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The Treatise on Relics by the great Reformer of Geneva is
not so generally known as it deserves, though at the time
of its publication it enjoyed a considerable popularity.1
The probable reason of this is: the absurdity of the relics
described in the Treatise has since the Reformation gradually
become so obvious, that their exhibitors make as little
noise as possible about their miraculous wares, whose virtues
are no longer believed except by the most ignorant
part of the population of countries wherein the education
of the inferior classes is neglected. And, indeed, not only
Protestants, but many enlightened Roman Catholics believed
that all the miracles of relics, images, and other
superstitions with which Christianity were infected during
the times of mediæval ignorance would be soon, by the
progress of knowledge, consigned for ever to the oblivion
of the dark ages, and only recorded in the history of the
aberrations of the human mind, together with the superstitions
[pg iv]
of ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Unfortunately
these hopes have not been realised, and are still
remaining amongst the pia desideria. The Roman Catholic
reaction, which commenced about half a century ago by
works of a philosophical nature, adapted to the wants of
the most intellectual classes of society, has, emboldened by
success, gradually assumed a more and more material
tendency, and at length has begun to manifest itself by
such results as the exhibition of the holy coat at Treves,
which produced a great noise over all Germany,2 the apparition
of the Virgin at La Salette, the winking Madonna
of Rimini, and, what is perhaps more important than all,
the solemn installation of the relics of St Theodosia at
Amiens; whilst works of a description similar to the Life
of St Francis of Assisi, by M. Chavin de Malan, and the
Lives of the English Saints, which I have mentioned on
pp. 113 and 115
of my Introduction are produced by writers
of considerable talent and learning. These are significant
facts, and prove, at all events, that in spite of the progress
of intellect and knowledge, which is the boast of our
century, we seem to be fast returning to a state of things
similar to the time when Calvin wrote his Treatise. I
therefore believe that its reproduction in a new English
translation will not be out of date.



On the other side, the politico-religious system of aggression
[pg v]
followed by Russia has now taken such a rapid
development, that the dangers which threaten the liberties
and civilization of Europe from that quarter have become
more imminent than those which may be apprehended
from the Roman Catholic reaction. Fortunately England
and France have taken up arms against the impious
crusade proclaimed by the Imperial Pope of Russia. I
think that the term impious, which I am advisedly using
on this occasion, is by no means exaggerated; because,
how can we otherwise designate the proceedings adopted
by the Czar for exciting the religious fanaticism of the
Russians, as, for instance, the letter of the Archbishop of
Georgia, addressed to that of Moscow, and published in
the official Gazette of St Petersburg, stating, on the
authority of the Russian General, Prince Bagration Mukhranski,
that during an engagement between the Russians
and the Turks, which recently took place in Asia, the
Blessed Virgin appeared in the air and frightened the
Turks to such a degree that they took to flight!3 I have
developed this subject in the last chapter of my Introduction,
in order to show my readers the religious condition
of the Russian people, because I think that without
it a knowledge of the policy now followed by their
Government cannot be well understood, or its consequences
fully appreciated.



Edinburgh, May 1854.
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The valuable Dissertation which forms such a fitting
commentary upon John Calvin's Treatise on Relics, was
written by the late lamented author on the eve of the
Crimean War, in 1854. It has been out of print for several
years, but in these days of Popish assumption and claims
to Infallibility, it has been thought that a new edition
would prove acceptable, and be found useful in directing
attention to the mummeries and absurdities engrafted on
the True Christian Faith, by the false and corrupt Church
of Rome.



Edinburgh, January 1870.
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Hero-worship is innate to human nature, and it is
founded on some of our noblest feelings,—gratitude,
love, and admiration.—but which, like all other feelings,
when uncontrolled by principle and reason, may
easily degenerate into the wildest exaggerations, and
lead to most dangerous consequences. It was by such
an exaggeration of these noble feelings that Paganism
filled the Olympus with gods and demigods,—elevating
to this rank men who have often deserved
the gratitude of their fellow-creatures, by some signal
services rendered to the community, or their admiration,
by having performed some deeds which required
a more than usual degree of mental and physical
powers. The same cause obtained for the Christian
martyrs the gratitude and admiration of their fellow-Christians,
and finally converted them into a kind of
[pg 002]
demigods. This was more particularly the case when
the church began to be corrupted by her compromise
with Paganism, which having been baptized
without being converted, rapidly introduced into the
Christian church, not only many of its rites and ceremonies,
but even its polytheism, with this difference,
that the divinities of Greece and Rome were
replaced by Christian saints, many of whom received
the offices of their Pagan predecessors.4 The church
in the beginning tolerated these abuses, as a temporary
evil, but was afterwards unable to remove
them; and they became so strong, particularly during
the prevailing ignorance of the middle ages, that
the church ended by legalising, through her decrees,
that at which she did nothing but wink at first. I
shall endeavour to give my readers a rapid sketch
of the rise, progress, and final establishment of the
Pagan practices which not only continue to prevail
in the Western as well as in the Eastern church,
but have been of late, notwithstanding the boasted
progress of intellect in our days, manifested in as
bold as successful a manner.



Nothing, indeed, can be more deserving of our
admiration than the conduct of the Christian martyrs,
who cheerfully submitted to an ignominious death,
inflicted by the most atrocious torments, rather than
[pg 003]
deny their faith even by the mere performance of
an apparently insignificant rite of Paganism. Their
persecutors were often affected by seeing examples
of an heroic fortitude, such as they admired in a
Scævola or a Regulus, displayed not only by men,
but by women, and even children, and became
converted to a faith which could inspire its confessors
with such a devotion to its tenets. It has been
justly said that the blood of the martyrs was the glory
and the seed of the church, because the constancy
of her confessors has, perhaps, given her more converts
than the eloquence and learning of her doctors.
It was, therefore, very natural that the memory of
those noble champions of Christianity should be
held in great veneration by their brethren in the faith.
The bodies of the martyrs, or their remnants, were
always, whenever it was possible, purchased from
their judges or executioners, and decently buried by
the Christians. The day on which the martyr had
suffered was generally marked in the registers of his
church, in order to commemorate this glorious event
on its anniversaries. These commemorations usually
consisted in the eulogy of the martyr, delivered in an
assembly of the church, for the edification of the faithful,
the strengthening of the weak, and the stimulating
of the lukewarm, by setting before them the
noble example of the above-mentioned martyr. It
was very natural that the objects of the commemoration
received on such an occasion the greatest praises,
[pg 004]
not unfrequently expressed in the most exaggerated
terms, but there was no question about invoking the
aid or intercession of the confessors whose example
was thus held out for the imitation of the church.



We know from the Acts that neither St Stephen,
the first Christian martyr, nor St James, who was
killed by Herod, were invoked in any manner by the
apostolic church, because, had this been the case,
the inspired writer of this first record of the ancient
church would not have omitted such an important
circumstance, having mentioned facts of much lesser
consequence. Had such a practice been in conformity
with the apostolic doctrine, it would have
certainly been brought forward in the epistles of St
Paul, or in those of other apostles. There is also
sufficient evidence that the fathers of the primitive
church knew nothing of the invocation, or any other
kind of worship rendered to departed saints. The
limits of this essay allow me not to adduce evidences
of this fact, which may be abundantly drawn
from the writings of those fathers, and I shall content
myself with the following few but conclusive instances
of this kind.



