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‘We have seen truth crucified and goodness buried, but we have kept going with the conviction that truth crushed to earth will rise again.’ 

Martin Luther King

‘Jesus came preaching the kingdom and what arrived was the church.’

Alfred Loisy

‘With great power, comes great responsibility.’

Stan Lee, Amazing Fantasy #15


Introduction

In AD 542 plague struck the eastern Mediterranean.

A well-known Egyptian Christian called Barsanuphius wrote a letter to comfort and encourage anxious Christians. I would call him a ‘public figure’, except that he had retired to a cave as a young monk, and nobody had set eyes on him since.1 But he was a great letter writer. He told his correspondents that although God loved humanity and wanted to show mercy, ‘the mass of sins committed in the world stands in his way’. But, he continued, there were three men he could think of who were perfect before God, and who had the power ‘to bind and loose, to remit our faults or to retain them’.

Those men were John, at Rome, Elias at Corinth and another – whose name he didn’t seem to recall – in the province of Jerusalem.

Eh? Surely some mistake? Not the pope? Not the Patriarch of Constantinople or Antioch or Alexandria? Not the emperor?

Nope. According to Barsanuphius, the three most holy men in the world in 542 were John, Elias and some bloke in Jerusalem, whose name he couldn’t quite remember.2

That is why I wrote this book. Because of people like John, Elias, and whatsisface from Jerusalem. Because of all the truly holy men who have been forgotten along the way.

This book is the story of how a Mediterranean peasant inspired a movement of followers that eventually became the biggest religion in the world.

And of how those followers – who called themselves Christians – did extraordinary, inspirational, world-changing things because they believed that’s what that Mediterranean carpenter wanted them to do and because somehow he gave them the power to do it. And how, even today, we’re living with the consequences of their actions.

And of how a lot of other people – who also called themselves Christians – did awful, appalling things in the name of Christ. And how, even today, we’re living with the consequences of their actions as well.

This is the story of some people who tried to live like Jesus, and many people who didn’t try very hard to live like Jesus, and a few people who couldn’t even be arsed to try it at all. The strange thing is that they all called themselves Christians, even though, with hindsight, it is clear that some of them had little idea of who Jesus was and what he represented.

The whistle-blower

There are three main tasks to this thing we call history: explanation, whistle-blowing and celebration.

The first task is to explain why things are the way they are.

The second task is to reveal who is to blame for why things are the way they are.

And the third task is to celebrate wonderful heroic people and events that show things don’t always have to be the way they are.

Those three things are the reason I wanted to write this book.

First, I wanted to find out for myself how we, as Christians, got here. Why do we believe the things that we do? Who first came up with the phrases that are so familiar and the practices that so baffle us? Who, seriously, thought that the Crusades were a good idea? So this is a book for all those who look at the church and go, ‘Huh?’ For anyone who thinks that Pope John Paul II was named after half of the Beatles. For those, who, frankly, don’t know their apse from their elders.

Second, I wanted to tell the truth about some of those we think are heroes but who prove to be not very heroic at all. I realise that this will upset some people. They may think that I have been rude to the Catholics. Or to the Lutherans. Or to the Puritans. Or to the Anglicans. Or to the Orthodox. Actually, I’ve tried to be equally outspoken about everybody. I am ecumenically rude.3

Third, I wanted to celebrate the real heroes of Christianity. Most of the time, these are people who often lived their whole lives under the radar: the losers, the members of underground movements who faithfully carry out Jesus’ instructions only to find themselves mocked, ostracised, imprisoned or even killed. Sometimes all four. Simultaneously. Most of them didn’t have wealth or power or status. They had better things to do. And many of them got completely mullered by the people mentioned under the aforementioned category of whistle-blowing. Of course, had they had the power they might have been just as monstrous as their oppressors. But they didn’t. So they weren’t.

I know at times it might appear as though this book has lost all objectivity. But that’s wrong. Because it never had any objectivity in the first place, and you can’t lose what you never had. The fact is, I care about this. It matters to me how my faith is represented. Grown-up historians are supposed to have ‘detachment’: the best I can manage is semi-detachment.

A lot of historians excuse the very unchristian behaviour of Christians in history on the grounds of historical relativism – that it was a different era, with a different set of cultural values. But I don’t get this. I mean, for Christians, which part of ‘Love your enemies’ is so hard to understand? Where exactly does Jesus say that burning people is perfectly OK? It’s not like ‘Love your enemies’ suddenly popped up in some previously undiscovered record of the words of Jesus. It’s always been there. And ‘they had different standards back then’ may be OK when it comes to personal hygiene. But it doesn’t cut it when we’re talking about one Christian burning another Christian to death just because the second one believed something different about a piece of bread.

I have to admit this book focuses largely on the Mediterranean and the west. Christianity is now huge in Africa and in Asia and has a long history in those continents, but I ran out of space to tell the story of all the heroes in those parts. Sorry.

But the fact is that there are heroes. There are good guys – and girls – in this story. Quite a lot of them are wonderful. Weird, eccentric, other-worldly, outrageous. But wonderful.

First, though, we have to go to a dark place …


Prologue: The Nightmare Begins

Greece. 300 BC.

Ctesibius of Alexandria unveiled his latest invention. It looks like a large set of pan pipes. In front of the pipes was a box with channels cut into it, along which close-fitting sliders could be moved. Was it a weapon? An instrument of torture?

No. It was worse than that. As slaves pumped the bellows, he moved some sliders and suddenly a terrible noise started to emerge.

Greece. 300 BC. Ctesibius had invented the organ.1
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1 Resurrection, Rome and Revelation

Er … no

It was AD 33 and the people in charge of Jerusalem were extremely annoyed.

This was not new. There was a lot in life to annoy them – the workload, the pressures of responsibility, the sheer cost of buying the position of high priest from the ruling Romans, remembering to wear the right robes for the festivals, not to mention the fact that everyone hated them and viewed them as collaborators.

And now there was this: two Galilean fishermen who had been teaching and causing a disturbance in the temple. That was not the problem, the temple was always full of religious agitators of one sort or another: Pharisees, Essenes, would-be-Messiahs, Young Conservatives. Nor was it the fact that these men were rumoured to have performed miracles. That was supposed to happen in Jerusalem and was officially Very Good for Tourism. No, what really annoyed them was that these men were claiming that their leader had come back from the dead. And since the temple elite had gone out of their way to organise the man’s death in the first place, this was a flagrant threat to their authority.

His name was Jesus of Nazareth. Yeshua – to give him his real name – was a miracle-worker, teacher, radical preacher from Galilee. He had led his followers to Jerusalem, caused a riot in the temple, and said a lot of things the authorities found very hurtful, actually. So they had arrested him, taken him to the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate, and persuaded Pilate to have him killed. (They weren’t allowed to execute him themselves. Which was another annoying thing.)

Now the followers of this Jesus were claiming that he had risen from the dead, which was not only impossible, but was directly in contravention of their theology.1 More, they claimed that he was the long-awaited Jewish Messiah. (Later on, his followers used the Greek word for Messiah – Christos – which means ‘anointed one’. Hence ‘Jesus Christ’. It’s not his surname; just his job description.)

The two men – Peter and John – were instructed by the high priest and the other people in charge of the temple ‘not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus’. And here is their reply: ‘Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 4.18–20).

Or, in other words, ‘No.’

And there you have it. Right at the start of Christianity we have one of its most characteristic acts: a lack of respect for authority. A refusal to be silenced. The truth is that, right from the start, authentic Christianity has been deeply, deeply annoying.

Dead man walking

The account of the hearing comes from the book of Acts. But the earliest account we have of these resurrection appearances comes from a letter written around AD 54 to a group of Christians misbehaving in Asia Minor:

Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me. (1 Cor. 15.3–8)

The ‘me’ in question here is a man called Paul of Tarsus, aka Saul, of whom more, later. He’s reminding the badly behaved Christian community in Corinth that witnesses to this resurrection were still around. A number of these were key leaders of the church – Cephas, aka Peter, and James; but he also mentions the ‘apostles’, an amorphous group that generally refers to anyone who saw the risen Jesus. Twenty years later, according to Paul, many of these were still alive. By then they were telling the story to anyone who would listen (and many who wouldn’t).

The first time the wider world heard about the resurrection was forty days after the event. The followers of Jesus had gathered together in one place to pray, during the Jewish festival of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit descended on them. The city was full of Jews from other parts of the world: Parthians, Asians, Egyptians, Romans, Welsh – they were all there.2 And with the outpouring of power Jesus’ followers started to speak about Jesus in the visitors’ languages. From the start, the Jesus movement was international.

