Connacht (near Killala, Co. Mayo), embodies these dynamics. In his Epistola ad Coroticum, Patrick denounces the enslavement of newly baptized Irish by a British warlord, exposing bilateral traffic in human chattel. Bury treats these episodes critically, using them to reconstruct networks of violence and exchange that shaped Patrick’s formation, spirituality, and later pastoral priorities.

Prosper of Aquitaine records in 431 that Pope Celestine I sent Palladius as the first bishop “to the Scotti who believe in Christ.” Bury treats this as a pivotal datum: a Roman initiative establishing episcopal oversight before Patrick. He argues for distinguishing Palladius’s brief, likely unsuccessful mission from Patrick’s later, more enduring work. Patrick’s preparation in Gaul—possibly at Auxerre under Germanus, amid the anti-Pelagian campaigns of 429 and 447—is weighed with caution yet integrated into Bury’s chronology, which places Patrick’s arrival around 432–433. This sequencing allows the book to reconcile Roman documentation with Irish traditions and to explain competing later claims about primacy and precedence.

Patrick’s mission unfolds amid the kingship of Lóegaire mac Néill and the symbolic center at Tara. The famed Paschal fire lit at Slane opposite Tara around Easter 433—reported by Muirchú—serves Bury as legendary but chronologically suggestive. Foundations associated with Patrick, notably at Armagh (often dated 444–445), Saul near Downpatrick, and sites in Ulster and the Midlands, indicate a strategy of engaging dominant dynasties while cultivating local converts. Patrick’s Letter to Coroticus (mid-450s) reveals established Irish Christian communities and cross-channel ecclesiastical ties. Assessing annals and hagiography, Bury favors an earlier death date (c. 461) over the later 493, parsing duplications and partisan redactions in the Patrician record.

Seventh- and eighth-century church politics shaped the Patrician dossier. Muirchú moccu Machtheni’s Life, written for Bishop Áed of Sletty after Sletty’s submission to Armagh, and Tirechán’s Collectanea, derived from Bishop Ultán’s notes, were later preserved in the Book of Armagh (c. 807). These texts advanced Armagh’s claim to primacy by mapping Patrick’s journeys and rights. Bury dissects this material to disentangle historical memory from institutional advocacy. He also situates Ireland within the wider Paschal controversy: southern churches adopted the Roman computation in the 630s, Northumbria followed at Whitby in 664, and northern Irish (Iona) conformed in 716–718, illustrating how doctrinal calendars mirrored political alignments.

Bury’s reconstruction ties Patrick to broader Gallic and British currents. Germanus of Auxerre’s interventions in 429 and 447 mark intellectual routes by which liturgy, monastic ideals, and episcopal discipline traveled. The identification of Coroticus with Ceretic of Alt Clut (Dumbarton) anchors Patrick’s moral authority within a British warlord milieu. He draws on epigraphy and archaeology—Ogham stones, early Latin inscriptions, and burial practices—to chart the fifth- and sixth-century Christianization of Ireland. While later monastic federations (paruchiae) like Iona’s belong to a subsequent phase, Bury argues Patrick’s episcopal model prepared the ground for institutional consolidation that reshaped law, kinship, and kingship in Christian terms.

Bury’s book implicitly critiques both late antique and modern social orders. By foregrounding slavery, raiding, and the burdens on decurions, it exposes structural injustices of the fifth-century frontier. His scrutiny of Armagh’s primatial claims and of partisan hagiography interrogates how ecclesiastical power coalesced through narrative control. Writing in 1905, amid Irish and British debates over identity and authority, Bury’s insistence on Roman connections and critical method resists sectarian myth-making. The work challenges triumphalist accounts of a single-handed conversion, instead depicting negotiated evangelization shaped by class, kin, and kings. In doing so, it models historical inquiry as a check on political appropriation of the past.
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Perhaps the scope of this book will be best understood if I explain that the subject attracted my attention, not as an important crisis in the history of Ireland, but, in the first place, as an appendix to the history of the Roman Empire, illustrating the emanations of its influence beyond its own frontiers ; and, in the second place, as a notable episode in the series of conversions which spread over northern Europe the religion which prevails to-day. Studying the work of the Slavonic apostles, Cyril and Methodius, I was led to compare them with other European missionaries, Wulfilas, for instance, and Augustine, Boniface, and Otto of Bamberg. When I came to Patrick, I found it impossible to gain any clear conception of the man and his work. The subject was wrapt in obscurity, and this obscurity was encircled by an atmosphere of controversy and conjecture. Doubts of the very existence of St. Patrick had been entertained, and other views almost amounted to the thesis that if he did exist, he was not himself, but a namesake. It was at once evident that the material had never been critically sifted, and that it would be necessary to begin at the beginning, almost as if nothing had been done, in a field where much had been written.

