From A History of the English Church and People
The Venerable Bede

King Edwin was a powerful ruler of Northumbria-a kingdom in northern Britainduring the early
seventh century. Although a pagan, Edwin married a Christian, Etbelberga of Kent, and allowed
her to practice her Christian faith. Ethelberga's chaplain, Paulinus, challenged her new husband
to convert to Christianity.

When Paulinus had spoken, the king answered that he was both willing and obliged to
accept the Faith which he taught, but said that he must discuss the matter with his principal
advisers and friends, so that if they were in agreement, they might all be cleansed together in
Christ the Fount of Life. Paulinus agreed, and the king kept his promise. He summoned a council
of the wise men, and asked each in turn his opinion of this new faith and new God being
proclaimed.

Coifi, the High Priest, replied without hesitation: "Your Majesty, let us give careful
consideration to this new teaching, for | frankly admit that, in my experience, the religion that we
have hitherto professed seems valueless and powerless. None of your subjects has been more
devoted to the service of the gods than myself, yet there are many to whom you show greater
favor, who receive greater honors, and who are more successful in all their undertakings. Now, if
the gods had any power, they would surely have favored myself, who have been more zealous in
their service. Therefore, if on examination these new teachings are found to be better and more
effectual, let us not hesitate to accept them."

Another of the king's chief men signified his agreement with this prudent argument, and
went on to say: "Your Majesty, when we compare the present life of man with that time of which
we have no knowledge, it seems to me like the swift flight of a lone sparrow through the
banqueting-hall where you sit in the winter months to dine with your thanes and counselors.
Inside there is a comforting fire to warm the room; outside, the wintry storms of snow and rain
are raging. This sparrow flies swiftly in through one door of the hall, and out through another.
While he is inside, he is safe from the winter storms; but after a few moments of comfort, he
vanishes from sight into the darkness whence he came. Similarly, man appears on earth for a
little while, but we know nothing of what went before this life, and what follows. Therefore if
this new teaching can reveal any more certain knowledge, it seems only right that we should
follow it." The other elders and counselors of the king, under God's guidance, gave the same
advice.

Coifi then added that he wished to hear Paulinus' teaching about God in greater detail;
and when, at the king's bidding, this had been given, the High Priest said: "I have long realized
that there is nothing in what we worshiped, for the more diligently | sought after truth in our
religion, the less I found. I now publicly confess that this teaching clearly reveals truths that will
afford us the blessings of life, salvation, and eternal happiness. Therefore, Your Majesty, |
submit that the temples and altars that we have dedicated to no advantage be immediately
desecrated and burned." In short, the king granted blessed Paulinus full permission to preach,
renounced idolatry, and professed his acceptance of the Faith of Christ. And when he asked the
High Priest who should be the first to profane the altars and shrines of the idols, together with the
enclosures that surrounded them, Coifi replied: "I will do this myself, for now that the true God
has granted me knowledge, who more suitably than I can set a public example, and destroy the
idols that I worshiped in ignorance?" So he formally renounced his empty superstitions, and
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asked the king to give him arms and a stallion--for hitherto it had not been lawful for the High
Priest to carry arms, or to ride anything but a mare--and, thus equipped, he set out to destroy the
idols. Girded with a sword and with a spear in his hand, he mounted the king's stallion and rode
up to the idols. When the crowd saw him, they thought he had gone mad, but without hesitation,
as soon as he reached the temple, he cast a spear into it and profaned it. Then, full of joy at his
knowledge of the worship of the true God, he told his companions to set fire to the temple and its
enclosures and destroy them. The site where these idols once stood is still shown, not far east of
York, beyond the river Derwent, and is known as Goodmanham. Here it was that the High Priest,
inspired by the true God, desecrated and destroyed the altars that he had himself dedicated.
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