St Clement, bishop of Rome, who is supposed to
have been instituted by St Paul, and to be the same
of whom he speaks in his Epistle to the Philippians
iv. 3, addressed a letter to the Corinthians on account
of certain dissensions by which their church
was disturbed. He recommends to them, with great
[pg 005]
praises, the Epistles of St Paul, who had suffered martyrdom
under Nero, but he does not say a word
about invoking the aid or intercession of the martyr,
who was the founder of their church, and which would
have been most suitable on that occasion, if such a
practice had already been admitted by the Christians
of his time. On the contrary, he prays God for
them, “because it is He who gives to the soul that
invokes Him, faith, grace, peace, patience, and wisdom.”
St Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, who lived in
the second century, addressed a letter to the Philippians,
but he says nothing in it to recommend the
invocation of St Paul, who was the founder of their
church, and as such would have been considered as
its patron saint, had the worship of the saints been
at that time already introduced amongst the Christians.
The most important and positive proof that
the primitive Christians, not only did not pay any
adoration to the martyrs, but decidedly rejected it, is
the epistle which was issued by the church of Smyrna
after the martyrdom of its bishop, whom I have just
mentioned. It states that the Pagans had, at the instigation
of the Jews, closely watched the Christians,
imagining that they would endeavour to carry away
the ashes of Polycarp in order to worship him after
his death, because these idolaters knew not that the
Christians cannot abandon Jesus Christ, or worship
any one else. “We worship,” says the same document,
“Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God; but with
[pg 006]
regard to the martyrs, the disciples of Christ and imitators
of his virtues, we love them, as they deserve
it, on account of the unconquerable love which they
had for their Master and King; and would to God
that we should become their disciples and partakers
of their zeal.”



I could multiply proofs of this kind without end,
but I shall only observe, that even in the fourth century
the orthodox Christians considered the worship
of every created being as idolatry, because the opponents
of the Arians, who considered Jesus Christ as
created and not co-essential with God the Father, employed
the following argument to combat this dogma:—“If
you consider Jesus Christ a created being, you
commit idolatry by worshipping him.”



Admiration is, however, akin to adoration, and it
was no wonder that those whose memory was constantly
praised, and frequently in the most exaggerated
terms, gradually began to be considered as something
more than simple mortals, and treated accordingly.
It was also very natural that various objects
which had belonged to the martyrs were carefully
preserved as interesting mementoes, since it is continually
done with persons who have acquired some
kind of celebrity, and that this should be the case
with their bodies, which have often been embalmed.
It is, however, impossible, as Calvin has justly observed,5
to preserve such objects without honouring
[pg 007]
them in a certain manner, and this must soon degenerate
into adoration. This was the origin of the
worship of relics, which went on increasing in the
same ratio as the purity of Christian doctrines was
giving way to the superstitions of Paganism.



The worship of images is intimately connected
with that of the saints. They were rejected by the
primitive Christians; but St Irenæus, who lived in
the second century, relates that there was a sect of
heretics, the Carpocratians, who worshipped, in the
manner of Pagans, different images representing
Jesus Christ, St Paul, and others. The Gnostics had
also images; but the church rejected their use in a
positive manner, and a Christian writer of the third
century, Minutius Felix, says that “the Pagans reproached
the Christians for having neither temples
nor simulachres;” and I could quote many other evidences
that the primitive Christians entertained a
great horror against every kind of images, considering
them as the work of demons.



It appears, however, that the use of pictures was
creeping into the church already in the third century,
because the council of Elvira in Spain, held in
305, especially forbids to have any picture in the
Christian churches. These pictures were generally
representations of some events, either of the New or
of the Old Testament, and their object was to instruct
the common and illiterate people in sacred
history, whilst others were emblems, representing
[pg 008]
some ideas connected with the doctrines of Christianity.
It was certainly a powerful means of producing
an impression upon the senses and the imagination
of the vulgar, who believe without reasoning,
and admit without reflection; it was also the
most easy way of converting rude and ignorant
nations, because, looking constantly on the representations
of some fact, people usually end by believing
it. This iconographic teaching was, therefore, recommended
by the rulers of the church, as being useful
to the ignorant, who had only the understanding of
eyes, and could not read writings.6 Such a practice
was, however, fraught with the greatest danger, as
experience has but too much proved. It was replacing
intellect by sight.7 Instead of elevating man
towards God, it was bringing down the Deity to
the level of his finite intellect, and it could not but
powerfully contribute to the rapid spread of a pagan
anthropomorphism in the church.



There was also another cause which seems to have
greatly contributed to the propagation of the abovementioned
anthropomorphism amongst the Christians,
namely, the contemplative life of the hermits,
particularly of those who inhabited the burning
[pg 009]
deserts of Egypt. It has been observed of these
monks, by Zimmerman, in his celebrated work on
Solitude, that “men of extraordinary characters,
and actuated by strange and uncommon passions,
have shrunk from the pleasures of the world into
joyless gloom and desolation. In savage and dreary
deserts they have lived a solitary and destitute life,
subjecting themselves to voluntary self-denials and
mortifications almost incredible; sometimes exposed
in nakedness to the chilling blasts of the winter cold,
or the scorching breath of summer's heat, till their
brains, distempered by the joint operation of tortured
senses and overstrained imagination, swarmed
with the wildest and most frantic visions.”8 The
same writer relates, on the authority of Sulpicius
Severus, that an individual had been roving about
Mount Sinai nearly during fifty years, entirely naked,
and avoiding all intercourse with men. Once, however,
being inquired about the motives of his strange
conduct, he answered, that, “enjoying as he did the
society of seraphim and cherubim, he felt aversion
to intercourse with men.”9



Many of these enthusiasts imagined, in their hallucinations,
they had a direct intercourse with God
himself, who, as well as the subordinate spirits, appeared
to them in a human shape. The monks of
Egypt were, indeed, the most zealous defenders of
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the corporeality of God. They violently hated Origines
for his maintaining that He was spiritual.
Theophilus, bishop of Alexandria, opposed this error;
but the monks assembled in great force, with the
intention of murdering him; and he escaped this
danger by addressing them in the words which Jacob
used to Esau, “I have seen thy face, as though I had
seen the face of God.”—(Gen. xxxiii 10.) This compliment,
which could be interpreted as an acknowledgment
of a corporeal God, appeased the wrath of
the monks, but they compelled Theophilus to anathematise
the writings of Origines.



The following anecdote is characteristic of the
strong tendency of human nature towards anthropomorphism.
An old monk, called Serapion, having
been convinced by the arguments of a friend that it
was an error to believe God corporeal, exclaimed,
weeping, “Alas, my God was taken from me, and I
do not know whom I am now worshipping!”10 I shall
have, in the course of this essay, opportunities to show
that the monks have always been the most zealous
and efficient promoters of image-worship.



