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Prelude

			This intellectual and social history of the early church in its first thousand years has been designed from the outset as a textbook. I hope it will be useful to a wide range of readers: clergy, seminarians, a diverse array of students of Christian thought and culture, and also to the general reader who has an empathy for this great culture-building religion and who might wish to know how the church got to be the way it is. Most important things were settled by the fifth century. Much of what we now see as characteristics of the Christian movement are variations on the foundations, reactions to it, reactions to the reactions, and so on. One thing is abundantly true of Christianity: it was born of an eschatological philosophy that looked to the past and from which it took its bearings for the future. It has remained, ever since, a profoundly conservative force even when, as often was the case, it was being socially and religiously radical and proleptic. The church’s history, accordingly, is like a vast antique emporium, where very little has ever been thrown away and some archaic things are, most surprisingly, still being pressed into daily use. An understanding of how the church in the first millennium got to be the way it is will not only offer the reader a fascinating gallery of stories in their own right, but might also explain much about the contemporary church: why some parts of it seem so slow to acknowledge change of any kind, and why other parts seem not to be able to change fast enough; why some aspects of Christian pastoral practice have been, and remain, moving and admirable, and why other aspects seem less than attractive in a modern age that values individual freedoms and responsibility.

			Many programs of advanced study of Christian history follow a twelve-week semester plan and often devote two class sessions a week to a major-credit course, ranging from two to three hours. It was for this reason I conceived the book in two parts. The first section follows the historical line of development of the first millennium in a synchronous way. It looks at the different protagonists and crises in the various centuries as they temporally unfold. The opening chapter, devoted to the second century, is one of the most extensive in the book. This is so because the second century was the nurturing womb for the embryonic international Christian movement. If the second-millennium church is deeply dependent on the first, then the first millennium certainly grows organically out of that second century. The first part of the book allows one to follow a predictable linear progression. The second part of the book plays a different note. It suggests that real life rarely follows such a straightforward, linear movement as the recorded formal narrative might suggest. Accordingly, part two takes a diachronic approach to the story. It leaves the account of mainline developments and instead investigates key structural ideas: themes and obsessions of the Christians that might throw a different kind of light on our study: a light that might give different dimensionality and new perspectives.

			In the course of my teaching of this material, for more than ten years in England and then twenty years in New York, I offered two classes on first-millennial history each week in the fall semester. In the first of those meetings we made a linear progress through the centuries, with my lead lecture underlining salient episodes and protagonists. In the second class we spent more time collectively reading and discussing key primary texts, and considering “issues” and themes as they cut across the centuries. I have tried to reproduce this in the structure of parts one and two of the present volume. In each part, however, I have had the luxury in the book, which was not always possible given the pressures of the classroom, to offer a wide range of primary texts for each chapter. My advice to the reader is to take chapters in sequential order from part one, and then alternate them with reading of chapters (not necessarily in sequence) from part two. This way the long, thousand-year road will not be too daunting.

			If the book is used as a class text, therefore, it lends itself immediately to a linear presentation, followed by a seminar discussion: synchronic and diachronic at the same time.

			I hope it proves useful. It has certainly been illuminating putting it all together so as to serve as a clear and honest exposition of an extraordinary and often extremely beautiful set of phenomena, which I have tried to expound with a clear historical eye, yet also with a view to the spiritual and radiant character of the church’s inner life: the soul in the body that gave it vitality, which it always claimed was the spirit of its risen Lord, still inhabiting its concerns despite the very human fallibility it often showed on its long earthly pilgrimage.
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The Fertile Second Century

			
The End of the Apostles and the Beginnings of Apostolicity

			The second century is an extraordinarily fertile time in Christian history. It is a period that often “falls between the gaps” in common knowledge: being too late for those focused intently on the New Testament and too early for those who wish to see the classically formulated shape of post-Nicene ecclesiality. The period was often studied by theological historians chiefly for what it might adumbrate of the shape of things to come, rather than what it had to say for and of itself. But like the study of all embryology, this foundational era in Christian post–New Testamental development can tell us so much, as long as we are willing to listen to the stories, however odd they might strike us at first, and put a rein on our desire to address them primarily in terms of what came before or what was to follow after. Of course, most of what we find in the second century found itself in a similar dilemma of self-classification. Much of the time the writers of this era were making explicit claims among themselves, sometimes in sharp disagreement, to represent the authentic lineage of the apostolic era. So many conflicting claims to be the genuine continuation of the teaching and direction of the first-generation disciples, however, led to an inevitably growing sense that not all such claims could possibly be true, and not all visions of the central thrust of Christian consensus were compatible. This led much of the controversy of this era to be focused around the issue of tradition and traditioning: the paradosis of the church (what was handed on as core and definitive).

			Apostolicity and what it meant came to be a crucial issue. It is one that is reflected even today in the power of the notion of the apostolical canon (what can be regarded as fundamental and authoritative New Testament Scriptures) and apostolic succession of authority from the first generations to the successive ones. These twin notions of what is the new scripture of the new community and who speaks for it (in other words, apostolic canon and who the ordained officers of the liturgical assembly are, who speak for that canon in exegesis and preaching, as successors to the apostles) are the dominant masterthemes of this whole century. By the end of this formative period, central things have come into shape that will mark Christianity for millennia to come: the nature of ordained authorities; the central core of what can be regarded as the Christian holy books, and not least how to interpret them; whether or not the church is bound to the Jewish laws if its accepts the Jewish holy books; what is the nature of fundamental Christian hopes; what is the status of the person of Jesus, or the Holy Spirit; whether the Christian God was monist, binitarian, or trinitarian in form; and how disputes might be resolved across the growing Christian world. The church expanded out from Jerusalem very quickly. It followed trade routes by sea and land, first into Asia Minor and then to all the great Roman sea ports. Its international coherence was not a given thing at first. It seems, to me at least, to have developed by the spread of good practice watched and copied by communities who had an eye to one another’s doings and who were also encouraged toward greater commonality across the second century by the church leaders of the larger city communities who could boast of a greater accumulation of skilled and learned leaders in their assemblies. This is much the same way that religious communities develop even to this day: strong locally, but also internationally aware by personal connection and historical respect.

			Our story in this chapter will progress by looking at the remarkable range of people, events, controversies, and developments that occurred in this important period. If the New Testament is the true embryology of the Christian church, then this century was its infancy. Learning is imprinted as much as consciously acquired in such formative times. Likewise, patterns laid down here endured for centuries to come as fundamental charter structures. Our story begins by looking at some of the leading movements and individual teachers, claiming attention as the continuators of the Christian story in the larger Roman world after the destruction of the Jerusalem temple.

			
A Proliferation of Christian Schools and Teachers

			Jewish Christian groups. Encratites. Encratites are regarded as a secessionist sect by the later heresiologists, but it is probable that they never existed in this concrete form, that is as a polity or church group as such. Rather, their attitudes were part of a much wider ascetical, world-denying “spirit of the age,” which by the late second century had come to mark them out as secessionist from the mainstream Christian communities, who were less radical in their attitudes to asceticism than these others and who, accordingly, came to regard the ascetical practices as specific identity markers for these different communities. So the attitude to encrateia (undoubtedly a commonality among such factions) was probably elevated in the second century as a catchall to identify groups that might have been much more variegated in terms of the broader charter of identifying doctrines they sustained. The term encrateia means “self-mastery” in the philosophical literature, the ability to control the forces of body and spirit in a disciplined way, to permit the sophistic life.1 A second-century compilation of sophistic aphorisms (that had some currency among Christian readers) was the Sentences of Sextus.2 It is a clear example of sophist asceticism seen as first of all a detachment from materialist and bodily desires to allow for contemplation, but also a form or “way of life” (politeia) that could easily turn toward a certain “despising” of common human values.

			Among the Christians the term encrateia soon came to mean “continence,” and when allied to dietary observances (common to both Jewish and pagan groups of the time) such ascetical disciplines could easily become group identifiers. The “Encratites” the later heresiologists object to seem to have been radical ascetic groups among the Syrian churches of the first three centuries, some of whom overlapped in unclear ways with Gnostic and, later, Manichaean tendencies. A specific litmus test for distinguishing Encratism from mainline Christian asceticism (especially as this became prevalent in the later monastic movement) was the belief among the radicals that sexual activity was deeply unspiritual and inimical to the liberation of the soul, conceived of as a struggle to escape from fleshly bonds.3 Among Encratite circles marriage was thus frowned on, even forbidden to the élite of the communities. The movement was also recorded as being strictly vegetarian and non-wine-drinking. Pythagorean ascetics had long inculcated vegetarianism, since vegan foodstuffs had less “animate matter” in them to keep the souls of the consumers who so “trapped them,” themselves tied in to this sublunar region. 

			The movement was often allied with a strongly dichotomous worldview of the “two ways” (ever-warring poles of light and darkness, good and evil) that held the cosmos to be profoundly corrupted by material forms; and it understood the church, in a defining and circumscribing way, as the body of pure elect withdrawn from that wicked cosmos.4 Some have seen connections between the epistle to Titus (especially the admonitions of chapter 2) and the Encratite movement: but there is a world of difference, the ascetical advice in Titus being reflective of the very common and widespread sense of ascetical morality (the “Roman household code”), which was a kind of democratized form of Hellenistic sophism for the masses.5 That kind of ascetical advice does not begin to approach the radical dualism of flesh and spirit we find characteristic of Encratism properly understood. It was among Encratite circles that the large body of apocryphal writings of the first three centuries seem to have originated, most of which are marked by these ideological tendencies, even if they are not yet hardened into a common doctrinal ideology.

			Syrian Christian theologian Tatian is usually elevated as a concrete example of such an Encratite. Irenaeus was the first to see him as the “patriarch” of the Encratites, though he was probably just a more severe form of the ascetical tendencies prevalent throughout much of Syrian Christianity of the first three centuries, a church that struck Greek and Latin external observers as increasingly out of step with the mainline communities of the Mediterranean.6 Among the Syrians, for example, it has been thought that baptism, until well into the fourth century, was thought also to be a solemn invitation to profess lifelong chastity, which meant from earliest times the clergy of the Syrians were celibate, baptism being a requirement for clerical orders. The larger majority of the worshiping faithful would be catechumens who never received the sacraments until late in life, when they were either on their deathbeds or chose baptism and a life of celibate old age thereafter. According to Irenaeus the Encratite movement saw procreative sex as responsible for transmitting the stigma and stain of damnation from Adam through to the whole human race. It is highly reminiscent of ideas that later influenced Augustine from his time among the Manichaeans. Irenaeus traces this idea to influences from Valentinian Gnosticism. Indeed, it has “hung around” Christian attitudes toward sexuality from time immemorial, appearing regularly from the Messalians of the fourth century to the Bogomils of the eleventh and after.

			A string of Christian theologians in the early patristic mainstream regularly denounce the Encratite movement.7 In many cases it is a cultural tendency they strike against. One notices, nevertheless, that the overall deeply reverential bow Christianity of the second century makes toward sophistic asceticism prevents the same writers from ever penning a celebratory encomium of the sacramental holiness of sexual union blessed by Christ, or from noting just how extensively the desire for a wholly celibate leadership, and the setting of virginity as the highest ideal of Christian virtue, are established as unremarkable tropes by the very fourth-century writers who find the Encratite “school” disturbing. Perhaps the closest we can come to finding a typical text of Christian Encratites themselves (apart from the apocryphal acts of the apostles)8 is the cited fragment of the dialogue of Jesus and Salome in the Gospel of the Egyptians.9 Fourth-century historian Eusebius, describing the situation of the third century, says that one Severus, whom he classes as a Gnostic, was a leader of such a Christian radical ascetic sect.10 The latter accepted the Old Testament but rejected the writings and authority of Paul (making him redolent of the Ebionites as described by Irenaeus). Epiphanius argues that this radical ascetic movement was still alive in Christian Phrygia and Pisidia in the fourth century.11 

			Encratism would eventually be swamped, overtaken by larger Christian orthodoxy in the very act of its merging with mainstream forms of Christian life, when the fourth century brought the monastic movement into its heartland: insisting then, as it made it mainstream, only that such ascetical trends did not despise the sacramentality of marriage, or the holiness of procreation, and the virtue possible in the ordinary lay life. The overwhelming character of fourth-century ascetical Christianity, however, meant that while these niceties were observed, the theology of marriage, or reflections on the positive spiritual value of human physical experience, were massively neglected by Christian writers even into the modern age.

			Nazarenes (Nazoraioi). Fourth-century heresiologist Epiphanius of Salamis (never wholly reliable in his historical judgment, unfortunately) gives us the information that the Jewish-Christian community of Jerusalem that survived the Roman war of AD 70 fled to Pella in the Decapolis.12 This was the region of the “Ten Cities” across the Jordan. This much is undoubtedly true. Epiphanius then derives the “Nazarene” (Nazoraioi; thus also Nazorean or Nazorene) Jewish-Christian sect from that original remnant community of the Jerusalem church and chronologically lists them as flourishing near the time of Cerinthus the Gnostic: hence mid-second century. Epiphanius lists them in his chronicle of secessionists and so obviously has issues with them. What emerges from his treatment is first and foremost that they did not call themselves Christians like everyone else (as by his day had become the universal practice as established at Antioch) but rather Nazarenes (which was also an antique Semitic way of referring to Christians in the Roman Orient—as he also admits). He says they also referred to themselves as Jesse-ans (after the biblical ancestor Jesse, father of king David) and goes on to give a scriptural discourse on the nature of Jesus’ claim to the kingly and priestly status of the house of Jesse. Epi­phanius makes the point here that with Herod the ruling house of Israel lost all claim to priestly kingship in the line of Jesse (since Herod was a Gentile) so that after Jesus it clearly passed on as a common heritage to the church.13 This can be read, between the lines as it were, as manifesting Epiphanius’s chief bone of contention with the Nazoraioi: how important were bloodline and belonging to the church? A Jewish-Christian heritage might well have different views on that (as well as attitudes to the law’s continuing relevance or not) from Gentile communities. The Nazoraioi seem to have laid some abiding stress on the importance of the physical heritage of Jesus, and when we recall that the very first structuring of the Jerusalem church was based on the first-generational leaders related most closely to Jesus (James the brother of the Lord, and Mary his mother) we might see the point of this. 

			Epiphanius notes that their Gospel was Matthew in Hebrew. Since this, we remember, begins solemnly with the genealogy through Jesse, and since Epiphanius later complains that the group has excised the genealogy in the Hebrew version they read, it is now generally thought that Epiphanius has come across a Hebrew text of “a Gospel” that they used that was actually not the same as Matthew, and concerning which he simply makes confused identifications. It is now called the Gospel of the Ebionites, from fragments reassembled in Epiphanius’s work.14 It is thought to have been a Gospel synopsis (similar to Tatian’s Diatessaron—a pastiche of texts used in their worship, a Gospel “harmony”). Irenaeus attested the existence of this work, but if he discussed it, these sections of his work are now lost. Apart from cutting the genealogy, the text portrays Jesus and John the Baptist as vegetarians (probably a cultic mark of adherents), emphasizes hostility to the sacrificial cult, and includes the summation of the law in the writer’s own teachings. The text is generally thought by commentators to have been composed in the mid-second century as a harmony of Matthew and Luke, to reflect the school’s particular doctrines.15

			The wider issues with the Nazarenes as Epiphanius understands them might also be placed in the context of the spreading influence of Pauline Christianity as a norm in the Gentile communities of the second century, a norm that had been taken for granted since its establishment (by the third century) but that was certainly not a fait accompli, in Palestine at least, in the second. The wider issue, of authority and identity, is akin to the problem that Paul himself had with the dominance of the Jerusalem leaders, especially James, and with what happened when the Gentile Christian communities outside Palestine no longer cared to follow the cultic or dietary prescripts of the law. Bishop Epiphanius, possibly a former Jew himself, writing from a very established fourth-century perspective that looks back on these Jewish Christians as retro minority relics of another age, wants to undermine this Nazarene theology decisively. He insists that Jesus has the priestly kingship of Melchizidek, while James of Jerusalem had the high priesthood after Aaron. James was also Joseph’s son, he notes, not Mary’s. It was Mary’s son who held the Jessean lineage, and the Melchizidekian priesthood and passed this on to the ekklesia, not to members of his immediate family.16 

			At Panarion 29.5.1, however, Epiphanius seems to tell his readers that he is basing his knowledge of the Nazarenes on Philo’s account in his book The Jesseans and his admiration of their ascetical lifestyle at Mareotis in Egypt.17 This part of his narrative, then, seems to be conflated with Philo’s account of the Therapeutae, whom Epiphanius evidently thinks (following Eusebius) were Christian monks, and it is partly lifted from a reading of Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History 2.17.16-18; 2.17.21-22. One wonders, therefore, how much of Epiphanius’s treatment at this juncture is grounded at all.18 Some scholars have jaundiced views of his worth, but Ray Pritz has recently argued that he cannot be dismissed wholesale.19 At Panarion 29.7.2, however, Epiphanius’s focus seems to become sharp once more. He speaks of a sect calling themselves Nazarenes who definitely identify as Christian while maintaining all the Jewish customs (to Epiphanius’s annoyance), who use the New Testament alongside the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings, in the rabbinic manner of interpretation; except that they are messianists, who proclaim the resurrection of Christ, upholding the unity of God and that Jesus is his Son.20 They observe, he says, the practice of circumcision and the maintenance of the sabbath. Epiphanius admits that he does not know the details of their Christology: whether they affirm the godly status of the Christ born of the virgin by the Holy Spirit.21 He implies that they were still present in his own day and resident in the town of Berea of Coelesyria, and the town of Bashanitis or Khokhabe, both near Pella in the Decapolis region.22 Jerome, later in the fourth century, lived as a hermit near Berea and also seems to suggest the movement still had adherents in Palestine in his own time. Jerome’s treatment of the Nazarenes depends to some extent on his teacher Apollinaris, who had a close knowledge of the movement from his own home base in Laodicea and Antioch, near Berea.23 

			Epiphanius seems to launch his attack against them chiefly for having the audacity to maintain a Jewish desire to maintain an observance of the law as Christians, when Paul and the apostolic council of Jerusalem (recorded in Acts) had removed the burden of the law for the church and when God himself had made the law after Jesus’ ascension impossible physically (given the end of the temple) since it had been spiritually fulfilled in the Christ. Nazarenes, then, largely seem to be a straw man for Epiphanius’s supersessionist theology. But the way he treats them, despite being dubiously sourced, does seem to indicate that notable Jewish Christian communities still existed in his own time in the Decapolis region, which means communities still observing large elements of the Torah, not just Aramaic-speaking communities. After the fourth century there seems to be no further mention of them. Epiphanius separates them out from the Jewish-Christian Ebionites (whom he deals with in his next section of the book), though he claims the latter sect was founded by a man called Ebion who had formerly been a Nazarene.24 R. A. Pritz thinks that the term Christian might well have been used to designate Gentile followers of Jesus, with the title Nazarene being preferred to designate the remaining Jewish disciples resident in Palestine.25 Justin, in his mid-second-century Dialogue with Trypho had, long before Epiphanius, indicated that there were two groups of Jewish Christians in Palestine, one of which tried to make Gentile converts keep the law, the other which did not; one of which did not accept a divine status of Jesus, and one of which did, and which Justin claims were just like himself (as a Christian) except for their continued observance of matters of the Jewish law.26 His term of division, we can notice, is again a christological one; and the sense of the nondivine Christology operative among some of the Jewish Christians of his time seems to align this group with what is referred to by several other Christian writers as characteristic of the Ebionites. Jerome also implies that the Nazarenes “Believe in Christ, the Son of God, born of Mary the Virgin, and they confess about him that he suffered under Pontius Pilate and rose again.”27

			Some, such as Origen in Contra Celsum, who speaks of “both types of Ebionites,” are possibly confusing Nazarenes (whose only “distinctiveness” from more standard Christian communities of the Diaspora was their desire to honor the law as continuing Jews) with Ebionites, who were a more radically divergent movement in terms of Christology.28 If we take the evidence of Epiphanius and Jerome as including personal knowledge of Palestine in the fourth century, then the Nazarene movement can be seen to have endured until the fourth century (when it gives way to the expansion of imperial Byzantine Palestinian church foundations, which push it out). If we are more skeptical of the latter testimony, the rest of the patristic witnesses accumulate to show that they were still in existence up to the end of the third century: a body of Jewish Christians who observed the law, kept the Old Testament equally authoritative alongside the New, and were not regarded as being theologically dissident in any other way. This was not the case with the patristic descriptions of the Ebionites, however.

			Ebionites. The name derives from the Greek transliteration of the Aramaic word for the “poor ones.” It is also used in patristic literature to refer to a distinct group within the surviving remnants of Judeo-Christianity, again in an apparently geographically restricted area of Palestine before the virtual refounding of the church there in the Constantinian age. Irenaeus is one of the first to mention them, and Origen explains the significance of the Semitic name correctly but cannot resist the pun that the poverty concerned refers now to their “intellectual penury.”29 It might well have been originally a self-designation of the Palestinian church as the anawim of God, the “poor saints” (see Mt 5:3; Jas 2:5). Later antiheretical writers such as Hippolytus and Tertullian, and Epiphanius in the fourth century, all falsely imagined they were a sect founded by a person called Ebion (by then a heresy had to have a heresiarch inventing it).30 According to Irenaeus their movement was distinguished by their rejection of the writings of St. Paul, whom they regarded as an apostate Jew who illegitimately separated the gospel from the Torah. In relation to the universally emerging canon of Scripture, they seemed to have accepted only the Gospel of Matthew, retained all the observances of the law, and denied the virginal birth of Christ, generally regarding him as Messiah, but prophetic and human, not divine.31 Origen adds that they observed Passover as the ultimate liturgical festival and that at least one group among them did accept the traditions of the virginal birth (though implying that many among them did not).32 This suggests that they were known to him, in Alexandria and perhaps Caesarea, as a real body of Christians.

			Eusebius’s information about them is also confident, sometimes excessively so. Some of it seems to derive from Irenaeus via Hippolytus and Origen. It is Eusebius who makes the connection between them and the church of Jerusalem, which fled to Pella, thus connecting them with the Nazarenes in some way and implying that their christological dissidence was a falling away from the more antique group that retained the fuller Christian traditions (that is, both Testaments).33 He also notes that there were “two types” of Ebionites, whom he distinguishes christologically. One group, he says,

			understood Christ to be a plain and ordinary man who had achieved righteousness by the advancement of his character; and who had been born in the natural manner from Mary and her husband. They insist on the complete observance of the law and do not consider that they would be saved by faith in Christ alone, and by a life in accordance with faith. . . . But there were others besides these, who bear the same name, and have escaped the absurd folly of the first group, and who did not deny that the Lord was born of a virgin and the Holy Spirit, but even so agreed with them in not confessing his preexistence as God, insofar as he was Logos and Wisdom. And so they shared in the impiety of the former group, not least insofar as they were zealous in insisting on the literal observance of the law.34

			Epiphanius of Salamis provides further information, including excerpts from their writings that include what has since, and recently, been identified as the Gospel of the Ebionites.35 Generally speaking, it is difficult to know whether they were a continuation of the earliest circles of the Jerusalem church, dating back to James the brother of Jesus, who were cast into obscurity by the aftereffects of the Roman-Jewish war and were later seen as an isolated (and by then apparently “odd”) group once the wider church caught up with them again (as Bauer imagines); or whether they were simply one of the more “unusual” groups among a wider body of Jewish Christians in Palestine, who by the third century had already become “curious” in the eyes of the vastly Gentile church and who caught the eye of church commentators first for their Jewish customs (which by now were regarded as archaic among Christians) and then more acutely (in the context of the larger Gnostic struggles) because of their secessionist Christology, which seemed akin to “psilanthropism” (Christ was a “mere man”).36 The Clementine Homilies and Recognitions are aware of two of the books belonging to this sect: the Periodoi of Peter and the Anabathmoi of James. Epiphanius has come across these references in the Clementines.37

			Elkesaites. Another Jewish group, called the Elkesaites, is also recorded as impinging on the life of the Christian church in the early second century: but they were more a late Jewish revelatory movement that had many elements of pluralist religious fusion in it. They are mentioned by Origen as having tried to evangelize Christians at Caesarea in the third century, preaching universal forgiveness; and by Hippolytus, who records that their teacher Alcibiades of Apamaea came to Rome in the time of Pope Callixtus (pope 218–223) and preached, on the basis of their secret revelation, the need for a second baptism.38 He tells us they stressed the utility of Jewish observance, practiced exorcisms, and valued astrology. Jesus was taken by them as one of a series of holy sages sent into the world to preach repentance. A. F. J. Klijn regards them as originating in Jewish-Christian communities of eastern Jordan who were gathered together around a special revelatory book, the core holy text of their prophet, which demanded conversion of lifestyle in the face of an impending apocalyptic judgment.39 There is no real reason, however, to think they were Christian Jews as such, but more a kind of apocalyptic Jewish fusion movement of the post–Bar Kokhba period, which when it arrived in Rome found the Christian community there a natural target for its preaching (along presumably with the Roman synagogues and the general populace). Christian commentators later presumed their prophet-founder was a man named Elxai, but scholars have recently argued that this is projection (a heresy needing a heretic to go with it) and that the name derives from a Greek mishearing of the Hebrew name for their actual book of revelations itself, ksh hyl or “Book of Hidden Power.” They will be mentioned in the following chapter for the influence they had on the Manichaean movement.

			Montanism. Montanism is the name opponents gave to the movement that its own protagonists called “New Prophecy.”40 Montanus seems to have been an early Christian prophet who began a charismatic revival movement in Phrygia (Asia Minor) between 155 and 160. We know about the movement now through a few fragmentary remains of their teachers cited in early synods of bishops who quickly gathered to contest their claims to be teaching the core gospel, and their (imputed) claims to supreme authority—that prophets speaking in the name of Christ acted in the church in persona Christi. This was one of the first times that the early Christian communities really had to face up to their authority structure: what were the rankings of offices and orders within the communities; what were sedentary and what were nomadic? The earliest Christian prophets seem to have been transitory missionaries rather than sedentary community leaders, and this nomadic character seems to attach to the Montanist prophets. The issue raises the question of what manner of authority can ever be held by a single Christian leader (bishop, prophet, presbyter, wonderworker, whatever) in any given community: whether such claimed authority can ever “stand in for Christ,” whether it is ever additional to the record of Scripture, or independent of (and standing over) the consensus of the Christian community. After the Montanists, Christian communities in the main resisted ecstatic prophetic leaders who claimed the authority of Christ, and they tended to move in the direction of synodical, conciliar, group consensus, obedient to prior traditions, texts, and practices, as a way of regulating authority claims in the postapostolic generations. Whenever this has given way, in later history, to claims for any inspired leader or supreme authority in the Christian polity, it has usually been a prelude to a dramatic reaction and rejection.

			Although the Montanists’ own voice has been diffracted, later historians did assemble their archive, especially church historian Eusebius of Caesarea in the fourth century, whose record includes accounts from the contemporary synods gathered to discuss them, which actually quote the Montanist leaders (albeit partially).41 Eusebius lifts up the “Phrygian heresy” as an example of how the discipline of church history itself develops as a constant attempt to mark off true faith from secessionism.42 Attempts have been made recently to restore their archive as it survives without the context of condemnation prevalent in these synodical accounts.43 It might well be the case that the clerical resistance to Montanist ecstatic and charismatic approaches to Christian teaching led to the creation of that process of bishops gathering in larger-than-local councils, something that in the next century would be an established church protocol of episcopal provincial synods as a key aspect of international polity.

			Appearing suddenly as a traveling Christian preacher (some versions of the story say that he had only been recently converted from paganism), Montanus moved around the towns and villages of central Asia Minor with two female prophets, Maximilla and Prisca (Priscilla), associated in his mission. Eventually he would organize collections of money so that his disciples could receive a salary for their preaching travels.44 It has usually been assumed that he was the leader. But this is by no means certain: it is what later hostile critics presume from the vantage point of two centuries later.45 The existence of the female prophets is significant (though little actually is known about them), as they are striking representations of female leaders of the early Christian movement. We can of course discern female leadership in the earliest levels of the New Testament texts, but it come to be increasingly rare in text evidence at the end of the first century as Christian communities become established, settled, and more and more subject to what is known as the Roman household code, in which women are expected to have a domestic role and be seen but not necessarily heard.46 The change in tone, elevating this domestic code (prevalent in secular Greco-Roman society of the age), can be seen in the Pastoral Letters of the New Testament. It is also witnessed in writings from the earliest episcopal leaders of settled communities, such as the Clementine letters from the Roman church, or the letters of Ignatius of Antioch. By the beginning of the second century the concept of traveling female evangelists, or missionary prophets, seems “scandalous” to the settled church.