This may seem unfair to the work of Todd, which in learning and critical acumen stands out pre-eminent from the mass of historical literature which has gathered round St. Patrick. And I should like unreservedly to acknowledge that I found it an excellent introduction to the subject. But it left me doubtful about every fact connected with Patrick's life. The radical vice of the book is that the indispensable substructure is lacking. The preliminary task of criticising the sources methodically had never been performed. Todd showed his scholarship and historical insight in dealing with this particular passage or that particular statement, but such sporadic criticism was no substitute for methodical Quellenkritik[1]. Hence his results might be right or wrong, but they could not be convincing.

It is a minor defect in Todd's St. Patrick that he is not impartial. By this I mean that he wrote with an unmistakable ecclesiastical bias. It is not implied that he would have ever stooped to a misrepresentation of the evidence for the purpose of proving a particular thesis. No reader would accuse him of that. But it is clear that he was anxious to establish a particular thesis. He does not conceal that the conclusions to which the evidence, as he interpreted it, conducted him were conclusions which he wished to reach. In other words, he approached a historical problem, with a distinct preference for one solution rather than another ; and this preference was due to an interest totally irrelevant to mere historical truth. The business of a historian is to ascertain facts.[1q] There is something essentially absurd in his wishing that any alleged fact should turn out to be true or should turn out to be false. So far as he entertains a wish of the kind, his attitude is not critical.

The justification of the present biography is that it rests upon a methodical examination of the sources, and that the conclusions, whether right or wrong, were reached without any prepossession. For one whose interest in the subject is purely intellectual, it was a matter of unmixed indifference what answer might be found to any one of the vexed questions. I will not anticipate my conclusions here, but I may say that they tend to show that the Roman Catholic conception of St. Patrick's work is, generally, nearer to historical fact than the views of some anti-Papal divines.

The fragmentary material, presenting endless difficulties and problems, might have been treated with much less trouble to myself if I had been content to weave, as Todd has done, technical discussions into the story. It was less easy to do what I have attempted, to cast matter of this kind into the literary shape of a biography — a choice which necessitated long appendices supplying the justifications and groundwork. These appendices represent the work which belongs to the science of history ; the text is an effort in the art of historiography.

It should be needless to say that, in dealing with such fragmentary material, reconstructions and hypotheses are inevitable. In ancient and mediaeval history, as in physical science, hypotheses, founded on a critical examination of the data, are necessary for the advancement of knowledge. The reconstructions may fall to-morrow, but, if they are legitimate, they will not have been useless.

The future historian of Ireland will have much to discover about the political and social state of the island, which is still but vaguely understood, and the religion of the Scots, about which it may be affirmed that we know little more than nothing. These subjects await systematic investigation, and I have only attempted a slight sketch (Chapter IV), confining myself to what it seemed possible to say with tolerable safety on the chief points immediately relevant to the scope of this monograph. But, notwithstanding the dimness of the background, I venture to hope that some new light has been thrown on the foreground, and that this study will supply a firmer basis for the life and work of Patrick, even if some of the superstructures should fall.

The two maps are merely intended to help the reader to see the whereabouts of some places which he might not easily find without reference to the Ordnance Survey. I consulted Mr. Orpen's valuable map of Early Ireland (unfortunately on a small scale) in Poole's Historical Atlas of Modern Europe. But he has used material which applies to a later period, and I have not ventured to follow him, for instance, in marking the boundary between the northern frontiers of the kingdoms of Connaught and Meath.

It was fortunate for me that my friend Professor Gwynn was engaged at the same time on a "diplomatic" edition of the records contained in the Codex Armachanus, which constitute the principal body of evidence. With a generosity which has placed me under a deep obligation, he put the results of his labour on the difficult text at my disposal, and I have had the invaluable help and stimulus of constant communication with him on many critical problems arising out of the text of the documents.

Since the book was in type I have received some communications from my friend Professor Rhys which suggest a hope that the mysterious Bannauenta, St. Patrick's home, may perhaps be identified at last. I had conjectured that it should be sought near the Severn or the Bristol Channel. The existence of three places named Banwen (which may represent Bannauenta) in Glamorganshire opens a prospect that the solution may possibly lie there.