The following rapid sketch of the introduction of
image-worship into the Christian church, and of its
consequences, has been drawn by a French living
writer, whose religious views I do not share, but
whose profound erudition, fairness, and sincerity, are
deserving of the greatest praise:—
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“The aversion of the first Christians to the images,
inspired by the Pagan simulachres, made room, during
the centuries which followed the period of the
persecutions, to a feeling of an entirely different
kind, and the images gradually gained their favour.
Reappearing at the end of the fourth and during
the course of the fifth centuries, simply as emblems,
they soon became images, in the true acceptation of
this word; and the respect which was entertained by
the Christians for the persons and ideas represented
by those images, was afterwards converted into a
real worship. Representations of the sufferings which
the Christians had endured for the sake of their religion,
were at first exhibited to the people in order
to stimulate by such a sight the faith of the masses,
always lukewarm and indifferent. With regard to
the images of divine persons of entirely immaterial
beings, it must be remarked, that they did not originate
from the most spiritualised and pure doctrines
of the Christian society, but were rejected by the
severe orthodoxy of the primitive church. These
simulachres appear to have been spread at first by
the Gnostics,—i.e., by those Christian sects which
adopted the most of the beliefs of Persia and India.
Thus it was a Christianity which was not purified
by its contact with the school of Plato,—a Christianity
which entirely rejected the Mosaic tradition,
in order to attach itself to the most strange and attractive
myths of Persia and India,—that gave birth
[pg 012]
to the images. And it was a return to the spiritualism
of the first ages, and a revival of the spirit of
aversion to what has a tendency of lowering Divinity
to the narrow proportions of a human creature, that
produced war against those images. But the manners
and the beliefs had been changed. Whole nations
had received Christianity, when it was already
escorted by that idolatrous train of carved and
painted images. Only those populations amongst
whom the ancient traditions were preserved could
favour this reaction. The clergy were, moreover,
interested in maintaining one of their most powerful
means of teaching. The long and persevering efforts
of the Iconoclasts proved therefore ineffective; and
the Waldenses were not more fortunate. Wickliffe,
the Hussites, and Carlostad, attacked the images;
but it was reserved only to the Calvinists to establish
in some parts of Europe the triumph of the
ideas of the Iconoclasts. The shock was terrible.
The Religionists frequently committed acts of a fanatical
and senseless vandalism; and art had many
losses to deplore. But the idolatrous tendency was
struck at its very root; and Catholicism itself found,
after the struggle, more purity and idealism in its
own worship.11 The Reformed perceived afterwards
[pg 013]
the exaggeration of their principles; and though
they continued to defend the entrance of their
temples to the simulachres, condemned by God on
Mount Sinai, they spared those which had been
bequeathed by the less severe and more material
faith of their fathers.”12



The principal cause of the corruption of the Christian
church, by the introduction of the Pagan ideas
and practices alluded to above, was, however, chiefly
the lamentable policy of compromise with Paganism
which that church adopted soon after her sudden
triumph by the conversion of Constantine. The
object of this policy was to lead into her pale the
Pagans as rapidly as possible; and, therefore, instead
of making them enter by the strait gate, she widened
it in such a manner, that the rush of Paganism had
almost driven Christianity out of her pale. The
example of the emperors, who, professing Christianity,
were, or considered themselves to be, obliged,
by the necessities of their position, to act on
some occasions as Pagans, may have been not without
influence on the church. I shall endeavour to
develop this important subject in the following chapters;
and, in order to remove every suspicion of partiality,
I shall do it almost entirely on the authority
of an eminent Roman Catholic writer of our day.
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I have described, in the preceding chapter, the
causes which made Christian worship gradually to
deviate from its primitive purity, and to assume a
character more adapted to the ideas of the heathen
population,—numbers of whom were continually
joining the church. It was, particularly since the
time of Constantine, because its festivals, becoming
every day more numerous, and its sanctuaries more
solemn, spacious, and adorned with greater splendour,—its
ceremonies more complicated,—its emblems
more diversified,—offered to the Pagans an
ample compensation for the artistic pomp of their
ancient worship. “The frankincense,” says an eminent
Roman Catholic writer of our time, “the flowers,
the golden and silver vessels, the lamps, the crowns,
the luminaries, the linen, the silk, the chaunts, the
processions, the festivals, recurring at certain fixed
days, passed from the vanquished altars to the triumphant
one. Paganism tried to borrow from Christianity
its dogmas and its morals; Christianity took
[pg 015]
from Paganism its ornaments.”13 Christianity would
have become triumphant without these transformations.
It would have done it later than it did, but
its triumph would have been of a different kind from
that which it has obtained by the assistance of these
auxiliaries. “Christianity,” says the author quoted
above, “retrograded; but it was this which made
its force.” It would be more correct to say, that it
advanced its external progress at the expence of its
purity; it gained thus the favour of the crowd, but
it was by other means that it obtained the approbation
of the cultivated minds.14



The church made a compromise with Paganism
in order to convert more easily its adherents,—forgetting
the precepts of the apostle, to beware of philosophy
and vain traditions, (Col. ii. 8,) as well as to
refuse profane and old wives' fables, (1 Tim. iv. 7.)
And it cannot be doubted that St Paul knew well
that a toleration of these things would have rapidly
extended the new churches, had the quantity
of the converts been more important than the quality
of their belief and morals.



This subject has been amply developed by one of
the most distinguished French writers of our day,
who, belonging himself to the Roman Catholic
Church, seeks to justify her conduct in this respect,
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though he admits with the greatest sincerity that
she had introduced into her polity a large share of
Pagan elements. I shall give my readers this curious
piece of special pleading in favour of the line of
policy which the church had followed on that occasion,
as it forms a precious document, proving, in an
unanswerable manner, the extent of Pagan rites and
ideas contained in the Roman Catholic Church,
particularly as it proceeds, not from an opponent of
that church, but from a dutiful son of hers. The
work from which I am making this extract is, moreover,
considered as one of the master-pieces of modern
French literature, and it was crowned by one
of the most learned bodies of Europe—the Academie
des Inscriptions et des Belles Lettres of Paris.15



“The fundamental idea of Christianity,” says our
author, “was a new, powerful idea, and independent
of all those by which it had been preceded. However,
the men by whom the Christian system was
extended and developed, having been formed in the
school of Paganism, could not resist the desire of
connecting it with the former systems. St Justin,
St Clement (of Alexandria), Athenagoras, Tatian,
Origenes, Synesius, &c., considered Pagan philosophy
as a preparation to Christianity. It was, indeed,
making a large concession to the spirit of the ancient
times; but they believed that they could conceal its
[pg 017]
inconveniences by maintaining in all its purity the
form of Christian worship, and rejecting with disdain
the usages and ceremonies of polytheism.
When Christianity became the dominant religion,
its doctors perceived that they would be compelled
to give way equally in respect to the external
form of worship, and that they would not be sufficiently
strong to constrain the multitude of Pagans,
who were embracing Christianity with a kind of
enthusiasm as unreasoning as it was of little duration,
to forget a system of acts, ceremonies, and
festivals, which had such an immense power over
their ideas and manners. The church admitted,
therefore, into her discipline, many usages evidently
pagan. She undoubtedly has endeavoured to
purify them, but she never could obliterate the impression
of their original stamp.