			Because of the centrality of the female prophets to any understanding of the Montanist movement, recent works discussing them have sometimes elevated them as symbols for a renewed call for ordained female leadership in the church and isolated their antique rejection as a symbol of patriarchal oppression. Others have seen that connection as more to do with feminist theology and more recent church polity than historically grounded analyses. Much of the argument about them as symbols of relevance rises, on both sides, as argumenta e silentio.47 Even so, the aspect of female leadership, which remained prevalent in the later Montanist communities (where there were even female presbyters) but not in the catholic communities, has been scrutinized by some recent commentators as a revealing window onto a once-wider pattern of authorities and offices in earliest Christianity that was increasingly narrowed down in Asia Minor and elsewhere after, and partly because of, the Montanist controversy.

			Montanus claimed that he was the mouthpiece of the Holy Spirit and that the Paraclete who had been promised in John 14:26; 16:7 was now incarnate in him. Some of the characteristics of the church of Philadelphia as described in the Johannine Revelation can perhaps be seen in the Montanist movement, and it might well trace its origins to aspects of early Asia Minor ecclesial traditions (powerful revival movements, visionary claims, eschatological expectations). The precise context of what Montanus thought his mission was about might well be connected with such foundational apocalyptic elements of the book of Revelation. He probably represents a protest against the declining apocalyptic expectation among the early Christian communities and a corresponding adjustment of organized church life to a sedentary urban environment, where authority was more and more passing away from nomadic prophets and missionary exorcists, to (perhaps less charismatic) local councils of presbyters and bishops. 

			His critics who accused him of being too recent a convert to be a real missionary were implying that his sense of ecstatic enthusiasm (enthousiasmos) was less a genuine vocation of the divine Spirit, and more a carryover from his pre-Christian adherence to pagan oracular cults, and that this was the context in which they needed to see his reliance on female prophetesses, needing them as a channel to deliver oracles, as with pagan magoi and soothsayers.48 Apollinaris of Hierapolis, one of Montanus’s contemporary episcopal opponents, recounts that his frenzied style of prophecy led some in the churches to fear he was demonically possessed and says he was forbidden from speaking in the assembly.49 Montanus himself claimed that the imminent presence of the end time (eschaton) had impelled the need to preach an urgent sense of repentance, so the church could renew itself under the impetus of the Spirit. He encouraged speaking in tongues (glossolalia) and other manifestations of enthousiasmos.

			The three inner-circle prophets claimed no less than the direct authority of God. They habitually spoke in voce dei, as if they were the mouthpiece of God, who talked unmediatedly through them. Hostile witnesses claimed to be shocked by this, as if the prophets were claiming for themselves divine status: but it was probably no more than a customary form of Christian prophetic witness in the earliest assemblies, where prophets spoke “in the name of Jesus.” Anyone questioning their utterance, therefore, was questioning God himself. This was why they allowed bishops the authority to organize communities (worship, finances, and so on) but as having no dominion if they withstood the message of the prophet: and the bishops generally regarded this as unacceptable arrogation of rights to the prophet as having supreme governance over the churches. Montanus claimed that his utterances had superior authority over “older” Scriptures.

			Part of their teaching that the end times were imminent was the call to moral reform. To ready themselves for the final cataclysm, Christians had to adopt a rigorously ascetic lifestyle. Marriage was banned among their adherents. Only later was this relaxed to become a ban on any remarriage, including that after the death of a spouse. Regular and severe periods of fasting were encouraged, and so too was substantial almsgiving. Martyrdom, as another eschatological virtue, was also encouraged. Any flight from persecution was forbidden as tantamount to apostasy, and this was perhaps another reason urban bishops disliked Montanists so, their eagerness to advance themselves for martyrdom being an endangerment to many other Christians in local communities under stress. When the end came, the early Montanist teachers claimed, the New Jerusalem promised in the Scripture (Rev 21:1-10) would physically descend from heaven to the little Phrygian village of Pepuza (or sometimes Timione). Pepuza was Montanus’s hometown and later center of operations. To this holy place true believers were called to gather together before the Lord’s coming. The failure of Pepuza to develop as the great eschatological locus was one of the chief reasons the steam went out of the movement in Phrygia, but not before the little town had been greatly expanded by Montanist investment.

			Montanism, however, seems to have been a movement largely uninterested in “doctrine” as such. It is, to this extent, somewhat unique among early Christian secessionist movements. Montanism did fully accept the idea of the resurrection of the flesh (a notion that was usually in contention among more Gnostic-flavored secessionist Christian groups of this era), and it interpreted many points of Scripture with a very simple directness (one supposes this was a style not too far removed from the majority among the contemporary Christian communities). This too, of course, made their leaders very open to criticism from current and later theologians that they were simplistic. One of the chief things that emerged in later Christian pneumatology, after the fading of Montanism, was that the possession of the Spirit of God in the church is not witnessed first and foremost by ecstatic possession and nonsensical utterances but rather by a progressive clarity of the mind, a refinement and focus of the intellectual and spiritual gifts for teaching.50 Ecstasy gave way, in a profound way in subsequent Christian experience, to the elevation of human gifts and awareness as part of the spiritual task of “discerning the Spirit.” Montanists’ increasingly hostile reception in Asia led them to denounce the communities there as “slayers of the Spirit.” The charge rankled.

			The Montanists also seem to have gloried in their heroic resistance to persecution, claiming the crown as a martyr community. The mainline communities also found this a little hard to stomach. Bishop Apollinaris of Hierapolis, for one, made a count of who among them had actually suffered execution and claimed it was a zero sum total.51 But he contradicts himself after this (Eusebius, as a later archivist, consistently wishes to underestimate the martyr lists of the heretics), because in another passage from his treatise (which Eusebius also records) Apollinaris makes a point of saying that whenever the catholic martyrs were imprisoned, they did not make common fellowship with the Montanist or Marcionite confessors present in the same prisons.52 Other first-generation opponents of Montanism were named by Eusebius as Alcibiades, who wrote a treatise on how the Spirit of God would never disrupt a person’s senses, and Miltiades, who argued that the ecstatic manner of prophesying was contrary to the custom of the church and not represented in the original apostolic generation, such as the family of Philip or Agabus in the New Testament period.53 

			The writer Apollonius also left notes on the movement, forty years after Montanus first started preaching.54 He claimed that Prisca and Maximilla were induced by Montanus to leave their husbands after they received the spirit of prophesying. He mentions this disapprovingly and also wants it placed on record that their disciples’ claims that Prisca and Maximilla were “virgins” is a false one.55 The anti-Montanist critics also were quick to point out that the custom of earlier prophets had been not to receive gifts of money and not to stay resident in one place.56 This embracing of poverty is one of the few “signs of a real prophet,” such as were commonly accepted and survived in the Didache, for example.57 The anti-Montanist charge is that they have proved themselves false by accepting money, but the real issue is probably that their collecting of money from the preaching tours had allowed them to try to establish a hierarchy of prophets in a nonnomadic environment for the first time.

			Not everyone in the church found them objectionable. Some of the Asian bishops supported them as a revivalistic and sincere body of believers and did not think they had made themselves into a breakaway sect. One of the leading minds of the era, Irenaeus, who was himself a native of Asia Minor but now leading the community in Lyon in Gaul, found them to be an admirable spiritual group, and he defended their cause at Rome. His own form of chiliastic millenarianism might reflect the Asia Minor tendency toward apocalyptic prophecy.58 In the end, by the late second and third centuries, when the Montanist movement had moderated its eschatological message (after their prophesied end time failed to happen), they were eventually folded back into North African church traditions. But the Asia Minor bishops remained ever suspicious of them. This might be the reason the book of Revelation was never popular in the Eastern church. Not until it was passed back to the Greeks in the fourth century as a part of the “Western” canon of Scripture, which they were expected to acknowledge (the Greeks insisted the West should accept in return the letter of James), did Revelation enter the canon of accepted Scriptures. Even then it is noticeable that to this very day it is given the silent treatment in the liturgies, prayers, and offices of Eastern Christianity: the book is still never cited in church.59

			The lack of big-picture objectionable doctrinal elements caused church authorities considerable difficulties in deciding what, if anything, was wrong with Montanism. The movement spread to the West, where for a time in 177 and 178 important Roman church communities were thinking of recognizing it as an admirable movement but eventually did not. From Rome it moved to North Africa, where it enjoyed a longer and more sedentary second life (we might call it stage-two Montanism) and, as mentioned above, was eventually absorbed into the wider community traditions. Indeed, in this later form of North African Montanism, in the late second and early third centuries, many of the original highly charged apocalyptic elements were smoothed out. The function of ecstatic prophecy was then given a lighter stress, and the urgency of the imminent parousia seemed to have receded. The rigorist African theologian Tertullian passed from being a stern critic to an enthusiastic adherent late in his life. It is thought by some that leading Monarchian theologian Theodotus the Tanner was also closely associated with the Montanist movement, although Tertullian tells us that Monarchian church leader Praxeas (perhaps a code name for Pope Callixtus) was instrumental in having Montanist ideas and assemblies banned at Rome.60 Pope Aniketos earlier had also been hostile to them there (pope c. 157–168). 

			Many have thought that the Montanist movement was clearly involved in the production of the Passion of Perpetua and Felicity, that classic martyr narrative in which dream-vision and prophetic apocalyptic themes play dominant roles. The strong advocacy of martyrdom as the supreme Christian glory remained characteristic of Montanism to the end and flavored the Christianity of North Africa. But the movement’s most hallowed text was undoubtedly the book of Revelation itself, which also emanated from Asia Minor and probably represents the archaic traditions of the church of that area, which took a particularly sharp form in the rise of Montanism, perhaps serving to bridge the Semitic patterns of visionary martyr resistance in Revelation with Gentile patterns of ecstatic worship.

			The movement dwindled away almost everywhere by the fourth century, except in the village of Pepuza, which endured now as Montanist sectarian headquarters. Its long-term effects on Christianity were mainly in the form of the reactions it caused. It probably served to push apocalyptic ways of thinking to the side after the fourth century, allowing Christian thought to become more spaciously metaphysical. It turned Christian pneumatology away from the inspiration of ecstasies and visions, toward scriptural exegesis, reflective intellect, and moral endeavor. It had a long-term effect in sharpening the attribution of episcopal authority, especially as this was witnessed in bishops of many churches gathering together in synods whenever large problems affected the peace of the churches.61 The synodical reaction to Montanism is probably the first time that episcopal councils (which would soon become a standard way of organizing all the mainline churches) is witnessed in Christian history. One record of such a synod gathered to discuss Montanism survives in the writings of the Asia Minor bishop Apollinaris of Hierapolis (d. c. 175). Excerpts from his notebooks survived to be Eusebius’s main source in Ecclesiastical History 5.16. As a worked-out example of “good practice” in governance, this pattern of crisis leadership through synods established itself internationally in Christian communities by the end of the next century. Very quickly the synodal “mind of the bishops” would claim the prophetic authority that had been wrested from the Montanists and define prophetic insight as being necessarily vindicated by more than a single prophet’s claim for authenticity: resting, in other words, in the communal acclamation of that prophetic voice by a discernment that was lodged in the collective.62 The resolution of this crisis, as a side effect, marked the rapid retirement of the ancient office of Christian prophet in favor of an ascendant role for bishops and presbyters, who absorbed many aspects of that role (missionary preaching, scriptural interpretation, moral encomium) into their own functions.

			Here below are several Montanist prophets’ original oracles, which have been preserved by heresiologists, generally unsympathetically, though Tertullian (for once) is a more charitable source:63

			Maximilla said: “After me there will no longer be any prophetess. The end will come.”64 

			Maximilla said: “I am chased like a wolf from the sheep; but I am not a wolf; I am Word, and Spirit, and Power.”65

			Maximilla said: “Do not listen to me; listen rather to Christ.”66

			Maximilla said: “The Lord sent me as a sectarian, and a revealer, an interpreter of this labor and announcement and covenant. I am compelled, whether I want to or not, to learn the gnosis of God.”67

			Prophetess Prisca said that a holy minister knows how to administer sanctity, for: “Purity is harmonious and they see visions, and turning their face downward, they even hear manifested voices, as salutary even as they are secret.”68

			[On those who deny the resurrection of the flesh] Prisca said: “They are carnal, and yet they hate the flesh.”69

			The Cataphrygians (Montanists) say that in the town of Pepuza, Quintilla, or was it Priscilla, was sleeping, and Christ came and slept with her: “Under the appearance of a woman, in a beautiful dress, Christ came to me. He made me wise and declared that this place was sacred, and that there the heavenly Jerusalem would descend from heaven.”70

			Asia Minor Quartodeciman communities. The life of the communities of Christians in Asia Minor in this period is further illumined by another dispute that the later heresiologists wish to record; they name it Quartodecimanism, as if it were a dissident movement, when it was more a matter of the larger Mediterranean Christian communities noticing that things were not all neatly aligned in the growing inter­national consensus of Christian praxis. The thing that was out of alignment in this case was not any matter of doctrinal behavior but a question of how different Christian communities should rate traditionalism when it came to their liturgical practices, and from that issue of tradition keeping (since all the communities aspired to “keeping the tradition”) what issues of authority emerged. If keeping the passed-down traditions was the primary concern of the churches, then this surely took priority over any other claim to authority that might be advanced against it. Or, perhaps, if an “authority figure” in the church who claimed to be a high authority precisely because he was the guardian of tradition intervened and demanded a change of local traditions that did not seem to be in alignment with larger traditions elsewhere, did his authority triumph over the local? This is what seemed to be the issue with the Quartodecimans’ case, and this too is why it was kept in the registers for later centuries, as it was an early paradigm of how Christianity might set precedents in terms of setting a resolution principle for clashes between local and more international understandings of Christian identity.

			The word Quartodecimans derives from the Latin for “fourteenth” and refers to the custom in some of the Asian churches of following the Jewish liturgical calendar and observing the Christian Passover (in other words, Pascha or Easter) on the fourteenth day of the month of Nisan (April), regardless of what day of the week that fell on. By the end of the second century, many other Mediterranean churches had appointed the festal celebrations of Pascha to the nearest Sunday after the date of the Jewish Passover. This insistence that the Pascha of Christians should always be after the Jewish Passover had taken place was to be confirmed as international established practice for all the ancient churches at the Council of Nicaea (in its canons) two generations later.71 

			At first it did not much matter what local differentiations there might be in liturgy. Not many people traveled much. But port cities, of course, showed up differences quite strikingly, and news traveled back quickly to that key hub of seafaring trade in the empire, the city of Rome. Its bishop thus became highly informed of international affairs and, seated within this ancient and prestigious church (with its many theologians, martyrs, and archivists), he emerged as the second century progressed as a leading arbiter of internationalized “good practice” in the Christian communities. This also meant that he increasingly felt it his duty to secure common standards and advise when they were not being observed. In the middle of the second century a large-scale disparity of liturgical practice would become a matter of critical concern, and nothing would bring that to common notice more quickly than pilgrims from one church (seafarers or merchants) finding themselves locked out of Pascha celebrations because of an odd local calendar in operation in a remote spot. By the middle of the century the elaboration of a triduum, a three-day solemn observance of severe fasting and prayer for Great Friday and Holy Saturday preceding the festivities of Pascha Sunday, was becoming common. How strange it seemed to visitors, therefore, that the Asian custom was to observe the Christian Pascha on whatever day of the week it fell on Nisan 14. It would be like having Good Friday on a Monday. 

			One suspects that increasing numbers of merchant travelers made complaints to their bishop(s) when they returned home. Equally, one imagines, the Asia Minor bishops were annoyed that visitors would not follow their ancestral practices, especially if they believed this was ancient Christian tradition, and so they stood against pressure from other communities (especially the Roman) to fall in line with Sunday Paschal observance, distance from the Jewish calendar, and admitting a Lenten triduum. Eusebius of Caesarea, first mentioning the cause of the controversy, attributes it to an anxiety over the timing of fasting rituals.72

			The first time this controversy broke the surface was on the occasion of a visit by a famous Asia Minor theologian to Rome in 155. On that occasion Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna, himself disturbed by the liturgical disparities, tried to make the Romans conform to the Asia Minor customs. The Syrian Pope Aniketos of Rome refused at that time to make any changes, albeit commending Polycarp for the antiquity of his own observance.73 In the next generation, however, Rome decided that it ought to take the lead in arguing for a greater international uniformity in the observance of Pascha, and the then-incumbent Pope Victor (189–198) summoned a synod of bishops at Rome and wrote widely to ask other synods to convene in other large churches to discuss the issue.74 Polycrates, the bishop of Ephesus and leader of the Asia Minor episcopate, reported back that his synod had met at Rome’s request but refused to be cajoled into what Rome wanted and was not afraid by Rome’s threats of cutting off communion if the common order was not implemented. Eusebius records much of Polycrates’s report and reply.75 

			Pope Victor pressed the case and announced the Asia Minor excommunication (bishops must not communicate with Polycrates’s synod until such time as they conformed but rather treat them as secessionists and dissidents). His “firm stand,” however, backfired to some extent, as many of the synods that had been glad enough to follow his guidance over common standards thought that applying a penalty to the Asian traditionalism was rather out of order. Polycrates’s report had stressed that they followed an antique local custom, and also that Pope Aniketos had venerated Polycarp and allowed him to preside over the Eucharist at Rome when he visited, even though they could not agree on the liturgical matters. Irenaeus of Lyons was one of the priest delegates sent from the church of Lyons (where there were many migrant communities of Asia Minor workers) to register official protests at the harshness of the Roman measure, and it seems that the Asian churches retained their local custom for some time longer. Eusebius attributes the reconciliation to Irenaeus’s arguments that since the differences had existed among great and holy elders of the past, they ought not to be taken now as grounds for breaking communion. In the fifth century there was still a Quartodecimans sect in Asia Minor, though by this period it had become a separate, schismatical community (cut off from the Asia Minor churches around it that now followed the international pattern), a group that had taken its allegiance to old traditions as a do-or-die stand as being the last exemplars of true orthodoxy.76

			There have been many similar groups since them, usually taking small issues of internal church development as crisis points of faithful resistance and exemplifying an understanding of tradition as synonymous with “no change.” Calendrical and liturgical changes often initiate such crises. In ancient times the Paschal liturgies were especially prone to such anxiety, for it was a widely held belief that Christ would return to earth in judgment at the Paschal vigil—and if one part of the church was in prayer and the other part was in bed, the issue of when the vigil took place was indeed a critical one for all Christians. The issue has an enduring interest not only for what it reveals about the history of liturgical observance and the growing pattern of province-wide episcopal synodical guidance of the churches, but also for the light it throws on the emergence of a sense, at Rome, that the papacy had a special presidential responsibility for international church order. This issue would henceforward rise up as an ever increasingly significant factor in Christian affairs, sometimes to the good of establishing a highly respected court of international appeal, and sometimes detrimentally as a cause of protest and dissension. As the third century opened, and certainly by the fourth, it was operative (at Rome at least) as a tradition that Rome had a special and “superapostolic” tradition that gave it the right to be heard everywhere. In the Arian disputes of the fourth century (and in many later controversies), often Rome felt it only needed to issue a statement and everyone else only needed to fall into line accordingly. This growing expectation would eventually cause no end of new disputes.

			Christian gnosis. A context. Up until the early decades of this century Christian historical commentators (who were often as much theologians in disguise as they were historians) largely thought that they knew what Gnosticism was—a single “thing”: mainly a deviant external and quasi-parasitic sect of loosely related eccentric teachers who mythologized Christian teachings, a movement that sprung up in the early second century and was widely rejected among Christian churches by the early fourth century, setting in place, in the course of that reaction to it, the fundamental rules of the “orthodox-catholic” definitions of Christianity. In some sense, then, they approached Gnosticism as a precipitating agent for early catholicity with its organization around a closed canon of agreed Scripture and a fixed sense of demonstrable apostolic tradition held up as a yardstick lineage. The anti-Gnostic impetus was seen to grow out of an ecclesial desire to stick to common-sense, liturgically grounded (creedal) statements of faith in preference to speculative mysticism of various types. 

			In this (a classic synopsis of the “gnostic problem”) the commentators were predominantly following the very negative assessment of Irenaeus of Lyons, the second-century bishop-theologian who first set out to rebuke a Lyonnais group of Valentinians (loose disciples of Valentinus of Rome) whom he regarded as attacking important premises of his own local church. Irenaeus’s sights in his Adversus Haereses (“Against the Dissidents”) were raised higher than usual, more globally, as it were, because of his knowledge of the work of Valentinian teachers at Rome. But even though his work sets out to amass a great range of details and charges about the Gnostic movement, above all else Irenaeus was a local teacher. He was moved to pen a devastating critique of Gnosticism as a pernicious enemy of Christian authenticity because of the damage he saw it inflicting on his own traumatized Lyonnais congregation as it was just emerging from a severe and fatal persecution. As time moved on, and the good ideas that Gnostic teachers had offered were quietly absorbed (as is often the case with movements that are at first attacked as pernicious) while the “more dubious things” they represented were noisily denounced, Irenaeus eventually came to be the chief spokesman for the whole anti-Gnostic movement, and his architecture of ideas represented the substance of what came to be classed as the catholic system of self-identity. It was the anti-Gnostic reaction that indeed did much to bring this into a crystalline shape in the mid-second century.

			Texts were expensive to reproduce in antiquity and amounted to much labor as well as the cost. Defeated intellectual movements tended not to have devotees to keep their literature in circulation. And so by the fourth century Gnostic authors were more or less sent to the “remaindered” pile, the fate that attends most inactive literature: falling out of print and out of mind. Paradoxically, it was the very Christians who rejected Gnosticism who were mainly responsible for keeping the memory of the movement alive. The Gnostics lived on, preserved for a long time in the aspic of Irenaeus’s text, precisely as examples of radical heresy. Eventually most historians within Christianity accepted Irenaeus’s version of events as the sole context of approach and took his synopses of what Gnostics taught as the primary account. That changed, and “Gnosticism” as a lump category began to be dismantled after new discoveries of so-called Gnostic texts from the late nineteenth century onward and especially in the mid-twentieth century, above all the Nag Hammadi collection of cached literature from Chenoboskion discovered there in 1947. The latter was in all probability a dump from the nearby Pachomian monastery that was clearing out its library collections. Some have made much of this, imputing it as an example of censorship, but there is no serious evidence whatsoever to think that the dump of this (already antique) literature was anything other than the normal exercise of a library discarding unwanted materials. Fourth-century Pachomians, and Christian ascetic devotees in general, were interested in other literature than this, and this other corpus they have extensively kept, recopied, and protected over two millennia as the vast collections of ascetical and mystical theology we have today. If a corpus of literature has an audience that values it (short of natural disasters), it will survive. The kind of theosophical metaphysics represented in the Gnostic treatises rapidly lost its core audience after the very early fourth century. In short, it was not so much suppressed by anyone; it just died a natural death until being forcibly resuscitated in modern times, by new devotees, often investing it with significances it did not originally have.

			The find at Nag Hammadi, however, started a veritable explosion of reassessments of what Gnosticism was in the latter part of the twentieth century. Indeed, this has run on even today into popular religiosity (heavily influenced by latter-day conspiracy theories, especially in the United States, where publishers can make a lot of money out of that genre) to account for the unusual phenomenon that many people in North America today know little about ancient Christianity other than the “secret lost gospels” that are alleged to have been much more fun than the publicly retained Gospels everyone has heard of. Over many decades I have met the excited expectations of college freshmen wishing to major in Gnostic literature with the advice to go read the primary materials first, only to see crestfallen faces when they come back to confess that they are not at all as exciting as they had been led to believe by some commentators and indeed were at times positively incomprehensible. Irenaeus pulled no punches when he argued that “to refute such literature it is only necessary to describe it,” but between his view that heresy has nothing to offer except corruption and the inflated view of a few scholars that here is a viable alternative to hyperdogmatic Christianity, there is perhaps a middle way: namely that this literature, now that one can approach it without the intellectual commentary of hostile witnesses, has somewhat widened our understanding of the conditions of the church in the second century and opened up our concept of what a private school led by a philosophical-religious didaskalos might look like in the second century.

			More than this, perhaps, we gain here a deeper perspective on how this style of speculative religious metaphysics stood in relation to mainline Christian metaphysics. Some scholars have begun to argue (in an excessive reaction to Irenaean apologetics) that probably there never was a “Gnostic” movement other than a made-up heresy of heresiologists. This seems to me, at least, to be a massive overstatement of the evidence, since it was not only the Christians who shouted out against “Gnostics” (naming them as such—from their own self-designation, but adding on that as far as they were concerned it was “pseudo-gnosis,” or false wisdom), but it was also the ancient established schools of Hellenistic philosophy that found them intellectually odious.

			In the Enneads of the great third-century Platonic commentator Plotinus, he has a specific anti-Gnostic section, where he takes them to task for a radically pessimistic view of the relation of the divine to cosmology, accusing of them of having a “contempt for the creation,” and refutes their tendency to multiply cosmological principles (or hypostatic archons).77 In his hands, as was the case with the second- to fourth-century Christian fathers, the projection of the divine Triad was a view of divine outreach to the cosmos that was at the same time a fundamental curtailing of Gnostic speculative metaphysics.78 Plotinus regarded them, one suspects, as theosophists who had only superficial confluence with his own metaphysical agenda. Origen (who had much respect for Plotinus, though it was not returned) felt much the same. His attitude toward Gnostic thought would represent the other end of the spectrum from Irenaeus. He too was an opponent of most of the core ideas of Gnostic theory, but he was able to recognize and respond to problems of theodicy and divine revelation that the Gnostics had raised in a serious manner. If the second-century thinker found nothing good to say, intellectual theologians of the third century such as Clement of Alexandria or Origen, then, found much that was good to absorb, quietly and judiciously, so that it could be “reclaimed” for the mainline church (we might start calling it the “great church” at this era). So it would be fallacious to think that all major Christian theologians were unanimously hostile to the Gnostic agenda. They were hostile to much of it, and to almost all of its methods and metaphysical premises. They wished to test its more mystical apprehensions (the sense of the inspired initiate and the wide metaphysical panorama of salvation many Gnostic texts evoked) by conformity to common-sense biblical, historical, and liturgical precedents: things that could be weighed and measured alongside things that could only be intuited. That element of conforming personal illumination to community experience and guidance is the quintessential difference. 

			It is important to recognize, also, that the mainline church certainly did not suppress or censor the Gnostic movements. The second century is too soon to imagine any bishop with censorship power—other than the simple force of argument. Most ancient apologetics are robust in a way that shocks the modern reader (who also forgets how brusque our own apologetic will sound to later ears). The ancients were not in the business of listening to different “schools of thought” with irenic pacifism. They were trained as win-all controversialists. We do not need to adopt their methods here but can review the evidence in a more detached spirit (perhaps!) while holding to two premises: that this was a sideline movement as far as the mainstream development of Christianity was concerned (even though it gave the long-term church great depths of reflection in mystical insights), and that while Gnosticism was not all of a piece, or even a particularly coherent movement across the centuries of late antiquity, when it had some vogue (especially the second to third centuries, when it most significantly affected the Christians), nevertheless there were some discrete schools that can be observed in relation to the history of the church. This is why the concept Gnosticism still has force of significance, but also why this section will concentrate on Valentinus, Bardesanes, and Basilides as its most significant points of attention. How to describe them and their intent, therefore?

			The ancient Gnostic movements (there was never just one) were given what coherence they had by a shared axiomatic principle that salvation was the experience of enlightenment (gnosis can be best translated as “wise enlightenment”) and that this enlightenment grew out of the fundamental realization that this present cosmic material existence was an imprisonment of true spiritual (pneumatikos) and intellectual (logikos, noetikos) life, in material (hylic) darkness, suffering, and blindness. For me this fundamental approach to metaphysics defines what I regard, still, as “Gnostic material” proper, as distinct from “sophianic” material, which abounds in all ancient philosophy and religion (including Christianity in its many forms). If we mix up “sophianic” with the issue of the light captured by the darkness, we do run the risk of losing our grip on the meaning of Gnostica, so I would advise we reserve the term Gnostic for those materials where we see the war myth of light and dark actively engaged as a cosmological principle—not simply references to that idea or theme, which are antique commonplaces, but rather substantive metaphysical “arrangements” of life around the idea of a fall into darkness and an introduction to illumined enlightenment (by a Savior figure) as the exact dynamic of salvation.79 So for our purposes here Valentinus and his system (which is exactly what Irenaeus was originally attacking) still remain archetypal for what one might sensibly mean by “Gnostic Christianity.”