Many people joined the new movement that day. But what, exactly, were they joining? The church itself, let alone many of its core doctrines, hadn’t been invented. These converts didn’t go home with an informative tract, a copy of the Gideons’ Bible and a newsletter giving times of the church services. All they had was the story of what happened: what people had seen Jesus do and heard him say. Things that had been passed on.

Pass it on

Paul says of Jesus’ resurrection appearances that he didn’t invent them: they have been ‘handed on’ to him. He is quoting a Christian statement of faith – a kind of creed. He learned other things as well:

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’ For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. (1 Cor. 11.23–26)

From the start Christians learned the story of Jesus. This was an age when, for the most part, you couldn’t look anything up. Most people couldn’t read. That, and the fact that the internet wouldn’t be invented for another two thousand years or so made Googling something pretty tricky. There were libraries but these were for posh people with togas. So ordinary Christians learned by memorising and repeating. And, in one of Christianity’s best innovations, they also learned through eating, which is absolutely my favourite kind of learning. The story was embedded in a meal, which Paul calls ‘the Lord’s supper’. It became known as ‘the Eucharist’ – from the Greek word for thanksgiving. It was a thank-you meal.

The meal was both symbolic and practical. Christians from all social classes shared the food, to demonstrate that ‘we who are many are one body’ (1 Cor. 10.17). And it was a proper meal. Today, when communion consists of something that claims to be wine but that manifestly isn’t, and something that claims to be bread but is either (a) a day-old Hovis, or (b) a bit of cardboard called a wafer. We forget this. Their meal was actually, you know, a meal.

In their meetings they did other things as well. They prayed, read and discussed the Scriptures, and sang stuff as well. Indeed, from another of Paul’s letters we get what is probably an ancient Christian hymn. The lyrics tell about Jesus being ‘in the form of God’ but choosing to become a slave, taking human form and dying on the cross. And therefore God ‘highly exalted him’ and every knee will bow, ‘every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father’.3

These are radical views. And though Paul is writing a couple of decades after the events, very early on the central contradictions of all this must have been clear. These people were following a man who had died on the cross – a death reserved for slaves and foreign rebels. They claimed that he was not just their Lord, but the Lord of everything and everybody, which would come as a bit of a shock to a few Romans, to say the least. Most of all, Jesus was, in some way, ‘in the form of God’.

These were not the kinds of views that were going to go down well. As Paul admitted, Jesus was ‘a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles’ (1 Cor. 1.23). Which has everyone more or less covered.

As the conflict with the Jerusalem temple authorities shows, some Jews reacted badly to all this. But not all Jews, of course. Because these first followers of Jesus were Jewish. And they carried on with many Jewish practices – going to synagogue, praying at the set times, eating ritually clean food, feeling guilty, phoning their mothers regularly, etc. This was to cause conflict once non-Jews started to adopt the faith. But Jesus’ first followers did not know that they were starting a new religion: they thought they were fulfilling the old one.

Indeed, the relationship of Christianity to Judaism lies behind much of the writing of their most influential early thinker: Paul of Tarsus.

 



PAUL
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Paul, from a third-century medallion. Presumably this must have been after one of his shipwrecks, as he appears to have some kind of squid attached to his jaw

Name: Paul of Tarsus.

Aka: Saul.

Nationality: Greek-speaking Jew from Cilicia.

Dates: c.1–c.68.

Appearance: Bald, bandy-legged, monobrowed, hook nosed. But apart from that, curiously attractive.

Before he was famous: Tent-maker. Rabbinic student.

Famous for: Letter writing. Planting churches. Being very hard to understand.

Why does he matter? Defined many of the fundamental theological ideas of Christianity.

Could you have a drink with him down the pub? Definitely. Although he would probably try to convert someone, and there might be a fight.



 

The bandy-legged, monobrowed angel

Paul’s life is a microcosm of the transformative power of early Christianity. He was born in Tarsus, a cosmopolitan city on the south coast of Cilicia in what is today Turkey. He was a Roman citizen by birth, and a tent-maker or leather-worker by trade. His family were orthodox Jews, and Paul went to Jerusalem and studied under rabbi Gamaliel. (Not literally, obviously. Although, having said which, the life of rabbinic students did involve copying their teacher closely: there is an account of one rabbinical student who followed his master so closely that he actually hid under the bed of the rabbi and his wife. When the rabbi protested, the student said, ‘But this is Torah [the law] and I must learn it.’ It’s certainly an approach that would make the TV show The Apprentice a lot more interesting.)

Anyway, soon after the Pentecost experience the Jewish authorities lost patience with this new sect. Riots broke out and one of their number – a Greek-speaking Jew called Stephen – was killed. Paul was part of this persecution. But then his life changed. On the way to Damascus to close down a new Christian group there, he was hit by a kind of spiritual speed camera: a light flashed around him and he heard the risen Jesus saying, ‘Why do you persecute me?’ This orthodox Jewish persecutor of Christians became the leading apostle to the Gentiles. 
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Fig. I. On the Damascus Road, Paul initially mistakes the cause of the supernatural event

His background fitted him perfectly for missionary work: he was a Roman citizen from a Greek city, who was trained as a Jewish Pharisee. His first language was Greek, but he spoke Hebrew and had studied Torah – the Jewish law. He had other important qualities as well, notably an irresistible passion, drive and sheer bloody-mindedness and an ability to endure a large amount of personal violence. He had the talent for getting into hot water that is the sign of the true radical. Unusually for these apostolic figures, we may even know what he looked like. An early church story called the Acts of Paul and Thecla is a made-up story, but it contains a portrait of Paul that is so unflattering it very well may be original: ‘Paul … a man small in size, bald-headed, bandy-legged, well-built, with eyebrows meeting, rather long-nosed, full of grace. For sometimes he seemed like a man, and sometimes he had the countenance of an angel.’

After his conversion he didn’t go to Jerusalem to consult any of the embryonic church leadership (probably because he realised that the authorities would not be hugely delighted that he had joined the enemy. Or maybe his bandy legs were giving him trouble). Instead, he went to Arabia for a few years – which means the region around Damascus, rather than somewhere on a great big sand dune eating Turkish Delight. We don’t know much about what Saul got up to, but it seems to have made him some enemies. Because he was forced to flee Damascus in the night, escaping over the wall in a laundry basket.4 After three years he finally went to Jerusalem where he met Peter, James and the other leaders of the church. Unsurprisingly, they were nervous – but Paul was vouched for by Barnabas.

Once this meeting was over he did what he did best: he got into trouble. Acts records that he went out from the meeting and started ‘speaking boldly’ with the Hellenists. These were Greek-speaking residents of Jerusalem: the immigrant community, in fact. It was not what you’d call a success: the Hellenists responded to Paul’s message by trying to kill him. So Paul was ‘encouraged’ to leave Jerusalem by the rest of the apostles. He went north, back to Tarsus, for a while.

Death and life

Rewind a bit. The death of Stephen was the first salvo in an outbreak of violence against the Greek-speaking Christians in Jerusalem. Christianity had been making inroads among this community – indeed there had been some friction internally between the two groups – but when the violence broke out it seems from the biblical accounts that the Jewish Christians – including leaders such as James and Peter – managed to remain in the city, while the Greek-speaking ‘Hellenists’ had to leave.

One of them, Philip, took the gospel north to Samaria, a radical move, considering that most Jews hated the Samaritans as half-breeds and heretics. Then he went south of Jerusalem and converted an Ethiopian eunuch he met on the road. Although eunuchs could hold responsible, even powerful, positions, they were nevertheless viewed with a kind of disgust by both Romans and Jews. Jewish law made it clear that no man with damaged tackle would be allowed in the temple.5 So the significance of these events is profound: no one is outside the kingdom of God. It doesn’t matter how strange and exotic your nationality, or even what bits you are missing: you can still come in.