“This new spirit of Christianity—this eclectism,
which extended even to material things—has in
modern times given rise to passionate discussions;
these borrowings from the old religion were condemned,
as having been suggested to the Christians
of the fourth and fifth centuries by the remnants of
that old love of idolatry which was lurking at the
bottom of their hearts. It was easy for the modern
reformers to condemn, by an unjust blame, the leaders
of the church; they should, however, have acknowledged,
that the principal interest of Christianity
was to wrest from error the greatest number of
[pg 018]
its partisans, and that it was impossible to attain
this object without providing for the obstinate adherents
of the false gods an easy passage from the
temple to the church. If we consider that, notwithstanding
all these concessions, the ruin of Paganism
was accomplished only by degrees and imperceptibly,—that
during more than two centuries it
was necessary to combat, over the whole of Europe,
an error which, although continually overthrown,
was incessantly rising again,—we shall understand
that the conciliatory spirit of the leaders of the
church was true wisdom.



“St John Chrysostom says, that the devil, having
perceived that he could gain nothing with the Christians
by pushing them in a direct way into idolatry,
adopted for the purpose an indirect one.16 If the
devil, that is to say, the pagan spirit, was changing
its plan of attack, the church was also obliged to
modify her system of defence, and not to affect an
inflexibility which would have kept from her a great
number of people whose irresolute conscience was
fluctuating between falsehood and truth.



“Already, at the beginning of the fifth century,
some haughty spirits, Christians who were making
a display of the rigidity of their virtues, and
who were raising an outcry against the profanation
of holy things, began to preach a pretended
[pg 019]
reform; they were recalling the Christians to the
apostolic doctrine; they demanded what they were
calling a true Christianity. Vigilantius, a Spanish
priest, sustained on this subject an animated contest
with St Jerome. He opposed the worship of the
saints and the custom of placing candles on their
sepulchres; he condemned, as a source of scandal,
the vigils in the basilics of the martyrs,17 and many
other usages, which were, it is true, derived from the
ancient worship. We may judge by the warmth
with which St Jerome refuted the doctrines of this
heresiarch of the importance which he attached to
those usages.18 He foresaw that the mission of the
Christian doctrine would be to adapt itself to the
manners of all times, and to oppose them only
when they would tend towards depravity. Far from
desiring to deprive the Romans of certain ceremonial
practices which were dear to them, and
whose influence had nothing dangerous to the Christian
dogmas, he openly took their part, and his conduct
was approved by the whole church.



“If St Jerome and St Augustinus had shared the
opinions of Vigilantius, would they have had the
necessary power successfully to oppose the introduction
of pagan usages into the ceremonies of the
[pg 020]
Christian church? I don't believe that they
would. After the fall of Rome, whole populations
passed under the standards of Christianity, but they
did it with their baggage of senseless beliefs and
superstitious practices. The church could not repulse
this crowd of self-styled Christians, and still less summon
them immediately to abandon all their ancient
errors; she therefore made concessions to circumstances,
concessions which were not entirely voluntary.
They may be considered as calculations full of wisdom
on the part of the leaders of the church, as well as the
consequence of that kind of irruption which was made
at the beginning of the fifth century into the Christian
society by populations, who, notwithstanding their
abjuration, were Pagans by their manners, their tastes, their
prejudices, and their ignorance.19



“Let us now calculate the extent of these concessions,
and examine whether it was right to say that
they injured the purity of the Christian dogmas.



“The Romans had derived from their religion an
excessive love of public festivals. They were unable
to conceive a worship without the pompous apparel
of ceremonies. They considered the long processions,
the harmonious chaunts, the splendour of dresses,
the light of tapers, the perfume of frankincense, as
[pg 021]
the essential part of religion. Christianity, far from
opposing a disposition which required only to be
directed with more wisdom, adopted a part of the
ceremonial system of the ancient worship. It
changed the object of its ceremonies, it cleansed
them from their old impurities, but it preserved the
days upon which many of them were celebrated,
and the multitude found thus in the new religion,
as much as in the old one, the means of satisfying
its dominant passion.20



“The neophytes felt for the pagan temples an
involuntary respect. They could not pass at once
from veneration to a contempt for the monuments
of their ancestors' piety; and in ascending the steps
of the church, they were casting a longing look on
those temples which a short time before had been
[pg 022]
resplendent with magnificence, but were now deserted.
Christianity understood the power of this
feeling, and desired to appropriate it to its own service;
it consented, therefore, to establish the solemnities
of its worship in the edifices which it had disdained
for a long time.21 Its care not to offend
pagan habits was such, that it often respected even the
pagan names of those edifices.22 In short, its policy,
which, since the times of Constantine, was always to
facilitate the conversion of the Pagans, assumed,
after the fall of Rome, a more decided character,
and the system of useful concessions became general
in all the churches of Europe; and it cannot be
doubted that its results have been favourable to the
propagation of Christian ideas.23



“There is, moreover, a peculiar cause to which the
rapid decline of the pagan doctrines in the west
must be ascribed, and I shall endeavour to place
this powerful cause in its true light, carefully avoiding
mixing up with a subject of this importance all
considerations foreign to the object of my researches.



“Nestorius, patriarch of Constantinople, after having
defended a long time the true faith, strayed from
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it on a subject which proved a stumbling-stone to
so many theologians—I mean, the nature of Jesus
Christ. Nestorius distinguished in the Son of God
two natures, a divine and a human one; and he
maintained that the Virgin Mary was not the mother
of God (Θεοτοκος), but the mother of the man
(ἀνθρωποτοκος). This doctrine, which was a new and
bolder form given to Arianism, spread in the two
empires, and gained a great number of partisans
amongst the monasteries of Egypt. Many monks
could not almost suffer that Jesus Christ should be
acknowledged as God, and considered him only as
an instrument of the Divinity, or a vessel which bore it (Θεοφορος).



“The celebrated St Cyrillus, bishop of Alexandria,
wrote an epistle to those monks, in order to call
them back to respect for the traditions established
in the church, if not by the apostles—who,
in speaking of the holy virgin, never made use of
the expression, mother of God—at least by the
fathers who succeeded them. The quarrel became
general and violent; the Christians came to blows
everywhere. Nestorius seemingly wished to draw
back, being frightened by the storm which he had
himself raised. ‘I have found,’ said he, ‘the
church a prey to dissensions. Some call the holy
virgin the mother of God; others only the mother
of a man. In order to reunite them, I have called
her the mother of Christ. Remain, therefore, at
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peace about this question, and be convinced that my
sentiments on the true faith are always the same.’
But his obstinacy and the ardour of his partisans
did not allow him to go beyond this false retraction.
The necessity of a general council was felt,
and the Emperor Theodosius II. ordered in 431 its
convocation at Ephesus. On the 21st June 431,
two hundred bishops condemned Nestorius, and declared
that the Virgin Mary should be honoured
as the mother of God. This decision was accepted,
notwithstanding some vain protestations, by the
universal church. The fathers of the council of
Ephesus had no thought of introducing into the
church a new dogma or worship. The Virgin
Mary had always been considered by them as the
mother of God, and they made now a solemn declaration
of this belief, in order to reply to the attack
of Nestorius, and to remove every incertitude about
a dogma which had not hitherto been opposed.
But these great assemblies of Christians, notwithstanding
the particular motive of their meeting,
were always produced by some general necessity
which was felt by the Christian society, and the results
of their decrees went often beyond the provisions
of those by whom they were framed.