			Several Gnostic movements at the time of the early Christianity leaned on the myth of the preexistent soul as given by Plato. Here the concept of the soul’s “unawareness” that its present life (in the world) is one of illusion and deceit is conveyed graphically by his famous story of the prisoners in the cave (they see shadows on the back wall of the cave and are under the illusion that these shadows are reality—not knowing that the real world is elsewhere, outside the cave, and needing a heroic effort of discernment to “turn around” and grapple with it).80 The sad state of being trapped in matter and ignorance (the antithesis of wisdom-gnosis) is regarded by some Gnostic movements as the “fall” of the spirit into flesh, and the primeval fall is witnessed (in many varied elaborations of that tale, especially in the forced birth of spiritually aware—that is, sentient—beings in the hybrid life of material consciousness). In short, the very existence of the suffering human race exemplifies the fall—our existence is our sin. Our sin is ignorance and existential sorrow. Our salvation is our liberation from the terms of such an existence. The heavenly and earthly Savior(s) who feature in Gnostic systems are those who will teach us to be free of the waltz floor of ignorance, suffering, and death.

			Gnostic styles of metaphysics preexisted Christianity, and many of these themes can be witnessed in second-century Manichaeism.81 Earlier works, such as those by Hans Jonas and Kurt Rudolph, tended to think the origin of Gnostic ideas could be found in ancient Near Eastern religions. Indeed, some scholars posited an Iranian origin for it (especially its strong belief in the cosmic struggle of two primeval powers: Dark and Light, Good and Evil, Saviors and Oppressors). But there are no pre-Christian instances of clearly Gnostic texts extant, and it seems rather to have been a profoundly Hellenistic movement reaching its zenith in the second century of the Christian era. It should not simply be regarded as a “parasitic” form of Christianity, Judaism, or Manichaeism, for it was equally at home in various “readings” of Hellenistic philosophical lifestyles, independent of any “Christian” element at all. The Nag Hammadi texts, for example, have some Christian Gnostica among them, but other materials are straightforward classical philosophical and ethical treatises, making it impossible to call Nag Hammadi a Gnostic collection at all. Adolf von Harnack, the great Protestant church historian of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, defined Gnosticism (in its Christian guise) as an example of the “extreme Hellenization” of the Gospel tradition. 

			This desire sharply to distinguish “biblical truth” and “Greek philosophical religiosity” was once prevalent in theological writing of the last century but is no longer seen as defensible. Several of the earliest Christian so-called Gnostic elements are actually in the New Testament itself and are manifestations of late Jewish apocalyptic genre. Moreover, the Judaism of the time of Jesus was heavily influenced by Hellenistic cultural currents. Harnack’s black-and-white categories do not work. Later work by Michael Williams and Karen King has warned afresh about the overcategorization involved in drawing too tight a description of Gnostics understood primarily as Christian dissidents, a perspective that follows the rhetorical drive of the patristic apologists too closely.82 It is also a good thing, perhaps, to remember that this does not mean that they “were not” Christian dissidents, or that their dissidence is the very reason we remember them, for good or ill, for what possible alternatives they might have offered to Christian structures or for what structures the great church set in place to counteract their potential influence.

			So, there were clearly “Christian” Gnostics who taught in schools that regarded themselves as independent of the control of Christian episkopoi and not much subject to guidance or hedging by the issues of Christian communitarian traditions. The Jesus stories they inherited and wished to allegorize were to them base material for metaphysical storytelling, far more than historical narratives relative to Old Testament covenant theology adapted by Jesus’ sophianic teachings.83 These Gnostic didaskaloi (or masters) opened their own private rhetoric schools (daskaleia) in the great Hellenistic cities, such as Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, and Edessa. Chief among the most overtly Christian of these didaskaloi were Valentinus of Rome, Ptolemy his disciple, Theodotus, Basilides of Alexandria, Bardesanes the Syrian, and Hermogenes. This core group can be safely considered as centrally significant and as giving us solid historical data important to the development of early Christianity.

			Valentinus (fl. 120–160). Christian Gnosticism of the Valentinian type was a form of knowledge that was thought intrinsically to give salvation to the elect redeemed—usually leading to mystical union with the divine principle. This was an experience that was closely related to spiritual afterlife and personal salvation, and thus its reformulation as a doctrine might have resulted from Gnostic didaskaloi attempting to attract adherents of the pre-Christian Greek mysteries. Valentinian Gnosticism was hostile to the principle of materiality and often used a highly allegorized, spiritualizing set of symbolic interpretations of sacred texts or material phenomena—in harmony with the loosely Platonic idea that material reality is actually “unreal” and more of an illusion and an entrapment than a wholesome and empirically dependable “real existence.” Among them this was often related to heavily intellectualist rereadings of the ancient religions or myths (so to some extent pluralist), and in some cases it was based on readings of Christian stories that set out to harmonize them with Hellenistic myths of descending and ascending saviors. Highly allegorical symbolistic readings of Scripture at once kept the shape of traditional texts but freed the interpreter from any subordination to the original meanings. 

			This allegorical way of reading (and being liberated from) a text was, it seems, first popularized among Christians by the Valentinian Gnostics. It was already widespread among the Hellenists as a way of reading classical literature. This manner of biblical exegesis was a trend that at first greatly alarmed the great church, before such readings came to be standard in the third and fourth centuries. Indeed, the first inventor of “Christian biblical commentary” in an allegorical form was Valentinian exegete Heracleon. His work was purged by the much greater biblical critic Origen, who set out to render the allegorical method of interpretation “appropriate” for catholic orthodoxy in the third century by refuting most of the “principles of dogma” that Heracleon and Valentinus were able to spin from their allegorical reading of the scriptural narratives about Jesus. Allegory, it should be noted nonetheless, tones down the historical voice involved in textual reading and turns up the volume on metaphysical speculations. The church has always been wary of the tension involved in that process: the difference between an enslaved scriptural literalism and a free-ranging myth making of the witness of the past.

			Valentinus himself was famed in his lifetime for his brilliant intellectual and rhetorical skills. His rejection by the church at Rome and soon after by other major Christian communities was the spark that started the process of distinctly clarifying the difference between orthodox and Gnostic theologies (even though there was, of course, still a wide variety at that time in both the ideas of catholicity and Gnosticism). Valentinus is thus the catalyst of the whole concept of the apologetic tradition of orthodoxy, regardless of the interest his own ideas have in their own right. He was a native of Alexandria who took up a teaching position at Rome sometime between 136 and 140.84 He seems to have left for Cyprus in 160, according to Eusebius and Tertullian, largely because of the hostility toward him generated by the Roman church authorities. He became identified as the arch-heretic in the Christian apologetic literature, and very little of his original work remains, although his system was described (chiefly to be ridiculed) by several hostile witnesses, especially Irenaeus of Lyons.85 But there are others of the Fathers who had also read and commented on him and who preserve some of his actual fragments.86 The discoveries of Gnostic literature at Nag Hammadi in the twentieth century were important for bringing him further out of the shadows, as many scholars now believe that the Gospel of Truth contained in the Nag Hammadi cache is a work by him, or at least reflecting his teaching in a substantial way.87

			At the core of his school’s program is the myth of restored gnosis, a salvation narrative of fallen spiritual powers and their rescue.88 Valentinus’s theology teaches that the divine world, or Pleroma, is a summation of thirty powers or Aeons. From the primordial creative pair (a male-female—androgynous—syzygy called Ineffable Depth [Bythos] and Silence [Sige], which is the ultimate principle of being), a second syzygy emanates (Nous and Aletheia). This second syzygy is the creatively fecund firstborn of the Original, and by this self-reflection God can generate and manifest his/her true being to God’s-own-self, as well as reflect it outward. It is thus the archetype of true revelation, which shall now be emitted in a cascading series of emanations toward the lesser entities. From this original four comes a second set of four, making the eight primary principles that constitute the First Ogdoad.89 Eleven pairs of male-female Aeons now emanate in turn out of these eight primordials, and this system of emission-declination produces the completion of the full cycle of the thirty Aeons. The youngest and last of them all is Sophia (Wisdom). As the lowest emanation out of the Primordial Ogdoad, she is defective, lacking balance, and is restless. Her wandering error (especially her inordinate desire to comprehend the Supreme Father) produces the (disaster of the) material cosmos. Sophia’s great weakness was her lust to know the Ineffable Fathering. Her excessive pride tries to imitate this divine generativeness of the primordial first pair independently, but it is done in ignorance and produces only sin and error. The result is the cosmic mess (the sources describe it as a cosmic abortion instead of true generative birth) that we know as our material world. Valentinus believes that in the process of Sophia’s disastrous production of the material cosmos some true spirit-existence became entrapped in matter. The fundamental “problem” and “error” of this chaos is the entrapment of spiritual light in material darkness, or the collision of spirit within a fleshly environment, which becomes an ontological source of ultimate distress and ignorance for all sentient being.

			In Valentinian mythology, one of the lowest and most wicked of all spiritual principles falls to this earth and poses as the Demiurge, or lord of the world. This wicked spirit is the one called God by the Old Testament texts, who generally mistake his power for goodness. It is also the spiritual force behind the gods of the Hellenistic religions and the biblical God of simple Christians who unthinkingly follow the Jews in blind traditionalism. The worship of the Demiurge, however, is meant to enslave men and women and stop them from seeing the light. The God of the Scriptures is thus a false God. Jesus comes as a liberator to tell humankind about of a new divine force—the salvation of the true Father. As Marcion would also insist, the Father and the Old Testament “Lord” are two very different beings. The Demiurge masquerades as (a) beneficent god(s), so as to keep mortals believing there is something good about the material environment, and all they need to do to achieve righteousness is worship, be kind, persevere, endure cosmic suffering, and so on. He takes particular care to kill off true spiritual teachers (such as Jesus and other prophets) who might let out the news that this is all religious illusion. The ultimate religious error, for the Gnostics, is to confuse the good God (who despises this world but wants to free souls from its corruption) with the evil god, who wishes to enslave psychic spirits within this world and offers earthly benefits and apparent earthly blessings to enslaved worshipers.

			For Valentinus, the Supreme God was so appalled that this pseudo-creative Sophic mess has resulted that, even though the ultimate divine power is transcendently removed from all earthly concerns, it determined to heal them and sent heavenly “emanations” from the lower ranks of the Aeons to repair the broken cosmic structure. The good God also inspires earthly “correspondences” to those heavenly patronal beings—great Gnostic teachers (such as John the Baptist, Jesus, Mani, and so on) who will declare the saving truths of enlightenment. One of the higher Aeons, the compassionate heavenly Christ, sent down the Savior Jesus to liberate spiritually inclined souls from their material, earthly imprisonment. Those who comprehend the message of truth (the gnostikoi) are enlightened and saved. Those who cling to material forms (the hylikoi) continue their enslavement to the Demiurge in a sorrowful and broken world that is robbed of spiritual significance and devoid of the potential for psychic progress. The believers are classed, according to their level of enlightenment (gnosis), as materials, psychics, or spirituals (somatikoi, psychikoi, pneumatikoi). The spirituals are those who enshrine the ultimate secret of the final ascent to reunion with the higher Aeons after death. Pyschikoi are learners. This latter category was, it would seem, an “ecumenical outreach” to the members of the great church, encouraging them to advance their spiritual ascent (faster than the episcopal church rituals would promise them) by subscribing to Valentinus’s version of Christian spirituality.

			For the Valentinians, because sin is ignorance, so is salvation enlightenment. Those spirituals who recognize the ultimate state of their psyche’s entrapment are liberated to become true Gnostics and will be freed from material evil. Meanwhile, the Demiurge, true to his character as the wicked and perverted daimon of this earthly domain, tries all he can to keep humans trapped in darkness. He regards the liberation of souls from his domain as a loss of prestige and dominion. The war of light and darkness continues throughout the cosmos. Just as the divine light emanated in creative pairs from the primordial Ogdoad, and unity was symbolized in the syzygies, just so it can be broken by sin. This is symbolized in the sexual separation of Adam and Eve (the breaking of the androgyny and the origin of lust) as recounted in Genesis. The spiritual human being must henceforth seek to be united to his or her corresponding heavenly partner.

			The whole layout of the myth might seem bizarre at first sight (and the great church apologists certainly seized on this as an argumentative tool, ridiculing it), but basically the whole narrative is a moral call to salvific action for its hearers: ascent away from materiality to a sophic wisdom. What jarred most with the great church was that such a scheme basically cut the line that tied in Jesus with a real history: one in which flesh mattered as a sacramentally holy thing; one in which the world mattered, and in which it was a good world and one that God loved and wished to redeem by healing. The reaction that the great church set up against these fundamental Gnostic principles was twofold and can be simply stated. First, it is most succinctly expressed in the anti-Gnostic sophiology of the Johannine prologue in that resonant statement “And the Logos became flesh” (Jn 1:14). Second, it was encapsulated in a creedal refutation of the principle of Aeonic emanations: “We believe in One God, the Father Almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth, of all that is seen, visible and invisible.” Indeed, although the creeds are later elevated in the fourth century to be bulwark statements of belief, they undoubtedly originated in the early second century to offer a simple statement of fundamental belief to offset Gnostic theo-cosmology.

			If we stand away a little from the details of the macronarrative and consider its larger form or type, it is clear enough, perhaps, that Valentinus’s cosmological system is a strongly Middle Platonic expression of the problem of the one and the many, using religious motivations and philosophical archetypes and envisaging a descending hierarchy of emanations to mediate between the High God (the One) and the daimonic powers and entities of the material world (the many). Valentinus, however, is distinct from the run-of-the-mill philosophical theosophists of his time in that he combines a Platonic metaphysic with major elements of the Christian salvation story and in the process gives his understanding of the life of Jesus a profoundly cosmic significance. The orthodox opponents of his scheme resisted him chiefly on the grounds that he had disconnected the Jesus story from history and wrenched it away from the seamless context of the Hebrew Scriptures, but they were also deeply influenced by the majestic way Valentinus had explained the metaphysical and universal implications of the Christian message of salvation. When one speaks of the ultimate rejection of the Gnostic systems in the mainline or great church, this belies to a considerable extent the way in which so many insights of the Gnostic movements were tamed and incorporated into mainline Christianity of a mystical type. 

			The Valentinian elevation of mysticism over history, however, was something the great church never accepted, though it would increasingly look favorably, from this time onward, on the concept of expressing the kerygma of evangelical salvation through the lens of cosmological narratives beyond those of Semitic apocalypticism. A profound sense of cosmic alienation is fixed within all the Gnostic schemes and becomes increasingly visible in wider forms of late second-century Christianity. The tension produced when early Christianity in some parts replaced its first, apocalyptic sense of “alienation” with a more universalist sense of cosmological collapse has been thought by some scholars to be at the root of a growing trend to present Christianity as an ascetic and world-denying religion.

			Dualism in some form is central to many Gnostic patterns of thought, especially that of Valentinus: light and darkness are perpetually at war, as are spirit and matter. In some form, of course, one could say that this was also true of all religious systems in late antiquity—but the Gnostic movement brings the conflict to the fore more noticeably and elevates it as more of a metaphysical, even a theological, principle. This the great church reacted against consistently. The mythic scheme of salvation for Valentinus works by means of these dynamic oppositions—a confrontational set of opposites that to a significant degree sets it against the current of much earlier popular Greek religious thought, which had often tended to presume a close connection between the deities and the world order. Judaism also presumes a close sense of world as blessed by a single covenant-father God. Since this premise of God’s close bonding with his earth and his covenant people on the earth was also the fundamental insight behind Jewish scriptural theology, as well as behind the first interpretations of the life and death of Jesus, it was inevitable that a strong battle would be waged over Gnostic tendencies in the Christian church, and also that it would quickly be seen as a matter of the “correct interpretation of the Scriptures.” Valentinus’s greatest disciple, Heracleon, is fundamentally an exegete. So too is the church’s greatest anti-Gnostic, Origen of Alexandria.

			Valentinus left behind him two schools (didaskaleia) of disciples.90 The first was the so-called Western school, including Ptolemy and Heracleon.91 This Italian group taught that Christ had a psychic body, which the Spirit entered at the baptism. Ptolemy authored the Letter to Flora, which has been fully preserved by Epiphanius.92 It offers a version of the teaching in a simple form for a beginner. It holds the Demi­­urge to be a creature midway between God and the devil: neither wholly good nor evil but rigidly obsessed with justice. The daimon who composed the Hebraic laws of vengeance proves himself to be defective, and Paul, who informs us we must treat these things allegorically, helps us toward insight in this matter of the role of the Bible. Ptolemy seems, in this work, to have been aware of Marcion’s work. The chief work of Heracleon was his renowned Commentary on John. He was, indeed, the first Christian known to compose a complete biblical commentary, and its extensive fragments are preserved in Origen’s Commentary on the same Gospel. Clement of Alexandria called him “the most famous of the school of Valentinus.”93 

			The second faction of the school was the Eastern didaskaleion presided over by Marcus and Theodotus, whose writings are discussed and argued against by Clement of Alexandria in his treatise Excerpts from Theodotus. They held to the opinion that Christ had a spiritual body that simply passed through Mary as through a water pipe, without having any real physical contact with her. Theodotus gave perhaps the most famous simple synopsis of Gnostic soteriology. His questions of salvation (quasi-creedal ways to demonstrate enlightenment) were threefold: Who are we? Where did we come from? Where are we hastening to? The work of Marcus is more difficult to comprehend, and Irenaeus gathers together a lot of caustic hearsay about his loose morals: performing magic, seducing rich women, and so on. It would seem, nevertheless, that theurgy, astrology, and numerology played a significant part in his teachings and that women had a cultic role in his rites. Irenaeus does not so much call him a philosopher as much as a leader of a cultic society (thiasos).94 Marcus describes a deathbed ritual of release (apolytrosis) wherein the dying person is given the secret words to transition from this world safely to the spiritual realm, a form of rite comparable to some of the Greek mysteries.95

			This battle of the great church with Gnostic schemes was fierce in the second century and continued in lesser forms until the fourth. It has flared up again in various later centuries in Christian history (some see the medieval heresies of Bogomilism or the Cathars/Albigensians as Gnostic related, at least in conceptual form). Gnosticism has marked the whole Christian movement in positive and negative ways ever since the second century. Almost every aspect of Christian doctrine (salvation, anthropology, canonicity, preferred authority patterns, forms of liturgy) has been deeply and clearly shaped by the Gnostic movement. Most important of all, perhaps, was the Logos theology that came to underpin the whole of subsequent christological reflection. It can be said, therefore, that this first great international crisis that hit the early Jesus movement gave it its classical architecture by forcibly sharpening its mind on fundamental categories and transformed the movement from an overwhelmingly Semitic to a predominantly biblically Hellenistic religion. As an example of this, one also observes that each and all of the seminal Christian documents are no longer in Aramaic/Syriac but Greek.

			Bardesanes (c. 154–222).96 Also known as Bar-Daysan or Bar Daisanes, this Syrian teacher is the first known Christian poet in that language, and he set a standard for generations of Syrian poetic theologians who followed him. None of this work survives except for some titles in Ephrem’s reference to him in his Hymns Against the Heretics (55).97 Fragments of his prose are preserved by later writers, who censure him (from the perspective of fourth-century Nicene orthodoxy) for allegedly holding Gnostic ideas. His system is represented in a surviving work, The Dialogue of Destiny (or The Book of Laws of Countries). Some scholars think that the apocryphal Acts of Thomas was written in his larger school. Astrology was important to his system, and he probably served as court astrologer and counselor. He wished, in his role as an important state philosopher, to discuss how personal freedom could be understood in the light of destiny. He argues against the common fatalism of the classical astrologers that Christ has counteracted the overwhelming force of the planets. He seems to be heavily dualist in tone—but a dualism that is predominantly moral rather than metaphysical: evil is profoundly mixed with the good in this world, a theme he describes, in Semitic form, as a battle between light and darkness. Ephrem the Syrian in the fourth century claimed that Bardesanes understood Christ’s incarnation as merely an appearance of human nature (Docetism). But this might have been his anachronistic importation into Bardesanes of what was by then a common belief about the generic Docetism of Gnostics in general. All in all he was an interesting early example of a palace theologian, a Christian philosopher-astrologer in the court of King Agbar VIII at Edessa. 

			Recent work by Hilaria Ramelli has drawn intellectual connections between Bardesanes and Origen, both men being early exemplars of thinkers who took seriously the issues involved in connecting their new Christian faith with age-old problems of cosmological philosophy.98 The connections between the two are perhaps most frequently provided by common reliance on Middle Platonic interests in providence, theodicy, and revelation theory, via readings of Plato’s Timaeus and elements of Stoic cosmology. Some Christian sources remember Bardesanes not only as a philosopher and courtier but also as being a deacon or a presbyter of the liturgical assembly and as having written refutations of Marcion and Gnostic principles, and even as having suffered for the defense of his faith in a time of persecution.

			Basilides (fl. 135–161). Nothing has directly survived of the work of this Syrian theologian who was the leading teacher of a Gnostic-type school at Alexandria during the reigns of Hadrian (117–138) and Antoninus Pius (138–161) and who composed some of the earliest Christian biblical commentary, including Twenty-Four Books on the Gospel and a Book of Odes.99 He might even have composed an (apocryphal) gospel of his own.100 Two text traditions about his writings give significantly different pictures. In Irenaeus’s account, Basilides’s doctrine seems to be roughly akin to the Valentinian system.101 The deity is beyond description, beyond existence, and emanated a series of intellective powers (Nous, Logos, Phronesis, Sophia, and Dynamis). The last two created the first heaven, initiating a series of other dyads making other descending hierarchies of heavens until the perfect number of 365 is completed, thus offering some form of metaphysical answer to the ubiquitous philosophical problem of reconciling the One and the many. Angels in this final and lowest heaven (led by the rebellious one the Jewish Scriptures mistakenly proclaimed as god) made the material cosmos, a work dominated by evil and oppression. Christ, embodying the heavenly spirit of Nous, was sent to effect liberation of souls from this gloomy bondage. Having been arrested and condemned to death by the machinations of the evil Demiurge, this Christ-power “shifted shape,” assuming the features of Simon of Cyrene, who was helping him carry the cross, leaving Simon to be crucified while he ascended free. Irenaeus finds this passage scandalous in the extreme (and delights in recounting it so as to shock his readers), but it probably signified originally the symbolic differentiation of the psychic “foolish” disciple who lives a mimesis of Simon by a path of endurance and discipline, as distinct from the Gnostic (Christ-like) disciple who seeks after Nous and realises the essential insignificance of the material body and its affairs. It gives, nevertheless, a clear example of the kind of christological Docetism among the Gnostics that the wider church found troubling.

			In the other text tradition presented in Hippolytus and supported by some references in other Christian writers, the story comes across with some differences.102 Basilides is said to have taught the cosmos existed as the high God’s own all-inclusive “world-seed.” Three sonships, in a descending hierarchy (light, heavy, and defiled) derive from the seed. The first is an ascentive power; the second ascends with power from the Holy Spirit; the third is purified by assisting human souls to ascend. Two archons also derive from the seed, and both are accompanied by their sons. The first son leads his father and his realm (the perfect eight—or Ogdoad) to repentance, while the second son mirrors this process and teaches truth to his father and the realm of Seven (the Hebdomad). The salvific light of the Ogdoad and Hebdomad was what inspired Jesus, the enlightened one, who calls the elect back to God, healing the essential sinfulness of certain souls. Origen later tells us that Basilides had taught the doctrine of the transmigration of souls. The essential impact of his system seems to have been a principle of soteriological mediation, one that tried to meld the Christian kerygma with Hellenistic philosophical systems of cosmological mediation. Basilides is one of the first Gnostic teachers who shows a reaction to the great church apologetic that apostolic succession is critically important for Christian authenticity. According to Hippolytus, he claimed to have derived his teaching from the secret initiations that came from the school of the apostle Matthias and said that he was the student of Glaucias, who had served as the apostle Peter’s interpreter.103

			Marcionism. Another window onto the diverse schools of Christian Rome is opened for us by Marcion of Sinope (c. 85–160). He was a thoughtful Christian, very rich and thus well educated, and one of the few at this time to be raised in the faith from childhood, by a leading clerical family of Pontus.104 His reading of the Hebrew Scriptures appalled Marcion as much as it edified him. Moses the great hero and prophet of God, who speaks to God and leads the redeemed people, for him was equally the warlord who commanded his soldiers to go back and vindictively slaughter the Midianite mature women and children after their military victory (when the soldiers themselves wished to spare them), keeping only the young virgins alive as their own sexual spoils. How could a text containing such scriptures be considered wholly sacred when it represented so many ambiguous, not to say downright immoral, episodes in parts? Was God truly genocidal in character, or so patently unstable in temper, as many of these ancient stories indicated? Or were they historically conditioned (Bronze Age war tales, like those of the Greeks in Homer’s hands) and needing a radical sifting and sorting before they could be safely brought in on board the Christian religion as religious and ethical authorities? But if they were in need of such drastic interpretative sorting (judging the very standard of judgment), how could they be afforded global authority or canonical authority over Christians as the unmediated “Word of God”? Could the religion of mercy and forgiveness such as Christ represented survive its marriage to the whole of the Hebrew Scriptures, or would they swamp the canoe and pull down the coherence of early Christian theology and morals?

			These are sets of questions that, externally, continue to exercise wider society when it looks at the moral criteria of religious communities, and internally still challenge thoughtful Christians today. Evidently the Christian church today commends the totality of Scripture—it is just that often the church cites it in a very piecemeal way, is very careful about what to read in church or what not to read, and has sophisticated historical canons for deciding what is “edifying” (and eternally valid) or “disedifying” (and historically time bound). Christianity’s extensive developments of sophisticated textual interpretation in the late third and fourth centuries gave a set of answers to some of these questions that Marcion found troubling, and they served to distance the church from “the letter” of the Old Testament, affording it authority but not in an absolute sense.105 Paul the apostle had, of course, already started wrestling with such issues, and Marcion, if nothing else, was a close reader of Paul.106 Of Marcion’s works only seven short Latin prologues to the Pauline epistles have survived.107 But Marcion began the discussion of the question of the enduring significance of the Old Testament from a largely Gentile perspective, different from that of Paul, and his answers to it rose to an order of significance to serve as a watershed for subsequent generations. Having articulated this problem, he thereby caused a permanent fork in the road for anyone who came after. Even though he and his theory of Bible were ultimately rejected, his influence lived on in many ways for centuries after him. The community he founded as an alternative church remained a popular alternative to mainstream Christianity until well after the year 200 in Asia, when it was more or less absorbed into the Manichaean movement. In the Latin West it was still in evidence up to the end of the third century; and in Syria it had its longest survival into the fifth century, as can be seen by Syrian theologians as late as Rabbula and Theodoret writing refutations of it.108 

			After Marcion was expelled from the mainline community at Rome, he preserved the rituals and forms of Roman Christianity in his own churches, leading the fourth-century bishop Cyril of Jerusalem, who has left us his instructions to the newly baptized, to warn his new converts to make sure they were in the catholic, not the Marcionite, church when they traveled abroad.109 Later Christian fathers, following Epiphanius, characterized him as one of the earliest “seducers” of the virgin that was the church, thus listing him as one of the early arch-heretics in what would emerge later as the symbolic heretical quincunx of Simon Magus, Mani, Valentinus, Marcion, and Arius.110

			His works are now dissipated, and only fragments can be reconstructed from his very active list of opponents, which includes some of the most significant writers of the second century: Tertullian, Justin Martyr, and Irenaeus. Later Christian writers speaking about Marcion are recycling the works of these earlier theologians. The chief source of our knowledge about him still remains Tertullian’s treatise Against Marcion.111 Justin was a contemporary of his and spoke of him extensively in his (now lost) Syntagma Against All Heresies.112 Irenaeus is responsible for many previous generations regarding him as a Gnostic. Irenaeus probably oversystematizes his views of heresy by tracing them to single roots of teachers. In Marcion’s case he claims that he was taught by the Syrian Gnostic Cerdo (Kerdon), disciple of Simon Magus at Rome after 135, from whom he took his ideas that the god of the Old Testament was radically different from the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, and also that evangelical accounts had to be read in a wholly spiritual (nonmaterial or Docetist) manner.113 This Gnostic connection has come under question of late. Marcion certainly knew Gnostic teachers in Rome and elsewhere, but his real intellectual program derives from his desire to systematically and severely epitomize the corpus of sacred Christian texts by means of imposing a radical Paulinist ideology as an interpretative lens. 