The eunuch was baptised in some water near to the road on which he was travelling. Baptism was the other distinctive practice of the Christian community. It probably originated in Jewish ritual bathing, but Christians adopted it from John the Baptist, the ‘herald’ of Jesus. Jesus, after all, was baptised. And if it was good enough for him …

Along with the thanksgiving meal, baptism was the other sacred rite of the early church. Effected in the name of ‘the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit’, Paul describes baptism as symbolising death and resurrection. You are buried in the water and then you come back to life. In later versions of the rituals dating from the third century AD new members of the church would take off all their old clothes, go down into the water, come up the other side and be given a new set of clothes.6 They would also be given a drink of milk and honey – symbols of the promised land. Then, and only then, would they be allowed to take part in the Eucharist. When architects started designing custom-made baptistries, they made them to resemble sarcophagi to emphasise the point.7


I say ekklēsia; you say kuriakē


Judea, of course, was a province in the Mighty Roman Empire™. And soon the message of Jesus spread beyond its Jewish origins. Acts emphasises this in another tale, of the conversion of the Roman centurion Cornelius, this time through the work of Peter. In the Acts account this is explicitly tied in with an understanding of the purity regulations between Jew and Gentile. Peter receives a vision of pure and impure food descending from heaven in a sheet. And when the spirit descends on Cornelius and his household he sees it as proof that ‘God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.’

Not everyone was convinced. The issue was not whether Gentiles could become Christians, but whether being a Christian meant becoming a Jew. Peter interpreted his vision as being about people, not food. He did not rush out and eat a pork pie. But as more Gentiles came to the faith the question arose as to whether they had to be circumcised and honour Jewish cleanliness laws.

Some time in the forties AD Christianity established itself in Antioch, the third biggest city of the Mighty Roman Empire™ and a crucial cultural and trading centre. Antioch had a reputation for tolerating many different faiths and practices. This was down to its diverse, cosmopolitan nature: Greeks, Syrians, Jews, Arabs, Phoenicians, Persians, Egyptians, Indians, Romans and many more rubbed shoulders. (And they rubbed other things as well: the city also had a reputation for loose morals.)

Antioch was a proper Graeco-Roman city. And like all such civilised places at the time, it was crowded and filthy. The quality of most housing was more like what we would associate with slums. Walking the streets of the cities of the Roman Empire meant dodging the human waste thrown from the Roman apartment blocks – known as insulae – or encountering the dead bodies of beggars. The emperor Vespasian was at a banquet once when a dog ran in with a human hand in its mouth, taken from a corpse in the street. The emperor, far from being shocked, thought it a good omen and carried on with the banquet. (I just hope it wasn’t a finger buffet.)

Christianity offered a radical alternative to the dog-eat-dog (or dog-eat-beggar) world of the Graeco-Roman city. Indeed, one of the prime reasons that Christianity grew so fast and so far in the first few centuries was that it looked after people. Christianity not only promised eternal life after death for its believers; it also offered quite a bit of life before death as well. Christians fed the poor with a daily meal. They clothed widows. They visited those in prison. They healed the sick and cast out demons. Christians created a kind of miniature welfare state, only without the paperwork.

This lifestyle was, of course, modelled on the actions of their founder, who said that you should ‘love your neighbour as yourself’. Christianity offered a distinctive way of life. And that, indeed, was how it was known in those first years: it was called simply ‘the Way’.8 But in Antioch it got a different name. The people of Antioch coined a mocking term for these wayfarers: they called them the Christiani, a conflation of the Greek word ‘Christ’, with a pun on the name Chrēstos, which means ‘good’ or ‘useful’ and was a common slave name. They were the Christiani, good little slaves, followers of Christ.

It was not what the Christians called themselves. Their chosen collective noun was the ekklēsia, a Greek word that means ‘gathering’. This was a reference to the synagogue, which means ‘assembly’. But it also references the society around them. In the cities of the Roman Empire the ekklēsia was a kind of local council, where the great and the good got together and decided what was best for everyone else. They were the local council of an alternative kingdom.

They certainly did not call themselves ‘the church’. That comes from an entirely different Greek word – an adjective, kuriakē, which means ‘belonging to the Lord’.9 It’s not a term that appears in the New Testament: in fact, it’s not used of Christian groups or assemblies until some 250 years after Paul was writing.

 



JAMES
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James. From a Russian icon, so what you might call an ‘artist’s impression’

Name: Jacob of Nazareth.

Aka: James, brother of Jesus.

Nationality: Galilean Jew.

Dates: died c.62.

Appearance: Not known, but may have had misshapen knees.

Before he was famous: Probably carpenter/builder. Brother of Jesus along with Jude, Simon and Joses.

Famous for: First leader of the church in Judea.

Why does he matter? He represents the earliest, Jewish, form of Christianity.

Could you have a drink with him down the pub? Maybe. But you would have had to have drunk from different vessels because of Jewish purity laws.



 

He ain’t heavy…

In Judea the followers of Jesus weren’t known as the Christiani, but as the Nazarenes.10 This means, simply, ‘from Nazareth’. The founder of the sect came from Nazareth, and his brother – also from Nazareth – was the man in charge.

Although we know him as James, that is the much later, westernised version of his name. His name was Jacob. The gospel accounts list several brothers of Jesus: Jacob, Joses, Judas and Simon. (He also had at least one sister, but the girls are never named.)11 They were not supporters of Jesus while he was alive, but, according to the early church tradition, James was converted after an encounter with the risen Jesus. In a fragment from a now lost gospel, known as the Gospel of the Hebrews, there is an account of this meeting: Jesus appeared to James, who ‘had sworn that he would not eat bread from that hour in which he had drunk the Lord’s cup until he should see him risen from among them that sleep’. And they eat bread together.

With his fasting, the story reflects James’ reputation in the early church for piety and asceticism. Hegesippus, one of the earliest historians of the early church, paints a portrait of James, as a righteous, orthodox Jew, whose life was such that he was known as ‘James the Righteous’, and who prayed so much that ‘his knees became hard, like a camel’s’. This reputation wasn’t just among Christians: James is one of the few characters from early Christianity who is mentioned outside of the New Testament or Christian writings; he appears in the histories of Josephus.

But his leadership role was not, at the end of the day, due to his piety or his Jewish orthodoxy. It was down to one thing: family. He was the Lord’s brother, part of the dynasty. And this family connection continued for some time in Judea and Galilee. Jesus’ brother Judas (Jude) was also a well-known figure in the early church.

And when James died, the leadership of the church passed to Simeon, son of Joseph’s brother Clopas and the cousin, therefore, of Jesus. Eusebius, who gives us this anecdote, wrote that ‘He [Simeon] was a cousin – at any rate so it is said – of the Saviour; for indeed Hegesippus relates that Clopas was Joseph’s brother.’12 Simeon was executed in the reign of Trajan, some time after AD 100 – by which time the Christian community had left Jerusalem. There is also evidence that at the end of the first century two of the grandsons of Jude – Zoker and Jacob – were still farming the family smallholding in Nazareth, but were also leaders of the Palestinian Jewish Christian community. And taking the family connection even further, around AD 200 Julianus Africanus reported a tradition that the relatives of Jesus operated as missionaries, starting from Nazareth and Kochaba (a village near Nazareth) and taking the gospel throughout the land.

I believe the Lord is saying, ‘Maketh mine a pepperoni’

The church in Antioch started to grow. So the HQ in Jerusalem sent Barnabas out to manage things. And he, in turn, recruited Paul to come to help. Then, around AD 47, Paul made a return visit to Jerusalem, accompanying Barnabas and taking a gift – some money to help the home church during a famine.

Paul, by now, was a man with a plan. Convinced of his special role to take the gospel to the Gentile world, he had a meeting with the ‘acknowledged leaders’ – James and Cephas and John – where he told them what he was intending to do. In a kind of ‘here’s one I prepared earlier’ moment he took with him a Gentile convert from Antioch called Titus, who was later to be one of Paul’s most trusted lieutenants.

No minutes are available from this meeting, and one imagines that the various parties may have had different impressions of what was agreed. Paul was the kind of man who, if you gave him an inch, would take a light year. He and Barnabas returned to Antioch, then embarked on a journey that was to last for most of the next two decades of his life.

Say what you like about the Romans – and you can say what you like because they’re all dead – they were very good at infrastructure. I mean, yes, they were brutal, violent tyrants, but they made lovely roads. When Roman soldiers conquered a region, the first thing they did was to build bridges and roads and aqueducts so that trade could flourish. They were like stormtroopers with shovels. The result was that travel was easier in the time of the Mighty Roman Empire™ than at any time up until the nineteenth century. This enabled Paul, and people like him, to travel great distances to spread the word. Over the course of the next two decades Paul travelled to many of the major cities of the empire. He endured great hardship – but he took the gospel to many areas it had not reached before.

He was not always successful. In Corinth and Ephesus he was instrumental in establishing churches. But in Athens the philosophers there were pretty much baffled by what he had to say. Elsewhere Paul’s teaching and speaking resulted in riots and violence. This was a man who could cause an argument in a phone box.