J. B. Bury.
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The series of movements and wanderings, settlements and conquests, which may be most fitly-described as the expansion of the German and Slavonic races, began in the second century A.D., and continued for well-nigh a thousand years, reshaping the political geography and changing the ethnical character of Europe. The latest stage in the process was the expansion of the northern Germans of Scandinavia and Denmark, which led to the settlements of the Vikings and Danes in the west and to the creation of the Russian State by Swedes in the east. The general movement of European history is not grasped if we fail to recognise that the invasions and conquests of the Norsemen which began towards the close of the eighth century are the continuation of the earlier German expansion which we are accustomed to designate as the Wandering of the Peoples. It was not till this last stage that Ireland came within range of this general transformation, when, in the ninth century, Teutonic settlements were made on her coasts and a Teutonic kingdom was formed within her borders. Till then she had escaped the stress of the political vicissitudes of Europe. But, four centuries before, a force of another kind had drawn her into union with the continent and made her a part of the Roman world, so far as the Roman world represented Christendom. Remaining still politically aloof, still impervious to the influence of higher social organisation, the island was swept into the spiritual federation, which, through the act of Constantine[3], had become closely identified with the Roman State. This was what the Roman Empire[2] did for Ireland, not directly or designedly, but automatically, one might say, through the circumstances of its geographical position. The foundation of a church in Ireland was not accomplished till the very hour when the Empire was beginning to fall gradually asunder in the west ; and so it happens that when Europe, in the fifth century, is acquiring a new form and feature, the establishment of the Christian faith in the outlying island appears as a distinct, though modest, part of the general transformation. Ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo, and Ireland, too, has its small place in the great change.

To understand the conversion of Ireland, which we are here considering as an episode in the history of Europe, we must glance at the general conditions of the early propagation of the Christian idea.

It would not be easy to determine how much Christianity owes to the Roman Empire, and we can hardly imagine what the rate and the mode of its progress through southern and western Europe would have been if these lands had not been united and organised by the might of Rome. It is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that the existence of the Empire was a condition of the success of a universal religion in Europe; and it is assuredly true that the hindrances which the Roman Government, for two centuries and a half, opposed to its diffusion, by treating it as the one foreign religion which could not be tolerated by the State, were more than compensated by the facilities of steady and safe intercourse and communication, which not only helped the new idea to travel, but enabled its preachers and adherents to organise their work and keep in constant touch with one another.

The manner in which this faith spread in the west, and the steps in its progress, are entirely hidden from us; we can only mark, in a general way, some stages in the process. We know that there were organised communities in Gaul in the second century, and organised communities in Britain at the end of the third; but in neither of these countries, it would seem, did the religion begin to spread widely till after its official recognition by the Emperor Constantine. At the end of the fourth century there were still large districts in Gaul, especially in the Belgic provinces, which were entirely heathen. In this respect Gaul and Britain present a notable contrast to the other great Atlantic country of the Empire. In the Spanish peninsula Christianity made such rapid strides, and the Spaniards adapted it so skilfully to their pagan habits, that before the time of Constantine Spain had become, throughout its length and breadth, a Christian land.

It could not be expected that, while there were still within the Roman frontiers many outlying districts where the new religion had not penetrated, the western churches could conceive the design of making any systematic attempt to convert the folks who lived beyond the borders of the Empire. The first duty of the bishops of Gaul and the bishops of Britain, if they undertook any missionary work, was to extend their faith in the still heathen parts of their own provinces. The single conspicuous case in which it reached a northern people, independent of the Empire, is significant, for it exhibits the kind of circumstances which helped this religion to travel. The conversion of the West Goths in Dacia was not inaugurated by any missionary zeal on the part of the Church, but came to pass through the means of Christian captives whom the people had carried off in their invasions of Asia Minor in the middle of the third century. The "apostle" Wulfilas, whose work led to the general conversion of the Goths, sprang from a Cappadocian family which had thus been led into captivity, and had lived for two generations in Gothic land. Gothic in spirit and sentiment, as he was Gothic in name, he devoted himself to spreading the gospel of the Christians among his people. His work was recognised and supported at Constantinople, but the fact remains that the conversion of the Goths was due to the hostilities which had brought Christian captives to their land, and not to missionary enterprise of the Church. The part which captives played in diffusing a knowledge of their religion is, in this instance, strikingly exemplified[2q]. The conversion of the kingdom of Iberia under Mount Caucasus is another case. The story that it became Christian in the reign of Constantine through the bond-slave Nino, who is still revered there as the "enlightener and apostle of Georgia," rests upon evidence only two generations later, and must have a foundation in fact. And even if the tale is not accepted literally, its existence illustrates the important part which Christian captives played in the diffusion of their creed. This is expressly observed by the author of the treatise On the Calling of the Gentiles. "Sons of the Church led captive by enemies made their masters serve the gospel of Christ, and taught the faith to those to whom the fortune of war had enslaved them."