			Marcion’s own chief writing was the Antithesis. Adolf von Harnack described it as a kind of very early “Introduction to the New Testament” for Christians.114 It seems that most of his writing was concerned with exegesis and establishing a much smaller authoritative corpus of sacred literature. Even though his work would be fundamentally rejected by the larger body of Christians, it is undoubtedly the case that Marcion was the single most influential force in making Christians think seriously about their attitude toward the sacred texts of Judaism and propelling them toward clarifying their concept of a canon of Christian Scripture.

			Marcion came to Rome and studied there, settled down, and became part of the larger community of Roman Christians. One needs to imagine a nexus of house churches, leading presbyter-bishops, and some notable Christian philosopher-theologians setting up scholae. At this period double belonging was not either impossible or unheard of. The growing stress with Gnostic didaskaloi was soon to make the issue a fraught one. When Marcion arrived in Rome, he donated a very large sum to the finances of the catholic Christian community: two hundred thousand sesterces.115 In 144, when the Roman bishop (possibly Hyginus) excommunicated him for his teachings, his money was returned to him in full. There are indications in the accounts that Marcion was not happy about his separation, though Tertullian’s version that he sought reconciliation at the end and was prepared to renounce his doctrines to effect it (though was prevented from so doing by death) is probably wishful thinking. He died in 160, having left Rome and probably returned to Asia Minor.

			Marcion refused to reconcile the god of the Old Testament (whom he concluded was a vindictive and petty tribal god of the Jews) with the Father spoken of by Jesus. He took Jesus as the figure who first revealed the “true God” to the world and elevated Paul as his chosen apostle after he had seen, from glory, that the other apostles had made a disastrous job of passing on the teaching. He deduced this from Jesus’ teachings about the universal love of his Father, compared to the bloodiness of the god mentioned in the Old Testament. He made lists of incidents where this god was clearly manifested as vindictively wicked. In Isaiah, for example, this god says, “I am the Creator of evil.”116 Marcion added philosophy to his exegetical razor and concluded that the Old Testament god was none other than the Demiourgos, the shaper-maker of this visible cosmos, who had charge of all sublunar activities (the “prince of this world” whom Jesus referred to as the enemy of the kingdom), but who was deeply hostile to human beings and did not want them to have spiritual knowledge (as he already revealed in the episode of Adam and Eve in the garden). He went on in a systematic way: the Demiurge is to be classed as a lesser but powerful daimon, not the real God; his character clashes with the essential benignity of the God Jesus reveals as philanthropic. Accordingly the whole of the Old Testament revelation, celebrating this Demiurge, this God of Israel, must be rejected root and branch from the Christian revelation: rooted up as weeds from the new wheat field. The apostles of Jesus had not understood this fundamental task, the radical message that the true God wishes to liberate the world from enslavement to the Demiurge, who, since he has made humanity, regards it as his slave property. Humankind was made for divine insight, but the carelessness of this cosmic god allowed the race to fall away into ignorance and sin, and his malice condemned them to punishment and death. The God revealed by Jesus, however, though not the creator of the flawed cosmic order or of humanity that is part of it, is a most merciful deity who sees the plight of humans under the tyranny of the Demiurge and so sends his beloved Son to announce a rescue: for spiritual liberation and ascent to a new service of a newly revealed deity of love. Points of contact can be seen here, of course, between Gnostic cosmological teachings and Manichaean theological dualism.

			For Marcion the realization of this staggering insight means that even the New Testament texts already emerging in his day as “apostolic” have to be purified. Jesus is the radically new apostle of the true, merciful God, wholly different from the creator god spoken of in the old literature, an idea still seducing the Jewish-influenced minds of several of the early disciples of Jesus, who have mistakenly thought that his Father was the old god of Israel. The Old Testament texts, therefore, must not be read allegorically in an attempt to reconcile the law with the gospel of grace, but always read literally. Nothing in the New Testament is a fulfilment of any Old Testament types or traditions. Because of this exegetical literalism, Marcion was often an object of ridicule for later Christian writers.117 The only one who understood the radical separation of law and grace, Marcion argued, was Jesus’ chosen and most enlightened apostle Paul. It is Paul’s corrective teachings that must be used as the sieve that sifts out demiurgic pollution that has crept in to the new kerygma as part of the ongoing hostility of the Demiurge, who was trying yet again to lead humankind’s spiritual instinct astray and back to enslavement by encouraging Christians to adopt Jewish ideas. So it was that Marcion set about cutting large passages even from the New Testament corpus. His main work in Rome was to be concerned with producing a defense of these ideas, along with a definitive version of the “authentic canon” of Christian sacred teaching: his own version, that is, of the apostolic tradition.

			Marcion had a very small Bible left to him then. He sees fools, corrupters, and Judaizers as responsible for the mess that is the literary corpus of early Christian teaching. He has no other exegetical method apart from this ideological construct (the Demiurge craftily raising up tares in the wheat); but, I suppose, it is a little like the Jesus Seminar of the late twentieth century: a set of theological premises about Christology dominates the “method” elected, to produce basically a much smaller canon of literature accepted as only authoritative, which ultimately supports the ideology and so (not surprisingly!) justifies the method in a closed hermeneutical circle. 

			For Marcion, when Jesus descended to earth he assumed a body that only looked material. The evil minions of the god of the world crucified him to stop the liberative message being preached to mortals but did not realize he himself was not mortal, and so his death was their undoing, since it allowed him to descend into the Demiurge’s psychic prison of Hades and announce even there that he would bring spiritual rescue. He tells them the gospel that his divine forgiveness does not require postdeath punishment—that it is in fact merely a character failing of the evil god to wish to do this to psychic beings. Marcion’s moral message was based on the teaching that to understand the force of the loving-kindness and forgiveness offered by the God and Father of Jesus leads one to long to live in love and peace, and to rise up from the corruptions of this world to join with the Savior in a new heavenly kingdom. One needed in this material cosmos, then, to live as little under the sway of the evil god as possible. Marcion advocated the abandonment of marriage and sexual activity (procreation keeps up the supply of spiritual slaves to the god of this cosmos). Concepts of a fleshly resurrection and eternal condemnation are foolish, an example of how the old ideas of the materialist Demiurge have corrupted Jesus’ message of spiritual liberation.

			What shaped the Marcionite canon was probably the liturgical demands of the early eucharistic celebration. His move toward the full abandonment of the Old Testament meant, liturgically speaking, relatively less of a “shock tactic” than if we approach the matter exegetically. In liturgical practice it meant that he replaced the Psalter as a source of antiphons and hymns. The extent of reading Old Testament passages at the Eucharist must have varied at this period. In some places Old Testament readings were located in the vigil service of the evening before Sunday dawn. Marcion thus presented his effective canon as a two-volume corpus: Evangelikon and Apostolikon. The Gospel account cuts out the references to Jesus’ birth and childhood (simply a playacting to avoid the attention of the Demiurge). His final text is a highly edited version of a single Lukan core.118 Marcion’s Apostolikon consisted of ten letters of St. Paul, again with his own edits. He either does not know, or rejects, the Pastoral Epistles. This focus on two liturgical volumes is still the liturgical practice of the Eastern church—Scripture in the liturgical mode is not so much iconically presented to the church as bound Bible containing Old Testament and New Testament (only in later post-Reformation praxis), but as two bound volumes of Apostle and Gospel. The Old Testament readings are not rejected, of course, in this liturgical lectionary process toward canon, but in Byzantine practice, for example, are located chiefly in the evening service of Vespers before Sunday.

			Marcion’s overall theories represented a potent mix of simple and charismatic messages of love and freedom; no divine judgment; no need to take the things of this world as serious except as dangerous illusions; Christ a spiritual symbol and his message a matter of enlightenment; the church fundamentally a community of spiritual fellowship. It was a movement that retained all the external iconographic forms and ritual of the mainline church but was a theosophical simplification of it. One imagines (though Marcion does not speak about it in his remains other than to suggest many “corruptions” have been admitted into the ecclesial system) that Marcion would probably think that systems of authority (such as leadership offices in the early church) were not valid if they were oppressive: and to this extent one wonders whether he had a cavalier attitude to the episcopal and presbyteral teachers of the liturgical communities. Certainly they regarded themselves as having real authority over him to adjudicate his doctrine, not to have him adjudicate them in terms of his doctrine. The most startling aspects of his teaching, of course, were the wholesale sinking of the Old Testament Law and Prophets because of his daimonic theology, and the Docetic Christology he presumed, that Christ only seemed human and came to bring a purely spiritual message of escape. Tertullian, for one, began to wrestle seriously with the christological implications of this in his treatises, not least his anti-Docetic arguments in On the Flesh of Christ but also across all his large corpus of dogmatic works on theology, trinitarianism, Christology, pneumatology, ecclesiology, heresiology, and sacramentalism. 

			Even when they are not mentioning Marcion by name, the furious sounds issuing from the workshops of second-century major Christian theologians (and indeed on throughout the third) demonstrate how dramatically Marcion had stirred the pot. As with his views on Scripture, revelation, and canon, his ideas were not admitted by the larger body of the church. But he was the catalyst that set the system in its most important ferment and so caused the later nexus of solutions. Likewise, he can be regarded on a much wider front as the thinker who perhaps more than any other (and this because he was so much more “in the church” than the Gnostics or the Manichaeans) moved Christianity away from the dominating genres of Semitic poetry toward a more philosophical and cosmologically based systematic presentation of the sources of its faith. After Marcion we see the birth of Christian systematics. The Monarchian controversy, extending from multiple late second-century churches across to the early part of the third century, exemplifies this most distinctly.

			Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 135–200). Irenaeus is an immensely important theologian of the second century. He came from Smyrna and tells us that he had known Polycarp (though he was very young and Polycarp was very old) when Florinus, the Roman presbyter to whom he was writing, was already a person of substance in the Smyrnaean church.119 He studied first at Rome before becoming a presbyter of the church at Lyons. In 177 that church sent him on a mediating mission to appeal to Pope Eleutherius for tolerance of the Montanists, and while he was there a savage persecution broke out at Lyons, claiming the life of bishop Pothinus, whom Irenaeus succeeded on his return from his mission.120 In the year 190 Irenaeus returned to Rome to plead with Pope Victor (189–198) on behalf of the Quartodeciman Asia Minor bishops who wished to safeguard their local custom of celebrating Easter on the fourteenth of the spring month of Nisan, who had been censured by a recent encyclical letter of Pope Victor, calling on all synods of bishops to break with this practice.121 Later Christian tradition suggests Irenaeus was martyred.122 

			Irenaeus is one of the major voices opposing the Gnostic Christianities of his time, especially the Valentinian and Sethian schools, which one presumes he knew best from experience at Lyons and Rome. His style of apologia established patterns of thought (a focus on christologically centered, historical, antispeculative theology) and administration (a focus on the authority of the bishop to teach, exegete, and control the books read in the churches) that became constitutive for later catholic orthodoxy (core theories of apostolic succession and canonicity of Scripture). He is an interesting, if somewhat prolix, theologian who influenced Origen and the later Alexandrian tradition in significant ways and thus shaped the mainstream of developing catholicity.

			His major work is the five-volume tractate Against All Heresies (Adversus Haereses).123 He uses his own knowledge of dissident teachers at Rome and Gaul, as well as the works of the apologetic writers before him: chiefly Justin Martyr, Theophilus of Antioch, and Papias. It is difficult to discern where these borrowings are in his work, since the corpus of these same writers has largely been lost. In the first book (on the detection of false gnosis) he reviews the Gnostic theological systems, especially that of Valentinus’s school, and he makes a list of the chief Gnostic teachers. He makes the line start with Simon Magus (to demonstrate his principle that the heretical teachers began resisting the apostles from the outset and continue to the present day) and continues it from Menander in this order: Satornil, Basilides, Carpocrates, Cerinthus, the Ebionites, the Nicolaites, Cerdon, Marcion, Tatian, and the Encratites. It is clear from this that we have here a mix-up of Tatian, Marcion, and Jewish-Christian groups whom we would not call “Gnostics” today along with Gnostics proper. For Irenaeus they were all “pseudo-Gnostics,” according to his taxonomy. In other words, all of these teachers represented, for him, systems or schools led by false teachers (so isolated and named by him as heretics) who gave the church their own doctrines instead of the truth of the apostolic tradition. In other words, it is not that Irenaeus has got Gnosticism wrong somehow, but rather that his definition of what pseudo-Gnosticism is does not derive from a systematic analysis of the content of the “Gnostic” literature but from a prior theological conception of what constitutes apostolic truth: a consonance of the faith of the churches (guarded by the commonality of episkopoi), which they clearly depart from. Consonance, harmonia, is his key to the catholic tradition that is heir to apostolic teaching.

			Book two of the Adversus Haereses focuses on the Valentinian system and the Marcionites. It still remains important evidence as to what was held by both schools, though it is overly formalist in many respects and always ready to cast moral aspersions. Valentinianism, apparently, was not very fixed even in its transmission from master to immediate disciples. Even so, Irenaeus had firsthand knowledge; he is the most important witness of the movement (albeit an enemy), and his testimony cannot be dismissed as wholly irrelevant. He sets himself up in his own volume as the voice of reason (the Logos of God is the fountain of logos or rationality in humans), refuting erroneous doctrines about Wisdom and its nature. This is why he clearly stresses the unreasonable nature of his opponents at every step. Book three turns to refute the false systems from the basis of the church’s traditions about God and Christ. Book four does it from the basis of an exegesis of the sayings of Jesus himself. Book five is dedicated largely to the catholic concept of the resurrection of all flesh, which he lifts up as a core doctrine guaranteed to annoy Gnostics of all stripes, whom he is certain will find the idea of flesh being so valued by God as philosophically objectionable. He thus pushes this doctrine forward as a chief test case, as it were, for how to flush out a Gnostic sympathizer. His writing is rather sprawling in character. Like many other rhetoricians (and he is certainly a learned man with deep theological reflections at his command) he foresaw he would attract criticism for his writings and tries to disarm the reader (and does so in a charming way).124

			Until the Nag Hammadi discoveries of 1947 (a cache of abandoned literature, including several lost and original Gnostic treatises along with other nonecclesiastical literature), Irenaeus was one of the most comprehensive sources for knowledge of what Christian Gnosticism was. Discovery of some of the originals shows that while he is unfailingly a hostile witness, and frequently a distortive quoter (as were almost all the ancients, it needs to be noted), his characterization of the (mainly Valentinian) Gnostic system was not wildly inaccurate. Some recent scholars wishing to rehabilitate Gnosticism as a viable “road not taken” for the Christian church, one that was allegedly more urbanely ecumenical, have caricatured him as a narrow episcopal censor and someone who did not understand what he was fighting against. Ancient apologetic, however, never (from any side one approaches it) believed its task was to represent its opponents fairly. It only gave itself the duty of isolating the dangers and errors it could see in the opposing system. Accordingly, if one could deduce false premises from out of a system under criticism (even if the adherents had not actually set out those premises) this was fair game: for such premises, if legitimately deduced, were reckoned to be part and parcel of any philosophical school. Irenaeus deduces many such sequiturs from his review of Gnostic schools. He sees them as falsifying history, encouraging elitism in the community, and reducing the central force of revelation of the life and death of Jesus, all of which needed to be withstood by the pastoral care of the local episkopos. He is not best understood as a censor (for he had no coercive power at his disposal over the opposing groups, other than rhetoric and logical argument), but rather as a leader of a school of thought (early catholicism, as it was clarified in his hands) fighting against alternative schools of thought: one orthodoxy asserting itself over others who claimed a more esoteric mantle of truth.

			A chief way Irenaeus sees of doing that is to assert the episcopal office: it is the head of the liturgical assembly, bringing out not only extensive rhetorical arguments against the Gnostic teachings but more precisely elevating the baptismal creeds as the simple rule, or canon, of truth that has to be sustained and affirmed in all simplicity and fidelity against all manner of “explaining them away.” Irenaeus has little time for speculative cosmologists who weave the story of Jesus into a larger Hellenistic myth of decline and ascent of souls. His context, that of a church leader who has returned to find a congregation devastated by fatal persecution, explains much about his conservative call for obedience and liturgical discipline: like many other leaders in the aftermath of persecution, he wishes to protect and build up again what has been traumatized. Although he is an interesting intellectual in his own right, and one of the best of the early generation of “weavers” of Scripture, it is perhaps in his demonstration of how the office of episkopos had evolved so significantly in the context of second-century conflicts and political troubles that he most gains our attention as a witness to the church of his times.125

			His hostility to pseudo-gnosis, in short, is expressed in the mindset of a benign pastoral authoritarian. He does not wish to set up an alternative “orthodox gnosis” in the way Clement of Alexandria and Origen, shortly after him, would deal with the issue, but he seeks to apply “common-sense rules” (canons or regulae) to prevent his community from being led astray by lay teachers whose popularity clearly threatened the administration of the early Christian bishops and their status as the authoritative theologians in the local Christian community. To this end Irenaeus emphasized the unity of God and his profound involvement with the material order as the dynamic principle of salvation understood in an orthodox way. It follows from this that he saw as one of the root flaws of all the Gnostic systems he disliked, their hostility toward materiality, their suspicion of it always as a root of evil. Gnostic specialists have recently complained that this is not a fair analysis of the varieties of all the Gnostic schools, but Irenaeus is not interested in reproducing Gnostic teachings accurately: he wishes to put his finger on a pervasive flaw in Hellenistic religiosity as a whole (which he claims the Gnostic schools fan into flame), which is its overwhelmingly pessimistic attitude to material being and a desire to transcend it in a Platonizing manner. In this he actually gets it right. The second century was awash with theosophies that lamented the natural world order and regarded it as the tomb or prison of the spirit. For Irenaeus the incarnation of the divine and eternal Logos descending into the heart of material creation in the person of Christ elevated materiality into a sacrament of salvation, endorsing the theology of creation in Genesis: “And God saw that it was good” (Gen 1:10). For him, the church continues faithfully the biblical witness of the prophets that the one God, the supreme Father, is the good maker of heaven and earth.

			It is likely that the initial clauses of the creeds (“I believe in One God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, all that is visible and invisible”) were formed at this same era to refute a core Christian Gnostic premise of the difference between the “Father” of Christ and the wicked Demiurgic god of this material cosmos (the false god spoken of in the Old Testament, such as Marcion advocated). As part of his overarching vision of the sacredness and revelatory character of this cosmos, Irenaeus sets out a theory, based on Paul, of the recapitulation (anakephalaiosis) of human destiny in the person (and body) of Christ. As Christ sums up the whole cosmos in his divine and human person, so humankind is liberated from sin and death and restored to a divine destiny. His system is a major patristic elaboration of the theology of deification (theosis, theiopoiesis) that will be so important to the Greek systematic theologians of the fourth century. It is notable in his work how Irenaeus’s cosmology becomes seamlessly integrated with his soteriology. Such is his primary, and most impressive, argument against Gnostic dissidents. He also used as many other anti-Gnostic arguments as he could muster. Chief among them was a ridiculing of their ideas of multileveled cosmic mediation. Like many ancient rhetors, he delighted in pressing the implications of his opponents’ positions until they yielded nonsense, for which he then berated them.

			Irenaeus believed that the intellectual heritage of the Jesus tradition was best protected by the authority of the bishop, and to this end he greatly developed on Ignatius of Antioch’s ideas of single presidential episcopate. For Irenaeus, the bishop is the linear, didactic successor of the apostles and the embodiment of the direct continuing tradition of a simple apostolic faith (as distinct from the pseudo-sophisticated theosophically esoteric doctrines of the Gnostics that innovate major elements hostile to the tradition). The tradition of apostolic Christianity, deriving immediately from Jesus’ teachings, is demonstrated in the whole corpus of the Scriptures, according to Irenaeus. He strongly asserts the fundamental unity of the Old and New Testaments and their constant Christ orientation. Christ is the center of time and the focal point of all revelation, the axial point of all that has been and all that is to come. He also sees the tradition of faith as manifested clearly in the traditional liturgical practices of the congregations, especially creeds and prayers of the church, all of which make up a rule of faith (regula fidei). It is this rule that can be used to test bishops (to demonstrate their harmonious fidelity and mutual consonance), as well as being elevated as a yardstick against which to assess the variety of Gnostic professors (didaskaloi) who, he says, contradict the tradition and diverge wildly from one another. Irenaeus is a major figure developing the idea of the Scriptures as a normative theology of consonance, and he insists that they are a closed canon, thus ruling out the many Gnostic apocrypha that were being produced in his day.

			In 1904 a lost work of his was rediscovered in Armenian translation, the Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching.126 It relates the Old Testament texts to the coming of Christ. Further, acting as a major apologia against the Gnostic separation of the testaments, it also serves as a handbook he intended to be used in the ongoing instruction of the faithful. Chapters one to three discuss the motives for his composition. His first part (chaps. 4-42) presents the basic and core doctrines of catholic Christianity (Trinity, creation, fall of humankind, incarnation, and redemption in the panoply of salvation history). The second part (chaps. 42-97) offers a series of “easy proofs” of Christian teaching from the Old Testament prophecies. Their ethos, Irenaeus argues, turns around the announcement of Jesus as the Son of David and our messianic hope. The biblical doctrine once again underscores the apostolic tradition of the church:

			If the prophets thus predicted that the Son of God would appear on this earth, and if they announced where on earth, how, and in what manner he would reveal himself; and if the Lord took on himself all that had been foretold about him, then our belief in him is truly established in all firmness. And the tradition of our preaching must be true. In other words the testimony of the apostles is true, they who were sent by God and who preached over the face of the world, about that sacrifice that the Son of God made by enduring death and resurrection.127

			The apostolic fathers. This is a later and collective title for the earliest writers of the Christian church, coming immediately after the New Testament period (and in some cases coterminous with the last books of what came to be the complete New Testament canon). They are immensely important for a larger understanding of the formation of the earliest Christian communities, but they were relatively neglected by the post-Nicene church because they were so very different in form and style from their own contemporary interests in theology, mainly because they did not possess the authoritative status of the scriptural writings, and also because they often had a more generic concern for church “order” rather than any clear and precise agenda in doctrinal or liturgical matters. They belong to the world of the house church or the incipient rise of the monarchical bishops, and their overarching focus on moral encouragement in a markedly eschatological context or outlook gives us a sense of what most of the earliest episcopal preachers must have sounded like in their own time. The main writers of the group are Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Hermas, Polycarp, Papias, and the anonymous authors of the Letter of Barnabas, the Letter to Diognetus, and the Second Epistle of Clement. The Didache is also traditionally included in this group. The two books known as the Apostolic Church Order (Egypt, c. 300) and the Apostolic Constitutions (Constantinople, late fourth century), which claimed to be part of this group, are really fourth-century texts pretending to be antique. Several Christian writers of the third and fourth centuries, therefore, were already deliberately archaizing so as to be included in this early group, partly for theological reasons, but especially concerning matters of church organization and ritual, where they wished to gain the moral heights of antique precedence—even if they had to invent it!

			A review of these writers once more shows how richly diverse the second century actually was. They have little commonality and no great stress on deep theological content. For the most part the apostolic fathers are scriptural in a mainly diffuse way (not the very focused exegetical kind of arguments and systematics we find later in the Logos school), and they are highly “traditional” in character. The latter is of course an interesting concept for an infant church, which must have seemed so novel to its main religious contemporaries, both Jews and pagans. What does emerge as a common characteristic of these writers who are elevated as the ancestors of mainline Christianity is their conservative and morally down-to-earth character, so highly contrastable with the cosmologically speculative writings of many of the Gnostic schools that slightly postdate them. These apostolic fathers were often younger contemporaries of the original apostles of Jesus and to later Christian eyes were seen to make that vital link between the first generation and the structures of ecclesial organization (and authority) that rose up in the second and third generations. This is why authority, both as a theoretical concept and a practical issue, was important within these texts: either explicitly focused on as a topic or implicitly presumed as in the manner they give out ordinances. It is also why the following generation looked back to them as conservative forces in a time that seemed so often to be dominated by relatively wild speculations that had few precedents in any agreed canon of Scripture. Their authority was afforded charismatically: that they had been eminent churchmen and significant saintly witnesses. Their “weight” as authorities consisted in this adjoining of saintly character and observance of respectable traditional continuity with the earlier generation that preceded them. 

			In many instances what this continuity was might not be precisely iterated. It was enough to point to a charismatically sober lineage of church leaders, “fathers” of the community, who passed on the faith that could be recognized in its liturgical confession. Their apostolic charism, therefore, was predominantly seen in terms of preservation of order within their own lifetimes, and of being authoritative linkages to the first generation, historically speaking, for Christian theorists of later generations. What they represent chiefly is simplicity of prayer and moral behavior, obedient discipline, close community order. They are not markedly agitated by competing Christian groups (such as we see in some of the apologists, such as Irenaeus objecting to Gnostics, or the African apologists objecting to pagan persecutors). Their focus is not so much on the outside, but rather on the internal life of the communities: acutely aware of the need to establish polities that would work, yet would also (at least seem to) have precedence from a generation of greater leaders.

			Clement of Rome and the pseudo-Clementines. Clement was a renowned leader of the Roman churches, operating some time at the very end of the first century and in the early decades of the second. Eusebius fixes his term of office from the twelfth year of Domitian to the third year of Trajan (92–101). He is normally placed a few years earlier than that today. He has thus entered the lists of the church as one of the very first “popes” of Rome, but that is, perhaps, to fix him too much in the perspective of later times.128 He certainly was a pope, when that title meant “father” or liturgical president, rather than the idea it can suggest of papal monarchy from later times. He was a learned man, steeped in Jewish theological attitudes, well-read in the Scriptures, and possessed of an elegant (if perhaps somewhat surface) classical education, insofar as he demonstrates the fusion of Stoic ideas of cosmological balance and ethics with a universalist sense of God’s guiding providence. According to Irenaeus Clement knew both Peter and Paul personally, and according to Origen he was that same Clement whom St. Paul praised as his collaborator in his epistle to the Philippians, though this might simply be a matter of exegetical name collating by this stage.129 

			Clement shows us some very early evidence of the movement of the Christians generally (given that Rome is usually a marker and harbinger of things happening elsewhere in ancient Christianity) from various house-church organizations (such as witnessed still in the time of Paul’s letters) to larger, city-based ideas of ekklesia. One of the chief interests of his writing, apart from the early shape of the doctrinal construct he manifests, is the argument he puts forward about the authority structure of an original apostolic generation preparing for a succeeding generation of “apostolical” bishops and diaconal leaders who would carry on their authority: standing in the Christian community and being part of it, but never wholly subordinate to it because of this elevation to authoritative and supervisory office.130 Clement, like Ignatius, gives some concrete organizational teeth to the idea of apostolic succession.

			Clement’s one authentic Letter to the Corinthians is an important piece of evidence for this polity in the early catholic communities (excerpted in the reader at the end of this chapter). It was possibly composed during the persecution of the emperor Domitian and seems to have still been read out, alongside the Pauline letters, at the church of Corinth in 170, showing in a sense that it was afforded a quasi-scriptural authority well into the second century.131 The text was occasioned, as so much else in this period, by particular controversies. The Corinthian community had decided to oust an ineffective board of leaders. Clement (who probably has received a plea for support from the same ousted presbyteroi) pleads for the restoration of peace in a divided community and supports the leaders who have been ejected. If God has appointed them, he says, it is not in the power of the community (even if that community elected them) to replace them at its own whim. Their elevation is marked by that apostolical (authoritative and inspired) character the first apostles wished to transmit to the churches by instituting a system that would move from their own guidance of the interprovince communities of the first age to the direction of “approved men,” “bishops and deacons,” in the second and subsequent ages. His work in this Letter became the classical exposition of the theology of apostolic succession in Christian orders, one that is also developed significantly by bishops Ignatius of Antioch and Irenaeus of Lyons. 