Paul, of course, was not the only Christian missionary trudging the roads of the Roman Empire. There were many itinerant preachers and teachers – and some of them had a ‘flexible’ approach to their expenses. A first-century discipleship training manual called the Didache gives instructions for congregations to help them work out if a visiting teacher was offering genuine spiritual food, or was just after free bed and board. The Didache states that a real apostle will stay in one place for only a maximum of two days. And ‘if he asks for money, he is a false prophet’. It also gives a fine example of one of their tricks. It says that ‘any prophet who orders a meal in the spirit shall not partake of it; if he does, he is a false prophet’. Quite how this worked we don’t know. Maybe the false apostle spoke in tongues and then interpreted his own message as ‘Thus saith the Lord: order a Four Seasons Pizza with extra garlic bread.’ ‘That’s fine,’ says the Didache, ‘providing he doesn’t take a slice for himself.’

Above all, in an instruction that, one thinks, later generations would have been wise to heed, the true teacher was to be shown by his actions: ‘not everyone who speaks in the spirit is a prophet, but only if he exhibits the Lord’s ways … if any prophet teaches the truth, yet does not practise what he teaches, he is a false prophet’.

Tenement church

Paul’s letters, along with the Didache, tell us something of the style of early-church meetings. At this time there were no church buildings. (Still, on the plus side that means no bell ringers.) Christians had been exiled from synagogues; and they obviously could not use pagan temples, with their idols and immoral worship practices. So they met in domestic spaces: homes, flats, workshops, rented rooms. Sometimes these would have been sizeable dwellings. But just as often – maybe more often – they were small.

Indeed, the earliest description we have of a church meeting comes from the book of Acts, where Paul spends some time with the group of Christians at Troas. The meeting takes place on the first day of the week – literally ‘the first of the sabbath’. So we are talking about a meeting on a Sunday evening. It has to be at night, because Sunday is just a working day at this time, and most of those involved had jobs to do. (And also, since the Christian meeting was on a Sunday it meant that if the synagogue was still open to them, they could also join the other Jews there on the day before.) It takes place on the third floor of a building. It’s in an apartment, a room in one of the insulae, the first-century apartment blocks. Unlike today, where the penthouse suite is the most sought after, the upper floors of insulae were sought after only by people either with no money or with no wish to live very long. They were shoddily built with little ventilation.

The church was small enough to fit into this apartment, which is lit only by burning oil lamps. It grows hot and stuffy. Paul is not preaching – the word is dialegomai, which means ‘discussion’ and from which we get our word ‘dialogue’. This is not some sermon, but a conversation. Perhaps not a riveting one, though, because a young slave, sitting at the window, literally drops off: he falls asleep and falls three floors to his death on the street below. Paul goes down and he is miraculously restored to life. His name is a slave’s name – Eutychus. It means, ironically, ‘lucky’.

After this they return to their discussion and to breaking the bread together.

So, small domestic spaces, sharing food, listening to teaching, holding discussions. Paul’s letters tell us that there were also songs: psalms from the Old Testament, but also their own Christian songs. They also received prophecy. Two or three people might bring a message from God, and listeners would then ask questions. The Didache also includes a form of the Lord’s Prayer, indicating that fairly early on there were simple liturgical elements.

The elements of this meeting, then, although different in style, would be much the same as found in many churches today. Only without the coffee afterwards.

Signs and wonders

‘By the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God,’ wrote Paul, ‘from Jerusalem and as far around as Illyricum I have fully proclaimed the good news of Christ’ (Rom. 15.19). He travelled by Spirit-power.

That meeting in Troas led to the miraculous healing of Eutychus. And one of the things that characterised the church is the miraculous power of the Holy Spirit. Historically, whether we like it or not, miracles are one of the key reasons why the church grew.

Christian communities were places of miracles. Of course, there are the accounts in Acts – Luke talks about people lying in the street so that Peter’s shadow might fall on them. The sick are cured and those possessed by unclean spirits are freed from their torment. James reminds believers that ‘the prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective’ (Jas. 5.16). Paul talks about the miraculous in a similarly ‘matter of fact’ kind of way. To him it was a sign of apostleship: ‘the signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost patience, signs and wonders and mighty works’ he wrote to the church at Corinth (2 Cor. 12.12).

The miraculous tales of the early church – indeed, of the church of any era – make uncomfortable reading for many people today. Such things don’t fit neatly into our world view. But we cannot understand the spread of the early church until we understand that they lived in a world where the supernatural was taken for granted and where they witnessed the miraculous. It was signs and wonders that proved to people that this movement was from God.

Some individuals might come to faith through discussion and argument, or by reading the Scriptures, but most people couldn’t read. So those kinds of things weren’t going to get you that far. Gregory, a pupil of the famous Christian scholar Origen, wrote a learned treatise on God. But what really made him famous was the miracles he worked among the populace of north-central Turkey. That is why he was known as Gregory the Wonderworker, rather than ‘Gregory the Bloke Who Wrote That Really Clever Treatise’.

Tertullian (who we will meet soon) described Christians as being in ‘touch with the miraculous’. He described how the name of Jesus can ‘remove distractions from the minds of men and expel demons, and also take away diseases’. He goes on to give some specifically documented cases citing particularly how Severus, father of the emperor Antonine, was healed from sickness by a Christian with the rather medical sounding name of Proculus Torpacion.13 ‘How many men of rank’, he writes, ‘(to say nothing of the common people) have been delivered from devils and healed of diseases!’

Even the enemies of Christianity agreed that something strange was going on. An opponent called Celsus (we’ll meet him as well) claimed that ‘it is by the names of certain demons, and by the use of incantations, that the Christians appear to be possessed of [miraculous] power’. Celsus admitted Christians healed people; he just claimed they did it through magic.

Healing was evidence of power, of the presence of God, of resurrection. In the resonant phrase of Theophilus of Antioch (um, we probably won’t meet him), healing was seen as ‘the work of resurrection going on in yourself’.

Tent-making

Paul travelled around with a variety of companions, founding churches and teaching the gospel. In this he drew on the aid and support of a variety of other teachers and leaders. There was Timothy, his young protégé, from Lystra in Galatia; there was Barnabas, on the first journey – though they then argued and fell out. There was Luke the doctor and Silas the scribe.

Other evangelists were at work as well. Churches were established in places like Colossae and Laodicea, which Paul didn’t visit. Paul didn’t stop in Asia Minor, either; in one episode in Acts Paul has a vision of a man from Macedonia, who urges Paul to come to help the Christians there, so the faith spreads to what we today would call Europe.14

In fact, it had already reached further west. Paul met Priscilla and Aquila in Corinth and their lives show us something of the mobility – and uncertainty – of being a Christian in these early decades. They were tent-makers like Paul. And they were in exile.

Aquila was a diaspora Jew from Pontus, a region bordering the Black Sea. Born in the east, he went to Rome, presumably to work. The Roman satirist and early Daily Mail columnist Juvenal complained that ‘[The immigrants from the east are] doing everything … surveyor, painter, masseuse, doctor … he understands everything … the sailor’s wind blows him to Rome together with plums and figs’.

They come over here, taking our jobs …

When Paul met Aquila and Priscilla, though, they were not in Rome, but in Corinth. They had been expelled from Rome because they were Christians: ‘Claudius had ordered all Jews to leave Rome’ (Acts 18.2). The Roman historian Suetonius gives us a glimpse of what caused this expulsion: ‘Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, [Claudius] expelled them from Rome’ (Suetonius, Claudius 25.4). The most plausible explanation of this is that Suetonius has misspelt the name of Christ. This probably took place in AD 49. And Dio Cassius says that ‘the Jews’ were not allowed back until the beginning of Nero’s reign in AD 54.

Since there were thousands of Jews in Rome, it’s not likely that all of them could be expelled. For a start it would have decimated the Roman Salt Beef industry. So probably what is being referred to here is the expulsion of all the Jewish Christians. Christianity was probably founded in Rome soon after Claudius’ reign began, planted there by anonymous Christian missionaries who brought it into the synagogues. And it began to cause fights and disputes. So Claudius banned all the Jewish Christians, all the followers of Chrestus.

Priscilla and Aquila moved to Corinth, found work, and, with Paul, founded a church. Most likely it met in the tent-making workshop that would also have served as Priscilla and Aquila’s home.