The same nameless writer, who composed his work in the fifth century, notices another channel by which knowledge of his religion was conveyed to the barbarians. Foreign soldiers, who enlisted in the army of the Empire, sometimes came under Christian influences in their garrison stations, and when they returned to their own homes beyond the Imperial frontier they carried the faith with them.

That the silent and constant intercourse of commerce was also a means of propagation beyond the limits of the Empire cannot be doubted, though commercial relations and conditions in ancient and mediaeval history are among the hardest to realise because ancient and mediaeval writers never thought of describing them. The foundation of the Abyssinian church, however, exhibits the part which merchants, as well as the part which captives, might take in propagating a religious faith ; and fortunately we possess an account which was derived directly from one of the captives who was concerned in the matter.

A party of Greek explorers who had been sailing in southern seas landed on the coast of Abyssinia and were slaughtered by the natives, with the exception of two youths who were spared to become slaves of the king. One served him as cup-bearer, "the other, whose name was Frumentius, as secretary ; and after the king's death his son's education was entrusted to these two men. Frumentius used his influence to help the Roman merchants who traded with Abyssinia to found a Christian church. He was afterwards permitted to return to his own country, but he resolved to dedicate his life to the propagation of Christianity in Abyssinia, and having been consecrated by Athanasius at Alexandria as Bishop of Axum, the Abyssinian capital town, he returned thither to foster the new church.

This course of events illustrates both the way in which captives helped to spread Christianity abroad, and also how the intercourse of trade could lead to the planting of Christian communities in lands outside the Empire. It illustrates the fact that up to the sixth century the extension of that faith to the barbarians was not due to direct efforts or deliberate design on the part of the Church, but to chapters of accidents which arose through the relations, hostile and pacific, of the Empire with its neighbours. The "mission" to the Gentiles was, in practice, limited by the Church to the Roman world, though the heads of the Church were always ready to recognise, welcome, and affiliate Christian communities which might be planted on barbarian ground by the accidents of private enterprise.

It was only after the Roman Empire had become officially Christian through the memorable decision of Constantine, that the conversion of neighbouring states (with the striking exception of Armenia) really began ; just after that change the victorious religion began to spread generally in Gaul and Britain. The work of Frumentius and the work of Wulfilas were alike subsequent to the revolution of Constantine. It would be difficult to estimate how great was the impetus which this religion derived, for the acceleration of its progress, from its acceptance by the head of the Roman State. But while it is evident that the Church gained immeasurably within the Empire by her sudden exaltation, it is perhaps generally overlooked how her changed position aided Christianity to pass out beyond the Empire's borders. We touch here on a fact of supreme importance — not less important, but more likely to escape notice, because it cannot be stated in terms of definite occurrences: — the enormous prestige which the Roman Empire possessed in the minds of the barbarian peoples who dwelt beyond it. The observant student who follows with care the history of the expansion of Germany and the strange process by which the German kingdoms were established within the Empire in western Europe, is struck at every step by the profound respect which the barbarians evinced for the Empire and the Roman name throughout all their hostilities and injuries. While they were unconsciously dismembering it, they believed in its impregnable stability ; Europe without the Empire was unimaginable; the dominion of Rome seemed to them part of the universal order, as eternal as the great globe itself If we take into account this immeasurable reverence for Rome, which is one of the governing psychical facts in the history of the "wandering of the nations," we can discern what prestige a religion would acquire for neighbouring peoples when it became the religion of the Roman people and the Roman State. We can understand with what different eyes the barbarians must have regarded Christianity when it was a forbidden and persecuted doctrine and when it was raised to be a State religion. It at once acquired a claim on their attention ; it was no longer merely one among many rival doctrines current in the Empire. Considerations of political advantage came in ; and political motives could sway barbarians, no less than Constantine himself, in determining their attitude to a religious creed. And the fact that the Christian God was the God of that great Empire was in itself a persuasive argument in his favour. Could a people find any more powerful protector than the Deity who was worshipped and feared by the greatest "nation" on earth? So it seemed to the Burgundians, who embraced
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