“Though I am far from believing that it is allowable
to weigh in the scales of human reason the
dogmas of Christianity, I do not think that it is
prohibited to examine which of these dogmas has
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been the most instrumental in detaching the Pagans
from their errors.



“We have several times penetrated, in the course
of our researches, into the conscience of the leaders
of Paganism, and we have always found that it
was entirely under the influence of political views
and interests. These interests, which so powerfully
acted upon the politician's mind, had but a feeble
hold upon that of the inhabitants of the country.
And, indeed, what interest could the agriculturists,
the artisans, and the proletarians, have in maintaining
the integrity of the Roman constitution, or
in preserving the rights of the senate, as well as the
privileges, honours, and riches of the aristocracy?
Being destined, as they were under any religion whatever,
for a life of labour and privation, they might
choose between Christianity and Paganism, without
having their choice actuated by any personal interest.
It is therefore necessary to seek for another
cause of that obstinate attachment which the lower
classes of the town and country population showed
for the practices of a worship whose existence
was for a century reduced to such a miserable
state.



“I shall not dwell on what has been said about the
tyranny of habit, which is always more severe wherever
minds are less enlightened. I shall indicate
another cause of the obstinacy of the Pagans, which
was founded at least upon an operation of the mind—upon
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a judgment—and was, consequently, more
deserving of fixing the attention of the church than
that respect of custom against which the weapons
of reason are powerless.



“The Christian dogmas, penetrating into a soul
corrupted and weakened by idolatry, must have, in
the first moment, filled it with a kind of terror. And,
indeed, how was it possible that the Pagans, accustomed
as they were to their profligate gods and
goddesses, should not have trembled when they
heard for the first time the voice of God, the just
but inexorable rewarder of good and evil? Should
not a solemn and grave worship, whose ceremonies
were a constant and direct excitation to the practice
of every virtue, appear an intolerable yoke to men
who were accustomed to find in their sacred rites a
legitimate occasion to indulge in every kind of debauchery?
The fear of submitting their lives to the
rule of a too rigid morality, and to bow their heads
before a God whose greatness terrified them, kept
for many years a multitude of Pagans from the
church.



“If it has entered the designs of Providence to
temper the severe dogmas of Christianity by the
consecration of some mild, tender, and consoling
ideas, and by the same adapted to the fragile human
nature, it is evident that, whatever may have been
their aim, they must have assisted in detaching the
last Pagans from their errors. The worship of Mary,
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the mother of God, seems to have been the means
which Providence has employed for completing
Christianity.24



“After the council of Ephesus the churches of
the East and of the West offered the worship of
the faithful to the Virgin Mary, who had victoriously
issued from a violent attack. The nations
were as if dazzled by the image of this divine
mother, who united in her person the two most
tender feelings of nature, the pudicity of the virgin
and the love of the mother; an emblem of mildness,
of resignation, and of all that is sublime in virtue;
one who weeps with the afflicted, intercedes for the
guilty, and never appears otherwise than as the messenger
of pardon or of assistance. They accepted
this new worship with an enthusiasm sometimes too
great, because with many Christians it became the
whole Christianity. The Pagans did not even try to
defend their altars against the progress of the worship
of the mother of God; they opened to Mary the
temples which they kept closed to Jesus Christ, and
confessed their defeat.25 It is true, that they often
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mixed with the worship of Mary those pagan ideas,
those vain practices, those ridiculous superstitions,
from which they seemed unable to detach
themselves; but the church rejoiced, nevertheless,
at their entering into her pale, because she well knew
that it would be easy to her to purge of its alloy,
with the help of time, a worship whose essence was
purity itself.26 Thus, some prudent concessions,
temporarily made to the pagan manners and the
worship of Mary, were two elements of force which
the church employed in order to conquer the resistance
of the last Pagans,—a resistance which was
feeble enough in Italy, but violent beyond the
Alps.”27
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Chapter III. Position Of The First Christian Emperors Towards
Paganism, And Their Policy In This
Respect.


Table of Contents




I have given in the preceding chapter a description,
traced by one of the most learned Roman Catholic
writers of our day, of the compromise between Christianity
and Paganism, by which the church has endeavoured
to establish her dominion over the adherents
of the latter. I shall now try to give a rapid
sketch of the circumstances which undoubtedly have
influenced the church, to a considerable degree, in
the adoption of a line of policy which, though it
certainly has much contributed to the extension of
her external dominion, has introduced into her pale
those very errors and superstitions which it was her
mission to destroy, and to deliver mankind from
their baneful influence.



There is a widely-spread but erroneous opinion,
that the conversion of Constantine was followed by
an immediate destruction of Paganism in the Roman
empire. This opinion originated from the incorrect
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statements of some ecclesiastical writers; but historical
criticism has proved, beyond every doubt, that,
even a century after the conversion of that monarch,
Paganism was by no means extinct, and counted
many adherents, even amongst the highest classes
of Roman society.



When Constantine proclaimed his conversion to
the religion of the Cross, its adherents formed but a
minority of the population of the Roman empire.28
The deficiency of their numbers was, however, compensated
by their moral advantages; for they were
united by the worship of the one true God, and ardently
devoted to a religion which they had voluntarily
embraced, and for which they had suffered so
much. The Pagans were, on the contrary, disunited,
and in a great measure indifferent to a religion whose
doctrines were derided by the more enlightened of
them, though, considering it as a political institution
necessary for the maintenance of the empire,
they often displayed great zeal in its defence. The
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Christians of that time may be compared to the
Greeks when they combated the Persians on the
field of Marathon and at Thermopylæ; but, alas!
their victory under Constantine proved as fatal to
the purity of their religion as that of the Greeks
under Alexander to their political and military virtues.
Both of them became corrupted by adopting
the ideas and manners of their conquered adversaries.