One of the interesting things is that in four out of the six mentions of the couple in the New Testament, Priscilla is mentioned first. This is unusual: the ancient world was patriarchal to a degree that would make the average Saudi Arabian husband look like a raving feminist. So why does her name come first? It’s possibly to do with her status: she was the teacher. Indeed, when the text is talking about their ministry, it is always ‘Priscilla and Aquila’. The fourth-century cleric John Chrysostom, who was not what you’d call a big fan of women, noted the order of the names ‘seems to acknowledge a greater godliness for her than for her husband’. In fact, given the low status of women in the cultures of the time, it is remarkable how many women feature in the letters of Paul, either teamed with their husbands or working alone. It cannot be denied that they held positions of authority and responsibility – despite later attempts by male theologians to edit them out.

Oriental menace

Later, Priscilla and Aquila went to Ephesus, returning eventually to Rome in AD 54. In Ephesus one of the people whom Priscilla and Aquila taught was a gifted speaker called Apollos. He was a native of Alexandria, the city in Egypt that was the second biggest in the Mighty Roman Empire™. We don’t know if that was where he encountered Christianity, but certainly Christianity had spread into Africa during the first century. We have already encountered the Ethiopian eunuch, but there were other Africans mentioned in the Bible. Simon, who carried the cross of Jesus, came from Cyrene – modern Libya. There are other people from Cyrene mentioned in the text too.

By the fifties Christianity had spread to Greece and Italy, along the shores of the Black Sea in Asia, throughout Syria and into Arabia, and along the great coastal cities of Africa. The cities in these tales would become the great centres of Christianity for the first three centuries: Rome, Ephesus, Alexandria, Antioch.

They remind us of something that is often forgotten: that Christianity is an Asian – or oriental – religion. Nowadays it’s so associated with ‘western values’ – whatever they are – that we forget that it came from the far east of the Roman Empire. Jesus died in Judea. They were called ‘Christians’ in Antioch, the capital of Asia. The heartland of the faith in the first centuries was in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). And much of what we take for granted in Christianity – the New Testament, monasteries, church buildings, liturgy, eccentric Christians in Fair Isle jumpers, arguments about infinitesimally small differences of theology, even church music – all began in what the Romans termed ‘Syria’.

This, indeed, is one of the reasons why the Romans started viewing Christianity with suspicion. They associated it with the east, which in their eyes meant loose morals, debauchery and general un-Romanness. One of Juvenal’s characters complains about the dregs of the Orontes – the river running through Antioch – being emptied into Rome. Rome distrusted oriental excesses, and Christianity was numbered among these. And it wasn’t long before Christianity was associated with all kinds of immoral behaviour.

You want to cut off my WHAT?

Paul developed a three-step approach to evangelising a new city:


	Go to the synagogue.

	Start a fight debate.

	Get kicked out of the synagogue. Or the city. Or both.



Despite this, he planted churches, which, along with music, prayers and teaching, soon exhibit many other features common to churches through the ages, that is, forming cliques, arguing, calling each other names and bitching about the church leadership.

This meant Paul had to solve a number of pastoral issues. In Corinth the church was deeply split over a number of issues, including the observance of the Lord’s Supper and an instance of sexual sin in the congregation. In Colossae there were issues about observing different customs and various local superstitions. But the key issue, the one that really got everyone wildly excited, was the thorny question of Christianity’s relationship to Judaism.

It is this issue that inspired Paul’s first letter, written around AD 48 to the churches he had founded on his first trip to Galatia.15 On a return visit he discovered something that must have made him raise an eyebrow in surprise: Jews had been to these churches and insisted that they observe Jewish customs, including the dietary laws and circumcision. What is more, the same kinds of issues were cropping up in Antioch. Peter had visited and had been persuaded by ‘some men from James’ not to eat at the same table as Gentiles. Even Barnabas had done the same. Paul went ballistic.

Paul was capable of writing the most sublime prose and the most outrageous polemic. In his letter to the Galatians, for example, Paul recommended that if the Judaisers were so keen on circumcision, they should cut the whole lot off. Writing to the Philippians about the same issue, he says, ‘Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the flesh!’ (Phil. 3.2). These three Greek nouns – kunas, kakous ergatas, katatomēn – all begin with the same explosive ‘k’. It is as though Paul spits the words out. When he talks of his previous righteousness as a Jew, he says it is nothing but rubbish. He counts it as rubbish – and the word here is skubalon, which means ‘excrement, manure, garbage, kitchen scraps’. It is, in fact, a pile of crap.

This is grievous bodily theology. But Paul was never what you’d call diplomatic. During the argument over how far Christians should observe Jewish purity laws, he publicly upbraided Peter – Peter! – for his behaviour. But unity, based on equality before God, was one of Paul’s most important beliefs. In one of the most radical statements of the ancient world Paul said that Christ makes everyone equal: ‘There is no longer Jew or Greek,’ he says, ‘there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal. 3.28). Nowadays we pass over that with barely a hesitation. Of course all are equal. We live in a democracy. But in the ancient world there was a massive difference between ‘slave’ and ‘free’. Slaves were owned objects. Free men, were, well … free.

If Jewish Christians could not eat with Gentile Christians, then there could be no true unity. So Paul argued that it was not necessary for Gentile converts to obey the Jewish law, that what mattered was not outward ritual, but faith in Jesus, the Christ, the Messiah. It was not the observance of the law that reconciled you to God, but grace.

At times, it has to be admitted, this leads him into some eye-wateringly complex theological gymnastics. In Romans, for example, he states that the Law is holy, but also that it leads inexorably to sin. Work that one out.16 Nevertheless, this idea came to be crucial to Christianity. Later expressions of Christianity all said that Christians were freed from the requirement of obeying Jewish law. (And to demonstrate that freedom they fasted, did penance, paid their church tithes, went to church on pain of arrest … Er. I’ll get back to you.)

The book of Acts describes a crisis meeting of the different sides in Jerusalem at which it was decided that Gentile Christians would not be asked to observe Jewish laws. But like all church councils before and since, the decision was widely ignored on both sides, and the debate about Christianity’s relationship with Judaism was to go on for a long time. Despite the strong arguments in his letters, Paul actually went out of his way to reassure the Jerusalem church of his Jewish orthodoxy, taking up offerings for the poor in the city and even, at one point, having Timothy circumcised. How Timothy felt about this piece of diplomacy is not recorded.

Paul’s arguments were all well and good. But theology is often driven by pragmatism – far more often than it cares to admit, in fact. And, in the end, two factors decided the issue. The first was the sheer numbers of Gentile converts. The second – the thing that tipped the balance decisively – was that Jerusalem itself, the centre of Jewish Christianity, where the family of Jesus himself were still in charge, was about to come to an end.

It’s not the end of the world, you know

Jesus had promised his followers that he would return. Several times, Paul wrote in expectation of his imminent return: the understanding that ‘the days were short’ was one reason why he travelled so ceaselessly and worked so zealously.

But Jesus didn’t return. And as the years ticked by many Christians started metaphorically looking at their watches and realising that, clearly, they were going to be here for a while. And that meant changes had to be made. They had to get organised. Gradually, Christianity began to develop its own sense of order and structure. And that took three forms. First, as the original witnesses of the events died they had to make sure that the official story was written down. Second, as churches continued to spread they had to develop some kind of organisation and leadership. Third, they had to find ways to express their shared beliefs through creeds and official statements.

So around AD 60 the stories of the church were gathered and edited together to form the Gospels. Mark’s is generally agreed to be the earliest. Luke and Matthew probably used it as a basis for theirs, along with material from other sources – in particular a collection of Jesus’ sayings. John was written later and comes from a different perspective – that of a Jerusalem-based disciple of Jesus. These were not yet the ‘New Testament’: that would take centuries to come together. But they were to be accepted as the most reliable accounts.

Second, the church developed a (kind of) leadership structure. It took the titles for its leaders from the world around it. Just as the church had repurposed the word ekklēsia, it took other titles from the culture surrounding it. The three titles used for leaders in the early church are episkopos (which we have turned into the term ‘bishop’), diakonos (deacon) and presbuteros (elder). The titles all sound ecclesiastical today, but they were very mundane at the time. Episkopos just meant ‘foreman’ or ‘overseer’. A presbuteros, or ‘elder’, was a man of standing in the community. And diakonos just meant ‘servant’.