			Clement’s thought world is decidedly akin to that of the late antique Roman household code: established order is not to be ruffled by rebels. From Scripture he deduces several arguments against the sin of envy (to which he attributes the revolt against authority) and demonstrates the importance of humility, obedience, and good hospitality in the communion (koinonia) of the church. Clement even appeals to the good example of discipline offered by the Roman army. On higher theological ground he alludes to the hierarchy so evidently established in the Old Testament, but more immediately to the patterns of authority laid down by Christ’s conferral of his own authority on the apostles and how they arranged a succession of it in the churches.

			A Second Letter to the Corinthians was also attributed to Clement in the fourth century. It is not authentically his and comes from a slightly later period, but it still has great interest as perhaps the earliest surviving example of second-century Christian homiletic emerging from a liturgical context and based around Isaiah 54:1. This text turns much on the idea of the election of the church and the need for repentance.132 Its Christology is that of the divine and merciful Savior: 

			Brethren, we ought to think of Jesus Christ as of God, as of the Judge of the living and the dead. . . . He had great pity on us, and in his mercy he saved us. He saw the great error and the destruction that was in us, and he saw that we had no hope of salvation, except through him alone. . . . Christ the Lord saved us, and if he, though originally spirit, was made flesh and in this way elected us, then so also shall we receive our reward in this very flesh. (1.1-2; 9.5)

			Clement’s name carried cachet in the early church of this period: an episcopal figure of apostolical weight. Accordingly, his legend became almost as big as his person. Soon he began to be a pseudepigraphical receptacle for much other literature from this energetic period that was seeking an authoritative home. Chief among this corpus of so-called Clementine literature are the Clementine Homilies and the Clementine Recognitions. This literature shows marked relations with early Jewish-Christian thought, Clement’s authentic writing less so. Both treatises (as Epiphanius attests) use the apocryphal books the Periodoi of Peter and the Anabathmoi of James. In these sources, contact between Christians and “Gentiles” should be avoided, ritual purifications should be carefully observed, the prophets do not carry high authority, and Christ made several epiphanic appearances across history before this latest one. These apocrypha and their pseudepigraphical relaunching under Clement’s name perhaps testify to a continuing Jewish-Christian presence at Rome (Trastevere was a very strong Jewish quarter in the ancient city when Christianity first took root). Clement seems to stand as a bridging figure in the now-mixed Jewish-Gentile Christian churches. In his legendary development in this early romance literature, Clement became seen by the third and fourth centuries as a major theologian (and even a martyr) whom the apostles used to transmit their teaching to the orthodox catholic churches.133

			Ignatius of Antioch (c. 35–107). Ignatius also allows us a chance to look more closely at the character of the early Christian episkopos. He was the bishop of the Antiochene church. Late in Trajan’s reign (98–117) he was arrested for his profession of Christianity, selected as a high-profile leader of the movement, and taken to Rome (at his own expense) under a guard of ten soldiers. On the way to his trial he composed a series of letters to the leaders of the Christian churches he was passing by, implicitly seeking support in the form of food, lodging, and expenses (otherwise the guards became very nasty indeed), and explicitly using the opportunity of his passage (as a confessor for the faith) through a wide international swath of Christian communities to offer pastoral and organizational advice. He was received at Smyrna by Polycarp, who arranged his reception by a larger group of leaders of the local Asia Minor churches. From Smyrna, Ignatius wrote letters of encouragement to the churches of Ephesus, Magnesia, and Tralles, and one to Rome, asking them not to prevent his chance of martyrdom (presumably by bribery of the magistrates). He was then taken by his guards to Troas, and while there he wrote another three letters: to the churches of Philadelphia and Smyrna, and to Polycarp personally. Other letters than these seven were apocryphally added to the corpus in the fourth century (some attribute these forgeries to the author of the Apostolic Constitutions).

			It is generally presumed that his journey to the capital ended in his execution (so Origen and Polycarp presume), for his reputation as a martyr was very high in the ancient church. Hagiographical accounts (acta) concerned with the details of his death were composed later without much historical foundation. Ignatius’s letters, first collated by Polycarp and preserved archivally by Eusebius of Caesarea in the fourth century, are a major source for the state of the church at the beginning of the second century. They demand comparison with the manner in which the collection of Paul’s letters was assembled, but they also reflect (and greatly assisted the establishment of) a monarchical (that is, single-presidential) model of episcopacy governing the council of presbyters in the international Christian communities. Ignatius, along with the deutero-Pauline letters, is a strong advocate of the single bishop of the community holding the status of Jesus in the church. The bishop is elevated as the efficient symbol (the sacrament) of the unity of the church and is the chief legitimator of the sacraments of baptism, Eucharist, and marriage. His authority devolves directly from Christ. As the second bishop of the great church of Antioch, Ignatius shows signs of some dissensions there. He gives a word in the ear to the younger bishop Polycarp in Smyrna to beware of the Christian virgins, who, as a collective, surely seem to have given him some grief in his ministry, probably by asserting a degree of independence he did not countenance. Ignatius also warns more solemnly against doctrinal dissidents who were at Antioch, but he also wishes to warn the other churches against their spread. These seem to be of a “spiritualist” type that saw little value in the flesh. Accordingly, the incarnation of Christ was not a significant reality or perhaps even a permanent reality. He only “seemed” (dokeo) to suffer. For Ignatius this Docetic Christology that denied Jesus’ fleshly reality inevitably disconnected him from history, and thus from the Gospel tradition, and thus from us. He says, 

			If, as some of these atheists and unbelievers say, Christ’s suffering was only make-believe (but in truth it is they who are the make-believers), then why do I now stand in chains? Why should I bother to pray that I might contend with the beast?134 If they are right I would die in vain, and my witness would be only a lie about the Lord. No. Shun these wild grafts, which can bear only a deadly fruit, one taste from which spells our doom.135

			Ignatius is a strong advocate of Jesus’ divinity coterminous with his humanity, referring to the Savior as “our God, Jesus the Christ.” He loves to elaborate his thought in balanced antitheses: “There is only one physician, both fleshly, and spiritual, born and unborn,136 God become man, true life in death, sprung from Mary and from God; subject first to suffering and then incapable of it, Jesus Christ our Lord.”137 He writes tersely, doubtless partly because his scope is limited in a traveling letter, but also reflective perhaps of a creedal concept of the statement of his faith: “Jesus is truly of the lineage of David, according to the flesh, and is Son of God by the will and power of God. He was truly born of a virgin, and baptized by John, in order to comply with every ordinance.”138 His eucharistic theology is dynamic and realist. He calls the Eucharist “that flesh which suffered for our sins” and elsewhere “that medicine of immortality” (pharmakia tes athanasias).139 He sketches the mystical connection between the believer and Christ as established in the Eucharist, not least when he refers to his own impending martyrdom in the image of himself being ground (like bread) in the jaws of the lions, just as Jesus was eucharistically the sacrifice of salvation. All of this shows his implicit understanding of Christianity from the context of a presiding eucharistic episkopos, a testimony also to how much the ancient liturgy must have shaped the patterns of christological thinking. 

			As confessor-martyr and as bishop, Ignatius both sees and designates himself as God-bearer (Theophoros). In the next generation Irenaeus would bring his sketch of monarchical episcopate to complete fruition in his theology of the apostolic succession. Ignatius’s key text advocating the duty of all to obey the ruling bishop implicitly and without question became a tidal marker of the move toward single episcopal presidency in the churches.140 It is reproduced in the short reader at the end of this chapter. Even so, prophet of unity though he might be, Ignatius’s recurring stress on the absolute importance of harmony, symphony between all the leaders and members of Christian communities, and commonality of doctrine and discipline must surely also indicate that he felt he needed to stress such themes in the face of many troubling disparities and divergences in the communities he knew. He advocates that seriously dissident theological thinkers (such as the Docetists, who stayed away from the Eucharist)141 ought to be treated as intellectual and not merely liturgical excommunicates: 

			Those who have questioned the gift of God perish in their contentiousness. They should have had love, so as to have profited in the resurrection. The right thing, therefore, is not to have association with such people, and not to speak about them either in private or in public. Instead, study the Prophets closely, and especially the Gospel, in which the passion is revealed to us, and the resurrection shown in its fulfillment.142

			Hermas (active 90–150). Hermas is another highly interesting, and significantly “different,” member of the apostolic fathers. He is the writer of The Shepherd, a treatise that at one stage was considered for inclusion in the New Testament canon. The work gains its title from the character of the angel of repentance, who appears in the guise of a shepherd to guide Hermas’s understanding of God’s message to the church. Another figure, an old woman who becomes progressively younger, is one of the first female characterizations of the ekklesia or church. The oldest part of the work is a freestanding apocalypse written circa 90 (Visions 1-4), making it a Christian eschatological narrative almost as old as Mark 13. The apocalyptic character is never far absent from all the later materials in his work too. 

			Hermas was a slave in Rome who rose to high prominence because of his spiritual gifts in the Roman Christian community. He probably came from Roman Palestine and possibly was one of those brought in captivity to Rome after the fall of the temple. Some have hypothesized that he was formerly a Jewish priest (kohen).143 He is contemporary with Clement of Rome, the author of the First Letter of Clement to the Corinthians, and Hermas tells us in one of his visions that the heavenly ekklesia, appearing to him as an ancient woman, instructs him to make two copies of his revelation and give one of them to Clement.144 This interesting contemporaneity gives us a slightly different perspective as to the conditions of the Roman church(es) at this time. The figure of the heavenly ekklesia as an old crone (who grows progressively younger and more radiant in his work) is an interesting sidelight on his elevated ecclesiology.145

			Hermas’s Roman slave owner was the wealthy matron Rhoda, who was a Christian and who eventually freed him and set him up with property on the road from Rome to Cumae. Later we learn that he was financially ruined in a persecution raised against Christians at Rome, which was probably that of Domitian. Hermas was denounced to the authorities by his children, who apostatized. He complains much about his personal life, especially about his wife, and one suspects they separated soon after the persecutions had ruined him, as he tells us that he had determined, in the course of receiving revelations, to adopt a penitent and ascetical life.

			The Shepherd was composed over a considerable period and has something of a ragbag literary character. Pierre Nautin thought that Hermas was the author only of Visions 1-4, and the rest of the book (Vision 5 and Mandates) was from an anonymous author of the same era, but this seems an excessive way to account for the fact that the Shepherd as a whole lacks literary cohesion.146 It is clear enough that as a visionary charismatic prophet his primary ministry was preaching, not necessarily writing; and seen as a paraenetic document, the whole things holds together very coherently as an extended set of homilies on repentance. It begins with a series of visions Hermas received that serve as vehicles for his teaching to the wider church community. The work as a whole is now divided triadically: five Visions; twelve commandments, or Mandates; and ten parables, or Similitudes. 

			Theologically speaking, the writer is grappling with the problem of postbaptismal sin among Christians at a time when it was predominantly thought that the ekklesia, the church of Christ, is the pure community of the elect. Holiness is its raison d’être, its fundamental charism. In such an ecclesiological model, sin has no place. It simply cannot be accounted for. In the aftermath of the persecutions (when perhaps as many might have denied the faith to save themselves as ever offered themselves for martyrdom), Hermas and his contemporary church leaders were vexed with the issues of postbaptismal sin and possibilities of repentance. Indeed, this was a subject that later obsessed most synodical canons of the episkopoi through to the early fourth century. These worrying concerns, in fact, turning around the axes of unity, holiness, apostolicity, and universal communion, eventually come to sum up the whole theology of the period in the famous sentence that concludes the baptismal creed and comes down to contemporary Christianity. Here, one remembers, the definition of church is given as “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic.” Hermas is focused on the first two of those issues, whereas Clement concerns himself chiefly with the latter two. 

			The Shepherd represents one of the first solutions to the problem of evident sin among the worshiping community: a theology and protocol of repentance. Hermas’s solution reveals to us his function in the Roman church—as one of the “prophets” such as those we meet in the Didache. He tells us that through his visions and special revelations he has learned that God has permitted new possibilities of repentance after baptism. He announces that a second, postbaptismal repentance is permitted in the church, and even a final repentance (probably meaning a deathbed confession), but it is not to be taken lightly. His text does not so much invent the notion of postbaptismal repentance but seeks to clarify it, as can be seen in the text in the short reader at the end of this section, which represents his teaching. He seems to be writing in the pastoral context of encouraging the church not to delay baptism until the deathbed, which was the effective result of the earlier Christian belief that baptism was a once-for-all and thus completely unrepeatable purification of sins. He is optimistic, though rigorous. Fasting is essential, but Christians should not put faith in it that it will automatically earn them God’s forgiveness (he has in mind the communal “stations” or fasting periods the Roman church had instituted, like early forms of Lent). In his eighth Similitude he tells us that the church is like a robust willow tree. The branches that have been torn from it and seem to have dried up will still be able to blossom again if they are once again rooted back into the moist earth. Just so, those who have fallen away must return by repentance. The tone of the work is rigorist throughout, despite its advocacy of a theology of reconciliation. Even so, it was not nearly rigorist enough for Tertullian, who denounced it as the “Shepherd of adulterers” (since it allowed the rehabilitation of serious postbaptismal sins such as adultery and also permitted Christians to contract a second marriage after the death of a spouse, which Tertullian held to be tantamount to adultery).147

			Hermas has another striking image of the church in his third of the Visions. Here the old lady shows him a tower under construction. It is the church presently being built up into its ideal, finished condition. As work progresses, not every stone is found to be fit for its purpose, and so some are rejected. Similarly, he learns, every Christian who does not embrace repentance shall be cast out from the communion. A ready response is needed here and now, as the time remaining is not long. This idea of the shortness of the window of repentance is revisited later, in the ninth Similitude.

			The light the book throws on the character of the Christian prophet in the ecclesial structures at Rome is that the office seems to be predominantly concerned with moral paraenesis.148 His twelve Mandates are a synopsis of Christian moral teaching such as would be useful for catechetical instruction: how to live in faith and sobriety, how to conduct oneself in the married or widowed condition, who are false and true prophets, whom one should believe or not believe, how to deal with sadness and doubts in the mind and heart, how to root out evil from the heart and fill it with joy and goodness.

			In his second Similitude Hermas gives an allegory of the vine and the elm tree. The one is sturdy and strong and allows the vine, weak and feeble in its own branch structure, to climb up it and eventually make the elm itself offer a rich fruit that it could not offer on its own account. This, he says, is the way God wishes the rich and poor to interact in the Christian community: the rich supporting the wretched out of their own substance so that they can bear fruit in God’s eyes.149 His Christology is of an archaic type. He identifies the Holy Spirit with the preincarnate Son, a form of binitarian equation of the two as “Spirit” that is witnessed in a few other early writers, and he suggests that the Trinity came into being after the ascension. Although not a Monarchian as such, Hermas’s christological scheme is rather crudely elaborated and has elements akin to some of that inchoate monarchianism the Logos theologians would come to resist at Rome in the time of Tertullian and Hippolytus:

			God made the preexistent holy spirit, which created all things to dwell in a body of flesh chosen by himself.150 This flesh, in which the holy spirit dwelt, served the Spirit well, in all purity and sanctity, and never inflicted the least stain on it.151 After the flesh had conducted itself so chastely and so well, after it had assisted the spirit and worked in all things alongside it, ever showing itself to be strong and courageous, God admitted it to share with the holy spirit. This was because the conduct of this flesh pleased him in so far as it was never defiled while it bore the holy spirit on earth.152 And so he consulted his Son and his glorious angels, in order that this flesh which had so blamelessly served the spirit, might obtain a place of habitation and might not lose the reward of its services. Just so, there is a reward for all flesh that shall be found to be without stain on account of the indwelling of the holy spirit.153

			The progressive moving back of the charismatic prophets from the leadership of the communities (one can contrast his visionary “feeling his way forward” with the calm orderliness of the Clementine letter) allied with his undeveloped theology compared with the Logos theologians meant that his work commanded respectful interest in the second century but very quickly lost its relevance in the next.154 The first quarter of his book is still bound up with the New Testament literature in the Codex Sinaiticus, probably one of those great Bibles prepared for the Constantinian churches by the scriptorium of Caesarea in the early fourth century, but other writers of this period are at pains to point out it ought not to be given scriptural status at all.

			Polycarp (c. 69–156). Polycarp is another of the apostolic fathers; he served as episkopos of Smyrna and assisted Ignatius of Antioch when the latter was traveling as a prisoner through Asia Minor. When Polycarp was an old man, he was an inspiration to Irenaeus of Lyons as a child and became for him a living example of a venerable and wise apostle of the second generation, thus influencing Irenaeus’s mature theory of the apostolic succession (the transmission of authority from the apostles of Christ through to the bishops of the early catholic communities). Irenaeus tells us that Polycarp was himself a disciple of the apostle John and was appointed to his episcopal duties by the apostles themselves, thus serving personally to demonstrate the transmission of the apostolical charism of authority to episcopal hands.155 It was Polycarp who probably collated and published the writings of Ignatius. His own letters to Ignatius and to the church at Philippi survive, an example of how the structure of episcopal government of the church was evolving in that period, and how bishops were keeping in touch with other communities in terms of their doctrines, liturgical practices, and general well-being by means of letters to fellow bishops. These letters were soon to be called eirenika, “documents of peace.” He visited Rome to speak personally with Pope Aniketos there about matters of concern over the Quartodecimans controversy, and he was held in high regard, even though the two churches could not come to an agreement over whose liturgical usage ought to be followed concerning the dating of Pascha.

			For Irenaeus, Polycarp was a great rock of faith to whom the later second-century church looked back, counting its great men of the second generation as comparable to those of the first. His writing shows many concerns similar to those evidenced in the Pastoral Epistles of the New Testament. When Polycarp writes to the church of Philippi, he does not speak of a bishop there, only a council of presbyters, whom he depicts in a cameo of the ideal presbyter: 

			The presbyters should be tenderhearted, merciful toward all, turning back [the sheep] who have gone astray, visiting all the sick, not neglectful of the widow or the orphan or the poor man, but always taking thought for whatever is honorable in the sight of God and man, abstaining from all anger, social snobbery, unrighteous judgment, holding far from love of money, never hastily believing the worst against anyone, not stern in judgment, knowing that we are all debtors on account of sin.156 

			As with the Clementine Letter to the Corinthians, there seems to have been at this period still operating a double system of a single episkopos with deacons, and councils of presbyters, which eventually was to be resolved as a protocol formed by the mechanisms adopting each other to become a more widely standardized pattern of a single presiding episkopos, heading a council of presbyters, with deacons. Irenaeus tells the story that Polycarp once met with Marcion and was not going to speak until Marcion stopped him and said, “Do you recognize me?” to which Polycarp is reported to have replied, “I do indeed. You are the firstborn of Satan.”157 This was an extension of the selfsame phrase from Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians, where he castigates the Marcionite and Docetic heresies, saying, “For everyone who shall not confess that Jesus the Christ is come in the flesh is antichrist. And whoever will not confess the witness of the cross is of the devil. And whoever distorts the words of the Lord to fit his own desires, and says that there is neither resurrection or judgment, such a one is the firstborn of Satan.”158

			The dramatic account of Polycarp’s arrest, trial, and martyrdom (Martyrdom of Polycarp), recorded in 156,159 is probably the first-ever Christian narrative of a martyr’s death, excepting the Acts account of Stephen, and gives witness to the powerful rise of the cult of the holy martyrs in the early church.160 It contains other bons mots, such as his final words when the proconsul Statius Quadratus, taking pity on his old age and venerable appearance, offered to let him go free if he would renounce his faith: “Swear that you renounce Christ, and I shall release you.” And he replied, “I have been serving him these eighty-six years past, and he has never done me any wrong. How then could I now blaspheme my King who has saved me?”161 His martyrdom account ends with Polycarp making a fine extempore prayer, as if at the eucharistic anaphora (presiding as he would as episkopos), and this time the offering was of his own flesh. It is recorded in the reader at the end of this section. Its final doxology gives strong indications that the liturgical formulae were strong factors in processing a primeval trinitarian systematic in the form of glory offered to God the Father through the priestly mediation of the Son in the grace of the Holy Spirit. This liturgical awareness will also explain why it is precisely the episkopoi and presbyteroi (who knew the anaphora prayers by heart at this period, before they were ever written down) who were generally the class of theologians who were most articulate against alternative theologies (such as those of Marcion, the Docetics, or the Gnostics), which generally speaking were not so liturgically rooted.

			Papias of Hierapolis (active early second century). Papias was another of the apostolic fathers, said to be a companion of Polycarp and held in high regard by the later church as one of the “great ancients.” He was a bishop of a community in Asia Minor. His writings seem to have represented a highly physical sense of millenarianist eschatology (namely chiliasm, a thousand-year rule of the saints of Christ on earth after the defeat of the antichrist). The way that later church generations came to regard this apocalypticism as archaic, odd, even disturbing, accounts for the fact that by the fourth century Papias’s reputation survives, but his writings have been quietly forgotten, so that only small fragments were felt worthy of being recorded and archived. Eusebius, in his Ecclesiastical History, records most of what we now have extant from him but cannot hold back from noting that he did not think much of Papias’s intelligence, even when he uses him as an authority for ancient affairs.162 It was the chiliast millenarianism that chiefly offended Eusebius’s own Origenian traditions. 

			There are also fragmentary quotations of Papias in other later authors. For Eusebius he was a main source for very early traditions about the composition of the Gospels. Papias seems, therefore, to have been a very ancient exegetical commentator. He gave his opinions about the formation of the Gospels in his (now lost) treatise in five books (tomoi): Exegeses of the Sayings of the Lord. This seems to have been written circa 130 and had significant influence on both Hippolytus and Irenaeus. The latter thinks of him as an “ancient” witness of apostolic traditions. Papias’s views of the order of Synoptic composition (a Hebrew-original Matthew, and then Mark as the written record of a direct disciple of Peter) had much subsequent influence on ideas of biblical transmission until the modern era, which has largely dismissed his views as being based chiefly on his own deductions rather than firsthand historical knowledge. He also held to and taught a form of the doctrine of apostolic succession among bishops, and the significance of the “living tradition of the elders,” themes that can also be seen in Ignatius and Polycarp and came to a focused form in Irenaeus, all of whom also shared roots in the Asia Minor church at a similar time.

			The Letter of Barnabas. The letter of Barnabas gained high authority in the ancient church, so much so that the fourth-century Codex Sinaiticus binds it in with the New Testament books immediately after the Apocalypse of John. It did not manage to keep its place in the New Testament canon, but it has always been regarded from early times as written by Barnabas, the apostolic companion of St. Paul. It was part of the Codex Hierosolymitanus, written in the year 1056, which was rediscovered by Metropolitan Bryennios in the library of the Jerusalem patriarchate in 1875: the same codex that contained the Didache and first letter of Clement, and whose publication in 1875 threw new light and interest on this ancient material.163 

			The text is not really a letter, only formally pretending to be so, but is rather a theological tract composed in apocalyptic genre. Its author sets out to teach “perfect knowledge” (gnosis) and faith. It falls into two parts: one apologetic (against the Jews), the other concerned with setting out a guide to Christian moral living. Its main purpose at first is to show how the Jewish interpretation of the Old Testament in literal and historical emphases is completely wrong: the revelation needs to be understood in spiritual and typological forms, requiring not the circumcision of flesh to be part of the elect but the circumcision of our hearing so that the mind might understand truth in the symbols. This exegetical understanding leads to teleia gnosis, or perfect knowledge of the faith. For example, the unclean animals spoken of in the law are no longer unclean and forbidden: rather, they represent sinful attitudes that Christians must now avoid (chaps. 9-10). The author sets out allegories of revelation: for example, the 318 servants of Abraham whom he had circumcised was a prefiguring of how salvation comes through the cross of Jesus. In Greek mathematics, three hundred is written as T, and eighteen is IH; in other words, the cross followed by the first two letters of Jesus’ name. The author argues that the law was intended for Christians from the beginning in God’s foreknowledge, knowing that the Jews would prove unworthy of it: “Moses received the law, but they were unworthy of it. . . . Moses received the law, but it was the Lord himself who gave it to us, as the people of the inheritance, by suffering for our sake.” Jewish rabbinic exegesis has been misled by an evil angel, Barnabas argues.164

			The text speaks of the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem and looks forward to a time when the temple might be rebuilt, but it stresses (very unusually for early Christian writing) how current forms of Jewish worship resemble pagan idolatry, since both the Jews who look to a reconstructed temple and the pagans who build them everywhere think that they can worship God in an exterior shrine, rather than in the heart.165 There is a current attempt to rebuild the temple, he says, but not by the Jews: “For so things came to pass, for through their wars [the temple] was destroyed by the enemies, and the servants of their enemies build it up at present.” “But God, indeed, dwells in our own house: namely in us.”166 The second part of the letter is very similar to the Didache’s moral paraenesis.167 It adopts the theme of the “two ways.” In the Didache they are life and death: here they are light and darkness. The way of light is depicted with many moral instructions derived from the Decalogue, and the way of darkness is illustrated as a catalogue of vices and sins to be avoided.

			The date has been argued over variously because of internal clues prised from the writing with varying levels of success. The reference to a possible rebuild of the Jerusalem temple is a key indicator. This seems to refer to general speculations current in the early second century that a temple could be rebuilt on the temple mount. The Bar Kokhba revolt of 132–135 certainly put an end to any possible reconciliation between Jewish and Roman state authorities. Such dreams evaporated then and were only revived in the time of Emperor Julian. Hadrian (117–138) eventually built a temple to Jupiter on the site of the temple mount to symbolize the ending of the Jewish nation’s independence,168 as well as a temple to Venus (a functioning brothel) over the site of Jesus’ tomb, then the most important Christian place of worship. It would seem, therefore, that the letter of Barnabas can be firmly placed between AD 70 and its citation by Clement of Alexandria in 190, with a midway date seeming most plausible, that is, around 130, before the Bar Kokhba revolt occurred. Scholars are undecided whether to locate it in Alexandria or Roman Palestine: both sites had large contingents of Jews and observant Jewish Christians.

			It is clear that the main issue facing the author was conflict he was receiving from rabbinic theologians. This tension had accelerated the splitting of the ecclesial communities from the synagogues. Both posttemple rabbinic Judaism and Christian house churches were claiming to be heirs of ancient Judaism: the “true inheritors” of a way of life and worship that had gone under before the Roman conquest of AD 70. Rabbinic Judaism was claiming that the reading of the Torah in the synagogue would be the way forward to keep faith with the tradition. The writer of the letter of Barnabas is arguing for a more radical sense of a new covenant made in the blood of Jesus. It is one of the first clear doctrinal signs of the separation of the ways. It is evident too that the author had little time for circles of observant Christian Jews such as the Nazarenes and Ebionites.

			The Christology of the letter is very early but elevated. It stands in marked contrast with that of the Ebionites. Christ is the incarnated heavenly Son of God who existed before the ages and is the agent of the Father’s creation of the world and humankind within it. “Let us make man in our own image and likeness” was a plural, the author says, used by the Father addressing his Son.169 The crux of the incarnation was the “filling up of the measure of the iniquity of those who had persecuted the prophets, and killed them.” Christ’s passion is the core of a new covenant made with the church. The author of the letter departs from Pauline tradition at several instances. Whereas Paul saw the law as a preordained pedagogue to the truth, the author sees it as a diabolical deception.170

			The Didache. Parts of the Didache have been found in a fourth-century Oxyrhynchus parchment, with several other fourth-century documents, notably the Syrian-originated Apostolic Constitutions, which incorporates almost all of it, as well as in a fifth-century Coptic manuscript in the British Museum (Papyrus 927) and third-century Latin manuscripts. So it was obviously already well known in earliest times, but after the fourth century it fell into disuse and was eventually forgotten by all except a few liturgical historians. The oldest complete manuscript in which it is found is that of the notary Leo of Constantinople (dated 1056).171 And yet, it was so highly venerated in the earliest times of the church that the writers of the fourth century had to insist, even at that date when it was increasingly regarded as obsolete, that it should not be considered a part of the canon of sacred Scripture.172 It caused a sensation when the Didache was found intact in a manuscript in Jerusalem and republished in the nineteenth century.173 It was like rediscovering a magical photograph of the early second-century church, and much attention was given back to it.