Some writers have suspected that the conversion of
Constantine was more due to political than religious
motives; but though great and many were the faults
of that monarch, his sincerity in embracing the Christian
religion cannot be doubted, because it was a
step more contrary than favourable to his political
interests. The Christians formed, as I have said
above, only a minority of the population of the empire,
and particularly so in its western provinces.
There was not a single Christian in the Roman senate;
and the aristocracy of Rome, whose privileges and
interests were intimately connected with the religious
institutions of the empire, were most zealous in their
defence. The municipal bodies of the principal
cities were also blindly devoted to the national religion,
whose existence was considered by many as inseparable
from that of the empire itself; and these
bodies were generally the chief promoters of those
terrible persecutions to which the Christians had been
so many times subjected. The Pagan clergy, rich,
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powerful, and numerous, were ever zealous in exciting
public hatred against the Christians; and the
legions were chiefly commanded by those officers who
had united with Galerius in compelling Diocletian to
persecute the Christians. The capital of the empire
was the particular stronghold of the ancient creed.
“Rome,” says Beugnot, in the work from which I
have so largely drawn, “was the cradle and the
focus of the national belief. Many traditions, elevated
to the rank of dogmas, were born within her pale,
and impressed upon her a religious character, which
still was vividly shining in the times of Constantine.
The Pagans of the west considered Rome
as the sacred city, the sanctuary of their hopes, the
point towards which all their thoughts were to be
directed; and the Greeks, in their usual exaggeration,
acknowledged in her, not a part of the earth, but of
heaven.”—(Libanii Epistolæ, epist. 1083, p. 816.)
“The aristocracy, endowed with its many sacerdotal
dignities, and dragging in its train a crowd of clients
and freedmen, to whom it imparted its passions and
its attachment to the error, furnished, by the help
of its immense riches, the means of subsistence
to a greedy, turbulent, and superstitious populace,
amongst whom it could easily maintain the most odious
prejudices against Christianity. The hope of acquiring
a name, a fortune, or simply to take a part
in the public distributions, attracted to that city from
the provinces all those who had no condition, or,
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what is still worse, those who were dissatisfied with
theirs. Italy, Spain, Africa, and Gallia sent to
Rome the elite of their children, in order to be instructed
in a school, the principal merit of whose professors
was, an envious hatred of every new idea, and
who had acquired a melancholy reputation during
the persecutions of the Christians. The standard of
Paganism was waving in full liberty on the walls of
the Capitol. Public and private sacrifices, sacred
games, and the consultation of the augurs, were prevailing to the utmost in that
sink of all the
superstitions.29 The name of Christ was cursed, and the
speedy ruin of his worshippers announced, in every
part of that place, whilst the glory of the gods was
celebrated, and their assistance invoked. How cruel
must have been the situation of the Christians, left
in the midst of that city, where, at every step, a
temple, an altar, a statue, and horrible blasphemies
were revealing to them the ever active power of the
Lie! They dared not either to found churches, to
open schools, or even publicly to reply to what was
spoken against them, at the theatres, at the forum,
or at the baths: so that they seemed to exist at
Rome only in order to give a greater eclat to the
dominion of idolatry.”—(Vol. i., p. 75.) It was no
wonder that such a religious disposition of Rome had
placed it in a continual and strenuous opposition to
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Constantine, and his Christian successors; and this
circumstance may be considered as an additional motive
which induced Constantine to transfer the capital
of the empire from Rome to Byzantium, though this
measure may have been chiefly brought about by political
considerations. In removing his residence to a
more central point of the empire, he at the same time
drew nearer to the eastern provinces, where Christianity
had many devoted adherents. Constantinople
became the capital of the Christian party, whence it
gradually developed its sway over the other parts of
the empire, but the Pagans maintained meanwhile
their ground at Rome, in such a manner, that it
seems to have been uninhabitable to the Christian
emperors; because we see even those of them who
ruled the western provinces fixing their residence
either at Milan or Ravenna, and visiting only on some
occasions the city of the Cæsars, which had become,
since the foundation of Constantinople, the fortified
camp of Paganism.30



Constantine proclaimed full religious liberty to
all his subjects. This measure, dictated by a sound
policy, and in perfect harmony with the true spirit
of his new religion, was not, however, sufficient to
relieve him from the difficulties of his personal position,
as he united in his person two characters diametrically
opposed one to another. Being a Christian,
he was at the same time, as the emperor of
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Rome, the head and the representant, not only of
its political, but also of its religious institutions. This
circumstance forced him into a double line of policy,
which I shall describe in the words of M. Beugnot:—



“There were in Constantine, so to say, two persons,—the
Christian and the emperor. If that monarch
had not been endowed with a rare intellect,
he would have, by confounding these two characters,
raised in his way obstacles which he could not overcome.
As a Christian, he showed everywhere his
contempt for the vain superstitions of the ancient
worship, and his enthusiasm for the new ideas. He
conferred with the bishops; he assisted standing at
their long homilies; he presided at the councils; he
deeply meditated the mysteries of Christianity; and
he struggled against the heresiarchs with the ardour
of a Christian soldier and the grief of a profoundly
convinced soul. As emperor, he submitted to the
necessities of a difficult position, and conformed, in
all grave matters, to the manners and beliefs which
he did not feel sufficiently strong openly to shock.
On endowing the purple, he became the heir of that
long series of emperors who had all remained faithful
to the worship of the father-land; and he wrapt
himself, so to say, in the ancient traditions and recollections
of pagan Rome; for it was an inheritance
which he could not renounce, without danger to
himself as well as to the empire.



“When we observe some actions of Constantine,
[pg 036]
evidently tinged with Paganism, we must consider
less their external form than the relation in which
they stood towards the constitution of Rome, which
that emperor had no desire to destroy. We shall
then become convinced that his conduct was the
result of necessity, and not that of a crooked policy.
As an individual, he was free; as an emperor, he
was a slave; and his greatest merit, according to our
opinion, was to have soundly judged the embarrassments
of this situation. Animated as he was with
a lively zeal for the truths of Christianity, it was
very natural that he should employ the imperial
power in order to break down all the obstacles to its
progress. But this would have involved him in an
open war with a nation, the majority of whom were
composed of Pagans; and it is very likely that he
would have succumbed in such a contest. He understood
this; and it prevented him giving way to
the entreaties, and even complaints, of over-zealous
Christians.”—Vol. i., p. 88.



Constantine was, notwithstanding his conversion
to Christianity, the supreme pontiff of pagan Rome.
The title of this dignity was given him on the public
monuments, and he performed its functions on
several occasions; as, for instance, in 321, several
years after his conversion, he wrote to Maximus, prefect
of Rome, as follows:—



“If our palace or any public monument shall be
struck by lightning, the auguries are to be consulted,
[pg 037]
according to the ancient rites (retento more veteris
observantiæ), in order to know what this event indicates;
and the accounts of these proceedings are immediately
to be sent to us. Private individuals may
make similar consultations, provided they abstain
from secret sacrifices, which are particularly prohibited.
With regard to the accounts stating that
the amphitheatre was recently struck by lightning,
and which thou hast sent to Heraclianus the tribune,
and master of offices, know that they must be
delivered to us.”



This is undoubtedly a very strange document for
a Christian monarch, who officially commands to consult
the Pagan oracles, and, as its concluding words
seem to imply, is anxious to maintain, on similar occasions,
his rights as the supreme pontiff of Paganism.