The first bishops were definitely nothing like the blokes in pointy hats we have today. A local bishop would oversee, at the most, a few congregations, which might only be twenty or thirty people in all. Far from holding positions of power, many local church leaders had trouble making anyone take notice of them at all. (How times have changed …) The Didache urges Christians not to despise the bishops, ‘for they are your honourable men along with the prophets and teachers’. It was to be a long time before becoming a bishop was seen as a good career move. Even in the second century, when we have a single ‘bishop’ overseeing several churches in a city, those churches would only have numbered a few hundred Christians at most.

Part of the bishop’s role was to make sure that the poor and needy had somewhere to sit – especially if they were elderly. And, according to one early church document, if no place was available, then the bishop had to give up his seat.17 And while the church later developed specific roles for bishops and deacons, in the early church they were pretty much interchangeable.18

Eventually this structure would solidify with the local church network leader – the bishop – supported by a group of elders and deacons. But that was decades away.

The third task – that of developing liturgy and creeds – happened more slowly. We have already seen that some common Christian sayings were present in Paul’s letters written in the fifties. The Lord’s Prayer seems to have been widely used (although it wasn’t called that – the title wasn’t given to it until the mid-third century). But the sheer geographic spread of the churches must have delayed the development of a central liturgy. And the church had not yet got the benefit of that key invention, the photocopier – so the sharing of service sheets was pretty limited.

And anyway, by the mid-sixties the church had a more crucial task on its mind: survival.

The counter-imagined empire

Christianity saw itself as an alternative kingdom; as a ‘counter-imagined world’.19 The world around it was greedy, violent, repressive, uncaring. But Christians responded by redefining the cosmos. Their songs and creeds were statements of an alternative reality. They saw the world as it was, but pledged allegiance to the world as it should be.

Few documents express this as well as a wonderful piece of writing called the Epistle to Diognetus. Written about AD 150, it talks about how Christians ‘live in their own countries, but only as nonresidents; they participate in everything as citizens, and endure everything as foreigners. Every foreign country is their fatherland, and every fatherland is foreign … They live on earth, but their citizenship is in heaven.’

It goes on to observe that Christians ‘love everyone, and by everyone they are persecuted. They are unknown, yet they are condemned; they are put to death, yet they are brought to life. By the Jews they are assaulted as foreigners, and by the Greeks they are persecuted, yet those who hate them are unable to give a reason for their hostility.’ That was written in the mid second century. So what had happened? How come Christianity had got so dangerous in a single century? The answer was simple: the Romans woke up to the threat of Christianity.

In the Mighty Roman Empire™ the emperor was revered as a god. Sacrifices were made in his honour, temples erected to his name. Emperor Augustus, for example, was the ‘divine Augustus’. An inscription from Halicarnassus (now Bodrum in south-west Turkey) describes him as ‘saviour of the common race of men, whose providence has not only fulfilled but actually exceeded the prayers of all’. Numerous inscriptions throughout the empire talked of his mighty deeds, how he was the answer to the prayers of his people, how he was the bringer of peace and lord of all. Stories were created which claimed that he wasn’t, in fact, mortal, but that he was the offspring of his mother and the god Apollo. Let’s just say he had a fantastic PR department.

But Christians said exactly the same thing about their leader. Only their leader wasn’t a Roman aristocrat, but a Galilean peasant. Now, many of the Christian terms come from the Hebrew Scriptures, but they were also used in a deliberate undermining of the claims of the empire. When Christians call Jesus prince of peace, saviour, or son of God, they are using the very same terms that Romans used of their emperor.

It wasn’t just the emperors, either. To the utter bemusement of the Romans, Christians refused to recognise the entire pantheon of Roman gods. The Romans were only too happy to add foreign gods to their list – so much so that Hesiod reckoned that there were over 30,000 different gods. They differed from city to city and region to region, a rich and heady brew of Greek, Roman, Egyptian and Syrian anywhere-else-you-can-think-of gods. There were the premier-league gods Zeus, Artemis, Apollo. There were ones slightly lower such as Nikē, god of victory and unfairly traded sportswear. And there were purely local gods or ones with very specific remits, such as Clivicola, goddess of roads that went uphill.20

But Christians refused to attend the banquets, or make the sacrifices. And it was this that turned them into targets.

Caught in the crossfire

Paul eventually made it to Rome. But first, according to the account in Acts, in 57 he returned to Jerusalem and – surprise, surprise – became embroiled in a riot. (Admittedly not of his own making. Well, not just of his own making.) Arrested by the Romans, he appealed, as a Roman citizen, to have his case heard by the emperor. After two years in a Caesarean jail cell he was eventually put on a ship and sent to Rome. After an eventful voyage (storms, shipwreck, no duty free) he arrived in Rome in the spring of 60. And that’s where Acts ends. We don’t know of his fate for sure. But later tradition – strong tradition – has it that both Paul and Peter were executed in Rome.

And the man ultimately responsible for their fate was the emperor, Nero.

In 64 a fire broke out in Rome. It spread rapidly, destroying homes and buildings and burning for five-and-a-half days. Of the fourteen districts of Rome, three were completely destroyed and only four escaped some kind of destruction. There was widespread looting and gangs were even reported as preventing people from fighting the flames. This led to conspiracy theories and ugly rumours. There were claims that ‘Someone I know had seen people actually setting light to buildings. No, really. They were clearly acting under orders. It was all a government conspiracy, man.’ And for government, read Nero.

The myth that Nero fiddled while Rome burns is wrong, and not only because the violin hadn’t been invented.21 But he was deeply unpopular because of his conspicuous wealth and scandalous lifestyle. He had, after all, killed his own mother.22 Rumours spread like, well, wildfire, that the blaze was started on his orders to clear the way for a new city to be built named after himself. So Nero did what leaders always do in such circumstances: he found someone else to pin the blame on. He found the Christians. The Roman historian Tacitus recorded that

an immense multitude [of Christians] was convicted, not so much on the charge of arson as because of hatred of the human race. Beside being put to death they were made to serve as objects of amusement; they were clad in the hides of beasts and torn to death by dogs; others were crucified, others set on fire to serve to illuminate the night when daylight failed.

The main accusation against the Christians was based on their ‘hatred of the [rest of the] human race’. They were burned and savaged and crucified because they were different.

An immense multitude, and among them, probably, was Peter, the über-apostle. We don’t know when he had arrived at Rome – in fact we can’t be certain he was in Rome at all. But there is a famous story, the ‘Quo vadis?’ legend, where Peter is urged by his fellow-Christians to flee from Rome. On his way out of the city he sees the figure of Jesus walking in the opposite direction. ‘Quo vadis?’ Peter asks, which is Latin for ‘where are you going?’ Jesus – who, surprisingly, turns out to speak Latin – replies that he is going into Rome to be crucified again. So Peter turns around and follows his master to his death.
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Fig. II. Nero identifies those responsible for the fire of Rome

It’s a famous story and has made for a couple of extremely ropey Hollywood films, but the story comes from a thoroughly unreliable source called The Acts of Peter, which was written sometime between 180 and 225. The book is more like Harry Potter than Simon Peter. There is a running battle between the apostle and a character called Simon Magus, which features, among other things, a talking dog and the amazing resurrection of a herring. At the end of it Simon tries to fly and gets quite a long way up before the prayers of Peter bring him crashing to earth, breaking his leg in three places.

Not sober history, then. However, the story of Peter’s death in Rome probably does have a strong historical basis. There were shrines to him and to Paul in the city from very early on, indicating that Paul too was executed, although whether as part of this persecution or later we don’t know. Although a later tradition has Paul leaving the city after his trial and going to Spain, there’s no real evidence that he ever left the city. According to the legends, he was beheaded.23

(In AD 67, just to compound his sins, Nero introduced the organ to Rome. There were public organ-playing competitions. The organ was played in the arenas too. So at least Paul was spared listening to that.)

The persecution in Rome shattered the church in the city. Those who could escape did. Those who couldn’t kept their heads down. Evidence of their suppression comes in the fact that we hear nothing more from the church at Rome for another fifty years or so.

Things weren’t much better in Jerusalem. Rising nationalism, combined with the actions of a series of completely inept Roman officials, meant that the situation in Judea was getting more and more tense. And in 62, during a power vacuum when the province was between Roman governors, the high priest took a cheap shot to get his revenge. The high priest’s name was Ananus and his father, Ananus, or Annas, had judged Jesus. His brother-in-law was Caiaphas, and he was the man who had engineered the execution of Jesus. An old vendetta. So, while the Romans were looking the other way Ananus Jr took the opportunity to kill, according to Josephus, ‘a man named Jacob, the brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, and certain others. He accused them of having acted illegally and delivered them up to be stoned.’