			The Greek word didache means “teaching” and is the abbreviation of the original title: The Teaching of the Lord Through the Twelve Apostles to the Nations. It was composed between AD 100 and 150, possibly in Syria (though some locate it in Egypt), and is more in the style of a compilation of practices for a group of churches than the work of a single theologian-author. It has sixteen chapters. The first part of it (chaps. 1-10) consists of liturgical instructions, and the second part of disciplinary rules for community life. Whoever put it together (and we might presume the hand of an episkopos) seems to have collated rather than composed the discipline rules for a nexus of communities. Chapters one through six, which speak of the “two ways” of living, have a close parallel with chapters eighteen through twenty of Barnabas, but it is not agreed which way the relation of dependence runs. The two ways is such a generic trope of this era that both texts might independently show dependence on an earlier Jewish text.174 Sections 1.3-2.1 of the Didache, as well as chapters six and fourteen, are often thought to have been later inserts, meant to keep the text up to date at a later time. 

			One thing is certain, that overall this is one of the most primitive Christian texts from the postapostolic era. It shows a church composed mainly of Gentiles, who are in the process of abandoning many practices of the old law. It reflects a community where baptism by triple immersion has been adapted to allow for the (more practical) baptism by triple infusion, but only as a tolerated exception. The great reverence in which prophets were held in an earlier time seems to have given way, so that the author of the texts has to stress again that these are missionary officers of the church who have the highest precedence when they visit. These itinerant “apostles and prophets” are still designated as “your chief priests.” The local ministers are commanded to give way to the prophets for a short time, but the prophets are not to linger in one church for more than a few days. While resident they should be the chief celebrants of the Eucharist. But already the stress on their exceptional but temporary authority suggests that the prophetic office is on the wane in the face of the growing sedentary nature of the ecclesial communities with their correspondingly fixed boards of officers and established polities. It also suggests very strongly that the apostolic office is being discontinued, with the idea of apostolicity being pushed back to a closed set of first-generation high leaders belonging to a different order. The book offers the reader one of the first glimpses into the conduct of the Christian liturgy: a very simple, childlike form of thanksgiving, or eucharistic, prayer (excerpted in the reader at the end of this chapter). Before taking communion the church is admonished always to make confession of sins.175

			As a text that was afforded the highest antiquity, the Didache’s regulations for church order were very influential and marked most subsequent liturgical books as having something of an antiquarian character.176 Even in the ninth century when the scroll (as a book form) had become as obsolete as a gas lamp might seem to us now, the texts of the great cathedral liturgies at Constantinople were written on scroll rather than in a codex: a little evocation of antiquity, preserved most carefully of all in the liturgy. The disciplines represented in the Didache were repeated in several later liturgical handbooks even into the fourth century. St. Athanasius in Alexandria, at that time, tells us that the text of the Didache was still being widely used as a manual for the instruction of catechumens. His relegation of its utility to the catechumenate, however, was also coded text for it being now regarded as “very basic” material. 

			Chapters seven through ten give instructions on baptism, prayer, and fasting, as well as the agape, or common meal. The church’s fast days are set as Wednesday and Friday. Prayer is to be offered in the form of the Lord’s Prayer three times every day. The eucharistic prayers in the book (chaps. 9-10) are based on Jewish table blessings. It is still not universally agreed among scholars whether these reflect a “real-world usage” (as distinct from specimen texts drawn up as examples), and if so whether they reflect the Christian agape (love feast) or a Eucharist proper, or a combination of both. In chapter fourteen the synaxis of the Lord’s Day is mentioned, and reconciliation among the community is given a high priority as the proper eucharistic preparation. Chapter fifteen gives a very early instruction on the election of deacons (diakonoi) and bishops (episkopoi). Presbyters are not mentioned, but the authority structure seems to be deacons and bishops in the plural, possibly comparable to a council of elders (presbyteroi) that is mentioned elsewhere. So most likely this text is on the cusp, regarding the rise of the presidency of a single episkopos, with texts such as the letters of Ignatius representing the other side, where such presidency is already established (at Antioch, and Rome above all), though at this stage it would be excessive to call it “monarchical episcopate.” The Didache ends in chapter sixteen with a warning about the coming of the antichrist and the parousia, which it envisages as now imminent.

			The Letter to Diognetus. This so-called letter is really an anonymous mid- to late second-century Greek apology for Christians in time of persecution.177 It is addressed to someone called Diognetus. Some scholars have thought him to be either the tutor of the Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161–180) or a high-ranking Alexandrian magistrate mentioned in other papyri (c. 167–203). Because of its opening address, it was mistakenly thought, when it was rediscovered in modern times, to be an epistle. It had survived from antiquity, apparently, in only one thirteenth-century manuscript, which itself was afterward destroyed in Strasbourg in 1870.178 The text begins (chaps. 2-4) with arguments for why Christianity is superior to paganism and Judaism (the one being idolatrous, and the other being excessively ritualistic). Its most famous section is chapters five and six, which give a very eloquent encomium of the Christian faith (Christians live spiritually detached in the world as its very soul). Chapters seven and eight argue that the new religion has appeared so late in time because God wished to demonstrate the unarguable need of salvation to the human race, which had utterly gone astray. The text ends with chapter ten, inviting Diognetus himself to become a Christian. The final sections in the manuscript (chaps. 11-12) seem to be from a separate treatise, written by one of the early Logos theologians. They have an interesting ecclesiology, describing the gathering together of the church of God as the reconstitution of paradise.

			The second- to third-century Monarchian movement. The earliest of the Monarchians at Rome (early to middle second century) do not really represent a discernible movement or secession in the church as such (though heresiologists from a later date will always be ready to brand them as an early heresy because of later perspectives); rather, is it the case that in the middle part of the second century they are more a tendency of very early Christian theology to articulate its sense of the Godhead in a particular way: not so much wondering whether it was monotheist (which few would ever wish to contest) but worrying exactly “how” it was monotheist and yet could simultaneously offer Jesus divine honors (titles of acclamation, prayers for salvation) in its worship. These earliest Monarchians were most likely, then, a group of traditional thinkers who disliked the developing Logos theology represented by some of the leading intellectuals of the Christian community. It is, after all, Tertullian who first named the movement in this way; he flushes them out, as it were, as his own opponents, and brands them as archaic and uninformed. They were probably chiefly a foil of the Logos theologians, who were sharpening their wits against a more inchoate set of older theologians who did not use their terms and felt uneasy with them, but who could not exactly find alternatives to use to erect against them. 

			The earliest level of the movement is probably best understood as a highly traditionalist, Semitic (scriptural) way of thinking about God that had not “thought through” the problemata that occupied the more intellectual theologians of the Logos school and needed the initial stimulus of the Logos apologists to bring it into focus as a real movement. If this is the case, we might imagine that the thinkers whom Tertullian classifies as Monarchians were actually only Christians who had not fully elaborated what the christological imperative of divine honors ascribed to Christ involved metaphysically. They were possibly content to give Jesus divine titles and functions (agent of creation, Savior) such as those indicated in the later Pauline epistles without feeling the need to worry about explaining how these things sat with Jewish monotheism. Or perhaps it was the case that in some of these communities, at this stage, these early Monarchians had not yet accepted the Pauline epistles as properly canonical Scriptures and instead sustained a highly subordinationist Christology of Jesus as the earthly servant of the Father. 

			The third-century Monarchian schools were of a different ilk to this, however. Far from being representative of undifferentiated and vague, scripturally rooted Christology, the later protagonists have all the hallmarks of consciously projected school theories, and we start to find precise names attached to the leaders of the movement. It was then that the “Monarchian” designation of the older generation of Logos theologians was felt to be a good and recognizable handle to be applied to these new opponents as a collective disparagement; and they were attacked for what the Logos theologians wished to present as their defective understanding of Christology and Trinity. The diffused and inarticulate theology of the second century had now become the heresy of the third. The “opponents” who are unnamed for reasons of discretion in that earlier period can now be named and dissected as leaders of schools in the later generation.

			This act of naming and critiquing represents, in many ways, the dawning of systematic theology among Christians as they increasingly adopted Greek patterns of logical and metaphysical thinking and overlaid them onto Semitic scriptural imagery about God. Monarchianism is, therefore, at first probably not more than a nonintellectual traditionalism. However, by the middle and end of the third century, many theologians had indeed organized their thoughts against the early Logos school, and by that stage we can draw up varieties of Monarchianist theories on one side and Christian Logos theories on the other. The early Logos school was represented especially by Justin (c. 100–165), Irenaeus (d. 202), Tertullian (c. 160–225), Hippolytus (c. 170–235), and Novatian (c. 200–258); and along with its exalted Christology initiated its prototrinitarian ideas to explain the issue of God’s unity in diversity, exceeding the limitations that monist theology placed on the doctrine of God. 

			By the third century the names of several of the Monarchian teachers can also be listed:179 Theodotus the tanner, Theodotus the banker, Paul of Samosata, Noetus of Smyrna, Artemon of Rome, Beryllus of Bostra, Epigonus, Cleomenes, and Sabellius, from whom came the heresy named Sabellianism, a classical way later thinkers had of referring to the Monarchian movement as a whole (in an extreme form). Not all these names formed part of a single school by any means (though some of them certainly regarded themselves as scholastically linked). By the middle of the third century, when the greatest of all the Logos theologians was operative, Origen of Alexandria, the Monarchian opposition was more and more being regarded as a side issue. Monarchianism’s refusal to adopt the complexly metaphysical trinitarian thought scheme and language of the Logos school was one thing (the latter’s weakness was its inability to lay its hand on a large variety of simple biblical proof texts), but Monarchianism’s own Christology of an exalted man, as often advocated by the later protagonists, was also widely seen as “irreverent” by large sections of the church. It seemed to jar with the cultic practices and liturgical honor given to Jesus in the churches. The school was sidelined because it could not properly embrace the lex spiritalis of Christians at large.180

			Later Christian systematicians have separated the Monarchian group into two major streams (on the basis of an imposed history of ideas): those of modalist Monarchianism and those of dynamic Monarchianism. The modalists (such as Sabellius) were seen as the school that tended to think the three persons of the Godhead, Father, Son, and Spirit, were simply alternative names for the selfsame God who operated in different modalities within history, and thus the “persons” were not really distinct entities per se, only revelatory modes of the same single divine entity—in other words, nominal distinctions. The modalist theology turned around the concept of the coherence of the divine being. The dynamic Monarchians (such as Paul of Samosata) again saw God as a single divine entity reaching out in acts of spiritual power (dynamis) to make revelatory aspects of itself in history. These schemes turned chiefly around the concept of Christology and its coherence and generally saw the (indeterminate) divine Spirit adopting the man Jesus of Nazareth and lifting him up by an act of divine power (transforming human limitations—hence the term dynamic) into the divine ambit for the purposes of revelation (temporarily or permanently). For this reason the latter school was also called adoptionists.

			The early concept of Monarchianism derives from the chosen key term of the movement: the idea of the monarchy of God as the expression of a single power that gives consistency of being to his own self. It is a term that is lifted out and named by one of the most acute of the early Logos theologians, Tertullian, who assiduously dissected and critiqued his Christian opposition.181 When he was being less kind, Tertullian called them Patripassians, a made-up word signifying “those who make the Father suffer.” The attribution of suffering to the Deity being the greatest single mistake an ancient theologian (of any kind) could ever make, this title of mockery was his way of arguing that the Monarchians were one step up from being incompetent idiots. This classical schoolroom denunciation of one’s opponents as having nothing sensible to say at all has often led later readers astray, forgetting that Tertullian is at one moment setting up the arguments of his opponents and then knocking them down, so one needs to put his rhetorical absolutes into some form of abeyance if one is to hear their own voice. This is difficult, of course, because even in his Adversus Praxean, the voice is generally that of Tertullian all the time. Even so, we can perhaps sum up the earliest Monarchian sentiments as being a stress on the complete unicity of God. Unity is presumed to preclude diversity on a simple logical ground. In other words, the concept of complex unity is not envisaged.

			This monism seemed to the earliest monarchians a view of God consonant with the Bible: the one God, who is the Father, and no other god beside him. But the extension of the biblical stories of the “one God” into the domain of metaphysics in this way actually meant that the Christians who so “simply” connected the two did not realize that they had read into the Bible stories of God a metaphysic of mathematical unity derived from the Greek philosophers. The Logos theologians, on the other hand, tended to argue that the acts and appearances of God in the Old Testament were acts of “God as revealed in the cosmos,” that is the Logos of the Father, who was the agent of creation (as the New Testament already indicated): and thus all divine acts ad extra (of God to the world) were de facto manifestations of the Logos or Son, not the Father himself.182 The Father was the supreme absolute who remained ever invisible and inconceivable to humanity, except as revealed in and through the divine Logos. On this basis, to identify the God of the Old Testament as Father and assert that the Son was wholly other than him was a logical fallacy that gave priority to earthly concepts (mathematical ideas of unity) instead of divine revelation. Posing as a simple, fundamental, and straightforward reading of the Scriptures, it was, in fact, shown by Logos critics to be a tendentious exegesis (often called a “Judaizing” reading) because it gave no allowance for the radical way Christians had of interpreting the scriptural texts christocentrically.183 

			The Logos school argued that in the revelation as given to Christians, the entire Old Testament theology was radically changed perspectivally: the Father is shown to have revealed himself fully “only” in the Son, and to have given himself fully only in the Spirit, through the Son. The Son and Spirit were thus in the divine being, as the very energy of salvation, not apart from it, as mere servants of a monist God’s will. The unity of God was thus a complex relational idea, not an undifferentiatedly monist one. The issue still stands today as a dividing line between Jewish and Islamic ideas of God’s single undifferentiated being on the one hand (unicity), and Christian ideas of complex relational unity on the other (trinity).

			What made the issue even so much more complicated in the second century, however, was that such a radical realignment of biblical perspectives had not been fully established as yet in exegetical practice. It would be one of the major achievements of the Logos school to bring this exegetical theory into play to underpin their theology of God, but it would not be established with common procedures, techniques, and terminology until the mid-third century. Moreover, the very idea of a “complex unity” was a neologism that the philosophical schools of the day could not accommodate, and so any steps Christian theorists took in this direction at this period were made without a preexisting semantic foundation. It would take another two centuries before trinitarian language terms could be internationally established and recognizable across the Christian world. In many senses this earliest level of engagement between the Logos and Monarchian theologians in the mid-second century was like a “feeling the way forward.”

			Tertullian’s treatise Adversus Praxean is a major step up for Christian theological systematics. It is a masterly example of thinking through one’s theological logic. In the course of it he invents the neologism Trinity. It would have a very long-term influence. It is a conflation of two Latin words, one and three rendered into an abstract noun, “Three-One-ness.” It now seems a Christian commonality. It must have sounded very strange to its first, and unsympathetic, hearers. But to explain the idea of complex unity Tertullian presents a large-scale accumulation of scriptural texts, very closely argued as examples of how to exegete the Bible properly. His overarching idea is that God is one in terms of substance or essence and three in terms of person; one in power and energy, three in the forms of that outreach. He is one (implicitly three) in his divine immanence, and three (implicitly one) in his divine economy (or outreach of salvation). He is thus “one in three” and “three in one,” but never to be considered one, nor three, in abstraction. 

			For Tertullian, absolute (monist) unicity is either the God of the pagan philosophers or the world of Old Testament shadow theology. The latter monism does not demonstrate the deity who is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the sender of the Spirit; and the former ideas of divine unity in plurality (which the philosophers argue about) come from the world of pagan polytheism. Christian revelation, on the other hand, teaches the economy of the Holy Trinity. Tertullian’s term economy signifies the manner in which the divine omnipotence, which is un­approachable in itself, reaches out as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, toward the creation to both make and renew it. His oneness in himself comes to the world as his tri-unity in the dynamics of salvation. This will later be refined into the concepts of the immanent Trinity (God in himself) and the economic Trinity (God as revealed).

			Tertullian sums up this argument right at the beginning of his work, presenting the whole Monarchian position as monumentally “wrongheaded.” Those who insist only on the monarchy of God, he says, and cannot introduce any distinction into such unicity

			believe it is impossible to confess God’s oneness except by affirming that the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit are one and the same thing. As if the one [reality of God] were not all [of these things]. So we explain it in this way: that they are all one in virtue of the unity of substance, while even so we protect that mystery of the economy which disposes the unity into trinity, showing Father, Son, and Spirit as three. But these are three, not in quality but in sequence; not in substance but in aspect; not in power but in the manifestation [of power]. For they are of one substance and one quality and one power, because it is one God from whom those sequences and aspects and manifestations are reckoned, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.184

			His logic is precise and laser-sharp against his opponents, who have argued that unity cannot be anything other than unicity. The idea cannot be sustained, Tertullian argues, if trinity is seen to be an extension or administration (oikonomia) of the unapproachable divine unity so as to make it revealed and gifted to the cosmos.185 The Monarchians who accuse the Logos school of being heretical innovators have in fact shown that it is they who are not authentically in line with received Christian faith: “They put it about that we are preaching one, two, and even three gods, while they claim to be worshipers of only one God. As if their thoughtless synopsis of unity was not itself a heresy, and our trinity, so logically set forth, did not constitute the truth.”186 In Adversus Praxean 2 he even cites an early creed to demonstrate that his position is in line with the baptismal formularies, while the Monarchians’ not-thought-out positions are innovatory.

			Tertullian gives away some of the wider context of this argument when he justifies his Logos theology as being quite distinct from the Gnostic teachers at Rome and elsewhere, who have argued about divine emanations (probolai) from the Godhead, or divine aspects (epinoiai), of which Word and Wisdom were but two among many. It seems that some of the early leaders of the Roman church were as leery of the Logos theology as they were of Gnostics in general. In his exposition, which was soon to be classical, the Son or Word or Wisdom of God is a divine extension (salvifically sent out to the world) of a single divine substance, and for this very reason of singleness of essence is personally distinct from God the Father but never separate. Tertullian makes the relational bond of unity a grounded ontological one, in famous images of root and branch, sun and radiance, fountain and stream:

			Therefore the Word is always in the Father, as he says, “I am in the Father”; and always with God, as it is written, “And the Word was with God”; and never separate from the Father or other than the Father, because, “I and the Father are one.” This is the true sense of probole and is the guardian of truth, whereby we confess that the Son was sent out from the Father but never separated. For God sent out his Word, as even the Paraclete teaches, just as a root sends forth a shoot, and a spring the river, and the sun its radiant beam. And these manifestations are also projections of those substances from which they proceed. . . . In this way the Trinity, proceeding by intermingled and connected degrees from the Father, in no way whatsoever challenges the monarchy, while it ever conserves the quality of the economy.187

			Faced with such a monumental theological barrage, one feels sorry for Praxeas, whom Tertullian characterizes as a conservative influential confessor of the Roman church, obviously very cautious about resisting Gnostic influences by clever teachers at Rome and wishing only to preserve the simple faith of a Bible reader. Tertullian certainly did not feel sorry for him, however. In a most famous dismissal (referring to the former’s arrogant censuring of Tertullian’s beloved Montanist colleagues at Rome and his unthought-out conflation of Father with Son), Tertullian dismisses him as an incompetent teacher, someone who is memorable only for doing “two pieces of the devil’s work” at Rome: “He drove out prophecy and introduced heresy: he put to flight the Paraclete and crucified the Father.”188 It is surely a devastating epitaph for a theologian he despised.

			The later Monarchians of the third century were certainly more intelligent opponents of the Logos theologians. They do not form a coherent group as such, so they are best discussed briefly in terms of the main teachers whose names and doctrines have been recorded. Collectively they represent that very fluid state of Christian didaskaloi, that is independent, adult-level school teachers who attracted attention (chiefly of disapproving bishops and liturgical presidents in the larger communities) because they became prominent as Christian-inspired philosophers or sophists. The larger cities had an abundance of such schools, ranging from large and serious establishments where the wealthy could engage in classical philosophy and rhetoric down to the very common “self-improvement” schools where paying clients could learn deportment and basic skills and more practical educational background. The “heads” of these schools (who, like today, could range from internationally known professors down to independent tutors of very modest establishments) laid claim to a very old tradition among the sophists that they represented the “throne of the city.” In its ori­gins this meant the throne of rhetoric. The idea was that the greatest and most prestigious of the sophistical teachers of a given city would be the ones who “spoke for” the city in any dealing it had to have with the imperial authorities. Such rhetorical displays were part decorative and part deadly serious (when it came to dangerous political negotiations in times of civil unrest). On the larger front, however, the concept of “throne of the city” spread democratically, almost like the use of the title Professor today. It could be claimed by a dean of an Ivy League school, or (as in Continental tradition) by anyone who teaches small children. Bishops started to claim the concept of occupying the “throne of the city” by the third century and into the fourth. The term survives today in the designation of the episcopal central church—the cathedral. The word derives from the Latin cathedra, or “throne.” But originally this was not a royal throne, rather the rhetorical throne; since the bishop was regarded as the one who had the supreme right to preach and teach in the Christian liturgical assembly. 

			This is the context in which the early third-century Monarchian didaskaloi stood up and become identifiable out of the mists. It is clear that they, like the Gnostic didaskaloi of the similar time period, also claimed the right to teach around the Christian faith. Since Christianity was the core of their “philosophy,” they did not see the need to respect the claim that episkopoi alone ought to be Christian teachers. Indeed, the increasing stress (in the fourth century) on restricting doctrinal teaching to bishops alone probably emerged from this period as a reaction to the independent (thus less controllable) didaskaloi. So it is, then, that several Christians, especially lay ones, start to appear as teachers in schools (scholae) separate from the liturgical assembly, in the late second century and into the third. Their audience base was probably the increasing number of socially ascendant Christians who wanted an improving education but not one that was steeped in pagan mythology or the camaraderie of cultic meals that often accompanied it. What these teachers had to tell their paying clientele, of course, soon got back to the larger liturgical assemblies and was quickly a matter of wide reportage. Conflicts were inevitable, especially if the more sophisticated and speculative teachings clashed with a more conservative, restricted, intellectual agenda as manifested by a local liturgical president.

			This certainly became the case with the Gnostic teachers and their very early clashes with Christian episkopoi. Our present group of early third-century didaskaloi attracted the global term Monarchian largely because it was a handy term already established in the previous generation (after Tertullian) to compact together thinkers who had already projected monist views. But the ones we know about actually come in two quite different “schools” of thought. Both of them are variations on a common theme of how to sustain devotion to Jesus as divine agent without harming a more fundamental monotheistic imperative. Both trajectories were felt to stretch in radical and alarming ways the more simple biblical faith of the earlier generations. As these teachers pulled the focus more and more sharply and demanded the Christian faith be more exactly articulated, the reaction they caused also pushed forward the agenda of sharpening and clarifying and seeking a more specific, universally recognized semantic for the faith of the international communities, a koine or common tongue, as it were, for the “catholic” communities.189 

			This step-by-step, unwanted zig-zag advance, as if two people had accidentally tied their right shoelaces together, is something that became characteristic of the later formative centuries of the church: clashing teaching from speculative schoolrooms sharpened the articulation of the larger Christian consensus. It is a pattern that was soon phrased as heresy sharpening orthodox responses, and thus in a real sense it determined what orthodox formularies would be, for by and large it is a conflict that set the intellectual agenda of the early centuries and the narrow terms of reference of the early conflicts that have to be represented (embraced and encompassed) by the orthodox answers. This dialectic of heresy-orthodoxy might have made it no longer possible to presume and prove the idea of a universal harmony of ancient times now challenged by a few reckless dissidents (though this remained forever a favorite theme of the orthodox), but it did push the idea of universal consensus to the fore in a very conscious way, by no means invalidating it. If the universality was no longer to be that of a presumed geographical conformity,190 then it emerged instead as a qualitative accuracy: what has been held and passed on regarding the core elements of the faith. This form of “catholicism” as qualitative discernment became a most important quality-control mechanism for the mainline church in assessing schools of thought and controversies until the middle of the fourth century, when a larger complex of formal mechanisms to establish and protect orthodox teaching were put in place. The Gnostic and Monarchian didaskaloi, therefore, were not just significant for what they had to say individually but also for how they serve to set in place this odd, rhythmical relationship between heresy and orthodoxy as a process of the development of Christian doctrine.

			The first group of Monarchian teachers to consider were the so-called modalists. Apart from Tertullian’s straw man, Praxeas, they are represented by those whom Tertullian called Patripassians: “those who made the Father suffer” in the sense that they so confused the persons of the Trinity that the Son was also the Father and the Spirit. From this Tertullian derived the “implication” of their school that the Father suffered on the cross. This manner of logically deriving idiotic results from the premises of one’s opponents (however fair or unfair it was) was a standard form of ancient philosophical apologetics. The more ridiculous the conclusions you could deduce, the clearer you could make the point that there was something radically wrong with the core teachings. Tertullian set the argument in this way, of course, to make the idea of the Father suffering theologically repugnant to every Christian who heard it.

			The teacher who can be first associated with this theological tendency to register language about the persons of God as modes of divine being, not substantively distinct realities, was Noetus of Smyrna. From Asia Minor his school transferred to Rome, where in the early part of the third century it gained some purchase with the teachings of Epigonus, Cleomenes, and Sabellius. It is the latter who, ever after, found his name attached to it as the heresy of Sabellianism. Noetus, active in the latter part of the second century, was the teacher who served as the foil of the Logos theologian Hippolytus of Rome, who gives us most of our information about him.191 Noetus was opposed, at an early stage, by a body of presbyters in Smyrna, giving one of the earliest concrete indications of the clash between theological didaskaloi and liturgical presidents. Twice they summoned him to account for his conflation of the Father and the Son, and on the second time they expelled him from the eucharistic community, at which point (Hippolytus says) he set up a separate school. One imagines he already had a school, but after his excommunication he set it up in rivalry to the Smyrna church, at which point, as far as Hippolytus is concerned, it then emerged into the light as a heresy as such, whereas before that it was merely a mistaken idea. When Noetus demanded to know from the presbyters why they objected to his glorifying Christ as the one God, they replied by citing the (baptismal) creed as a way of exegeting monotheism in distinction: “We too, in truth, know but one God. We know Christ. We know that the Son suffered even as Christ suffered, and died even as he died, and rose again on the third day, and is at the right hand of the Father, and shall come to judge the living and the dead. And these things which we have learned, we also teach.”192 

			Noetus seems to have made his foundation of all theology the concept of the unicity of God as taught in the Scripture: “You shall have no other God beside me” and also “I am the first and the last, and besides me there is no other” (Ex 3:6; 20:3; Is 44:6). Hippolytus quotes Noetus as deducing from this, “If I, therefore, acknowledge Christ to be God, he must be the very Father if he is God at all. And if Christ suffered, since he was God; consequently the Father must have suffered, for Christ was the Father himself.”193 Noetus made the claim that Christ was divine and personally the suffering God so as to be able to explain how his suffering was salvific and redemptive: having a divine value as exemplarist and liberative. Hippolytus complains against him that he has been immensely selective in his choice of scriptural passages, assuming that monist unicity is the only mode of unity possible.

			Hippolytus, judging from numerous fragmentary remains of his exegesis, was probably the most important biblical thinker of this era, with the exception of Irenaeus and later Origen. His chief anti-Monarchian point is that the “principle” of monism is being used against the common-sense flow of the meaning of scriptural passages that speak of the Son and Spirit as distinct persons in the plan of salvation. In Contra Noetum 4 he accuses the Monarchian school of consistently quoting the Bible passages out of context. “In this way they mutilate Scripture,” he complains. His reply is based on the plain sense of the word, but as seen in the context of the economy of salvation:

			It is of the Son that the Father says, “I have raised him up in righteousness.” And that the Father did raise up his Son in righteousness, the apostle Paul also bears witness, saying, “But if the Spirit of him who raised up Christ Jesus from the dead dwell in you, he who raised up Christ Jesus from the dead shall also quicken your mortal bodies by his Spirit that dwells within you” [Rom 8:11].194

			Texts such as John 20:17 (“I go to my Father and your Father, my God and your God”), Hippolytus says, make it clear Noetus is teaching “senselessness.” One wonders whether Hippolytus, who clearly has texts of the movement at hand, has missed something of the larger context here: namely whether the Monarchian refuses or not to admit the canonicity of Paul or the Gospel of John at this period. Hippolytus’s larger argument against the school is that they have no sense of the taxonomy of salvation. Taxis is the Greek word for “order” or “process.” Hippolytus introduces as core to his anti-Noetan argument here the idea of the “mystery of the economy” (mysterion tes oikonomias). It will become the central distinction of Christian trinitarianism: God as immanent in his own single being; God as economically reaching out to the creation in his extrapolated distinct persons; singularity of being and power and majesty; plurality of outreach, persons, conditions. He puts it this way: “As far as regards the power, therefore, God is one. But as far as regards the economy there is a threefold manifestation.”195

			Against two other teachers, Beron and Helix, Hippolytus goes further to defend the integrity of the Logos school against the core Monarchian premise that they alone represented a coherence of monotheist theology. He argues here that the Son is at one and the same time infinite God and finite man, supremely powerful, and yet passible.196 One can see why Monarchians might be dissatisfied by this placing of paradox so centrally in the core dogmatic profession. Hippolytus explains that the solution to what seem to be contradictory statements is the context of the economy of salvation. The Word is infinite God in the bosom of the Father, from the Father’s own being, and is thus indivisible from him in power and nature and rank. But when we consider him as Son, the concept refers us to the incarnation. He is sent forth out of the Father as obedient Son to be incarnate within history for the salvation of the world. The birth of the Son from the Father thus teaches the distinction of persons, while the single sameness of divine being and power and honor (given by the Father to the Son) ever maintains the unity of the divine nature.