It was also in his quality of supreme pontiff
that Constantine instituted, soon after his accession,
the Francic games, for the commemoration of his
victory over the Franks, and which were celebrated,
during a considerable time, on the 18th of the kalends
of August; and, in 321, the Sarmatic games,
on the occasion of his victory over the Sarmatians,
and celebrated on the 6th of the same month.
These games were real Pagan ceremonies, and reprobated
on this account by the Christian writers of
that time.31
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I could quote other instances of a similar kind;
but I shall conclude this subject by observing, that a
medal has been preserved, upon which Constantine
is represented in the dress of the supreme pontiff,—i.e.,
with a veil covering his head.



Constantine was, indeed, very anxious not to offend
the Pagan party. In 319 he published a very
severe law against the soothsayers; expressing, however,
that this prohibition did not extend to the
public consultations of the Haruspices, according to
the established rites. And a short time afterwards
he proclaimed another law on the same subject, in
which he still more explicitly declares that he does
not interfere with the rites of the Pagan worship.32



It must be observed, that the Romans, as well as
the Greeks, had two kinds of divination: the public,
which were considered as legitimate; and the secret,
which were generally forbidden. This last had been
prohibited by some former emperors; and the laws
of the Twelve Tables declared them punishable with
death. Constantine seems to have been very anxious
that his intention on this subject should not be mistaken;
and he published in 321 an edict, by which
he positively allows the practice of a certain kind of
magic, by the following remarkable expressions:—



“It is right to repress and to punish, by laws
justly severe, those who practise, or try to practise,
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the magical arts, and seek to seduce pure souls into
profligacy; but those who employ this art in order
to find remedies against diseases, or who, in the
country, make use of it in order to prevent the
snow, the wind, and the hail from destroying the
crops, must not be prosecuted. Neither the welfare
nor the reputation of any one are endangered by
acts whose object is to insure to men the benefits of
the divinity and the fruits of their
labour.”—Codex
Theodosianus, lib. ix., f. 16, apud Beugnot.



This was, undoubtedly, a very large concession to
the superstitions of Paganism made by a Christian
monarch, and from which he was, perhaps, himself
not entirely free. It is well known that Constantine,
after his public declaration of Christianity, introduced
the labarum,33 as a sign of the dominion
of the new faith; but it was generally placed on his
coins in the hands of the winged statue of the Pagan
goddess of Victory. Besides these coins of Constantine,
there are many others of the same monarch,
having inscriptions in honour of Jupiter, Mars, and
other Pagan divinities. The Pagan aristocracy of
Rome seem to have been resolved to ignore the
fact that the head of the empire had become a
Christian, and to consider him, in spite of himself,
as one of their own. Thus, after his death, the
senate placed him, according to the usual custom,
among the gods; and a calendar has been preserved
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where the festivals in honour of this strange divinity
are indicated. The name of Divus is given to him
on several coins; and, what is very odd, this Pagan
god is represented on the above-mentioned medals
holding in his hand the Christian sign of the
labarum.



We thus see that Constantine, instead of persecuting
the adherents of the national Paganism, was following
a policy of compromise between the two
characters united in his person, that of a Christian
and of a Roman emperor. This did not, however,
prevent him from heaping favours of every kind
upon the Christian church,—favours which proved
to her much more injurious than all the persecutions
of the former emperors. And, indeed, the
Christians, who had nobly stood the test of adversity,
were not proof against the more dangerous trial of a
sudden and unexpected prosperity.



The first favour granted by Constantine to the
Christians, and which he did even before his public
confession of their faith, was the extension to their
clergy of the exemption from various municipal
charges enjoyed by the Pagan priests, on account of
their being obliged to give at their expense certain
public games. The Christian clergy were thus placed
in a more favourable position than the Pagan priests,
because, though admitted to equal immunities, they
were not subjected to the same charges; and thus, for
the first time, a bribe was offered for conversion
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to a religion which had hitherto generally exposed
its disciples to persecution. “Numbers of people,
actuated less by conviction than by the hope of a
reward, were crowding from all parts to the churches,
and the first favour granted to the Christians introduced
amongst them guilty passions, to which they
had hitherto remained strangers, and whose action
was so rapid and so melancholy. The complaints of
the municipal bodies, and the disorder which it was
producing in the provincial administration, induced
Constantine to put some restrictions on a favour
which, being granted perhaps somewhat inconsiderately,
did more harm than good to the interests
of the Christian religion.”—Beugnot, vol. i.,
p. 78.



Constantine increased his favours to the Christians
after he had publicly embraced their faith. “The
ecclesiastical historians,” says the author whom I
have just quoted, “enumerate with a feeling of
pride the proofs of his generosity. They say, that
the revenues of the empire were employed to erect
everywhere magnificent churches, and to enrich the
bishops. They cannot be, on this occasion, accused
of exaggeration. Constantine introduced amongst
the Christians a taste for riches and luxury; and the
disappearance of their frugal and simple manners,
which had been the glory of the church during the
three preceding centuries, may be dated from his
reign.”—Ibid., p. 87.
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The ecclesiastical historian Eusebius, a great admirer
of Constantine, whose personal friend he was,
admits himself, that the favours shown by that
monarch to the church have not been always conducive
to her purity.



In short, the sudden triumph of the church
under Constantine was one of the principal causes
of her corruption, and the beginning of that compromise
with Paganism, described in the preceding
chapter. Paganism, though weakened through its
abandonment by the head of the state, was by no
means broken down at the time of Constantine's
death. Many of its zealous adherents were occupying
the principal dignities of the state, as well as the
most important civil and military offices; but its
chief stronghold was Rome, where its partisans were
so powerful, that the unfortunate dissensions which
divided the Christians were publicly exposed to
ridicule in the theatres of that city. The Arian
writer Philostorgus says that Constantine was worshipped
after his death, not as a saint, but as a god,
by the orthodox Christians, who offered sacrifices to
the statue of that monarch placed upon a column of
porphyry, and addressed prayers to him as to God
himself. It is impossible to ascertain whether examples
of such mad extravagance had ever taken
place amongst Christians or not; but the Western
church has not bestowed upon his memory the
honours of saintship, though she has been generally
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very lavish of them.34 Thus the first Christian emperor
was canonised only by the Pagans.



The sons of Constantine followed the religious
policy of their father; and the facility with which his
nephew, Julian the Apostate, had restored Paganism
to the rank of the dominant religion, twenty-four
years after his death, proves how strong its party was
even at that time. Julian's reign of eighteen months
was too short to produce any considerable effect
upon the religious parties into which the Roman
empire was then divided. After his death, the imperial
crown was offered by the army to Sallust,
a Pagan general, who having refused it on account of
his great age, it was bestowed upon Jovian, a Christian,
who reigned only three months. The legions
elected, after Jovian's death, Valentinian, who, though
a sincere Christian, strictly maintained the religious
liberty of his subjects; and the same policy was followed
by his brother and colleague Valens, who
governed the eastern part of the empire, and was
an Arian. Valentinian's son and successor, Gratian,
though educated by the celebrated poet Ausonius,
who adhered to the ancient worship, was a zealous
Christian. He published, immediately after his accession,
an edict allowing perfect religious liberty to
all his subjects, with the exception of the Manicheans
and some other sects. He granted several new privileges
[pg 044]
to Christians, but he continued to conform for
some time to the duties inherited from his Pagan
predecessors, of which the most remarkable instance
was, that he caused his father to be placed amongst
the gods, according to the general custom followed at
the death of the Roman emperors.35



Though greatly enfeebled by the continual advance
of Christianity, Paganism was still the established
religion of the state. Its rites were still
observed with their wonted solemnity, and its power
was still so great at Rome, that a vestal virgin was
executed in that city for the breach of her vow of
chastity, subsequently to the reign of Gratian. These
circumstances induced, probably, the above-mentioned
emperor to respect the religious institutions of
Rome during the first years of his reign, but (382),
acting under the advice of St Ambrose, he confiscated
the property belonging to the Pagan temples,
and the incomes of which served for the maintenance
of priests and the celebration of sacrifices.
He abolished, at the same time, all the privileges
and immunities of the Pagan priests, and ordered
the altar and statue of the goddess of Victory to
be removed from the hall of the senate, the presence
of which gave to that assembly, though it
already contained many Christian members, the character
of a Pagan institution.