It was a deeply unpopular move and the incoming Roman Procurator Albinus saw that Ananus was removed from his post. Ananus died at the hands of his own people – assassinated by a group of Jewish assassins, the Zealots – in 68. But by that time he was no longer the high priest, but commander-in-chief. He was leading the Jewish rebels – because by that time Judea was in revolt.

 



PETER
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Peter, from a third-century medallion. Fine head of hair for a man of his age

Name: Cephas.

Aka: Simon, Peter, Simon Peter.

Nationality: Galilean Jew.

Dates: died c.65.

Appearance: Not known. Traditionally quite a big bloke.

Before he was famous: Fisherman. Disciple.

Famous for: Following Jesus. Not following Jesus. Following Jesus again. Leading the church in the first few months after the resurrection.

Why does he matter? He’s the über-disciple. The heart and soul of early Christianity. Passionate, determined, occasionally wrong-headed. Jesus said he was the rock on which the church would be built, although people have argued for years about what exactly that means.

Could you have a drink with him down the pub? Yes. But he might want to sit at a different table to you, depending on how Jewish he was feeling at the time.



 

Rome 1, Jerusalem 0

The flashpoint came in AD 66. In Caesarea, Syrian Gentiles provoked Jewish rage by sacrificing a chicken in the alleyway outside a synagogue. It’s not clear why this was such an insult. It was probably a pagan sacrifice. Or maybe they were Jewish vegetarians. Anyway, it’s probably the first time in history that a chicken has led to a mass uprising.

The procurator, Florus, refused to punish the chicken-murderers, and then he began to help himself to money from the treasury in the temple in Jerusalem. This was seen as sacrilege and when Florus next appeared in the city, a hostile, jeering, mocking crowd was waiting. Possibly waving chickens. Maybe even making clucking noises. Although probably not.

Florus let loose his troops and thousands of people were butchered. The city exploded into violence. The Roman garrison was routed, the rebels took control of Jerusalem and the Sadducean aristocracy were massacred. Judea was in revolt. In response Nero sent one of his best generals, Vespasian, with 60,000 troops, to regain the province. But in 68 Nero committed suicide, so Vespasian returned to Rome to restore order, which he duly did by becoming emperor himself. It was left to his son, Titus, to finish the job of controlling Judea.

In the meantime the Christians left Jerusalem. Christians were not interested in Jewish nationalism and even if they had been, as a pacifist organisation the church was not much use in a fight. According to early tradition, the Christians went to a town called Pella in the upper Jordan valley (although this may have been a later invention by the first-century equivalent of the Pella tourist board), where they were led by Jesus’ cousin Simeon.

The Romans recaptured Jerusalem in AD 70, by which time many of the rebels had killed each other during months of internecine conflict. The city was destroyed, largely demolished. Hundreds of thousands of Jews were taken to Rome to become slaves or to provide entertainment in the circuses of the empire. Worst of all, the temple was destroyed, burned to the ground in the course of the final assault. This was the 9/11 of the ancient Jewish world. An unimaginable terror in which the impure Gentiles had struck at the very heart of their world and destroyed their most precious building. There was never to be a temple in Jerusalem again.

Josephus claimed that Titus wanted to preserve the temple as an act of moderation, but a later writer called Sulpicius Severus claimed that Titus was determined to destroy the temple ‘in order that the Jewish and Christian religions might be more completely abolished; for although these religions were mutually hostile, they had nevertheless sprung from the same founders: the Christians were an offshoot of the Jew, and if the root were taken away the stock would easily perish.’

Funny how things work out. Two thousand years on, Judaism and Christianity are still around. The Roman Empire, on the other hand …

Judaism in Jamnia

The destruction of the temple changed the relationship between Judaism and Christianity. For the Christians it meant that the centre of Christianity shifted. While Jerusalem and the temple still stood they acted as the HQ, and tied Christianity to its roots. But once they were gone, other cities – notably Antioch, Alexandria and, eventually, Rome – became more prominent. And although that particularly Jewish style of Christianity survived for some time, it was Paul’s Gentile-friendly brand that triumphed.

Judaism underwent a similar transformation. The Sadducees – the party of the aristocracy and the temple – were completely wiped out. But the Pharisees escaped the siege and settled in the coastal city of Jamnia (modern Joppa) where they effectively became the last Jews standing. They got to write the future. The Orthodox Judaism we have today, therefore, is the offspring of the Pharisees, just as the Christianity we have is the offspring of Gentile Christianity. Jews throughout the empire held out hopes for the rebuilding of the temple, but with time those hopes began to fade. So Jewish faith moved to being centred around the synagogue.

In Jamnia the rabbis kept themselves busy compiling the Old Testament. Well, obviously they didn’t think it was ‘the Old Testament’ – but the Hebrew Scriptures. Up to then there had been disagreement as to what, exactly, the scriptures of the Jewish faith were. Everyone agreed on the Torah – aka the Law, the books of Moses, later known as the Pentateuch. All forms of Judaism agreed that these books were the foundation of the Jewish faith. But there were many other books: histories and poetry, philosophical books of wisdom, love poetry and many books of prophets. And different flavours of Judaism had different views as to the authority of those books, and even which books should be included in the canon. For example, the Dead Sea Scrolls, which represent the library of an unidentified Jewish sect (possibly, but not definitely, the Essenes), had copies of every book of the Hebrew Scriptures, except the book of Esther. Clearly they did not think that Esther was proper Scripture.

In fact, it was not until Jamnia, around AD 90, that the Hebrew Scriptures were absolutely defined.

Meanwhile, the antagonism between the two faiths increased. Some Christians began to express the thought that the destruction was a punishment on the Jews for their rejection of Jesus as the Messiah. And in their synagogues Jews began to introduce into their prayers curses against Christians, to ensure that no Christians could take part in their worship.

It was a parting of the ways.

Apocalypse now

Towards the end of the first century an emperor called Domitian (81–96) launched a wave of persecution against Christians. Domitian, the son of Vespasian and brother of Titus, was big on the whole emperor worship thing and, in the fine tradition of Roman emperors, as mad as a bag of monkeys.

One of those caught up in this persecution was a church leader in Asia Minor called John. He was sent to the island of Patmos – probably as a punishment.24 There, one Sunday morning, he had a vision of Jesus that he captured in a strange book known as Revelation.

The final book of the New Testament is a work of apocalyptic literature. Apocalyptic does not mean ‘end of the world’, despite its slang use, but ‘revelation’. Apocalyptic literature shows you the bigger picture of what’s going on – it’s the religious equivalent of conspiracy theory: the truth is out there.

This book, with its outlandish imagery and cosmic struggles, was to exert a huge influence over the church in the subsequent centuries. Today the internet is full of websites claiming to have cracked the code of Revelation, and to have worked out the timetable of the End of the World. But the message of Revelation is much more about its time than we recognise today. Revelation is, in fact, mostly a picture of the Mighty Roman Empire™ in all its brutality. It describes Rome as Babylon – a Jewish shorthand for tyranny and destruction, harping back to the Babylonians who destroyed Jerusalem in the sixth century BC. It portrays Roman power and propaganda as horrific, rapacious beasts, and the city of Rome itself as a whore.

Revelation is a hugely subversive book, the most overtly and obviously revolutionary book of the Bible. John saw, from his rocky outcrop in the Aegean Sea, that the emperor of the world and the prince of peace could never really mix. To be a true Christian was to be inescapably engaged in confrontation with empire.

In its first sixty years of life Christianity began by annoying the Jewish aristocracy in Jerusalem, moved on to annoying many Jews in other cities, and ended up by annoying the Mighty Roman Empire™.

‘Prince of Peace.’ Are you having a laugh?
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2 Marcion, Montanism and Monks

Lions 1, Christians 0

Around AD 100 a letter was sent from the church in Rome to the church in Corinth. The Corinthian church had (not for the first time) fallen out spectacularly with its leaders and replaced them with new ones. Clement, a church leader in Rome, wrote a letter urging them to rescind this decision. His argument was that by removing the officially ordained leaders the Corinthians were breaking a direct line of authority stretching back through the apostles to Jesus himself.