			Hippolytus had close contact with the Monarchian school of Noetus, for the latter’s close disciple Epigonus brought the school to Rome in the time of Pope Zephyrinus (pope 199–217) and initiated his own disciple Cleomenes to teach there. Hippolytus has little love for Pope Zephyrinus or his successor, Callixtus (pope 218–223), regarding them as “fellow champions of these wicked tenets,” although it is more likely that the two church leaders were conservative “old style” Monarchians, who found more to fault with Logos theologians. For Hippolytus, the popes were at fault for allowing such ideas to gain hold at Rome. For his part, Zephyrinus found Hippolytus’s regularly voiced objections irritating and even accused him of teaching two gods, something that he in turn found immensely annoying.197

			About Sabellius very little is known. None of his works survive even in quoted fragments. He was probably active at Rome in the time of Pope Callixtus. St. Basil the Great said he was a Libyan by birth.198 Be that as it may, he now gives his name to the whole modalist Monarchian position. This is because, following the work of the heresiologists, after the fourth century a heresy had to have a heretic who founded it, and he founded it always as an act of sinful pride. In this way all orthodoxy was attributed to the inspiration of the divine spirit; and all heresy was attributed to the single inspiration of the “father of lies” (Jn 8:44). Finding a heretic in every heresy has now become a central part of the ongoing history of dissident ideas in the church as not simply a history of opinions, but rather an eschatological struggle. Epiphanius suggests that Sabellius’s teaching was a refinement of modalist Monarchianism, taking on board some of the critiques of the Logos thinkers: namely that the names Father, Son, and Spirit were three distinct modes of the being of the single God.199 In other words, they had adopted some aspect of economic salvation theory. The Son died, the Father did not. But Son, Father, and Spirit were not separately substantive realities: they were not three beings so named, but rather three aspects of the same being in different modes of revelation and operation. To Sabellius is sometimes ascribed the earliest use of the term homoousion to denote how God is a single and indivisible reality or substance. Later, in the Arian crisis of the fourth century, this would be a rock lying to hand to throw against the Nicene party, who favored this word in a different context, so as to associate them with reviving an antique and discredited heresy. What seems to have been the base point of Sabellius’s argument, however, was that the modes of God’s revelation were not substantive in themselves. 

			At this point of time, the Christian theologians generally had come nowhere near the clarification of the necessary terms of the theological argument about divine substance and separate “instantiation” of characters. At this period substance (underlying essence or being) and instantiation (concretely real instantiation of that being, qua individual) were actually used as synonyms in Greek. It would not be until the semantic differentiation of ousia and hypostasis (Latin substantia and persona) that this argument could be resolved. Tertullian went a long way toward settling this matter by attributing definitions to the key terms (substantia and persona), but the Greeks took longer to arrive there and always suspected the Latin doctrine of God of being too monist in character. These suspicions would run on into the classical trinitarian debates of the fourth century.

			According to Epiphanius, Sabellius preferred the term prosopon (plural prosopa), “face” or “mask,” to connote the three aspects of God. Like Tertullian, he used the image of the sun and its radiant beams to describe the doctrine of God: the figure or form of the sun itself was the Father; the sun’s radiant heat was like the warmth of the Holy Spirit; the sun’s radiant light was like the Son, who brings illumination. While his opponents clearly stressed his “confusion” of the three “persons” (the Latin term persona being the semantic equivalent of the Greek prosopon) such that it resulted in “obfuscation,” Sabellius was probably more insistent on not making out the divine persons to be substantially separate, yet without having a sufficiently developed concept of how to represent the distinct realities of Father, Son, and Spirit, other than as nominal (and thus “insubstantial”) terms. To have left the central core of Christian theology (doctrine of God) in the domain of the insubstantial was a serious weakness, for it implied the divine being (source and energy of all substantiality) was revealed in insubstantial categories.

			The dynamic school is the other group of Monarchians, so distinguished largely by subsequent systematicians. These are also known as adoptionists. They tended to resolve the problem of the unity and diversity of God with a razor slice through the center of the knot, but from a very different angle from that of the Sabellians. The former wished to elevate Christ as God. Since God was the Father, Christ had to be Father too if he was God. What is prevalent in this is the “high” or divine Christology that motivates it. With the dynamic monarchians, God’s unity and unapproachability cannot be compromised by involving them in the day-to-day goings-on of earthly life. So, they argued, when Christians call Jesus God, they do so by attribution. The supreme Godhead catches up the earthly man Jesus into the ambit of divine energy and fits him for the task of divinely inspired preaching or witnessing. Jesus is divine in the sense of being elevated, or exalted by God: given divinely graced powers and honors, but never God in himself. He can be seen to be adopted by God (hence adoptionism) or given divine graces and powers (hence dynamic modalism) for a time when he acts as revealer of God’s teachings on earth. 

			To the school’s orthodox opponents it was easy enough to seize on the central most objectionable premise and elevate this as the core reason it was a heresy: and that was the basic implication that Jesus of Nazareth was simply a man lifted up by God to perform a holy task. It was a Christology one stage removed from the view of the prophets. However much he was a unique agent of God, the orthodox opponents argued, he was still only a man. From this they derived the term Psilanthropism (the “merely-a-man” school) and used it as a catchall for anyone associated with such tendencies. For this reason several members of this school come to be associated when there was probably no historical link between them originally. The main thinkers here are the two Theodoti at Rome, and especially two Eastern thinkers, the third-century Paul of Samosata and the fourth-century Photinos of Sirmium, whose names (as happened with Sabellius) come to be used as a synopsis of the whole movement and for anyone thereafter who denigrated the full divine stature of Jesus.

			Theodotus the leatherworker was a native of Byzantium (later to be the site of Constantinople).200 Epiphanius recounts that when he arrived in Rome as teacher there, he founded his theological school on a nexus of texts represented by Isaiah 55:3 (“he was a man of sorrows”), Jeremiah 17:9 (“the heart of man is corrupt”), and John 8:40 (“I am a man who told you the truth I heard from God”).201 He is said to have deduced from his reading of the scriptural evidence that Jesus was a most holy human being who was born of a virgin by special dispensation of God the Father; he lived a pure and holy life and was elevated by God as his chosen messenger when the divine power descended on him in a most profound way at his baptism in the Jordan. Adopted into the divine ambit at this moment, Jesus was then able to represent divine graces and divine teachings on earth; but he was essentially a human being, elevated as a chosen and grace-endowed messenger by God’s goodwill and favor. Pope Victor (pope c. 189–199) was moved to censure him as not representing the church’s belief. Hippolytus adds the detail that Theodotus claimed that it was the “higher Christ” that descended on Jesus at his baptism. Only after his reception of the spirit of the Christ was Jesus empowered to perform miracles. Some of Theodotus’s later disciples said that the baptism was the moment of Jesus’ exaltation, while others said it this came after the resurrection. His opponents accused Theodotus of being one of the lapsed who had denied Christ in the persecutions at Rome and who subsequently taught he was a mere man to mitigate his sin of denial. It is difficult to tell how accurate this hostile testimony was.

			Theodotus the banker was a wealthy second-century Roman Christian teacher who was a follower of Theodotus the leatherworker. He and his associate Asclepiades were strong critics of Pope Zephyrinus, accusing him of departing from the “old tradition” of the church that had prevailed until the time of his predecessor, Victor.202 He prepared a bowdlerized edition of the New Testament to demonstrate what he thought the old tradition actually was, according to notes from a book that was drawn up against him at the time and that is referred to by Eusebius.203 His school was said to have had dissensions in it from an early stage, arguing over what exactly it was that comprised the old tradition. His addition to his teacher Theodotus’s school was the emphasis on the Melchizidekian tradition he employs. Here he argues that Melchizidek was a higher divine spirit than Christ, and the heavenly Christ was formed as a lesser image of it, an idea he possibly derived from Hebrews 5:6. Common to all the schools was the sense that Jesus was a human being given an exaltation and so “said to be” lifted up into the Godhead: but nominally so, as a grace, never God in himself or by nature. Most of the ancient critics, because of this human Christology, classified Roman adoptionism as a “Jewish” heresy, associating it with the Ebionite tradition of regarding Jesus as simply a man among men. The adoptionist teachings never seem to have caught the mainstream of Christian belief and seem rather to have attracted a smaller elite and intellectualist group in antiquity. The clashes that brought them to notice were in the larger cities, with bishops censuring local scholars who worked independently of their authority. In later centuries adoptionism became a clichéd concept: Psilanthropism or “mere-man-ism” for orthodox thinkers to use as a brick to throw at all manner of opponents whose theology they found objectionable.

			In the third century the movement gained a brief surge of notoriety once more in the case of Paul of Samosata, a speculative philosophical teacher with powerful political friends who was elevated to the role of local Christian bishop because of his fame as a master of his school. His adoptionist views, once preached from the pulpit, caused the local church quickly to seek international help in ousting him. His views were a more sophisticated form of those of Theodotus and will be considered in the next chapter. But he did not make any large school from among Christian followers and indeed was more useful to the larger mainstream of Christian opinion to help it clarify the reasons for its instinctual dislike of such a Christology. And again, in the fourth-century Arian crisis, to appear to be an adoptionist was an accusation (resurrecting an antique heresy to rule opponents out of order) that was often leveled by the Nicene party against the Arians. At that stage bishop Photinos of Sirmium was haled as a resurrecter of ancient adoptionism, and the movement was then renamed as Photinianism.204 One of the weaknesses of the adoptionist position is that it accounts well enough for Jesus’ authentic doctrine, and satisfactorily for his miracles of exorcism and healing, but is less than useful for explaining his dramatic acts of salvation in his cross and resurrection: how they could possibly have salvific power to forgive sins and cleanse the world. In the adoptionist scheme the resurrection appears simply, and reductively, as a reward to Jesus for fidelity, rather than being faithful to the New Testament manner of seeing it as the dawning of the covenant of the new age as forged in the salvific passion.

			As with the Gnostic schools, the Monarchianist-Logos clash opens up for us one of the most important intellectual crises of the late second and early third centuries and serves as our bridge into the issues of that important period of consolidation for a more global sense of Christian orthodoxy in terms of commonly agreed doctrines. We shall follow up that era more fully in the following chapter. It was a century that, compared to the one that preceded it, can certainly be called “a coming of age.”

			The anti-Monarchian early Logos school. Justin Martyr (d. c. 165). Justin is one of the few second-century masters of the numerous schools of paideia who did not become classed as a dissident, and indeed he set himself to be a champion of Christian theology against its intellectual critics. He was from early times classed as one of the leading Christian apologists, that group of earliest authorities whose works the church held up as examples of useful dialectical theology (and hence was willing to reproduce across the generations until they assumed the status of classics). Because of this his work has been preserved and archived as a highly important witness to the ordinary life, theology, and worship of the church in the second century. 

			Justin was a Palestinian from Nablus. He seems to have been a pagan who made a restless tour of the various philosophical schools (he speaks of Stoics, Peripatetics, Pythagoreans, and Platonists) until as a mature adult, in about the year 132, he discovered the teachings of the Christians through an encounter with an old sage. This didaskalos became a mentor of his and represented to him the Christian doctrines as the fulfilment of all the aspirations of the ancient world’s many seekers after truth. Thereafter Justin became a fervent convert, and even after his baptism he continued to wear the philosopher’s cloak in church and outside it, the sign of the sophist-rhetorician; and so garbed he began to teach Christianity alongside the other itinerant sages typically found in the agora of the ancient Hellenistic cities. He was explicitly saying (a thing that must have struck many Christians of the time as a novel idea) that his new religion was a coherent philosophy. He had been deeply impressed by the courage he had seen from Christians who held to their wisdom and way of life (a good enough definition of a philosophy, one supposes) despite any threat to their lives. He records how his old sage showed him the meaning of the Old Testament texts and their fulfillment in the life and teachings of Jesus. Justin describes the experience in words reminiscent of the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Lk 24:32): “Immediately a fire was kindled in my heart . . . and I embraced Christianity as the only safe and wholesome philosophy.”205

			Justin moved to Ephesus around 135, during the time of the Bar Kokhba revolt, and engaged in debate with a Jewish rabbi named Trypho, who wished to impress on Justin the errors of his interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures. The dialogue, a public disputation lasting over two days, was later written up by Justin in a literary form and became one of the first opportunities to address why Christian exegesis departed from early rabbinic styles; the matter, of course, centering on the un­relenting christocentric focus of how the church read the Bible. Fulfillment of prophecies is a recurring and strong argument that Justin brings forward for the defense of Christian doctrines, both in the Dialogue and his Apologies, and he marshals his evidences to present a heavy database, probably representing the manner of literary process that was customary in his schoolroom. Justin then traveled on to open a school at Rome, where the Syrian Christian Tatian was one of his pupils.206 

			Justin flourished during the reign of Emperor Antoninus Pius (138–161), publishing The First Apology (c. 155) to make a case for the defense of Christians being persecuted by unjust laws. At this time he also published an account of his Ephesian debate, titled A Dialogue with Trypho the Jew. Soon after Marcus Aurelius assumed imperial power (161), Justin issued a Second Apology addressed to the senate of Rome. It is thought (from his references to the jealous rivalry of his enemies) that one of his philosophical rivals, the Cynic sophist Crescens, denounced him to the prefect of Rome, Junius Rusticus (163–167), along with several of his students. When they refused to offer sacrifice, they were scourged and beheaded. The record of their trial was taken down by eyewitnesses and still survives.

			Justin is one of the most intellectual of the group of Christian apologists.207 He not only refuted the usual charges made against the earliest Christians (immorality, seditious intent, hatred of humanity) but also set out to show to open-minded hearers the essential character of the new movement. He describes the church as the community of those devoted to the Logos, or reason of God. The creative Logos had put a germinative seed of truth (Logos spermatikos) in all human hearts as their deepest conscience and religious instinct, and, in the person of Jesus, the supreme Logos had personally incarnated within history to reconcile all lovers of the truth in a single school of divine sophistry, designed to bring all men and women of good faith into the common affirmation of truth. For Justin, Christianity is therefore the summation and fulfillment of all prior human searching for truth (both pagan and Jewish). Christians are monotheists and believe that the Logos is God, in second place to the supreme God. His ideas about the relationship between the supreme God and the divine Logos are heavily colored by subordinationism, which is how he maintains the duality within the framework of monotheism. His treatise Dialogue with Trypho is one of the first texts to advance the argument (one that soon became a dominant motif among Christians) that the Christian Gentiles were elected as the “new Israel.” Justin approaches and interprets the Old Testament in a thoroughly christological and Logos-centric way. His First Apology is one of the earliest and most authoritative accounts of the primitive Christian liturgies of baptism and Eucharist, all the more precious because it seems that many bishops of the same period did not wish to speak publicly of the celebration of these sacred mysteries. Justin gives us, as it were, the lay view of what went on and what it meant, as if explaining it to a non-Christian friend in church. 

			Justin’s intellectual confidence began a much more open trend among Christian thinkers to believe they could adopt Jewish theology and Hellenistic philosophical wisdom in a judiciously balanced manner to serve as a vehicle for Christian preaching. The fear of Greek thought and terminology that the Gnostic teachers had spread among many in the church was allayed by the success of Justin’s work, conducted in a spirit of faithful and orthodox confession. His martyr’s death also sealed his reputation positively for future generations. To this extent he was an important bridge between the exegetically based theologians, the Logos thinkers, and the cosmological-­metaphysical teachers. The reconciliation of all of them was to occur in the mid-third century with Origen of Alexandria. But Justin, Hippolytus, and Irenaeus proved to be important stepping stones to that ultimate resolution that set the term for Christian theologians to be much more expert synthesists than they had hitherto been. This openhearted confidence of Justin can be clearly seen in a distinctive passage from his Second Apology:

			I confess that I am proud to be called a Christian, and with all my strength I strive to be one. Not because the teachings of Plato are so different from those of Christ but rather because they are not in all respects similar. The same is true with regard to all the others; the Stoics, the poets, and historians. For each man among them spoke well according to the degree that each one had a share in the spermatic Logos, and so could recognize all that pertained to it [Logos]. But the [teachers] who contradicted themselves on the more important points appear not to have possessed that heavenly wisdom and the knowledge that cannot be refuted. And so, whatever correct teachings all men have promulgated, these are the property of us Christians. For next to God, we worship and love the Logos who is from the unbegotten and ineffable God, since he also became man for our sakes, so that, becoming a partaker of our sufferings, he might even bring us healing.208

			Tertullian (c. 155–220). Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus (Tertullian) was another leading member of the early Logos school and is perhaps its greatest literary advocate. He was also one of the finest Latin apologists the early church produced, as well as one of the best early systematicians. His work in apologetics led him to take on the might of the Roman legal machinery, which was then being applied violently in state persecutions that had classified all manner of Christian religion as illicit and had thus attached fixed state penalties of treason against it. He writes passionately and with powerful élan (often in a most pugnacious way). His style and cultural rigorism can put off modern readers, and his tirades against the immodesty of women in church (dress codes and so on) have led to his being the early Christian theologian modern feminists most deeply despise. He is a man of his time in maintaining the patriarchal bias of the Roman household code. But, even so, his intellectual insights gave the early church a profound basis for future development. In his legal fights with Roman authority he elevates the issue of how justice must take precedence in law, because law is the servant of justice, not the other way around. It is an idea the world still has not fully absorbed, it might seem. And he is a dramatic defender of religious freedom: “It is the right of every human being to choose their own religion.”209 In his systematic reflections on Trinity, Christology, and salvation theory, he established the terms of much of the earliest Latin theological vocabulary of Christians. 

			Later in life he apparently moved to join the Montanist movement in Carthage and became a stout defender of a group that was increasingly being sidelined. His rigorism seems to have been exacerbated by this move. He eventually defended the position that it was not right for a Christian to try to avoid a martyr’s death, even by fleeing from the authorities. Despite this, Tertullian’s reputation as one of the founding minds of orthodox Latin theology was maintained by all his Latin literary successors in the church, including Cyprian, Lactantius, and Augustine. His great work, the Apologeticum (Apology), even when the old social conditions no longer applied to a now imperially protected Christianity, stood as a monument to them of how noble his spirit had been and how trenchant his criticism of pagan society.210

			Tertullian was the son of a pagan centurion serving in Roman Africa and as a young man pursued a successful legal career at Rome.211 In middle age (circa 193) he was converted to Christianity, probably in Carthage. The courage of the Christian martyrs seemed to have deeply impressed itself on him: “Everyone in the face of such prodigious endurance,” he writes, “feels himself struck as if by doubt and ardently longs to find out what there is at the root of all this. From the moment that he discovers the truth, he straightway embraces it himself.”212 Jerome, in the fifth century, is the sole witness who says he eventually became a presbyter, but the extent of his subsequent teaching ministry between 195 and 220 and the intimate knowledge of church processes he demonstrates make it not unlikely.213 His knowledge of both Latin and Greek enabled him to make a study of the international Christian tradition: a factor that enriches his work and also served to tie together the Greek and Latin Christian intellectual tradition at a crucial period. His style in apologetic is terse and often relies on caricature and ridicule (a standard element of law-room argument in his day). It is not usually safe to deduce his opponents’ real positions from Tertullian’s way of dragging them around the intellectual arena to show their ridiculous “conclusions.” Sometimes his preference for the terse aphorism leads to aspects of his thought having an unnecessary obscurity. A later Latin commentator criticizes his style in this regard.214 

			But when he was not engaging in an explicit denunciation (of foes outside or inside the church), Tertullian regularly shows himself to be a deeply reflective theologian. Like many other great orators, he had a gift for the telling summative phrase, and many of his aphorisms still have resonance in the church. Warning the pagan authorities that their persecution policy was futile, he famously said, “The blood of martyrs is seed [for the church].” Speaking of the mystery of why God would reveal himself in the crucified and resurrected Christ, he argued back against detractors who were trying to ridicule Christian faith as “wholly unbelievable”: “I believe it precisely because it is absurd,” implying that God’s truth is not to be judged on the standards of human, linear logic.215 Again, scornfully dismissing the ridicule of contemporary philosophers, he replied with a wholesale sweep of his own arm: “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” And in his treatise On the Witness of the Soul, where he argued that natural life is an instinctual witness to the divine presence, he made a bold apologetic statement that has given rise to generations of Christian reflection on the gospel as the root of culture, saying, “The soul is naturally Christian” (anima naturaliter christiana). In this work he demands that the sophistries of philosophers must give way before the simple and unadorned truths of the witness of a human conscience:

			I appeal to you, soul, but not when you are belching forth sophistries in the style of a schoolmaster, or a person trained in libraries, or fed in Attic academies and porticoes. No, I address you [soul] as simple, untutored, uncultured, and unlearned: qualities they have who have only you as their possession: that very experience of the road, the street, the workshop, all integral. It is your very inexperience I want, since no one seems to have any confidence in your so small experience. But what I expect from you is those very qualities that you yourself introduce into a man, and which you know either out of yourself, or from your Author.216

			A lot of his fierce intellectual freedom and boldness derived from his passionate desire to find the truth, tell it, and expose the false claimants to truth. To this extent his motto was veritas non erubescit nisi solummodo abscondi: “Truth will blush for one reason only: when it is hidden away.”217 He constantly advocates truth telling but sees its results as generally fatal for the truth teller. It is the truth that stirs up the hatred of demons for the church and moves them to move the wicked to assassinate the Christian as a witness to truth. “Truth,” Tertullian says, “persuades by teaching, but does not teach by persuading.”218

			Tertullian enriched the Latin theological literature by his knowledge of ecclesiastical customs and controversies from the East, not least by raising the Logos theology to prominence in his theological schema. He was an early and caustic critic of the Monarchian movement at a time when it was held to by some of the Roman leaders as a “safe conservatism.” From around 205 his writings show an increasing respect for Montanist ideas, but the style of Montanism as it was then influential in North Africa was a much moderated form of the original Asia Minor movement, and there is no clear indication that he ever broke from the catholic community. His major works include the Apology (written c. 197), in which he makes a passionate appeal for legal toleration of Christianity. In a series of moral works addressed to Christians (On Attending the Theater, On Military Service, On Idolatry, On Penance) he severely warns them of the dangers of assimilation to the corrupt standards of contemporary pagan society and warns against adopting a military profession (largely because of the requirement to worship the imperial genius, though also with a conviction that such a life is contrary to the irenic gospel).

			He wrote a work arguing (from the legal principle of prescription as a “preliminary ruling out of order” of certain arguments offered to a court) that heresies could not be considered part of the Christian world at all (On the Prescription of Heretics). He followed Irenaeus in setting the principle of the apostolic succession as the proof of where catholic Christianity resided de facto. It was to have the effect of massively reinforcing the importance of catholic (that is, “international”) orthodoxy in the definition of the church. He composed a series of works attacking the ideas of the Gnostics and Marcion (Against Marcion, Against Hermogenes, On the Resurrection of the Dead, On the Flesh of Christ), taking up the central theme that Christ’s incarnation was a true physical reality that vindicated the goodness of the material world and gave the promise of true resurrection to believers. Much of his knowledge of the Gnostic systems derives from Irenaeus and the lost works of Justin, Miltiades, and Proculus, but in his preface and early chapters he gives an overview that is distinctively his own, that the varieties and divergences of Gnostic systems demonstrate the constant characteristic of all human sophistries: arrogant speculation into mysteries beyond their capacity and wide wandering away from the truth as a result.

			His major attack (Against Praxeas) on the Monarchians is addressed to a certain Praxeas (or “Busybody”). This is probably not a real name but might conceivably be an ironic way of ridiculing Pope Callixtus of Rome, his contemporary, whom Hippolytus (a Logos theologian he greatly respected) had also accused of Monarchianism. In this work Tertullian sets out the foundations for what would become the Latin doctrine of the Trinity. He demonstrates how modalism is unscriptural, despite its protestations to be biblically anterior to Logos theology, and he sets out to explain how the Word and Spirit emanate as distinct persons (personae) from the Father, all possessing the same nature (natura). His approach to Christology understood natures in the sense of legal possessions, which set Latin thought on long path: Christ possesses two natures but is only one person.

			Tertullian’s treatise Adversus Judaeos is a record he made of a daylong disputation between a Christian convert and a Jewish proselyte in North Africa.219 He felt that the argument had confused more things than it had clarified, so he determined to make a written investigation and set down conclusions for the church. In this work he sets a tone of radical separationism that had immense influence over later Latin thinking about Judaism. The Jewish people, he argues, rejected God in rejecting his Christ, and thus rejected his grace, thereby departing from it. Because of this the Old Testament no longer has any force and must only be interpreted spiritually, not literally, by the church, who has inherited it as of right, since the Gentiles were called by God as his new chosen. Jewish law does not have any spiritual precedence anyway. The primordial law was already given by God to all humankind, enacted for Adam and Eve in paradise, and this “natural law” of God inscribed invisibly in human hearts is the divine basis from which all other laws derived, including that of the Jews. The written Torah prescripts were inferior to it. Circumcision, sabbath observance, and sacrificial cult have all been abolished, and the law of retaliation has fallen before the love of mutual love. The true priest of the new sacrifice is Christ. The treatise ends with proofs of the Lord’s coming foretold in the prophets, using arguments he quarried mainly from Justin Martyr.

			Tertullian’s treatise On Baptism gives interesting illumination about early third-century liturgical practice. He clearly dislikes infant baptism, which was becoming more common. His work On the Soul introduces the idea of Traducianism, the concept that the soul was handed down along with all other aspects of life (color of eyes and so on) from parent to child. It was a door that led to the concept of the transmission of “original sin” like a stain of guilt permeating the race. It would be developed significantly by another African theologian, Augustine, in his later argument with Pelagius, and the idea would come to cast a certain pessimistic shadow over all subsequent Latin thought. In his final years the renewed interest in eschatology and an increasing strain of rigorism mark what have been called Tertullian’s “Montanist”-period works (On Monogamy, Exhortation to Chastity, On Fasting, On Modesty). This latter treatise was written circa 200 in anger at the bishop of Carthage’s intention (like that of Pope Callixtus) to allow even the forgiveness of serious sexual sins to lapsed Christians as part of the developing system of Christian penance, meant to deal with the large number of lapses following after the age of persecutions.

			Hippolytus (c. 170–235). Hippolytus is another, and significant, Logos theologian, though one less speculatively important compared with Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, or Origen, who were more masterly systematists in the range of their thinking. By comparison Hippolytus is more of a churchman: interested in matters of polity and liturgy, and a controversialist who sees in philosophy more a source of many errors than a microsystem of ideas that could be pressed into ecclesial service. He was a rhetorician, perhaps, more than a philosopher per se, a leading presbyter of the Roman church, though he was, quite possibly, like other great intellectuals in Rome in this era, a migrant from the East. His mastery of the Greek language and his intimate knowledge of the doctrine of the mystery religions all point to a specialist religious knowledge of long standing. He straddles the second to third century and is a significant weather­vane of what kind of theological concerns would mark the church of the next century. His international renown was such that the great Origen traveled to Rome to hear him lecture. Several Eastern sources describe him as the bishop of Rome. If this is accurate, he must have broken away from the communion of Pope Zephyrinus (198–217), or (more likely) Callixtus (217–222), whom Hippolytus regarded as doctrinally dubious for his Monarchianism and morally lax for his relaxation of canonical strictures against public sinners and his revision of the marriage laws. 