The senate sent a deputation to Gallia, where
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Gratian was at that time, in order to remonstrate
against these measures, and to present to him, at the
same time, the insignia of the supreme pontificate
of Rome, which none of his Christian predecessors
had yet refused. But Gratian rejected these emblems
of Paganism, saying that it was not meet for
a Christian to accept them. This would have been
probably followed by other more decided measures,
had he not perished a short time afterwards in a
rebellion. Theodosius the Great, whom Gratian had
associated with him, adopted a decidedly hostile
policy towards Paganism, and proclaimed a series
of laws against it. Thus, in 381, he ordered that
those Christians who returned to Paganism should
forfeit the right of making wills; but as these
apostasies continued, he ordered, in 383, that the
apostates should not inherit any kind of property,
either left by will or descended by natural order
of succession, unless it were left by their parents or
a brother. In 385 he proclaimed the penalty of
death against all those who should inquire into
futurity by consulting the entrails of the victims,
or try to obtain the same object by execrable and
magic consultations, which evidently referred to those
secret divinations that had been prohibited by Constantine,
as well as his Pagan predecessors. In the
course of the year 391, he published a series of edicts,
prohibiting under pain of death every immolation,
and all other acts of idolatry under that of confiscation
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of the houses or lands where they had been
performed.



Theodosius died in 395, but had his life been prolonged,
he would probably have developed still farther
his policy against Paganism, which was greatly
weakened in the course of his reign. Many Pagan
temples, particularly in the Eastern provinces, were
destroyed during his reign by the Christians, acting
without the orders of the emperor, but not punished
by him for these acts of violence. He did not, however,
constrain the Pagans to embrace Christianity;
and, notwithstanding that he proclaimed several
laws against their worship, he employed many of
them even in the highest offices of the state.36 Notwithstanding
the severe laws published by Theodosius
against idolatry, Rome still contained a great
number of pagan temples, and the polytheist party
continued to be strong in the senate, as well as in
the army, which is evident from the two following
facts. When Alaric elected in 409 Attalus emperor
of Rome, the new monarch distributed the
first dignities of the state to Pagans, and restored the
public solemnities of the ancient worship, in order
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to maintain himself on the throne by the support
of the Pagan party; which proves that, though a
century had already elapsed since the conversion
of Constantine, this party was not yet considered
quite insignificant. About the same time, Honorius
having proclaimed a law which excluded from the
offices of the imperial palace all those who did not
profess his religion, was obliged to revoke it, because
it gave offence to the Pagan officers of the army.
Arcadius, who succeeded Theodosius on the throne
of the Eastern empire, proclaimed, immediately after
his accession in 398, that he would strictly enforce
the laws of his father against Paganism, and he
issued in the following year new and more severe
ordinances of the same kind. The blow which
may be said to have overturned Paganism in the
Roman empire did not, however, come from its
Christian monarchs, but from the same hand which
destroyed its ancient capital, and inflicted upon the
Western empire a mortal wound which it did not
survive many years.



The Goths, whom the energy and wise policy of
Theodosius had maintained in their allegiance to the
empire, being offended by Arcadius, revolted, and
invaded his dominions under Alaric, in 396. They
ravaged the provinces situated between the Adriatic
and the Black Seas, and penetrated into Greece,
where Paganism, notwithstanding all the enactments
of Theodosius, was still prevailing to a very great
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extent. The principal cities of Greece were devastated
by the Goths, who, recently converted to
Arianism, and having no taste for arts, destroyed all
the temples, statues, and other pagan monuments,
with which they met. Athens escaped the fury of the
invaders, but the celebrated temple of Eleusis, whose
mysteries continued in full vigour in spite of all the
laws which had been published against polytheism,
was destroyed, whilst its priests either perished or
fled. This catastrophe was so much felt by the adherents
of the ancient worship in Greece, that many of
them are said to have committed suicide from grief.
“Since the defeat of Cheronea, and the capture of
Corinth, the Greek nationality had never experienced
a severer blow than the destruction of its
temples and of its gods by Alaric,” says an eminent
German writer of our day.37 It was, indeed, a mortal
blow to a religion which maintained its sway by
acting upon the senses and the imagination, as well
as upon the feelings of national pride or vanity, because
it destroyed all the means by which such feelings
were produced. Alaric and his Goths seem
to have been destined by Providence to precipitate
the fall of Paganism at Rome, as well as in Greece,
because the capture and sack of the eternal city by
these barbarians, in 410, accelerated the ruin of its
ancient worship more than all the laws proclaimed
against it by the Christian emperors. The particulars
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of this terrible catastrophe have been amply
described by Gibbon, and I shall only observe, that
though Christians had suffered on that occasion as
much as Pagans, the worship of the latter was
struck at the very root of its existence by the complete
ruin of the Roman aristocracy, who, although
frequently indifferent about the tenets of the national
polytheism, supported it with all their influence as a
political institution, which could not be abolished
without injuring the most vital interests of their
order.38 The decline of Paganism from that time
was very rapid. It is true that we have sufficient
historical evidence to show that pagan temples
were still to be found at Rome after its sack by
the Goths, and that many Pagans were employed,
in the Western as well as in the Eastern empires,
in some of the most important offices of the state;
but their number was fast disappearing, and the
exercise of their religion was generally confined to
the domestic hearth, to the worship of the Lares
and Penates. It seems to have been particularly
prevalent amongst the rustic population of the provinces,
and it was not entirely extinct in Italy
even at the beginning of the sixth century; because
the Goth, Theodoric the Great, who reigned over
that country from 493 to 526, published an edict
forbidding, under pain of death, to sacrifice according
to the Pagan rites, as well as other superstitious
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practices remaining from the ancient polytheism.



I have given this sketch of the state of Paganism
after the conversion of Constantine, and of the policy
which was followed towards it by the first Christian
emperors, because it seems to explain, at least to a
certain degree, the manner in which Christianity was
rapidly corrupted in the fourth and fifth centuries by
the Pagan ideas and practices which I shall endeavour
to trace in my next chapter.
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