In a rather dodgy piece of translation he quotes a line from Isaiah: ‘I will establish their bishops in righteousness and their deacons in faith.’ This is the first mention of the idea of apostolic succession, the idea that Jesus had appointed the apostles, who had then appointed church leaders, who then appointed other church leaders … and so on, and so on. Only this idea, says Clement, ensures that leaders carry on the true, orthodox teaching. It also shows that a leader in Rome was assumed – if only by himself – to have a say in matters hundreds of miles away in Greece. Somehow, although they were miles apart, they were part of the same organisation. Both the Christians in Corinth and those in Rome – not to mention others scattered around in Syria, Palestine and Asia Minor – were ‘the church’.

It was a leader from Antioch who put a name to this concept. His name was Ignatius of Antioch (c.35–107) and in a letter he uses a particular word to describe this organisation. He calls it katholikos, the Greek word for ‘whole’ or ‘universal’, to refer to the church ‘where Jesus is’. The word isn’t found anywhere in the Bible, but Ignatius clearly assumes that his readers were familiar with the term: he doesn’t bother to explain it. This became the word ‘catholic’, the term today still widely used in our creeds – generally much to the confusion of various churchgoers who confuse the term with ‘Roman Catholic’. Given the number of splits, schisms, excommunications and general differences of opinion on virtually everything, when standing and saying the phrase in the creed ‘we believe in one holy, catholic and apostolic church’, this has always struck me as rather a triumph of optimism. But this is where it starts: with leaders like Clement and Ignatius.

Ignatius was the Bishop of Antioch, and he wrote this letter – and others – while he was on death row. A very long death row … he was being taken from Antioch to Rome to be martyred. He was a dead man walking, and walking a very long way. He talked of his journey in terms of being thrown to wild beasts in the circus: ‘From Syria even to Rome I fight with wild beasts, by land and sea, by night and by day, being bound amidst ten leopards, even a company of soldiers, who only grow worse when they are kindly treated.’ In one memorable phrase he described himself as ‘God’s wheat … to be ground by the teeth of wild beasts, so that I may become the pure bread of Christ’. But he was not going to the mill against his will. On the contrary, Ignatius saw martyrdom as the crowning point of his Christian life. Nor was he the first to make the journey. He says that others had ‘preceded him in martyrdom … from Syria to Rome for the glory of God’.

This was literally a farewell tour. Along the way he had the opportunity to meet many church leaders from the districts through which he was taken. And he wrote several letters to other churches, which he sent out via a network of runners. We see in the letters of Ignatius a church whose separate groups are always writing letters to each other, sending visitors from one church to another, keeping in touch. This is a man who would have loved email.

Ignatius’ letters show that the church now had a much more developed leadership structure. He urges Christians in one church to follow their bishops ‘as Jesus Christ does the Father’, and their elders ‘as you would the apostles’ and to revere the deacons ‘as being the institutions of God’.1 For Ignatius, a Eucharist is now only ‘proper’ if administered by a bishop. Baptisms are unlawful, he says, if they are not overseen by the bishop. (The fact that Ignatius has to argue for this, though, shows clearly that other churches disagreed.)

But they were ‘bishops’ rather than ‘THE bishop’. Ignatius writes to Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, but he appears to be one of a collegiate group of bishops in the city. Less like a CEO and more like a board of directors. And while Ignatius admires the high standards of doctrine held in Rome, he doesn’t mention any single Roman leader, certainly not a single ‘Bishop of Rome’.

This was not some power trip. The authority of these people was important, because it was the only way, as far as Ignatius was concerned, to ensure proper teaching. Ignatius addresses an idea called Docetism that has crept into some church teaching. The term comes from the Greek word dokein, meaning ‘to seem’. Docetists claimed that Jesus was not a real man: he only seemed that way. What he really was, was a mystical spirit. 
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Fig. III. In the arena, Ignatius of Antioch puts on a show

The idea originates in Greek philosophy. Jews believed that since God was good and since God had created the world, then the world was pretty good, at least in the beginning. But Plato, the Greek brainbox, had suggested that matter and the body were intrinsically bad. More, that they were a secondary reality. There was a higher, purer reality, an ideal, of which this world was just a reflection.

To Docetists it was impossible that God should sweat and bleed and cry and urinate and do all the other stuff that normal bodies require. Divine beings don’t do that kind of thing – they just waft around looking gorgeous. Ignatius utterly refuted this. Jesus could be touched, he said. He became flesh, a man, who ‘might be touched and handled in the body … and who in every kind of way suffered for our sakes’. He was a real man, and really God.

Ignatius died around AD 108, killed by the wild animals in the games. According to tradition, his remains were carried back to Antioch by his companions and interred outside the city gates.

That was real enough, all right.

Hidden gnowledge

Docetism was one example of a form of thinking that came to be known as Gnosticism. The term was coined by a seventeenth-century academic, but he based it on a much earlier phrase used by Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, who talked about a whole range of ‘alternative’ Christianities as being gnōstikē hairesis – ‘a choice to claim knowledge’. From this phrase we get two powerful and potent terms: ‘Gnostics’ and ‘heresy’.

As more people explored Christianity they asked some searching questions: ‘How can a world with so much suffering be created by a good God?’ ‘How could the all-powerful God also be a crucified Jewish peasant?’ And ‘How can I make money out of this thing?’

Sometimes, these questions led to different versions of Christianity. Irenaeus listed 217 of these variant Christian splinter groups. Although they get lumped together under the title ‘gnostic’, they were very different in outlook. For a long time all that scholars had to hand in examining the Gnostics were the writings of their opponents. Then, in 1945, in the Egyptian desert, a man went digging for sabakh, a kind of fertiliser, and he found a red earthenware jar containing thirteen leather-bound, papyrus books, containing fifty-two Gnostic texts. The books became known as the Nag Hammadi library, after the place in which they were found.

These books show that Gnosticism had many different expressions. However, among the different groups there are some frequently recurring ideas.


	
The world is really bad. Many Gnostic sects believed the material world to be evil. And if that were the case, it could not have been created by a perfect God. So the creator God of the Old Testament must be a lower-division god – a ‘demiurge’ (an idea they nicked from Plato: the word means ‘craftsman’).

	
The human body is really, really bad. Gnostics show a distaste for the human body. In the Docetists’ case this led to the idea that Jesus wasn’t a real man. Others suggested that Jesus merely moved into a body for a bit. His spirit joined the human Jesus but left just before the crucifixion, thus avoiding all that messy blood and inconvenient pain stuff. (This is called Cerinthianism, after Cerinthus, its most prominent spokesman.) Gnostic writings in this form sometimes have the spirit Jesus sitting on a tree nearby, laughing while the human Jesus goes through agonies. This seems rather unchristian behaviour on the part of … er … Christ.2 Because flesh was sinful, Gnostics treated it harshly and were often ascetics. But this contempt did not extend so far as to actually losing the flesh. There are no accounts of Gnostic martyrs; indeed, they were rather sniffy about Christians who embraced martyrdom. They might have considered the flesh disgusting, but they clearly had their limits.
    Others took this disdain for the flesh in the opposite direction. The father-and-son team of Carpocrates (c.145) and Epiphanes argued that God’s law actually commanded promiscuity. They believed that in order to progress from this world you had to experience absolutely everything. So they indulged in every sin, up to and including Morris dancing.3


	
The universe is really bad and really good. Many Gnostic sects believed in a kind of dualism: an endless cosmic battle between dark and light, good and evil, the Dark and Light Side of the Force, etc. This might be because they had some contact with Persian Zoroastrianism. Or it might be because they could see things only in black and white.

	
Anything Jewish is really, really, really bad. Gnostics, mainly being Greek, found it deeply embarrassing that the early church relied so much upon the Hebrew Scriptures, with their ridiculous accounts of creation.

	
Women are really unspeakably bad. You sometimes hear claims that Gnostic teaching represents a milder, kinder, more hypo-allergenic Christianity, which is heavily feminist and that would appeal to the third-century equivalent of Guardian readers. In fact, Gnostic texts abound in misogyny. Women were rubbish, basically.

	
The enlightened, on the other hand, are tremendously good. Much of their teaching was reserved for enlightened, superior believers known as ‘spirituals’. True wisdom was not for the plebs. The doors of perception opened only to those with an invite.
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It’s the resurrection,
stupid

The history of the church begins on
a Sunday morning in Ao 33. when a
man whom everyone thought was
dead was found walking about in a
graveyard. Christianity’s core
business is resurnection. There is
always life afeer death. There is
always hope.

Giren some of the places we are
going to go on this journey. it might
be worth holding on to that fact.
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Just because they're not in the Bible
doesn’t make them wrong, or
unimportant. But it does mean that,
at some point in the history of the
church, they were nei.
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