			It is often thought that Hippolytus thus became one of the first antipopes. Because of this history, and also because he wrote in Greek (common among the theologians of Rome at that period), his reputation and his text tradition suffered neglect until the modern era.220 Compared to Tertullian, for example, he was more or less overlooked. The early Roman tradition was that both Hippolytus and Pope Pontianus (230–235) were arrested in 235 and condemned to be worked to death in the salt mines of Sardinia (the “island of death,” as the church called it). In their exile they were reconciled, and Pope Fabian (236–250) had both their bodies brought back to Rome as revered martyrs and located them in the cemetery on the Via Tiburtina. In 1551 excavations in the same area brought to light a statue of Hippolytus as rhetor and teacher, prepared in his own lifetime, which is now in the Vatican museum collections. It has engraved on the back of the base his Paschal table and a list of his opera. 

			His chief work (though a minority does not attribute it to him) was the Philosophoumena (or Refutation of All Heresies), which derives all Christian heresies from the corruption of mystery religions or Hellenistic philosophy prioritized over the gospel.221 Hippolytus here depends on Irenaeus’s Adversus Haereses for much of his knowledge of the Gnostic systems, but he also seems to have access of his own to other Gnostic literature, and of course he forms his own opinions, which makes him a distinct and valuable witness as to what the Gnostic movement was about. Like Irenaeus, Hippolytus elevates the church’s scriptural tradition, historically rooted, and the tradition of its teacher-saints (apostolic tradition) as the main arguments to offset Gnostic speculations claiming to represent Christian traditions. He tells his readers in the prologue that his work will require extensive research to investigate the origins of the various theses, but that he will demonstrate convincingly that in each instance of the heresies he will discuss the various philosophers have advanced their own theories, not the tradition of the church. He lists some thirty-three variations of Gnostic school and relates each one to the type of Greek philosophical schools he has outlined in his preamble in the first book. His books five through nine are regarded as the most distinctive and personal part of his writing.

			A short work titled Syntagma (also known as Against All Heresies) is lost but seems to have been a source for Tertullian’s work De Praescriptione and is perhaps summarized in chapters forty-eight through fifty-three of the latter. Epiphanius made a wide use of Hippolytus’s original in his own work on a similar theme (Panarion). The doctrinal work On the Antichrist has survived intact. It was composed around the year 200 and addressed to a certain Theophilus.222 It is a text written with the book of Revelation in mind and standing at an angle to it. Many members of the Christian congregations at Rome were highly eschatologically conscious at this period of persecutional savagery. Politically expressed, their eschatology often equated Roman imperial power with the antichrist’s arrival (most recently with Septimius Severus’s persecution). Hippolytus shows a careful reading of the texts to argue (from the book of Daniel) that Rome is only the fourth power described in Daniel’s vision, and so the antichrist is still to appear in the future. His Chronicle, or universal history of the world, subsequently argued there were at least two hundred more years to go before the expiry of the determined six thousand years of the creation. Later Hippolytus wrote a specific Commentary on Daniel (surviving complete in its medieval Slavonic edition), which refers back to this work. He shows himself to be an Alexandrian in his allegorical style of interpretation, though significantly less mystically profound than his younger contemporary Origen. He takes the story of Susanna in the garden, spied on by two lecherous elders who try to seduce her under a compulsion of fear, as an allegory of how two peoples, the Roman pagans and the Jews, have consistently tried to lead the pure maiden church astray from her paradise of being with her husband (Joachim-Christ): 

			For when the two peoples conspire to destroy any of the saints, they watch for a suitable time and then enter the house of God and seize some of them and drag them off and imprison them and say repeatedly: Come and agree with us and worship our gods. But if not, we shall bear witness against you. And when they refuse, they drag them before the court and accuse them of acting contrary to the decrees of Caesar and condemn them to death.223 

			His extant Commentary on the Song of Songs seems to be a collation of church homilies he gave.224 It follows the same lines as Origen would in his own masterwork. The king in the song stands for Christ, and the bride is the church. The image also doubles as an allegory of the love between the Logos and the individual soul, which God loves and to which he gives the inherent desire to long for him. St. Ambrose used Hippolytus’s work in his own exposition of Psalm 118. The idea launched a whole tradition of Western medieval mystical devotion. Hippolytus’s other biblical writings, such as Benedictions of Moses and Benedictions of Isaac and Jacob, are also extant.

			Hippolytus also composed a highly influential Apostolic Tradition, a discussion of how the community’s worship ought to be conducted, with examples of liturgical prayers that the presiding bishop ought to offer. It marks the moment when presiding bishop-presbyters were moving away from spontaneous prayer in the sacraments to standardized ritual forms. Scholars have recently been able to abstract this writing from the various later liturgical collections in which it was incorporated. It now stands as one of the earliest and most important sources for knowledge of early Christian ordination rituals, the ordering of various ministries, the catechumenate, baptism, and the praxis of the early Eucharist. An excerpt from the baptismal ritual is given in the reader at the end of this chapter. In the description of the immersion ritual one sees how the entire creedal structure of the Roman church of his day is passed on almost accidentally. As a theologian Hippolytus stood for a vision of the church as the community of the pure elect and strongly resisted the trend he deplored in Callixtus, to advance a theology of reconciliation (a pastoral polity of a church of sinners following the path of repentance).

			Hippolytus’s attack on Sabellian Christology as represented by the Symrnaean teacher of Christian philosophy Noetus (Contra Noetum) served not only to isolate this tradition of Christology and marginalize it but also to set out the major parameters of the Logos school’s development. The Contra Noetum has caused controversy as to whether it was originally part of a previous work (Tillemont says a fragment of the Syntagma)225 or a freestanding treatise (as Butterworth convincingly argues) that is simply another of those works not listed in the extant table of Hippolytus’s opera.226 This work is in diatribe style and falls into two parts. The first refutes Noetus of Smyrna’s version of Monarchianism as a fallacious “common-sense” view of Scriptures. The second goes on to expound the personal distinction of the divine Logos from the Father on the basis of biblical exegesis, being careful to show how the very texts Noetus relies on are capable of significantly different interpretation. Discussing the favored Monarchian “proof-text” from John, Hippolytus says,

			If, again, Noetus alleges his [Christ’s] own teaching when he said, “I and the Father are one,” let him attend to the facts and learn that he did not say “I and the Father am one” but said rather “are one.” For the word are is never spoken in reference to one person only, but here it refers to two persons and one power. [The Lord] has himself made this clear, when he spoke to his Father concerning the disciples, “The glory which you gave me I have given them, that they may be one, even as we are one: I in them, and you in me, that they may be made perfect in one; that the world may know that you have sent me.”227

			Like the earlier apologists (such as Theophilus of Antioch), Hippolytus argues that the Logos was emitted from God the Father to serve the purpose of creating the material order and for its salvation in latter days.228 The Logos was at first immanent in the Divine Monad, then became the emitted Word in the process of creation, and finally was the incarnate Word in the economy of salvation.229 The Logos is “God from God” (theos hyparchon ek theou), in which terminology he predates the Nicene Creed by a century.230 The Logos is the very expression (revelation) of the un­approachable and infinite and unknowable God, who by nature (in his immanent being) resists the approach of all creation; and thus the Logos is the high priest of the creation, its mediator before the Godhead. The Word is distinct from the Father but is not a second god alongside the Father, for there is but one single power of the divinity: and it is in the Word from the Father.

			Hippolytus goes on also to discuss the distinct roles the three persons of the Trinity continue to play in the process of salvation. Both of these major ideas, the Logos as revelatory high priest of creation and the Trinity as the economic revelation of the immanent life of God, would be developed extensively in the centuries to follow. Hippolytus’s relatively undeveloped sense of the significance of the Holy Spirit (it led to an accusation from Pope Callixtus of his being a ditheist) and his lack of precision (as compared to Tertullian, or later Origen, for example) show a significant thinker standing at a very early stage of the rise of trinitarian controversies at Rome.231 This lack of semantic precision in his work was a key factor in making him a theologian who was held in reverence more for things other than his dogmatic construct in later generations.

			Nevertheless, in his spacious understanding of soteriology, Hippolytus follows Irenaeus’s concept of salvation as recapitulation (anakephalaiosis), whereby Christ assumes flesh to reverse the damage caused by Adam and restore immortality to the human race. This would be taken up throughout the third century by Origen and his followers and run on into the fourth century mainline patristic tradition to become the dominant strand of all Logos theology: a theme and emphasis that we might thereby characterize as dynamic soteriological incarnationalism. Photius, the Byzantine early medieval scholar who had read some of his lost work, says explicitly that Hippolytus was a disciple of Irenaeus.232

			Novatian of Rome (c. 200–258). With Novatian we come decidedly into the third century, but in many respects he is already an antique figure within that century, as compared, let us say, with Clement of Alexandria and Origen. Novatian continues the older tradition of Hippolytus as a Logos theologian; and in this respect his treatise On the Trinity is most revealing and deserving of attention, but even so very clearly a work that shows its mind was on the relation of the Son and Father rather than on the issue of the Trinity as such. The pneumatology is still relatively embryonic and understated. In his life story Novatian was as much as controversial character as Hippolytus seems to have been before him, but this time we have much more data recorded about Novatian. He was said to have been a disciple of Hippolytus who was baptized on his sickbed by aspersion, not immersion (then regarded as an impediment to orders). He later rose to prominence in the Roman church and was elevated to the presbyterate, but is then said (by Cornelius, his chief rival, who assumed the papal office and was a very hostile witness) to have been disappointed not to have been elected to the vacant papacy and so started a rival movement at Rome by soliciting ordination from some Italian suffragan bishops as a papal claimant. Cornelius, who was a distinguished Roman aristocrat and seemed to have commanded the large majority of the Roman church throughout Italy, regarded his rival as a treacherous schismatic.233

			Novatian positioned his school as a defense of ancient traditions and rigorous standards: a rigorism that gave no opening to the growing sense of pastoral accommodation to sins and lapses that had previously been regarded as meriting no postbaptismal forgiveness at Rome. The rigorist school he represented endured for many generations after him. Even in the fifth century the historian Socrates has a lingering respect for the conservative Novatianists he knew in the region around Constantinople. Even so, Novatian was the first theologian at Rome to write in Latin. In his De Trinitate, which he wrote before 250, he is conscious of Tertullian’s Adversus Praxean, but he adds to the tradition and is one of the first theologians to demonstrate an advance by careful reading of predecessors: a conscious development of a literary tradition, something that would become a norm for theologians of the next century.234 His prose is elegant, and his level of reflection is deep. He tries to systematize the work of the main thinkers before him in regard to the central doctrine of God (Theophilus, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, and Tertullian). He approaches the idea through the three cardinal clauses of the Roman baptismal creed: belief in God the sole Creator of heaven and earth (chaps. 1-8); the confession of faith in the divine Son, present to the world in two natures united together (chaps. 9-28); and the life and work of the Holy Spirit within the church, raising gifts of spiritual graces within the bride of Christ (chap. 29). In his christological section Novatian sums up the dissident teachings of the Docetics, Ebionites, adoptionists, Monarchians, and modalists and argues against them. He concludes the work (chaps. 30-31) demonstrating the unity of the Godhead and how the divinity of the Son does not weaken that essential oneness. 

			Novatian seems to wish to make a bridge in his theology between the Monarchians and the adoptionists. He therefore carefully avoids the word Trinity (trias), which his predecessors in the Logos school had used, and stresses the divine unity, laying emphasis too on the subordination of the Son to the Father and that of the Spirit to the Son.235 Following Tertullian, Novatian calls the Son “the second person after the Father” (secundam post patrem personam) but does not follow his mentor in designating the Spirit tertiam personam, which Tertullian had done quite clearly.236 For Novatian the Son is divine, but less than the Father, who is his origin and who alone is without origin: “He proceeded from the Father, at whose will all things were made, as most truly God proceeding from God, constituting the second person after the Father, as the Son, but never robbing the Father of the unity of the Godhead.” The divine unity is preserved by the complete submission of the Son to the divine will of the Father—ideas that found their resurgence a century later in some of the Arian thinkers. For Novatian the divinity of the Son is a “received one,” which in a sense runs back to its source: the oneness of the divinity of the Father:

			Thus all things are placed under his feet and delivered to him [the Son] who is God; and the Son acknowledges that all things are in subjection to him as a gift from the Father. In this way he refers back to the Father the entire authority of the Godhead. The Father is thereby shown to be the one God, true and eternal; because from him alone does this power of divinity issue; and though it is transmitted to the Son and centered on him, it runs its course back to the Father through their communality of substance. Thus the Son is shown to be God, since divinity is manifestly delivered and granted to him; yet equally the Father is here proven to be the one God, since step by step the selfsame majesty and Godhead, like a wave folding back on itself, is sent forth from the very Son and returns to find its way back to the Father who first gave it.237

			So he gives a fine presentation of the economy of salvation in the Trinity but weakens some of the force of his Logos theology predecessors by regarding the Son’s divinity as almost an imputed energeia. 

			His pneumatology similarly approaches the Spirit as the source of divine grace, the distributor of prophecy, holiness, miracles, virginity, and martyrdom in the church—virtues and charisms that make it shine as the bride of Christ in the world:

			[The Spirit] makes the church of the Lord perfect and complete in all places and in all respects. In apostles he gives witness to Christ. In martyrs he shows the unyielding faith of religion. In the breast of virgins he locks the wondrous continence of a sealed chastity, and in the rest of humankind he protects the laws of the Lord’s doctrine, keeping them incorrupt and unspoiled. He it is who destroys heretics, corrects the errant, convinces the faithless, exposes imposters, and corrects the wicked. He keeps the church incorrupt and inviolate in the sanctity of perpetual virginity and truth.238

			In theologizing about the union of natures in Christ, Novatian sets out, in addition to Tertullian’s terms based on the possession and correlation of two natures, graphic terms of union such as concretio permixta, conjunction of Word and flesh, and concordance (concordia) of divinity and humility. 239 He also speaks of an incarnation into kenosis as an economy (disposition) for salvation. In his work we can at once see how much Logos theology needs to refine its thinking and at the same time how much it has clarified its reflections considering the work of intellectuals from the beginning of the century. The great thinkers of the third century, particularly Origen, took the story to much more precise heights based on the work of their predecessors.

			
Early Orthodoxies and Heterodoxies

			The range of teachings and commentators across the second century is almost bewildering. Tantalizing, too, since we have always a sense that we never quite know enough of the larger context to their thought. There seems already a significant distance at work between the Semitic idioms and sophianic Torah teachings that are witnessed in Jesus own’ midrash and haggadic interpretations of Scripture in the Gospels, and idioms of Hellenistic philosophy that are constitutive of the base educational formation of many of the most literate teachers of the second-century communities. The disparate Christian groups seem stretched in a living and obvious tension between the worlds of Scripture and metaphysical philosophy. Many historical commentators of the past have characterized this period as a tug of war between scriptural literalizers (such as the radical Jewish schools with which we began the chapter) and the extreme Hellenizers (as Harnack described the Gnostic teachers). Could Greek philosophy be used as a harmonizing tool, interpreting the scriptural narratives in a wider, more metaphysical manner and giving the Jesus story its properly universal setting? Or did the very importation of Greek philosophical constructs and speculations profoundly falsify and corrupt the springs of Christian revelation?

			Tertullian had famously asked (as if expecting an affirmation of his negative skepticism), “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” But in truth, the story is not so polarized as this rhetoric might lead us to think. Just as the ancient Jewish world of the time of Jesus was not hermetically sealed from Hellenism (and Jesus himself might even have known and spoken some Greek), so too fundamental categories of Jewish religious thought had already been suffused by Greek metaphysical interests centuries before the appearance of Jesus. The cultures were themselves entwined in considerable and deep-rooted tension before ever the Christians woke up to find this problematic persisted into their own communities. The second-century church, therefore, did not so much betray Jesus into the hands of the philosophers as much as it tried seriously and energetically to reexpress the essential idiom of the Gospels, considered as a basic interpretation of the ethos and telos (fundamental gist and moral end) of the Old Testament, in terms it could itself comprehend metaphysically, for only then could it pass it on to the Hellenistic world as the coherent missionary narrative of cosmic salvation. This evangelistic imperative so highly valued in the church was why new categories of theology were required and new semantics of precision were constantly called for throughout the second century: Was Jesus an angelic servant of the good Father, or a hypostasis (substantial presence) of God’s own being? Was he thus an exalted creature servant, or an exalted and inseparable part of the uncreated Godhead? Such questions of Christology seemed at once novel yet part of the familiar presuppositions of ancient worship rituals. Once “noticed” as problemata they stood out luridly, of course, as fundamental questions of Christian identity. Each and every one of these testing questions that occupied the second century was, in its own different way, all about manners of interpreting the scriptural and historical evidences: what weight and relative balance to give them.

			The welter of different answers that were being regularly offered throughout this century produced schools of thought that caused the wider church (what some have called the great church or “early catholicism”) to set up a furious resistance to dissidence it considered had transgressed the boundaries of toleration on fundamental matters of Christian identity. It started to call these sects and schools haeresis, or heresy: no longer in the old schoolroom sense of a recognized difference of opinion, but in the newer sense of a set of stated beliefs that put the holder outside the core of ecclesial belonging. To this extent, it is possible to see more or less the entirety of the second century as a prolonged battle about belonging and exile, core identity and secessionist deviation. Who, or what, was the core? Where were the boundaries? 

			Out of this struggle came the classic definitions of how one might recognize that central ethos of Christian belief. It is classically set out in the rule of faith, or creed, which Irenaeus puts forward in Adversus Haereses 1.10.1-2.240 This is itself little more than a digest of the Christian Scriptures, but set out in a common-sense reading and offered in a liturgical setting (a hymn before one entered the baptismal waters—and thus also an oath of allegiance)—a response, that is, such as might be expected from one of the early community’s bishops. This commonality of accepted belief in apostolic standards across the world was elevated by Irenaeus as a panacea against excessive deviations in the Christian body. He appeals to the image of one heart and one mind (the creed remains to this day, claiming Christian unity as a core value)241 and says that the churches of his time as far afield as Germany and Asia Minor all testify to this unanimity. His rhetorical image might blindside us a little to the real diversity of his times, but what emerges out of his work, taken as a whole, is that he is not a solitary casuist, seeking to impose a unity that does not actually exist or create “apostolicity” out of thin air. His work is shadowed by a number of others who share his sense that apostolic catholicity means precisely this middle way of a scripturally based faith (neither literalist nor wildly speculative) that is rooted in the historical memory of Jesus, who was himself given to the community’s memory and its present life in material sacraments, and treasured teachings, enshrined in liturgy as perennially regnant Lord of the community: not a cipher to be reexpressed according to anyone’s intellectual or moral whim, but a standard against which to judge the fidelity of the community that bears his name and that celebrates his progressing work of divine revelation and healing forgiveness.

			From this energetic diversity emerged a notion of universal harmony under a liberal idea of catholic apostolicity, which we might translate intellectually as a broad-based scripturalism seeking universal significance. How the Christians set these foundations up in the second century was a work that went forward into several centuries to come, but to them belongs the achievement, after the great achievements of the New Testament foundation literature, of making foundations for a universal church polity. It was marked by canon, creed, liturgy, spiritual mysticism, close attentiveness to the Scriptures, and allegiance to specific leaders whose works were tried and tested as having both spiritual value and respect for the consensus of the tradition of the saints who had preceded them. It was no mean accomplishment.


			
A Short Reader

			The eucharistic prayer, in Didache 9 (late first century). Concerning the Eucharist; give thanks in this way: First of all, in relation to the cup: “We give thanks to you, our Father, for the holy vine of your servant David, which you have made known to us through your servant Jesus. To you be glory for ever­more.” Then, concerning the broken bread: “We give thanks to you, our Father, for the life and knowledge you have made known to us through your servant Jesus. To you be glory for evermore. As this broken bread was scattered over the hills and then, once gathered, became one portion, so also may your church be gathered from the ends of the earth into your kingdom. For yours is the glory and the power, through Jesus Christ, for evermore.” Let no one eat or drink of your Eucharist except those baptized in the name of the Lord.

			Eucharistic instructions for the Lord’s Day, in Didache 14 (late first century). On the Lord’s own day, assemble in common so as to break bread and offer thanks. But first of all confess your sins, so that your sacrifice (thusia) may be pure. And yet, no one quarreling with his brother may join your assembly until they are reconciled. Your sacrifice must not be defiled. For as regards this we have the Lord’s own saying: “In every place and time offer me a pure sacrifice; for I am a mighty king, says the Lord, and my name spreads terror among the Gentiles” (Mal 1:10).

			Clement of Rome, 1 Clement 42; 44.1-3; 47.6 (late first century). The apostles preached to us the gospel they received from Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ was God’s ambassador. In other words, Christ comes with a message from God, and the apostles come with a message from Christ. Both of these orderly arrangements, therefore, derive from the will of God. Accordingly, after receiving their instructions and being convinced because of the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, as well as confirmed in faith by the Word of God, the apostles went out possessed of the fullness of the Holy Spirit and preached the good news that the kingdom of God was close at hand. From country to country, therefore, and from city to city they preached. Out of the number of their first converts, they appointed men whom they had tested in the Spirit to act as bishops and deacons for the sake of believers to come. This was no innovatory thing, for long before Scripture had spoken about bishops and deacons; for somewhere it says “I will establish their overseers in observance of the law, and their ministers in fidelity.”242 . . . Likewise, our apostles were given to understand by our Lord Jesus Christ that the office of the bishop would give rise to intrigues. This was why, since they were endowed with a perfect foreknowledge, they appointed the aforementioned men and subsequently laid down a rule once and for all to this effect, that when these men die other approved men should succeed to their sacred ministry. And this is why we consider it an injustice to throw out from the sacred ministry the persons who were appointed by the apostles, or in later times by other men in high repute, with the consent of the whole church. It would indeed be no small sin on our part if we were to throw out those who have offered the gifts of the bishop’s ministry in an unblameable and holy manner. . . . It is shameful, dearly beloved, yes, utterly shameful and unworthy of your standing in Christ that the news should go abroad that the very steadfast and ancient church of the Corinthians has instigated a sedition against its presbyters for the sake of one or two persons.

			Ignatius of Antioch, To the Ephesians 4 (late first century). And so it is proper for you to act in agreement with the mind of the bishop. And I know you do this. Your presbyters are a credit to their name, and it is certain too that it they are a credit to God, because they are in harmony with the bishop as totally as the strings are with a harp. This is why the praises of Jesus Christ are sung in the symphony of your concord and love. And you, the rank and file, should also form a choir, so that, joining the symphony by your own concord, and taking your key signature from God himself, you too may sing a song to the Father with one single voice through Jesus Christ. In this way he will listen to you, and because of your good life he will recognize in you the melodies of his Son. It is to your advantage, then, to continue in your flawless unity, so that you may at all times have a share in God.

			The Shepherd of Hermas, Mandate 4.3.1-6 (late first century). I have heard, sir,243 from certain teachers that there is no other repentance other than the one offered when we descended into the water and received remission of our former sins. He said to me, “You have heard correctly, for so it is. Whoever has received remission ought not to sin again but rather live in purity. But since you inquire diligently about all matters, I will explain this also to you: not so as to give an excuse to those who shall come to believe in the future, or to those who already have believed in the Lord. For those who have already believed or are about to believe have no repentance of sins but have remission of their former sins. As for those who were called before these days, the Lord appointed repentance, for the Lord knows the heart, and knowing all things in advance, given the weakness of humankind and the sly cunning of the devil, he knew that he would do some evil to the servants of God and would treat them wickedly. And so, since the Lord is full of compassion, he had mercy on his creation and established this repentance, and to me was given the power over this repentance. But I tell you,” he said, “After that great and solemn calling, if someone should be tempted by the devil and sin, he has one repentance. But if he should sin repeatedly and repent, this would be of no profit for such a person; for it will be very difficult for him to find life.” I said to [the angel], “I achieved life when I heard the accurate presentation of these things from you. For now I know that if I do not further add to my sins, I shall be saved.” “You shall be saved,” he told me, “As will all who do these things.”

			Pseudo-Clement, Second Letter to the Corinthians 16.4 (early second century). Almsgiving is good even as a penance for sin. Fasting is better than prayer. But almsgiving is better than both. Love covers a multitude of sins, but prayer rising from a clear conscience delivers a soul from death. Blessed is every person who is found rich in these things, since almsgiving removes the burden of sin.

			Valentinus the Gnostic, Fragment 2, from the Epistle on Attachments (mid-second century). “There is only one who is good” (Mt 19:17). This free expression of his is the manifestation of the Son. Through him alone can a heart become pure, when every evil spirit has been expelled from the heart. For the many spirits dwelling in the heart do not allow it to become pure. Instead, each one of them acts in its own way, polluting the heart in diverse manners with improper lusts. In my opinion the heart experiences something to that which often happens in a public inn. One finds many holes dug there that are often back-filled with excrement by indecent guests who have no consideration for the building, since it does not belong to them. In the same way, a heart that is indwelt by many daimons is also impure until it starts being cared for. But when the Father, who alone is good, visits the heart, he makes it holy and fills it with light. And so a person who has such a heart is called blessed, for that person “will see God” (Mt 5:8).

			Polycarp of Smyrna, quoted in Martyrdom of Polycarp 14 (mid-second century). O Lord, Almighty God, Father of your beloved and blessed Son Jesus Christ, through whom we have received the perfect knowledge of you, God of angels and hosts and of all creation, and of the whole race of the saints who live under our eyes: I bless you, for you have seen fit to grant to me, on this day and in this hour, a share of the chalice of your anointed one in the company of your martyrs, that I may so rise to eternal life in both body and soul, in virtue of the immortality of the Holy Spirit. May I be accepted among them in your sight this day, as a rich and pleasing sacrifice, such as you, our true God who can never utter falsehood, have foreordained, revealed in advance, and brought to perfection. And so I praise you for all things. I bless you and glorify you, through the eternal and heavenly high priest, Jesus Christ, your beloved Son, through whom be glory to you, together with Him, and the Holy Spirit, both now and for the ages to come. Amen.

			Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus Haereses 1.10.1-2 (mid-second century). The church, though dispersed through the entire world, even to the very ends of the earth, has received from the apostles and their disciples this very faith: that she believes in one God, the Almighty Father, the maker of heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are contained therein; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who was incarnate for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit, who through the prophets proclaimed the dispensations of God, and his advents, and the birth from a virgin, and the passion, and the resurrection from the dead, and the ascension into heaven in the flesh of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord; as well as his revelation from heaven in the glory of the Father when he will “gather all things into one” (Eph 1:10) and will once more raise up the flesh of the whole human race, so that, as is the will of the invisible Father, “Every knee shall bow, of things in heaven, and things on earth, and things under the earth,” before Christ Jesus, our Lord and God, our Savior and king (Phil 2:10-11). “And that every tongue should confess” him; and that he should execute just judgment toward all; and thus send “the wicked spiritual powers” (Eph 6:12) and the disobedient apostate angels into the everlasting fire, in the company of the ungodly, the unrighteous, the wicked, and profane among men; but may also, as the exercise of his grace, confer immortality on the righteous, the holy, and those who have kept his commandments, and persevered in his love; some from the beginning, and others from the time of their repentance, so that he may surround them with everlasting glory. As I have already observed, the church, having received this same preaching and this faith, although scattered throughout the whole world, even so, as if occupying only one single house, she carefully preserves it. She also believes these doctrines just as if she possessed only one single soul, in one and the same heart. These things the church proclaims and teaches and hands down with perfect harmony, as if she possessed only one mouth. For, although the languages of the world are dissimilar, even so the import of the tradition is one and the same.

			Hippolytus of Rome, Apostolic Tradition 12-20 (late second century). And when the person who is to be baptized goes down into the water, let the one baptizing him lay hands upon him and say this: Do you believe in God the Father Almighty? And he who is being baptized shall answer: I do believe. Then let him immediately baptize him once with his hand laid upon his head. And after this let him say: Do you believe in Christ Jesus the Son of God, who was born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary; who was crucified in the days of Pontius Pilate, and died, and was buried, and rose on the third day, living, from the dead; and ascended into heaven, and sat down at the right hand of the Father; and will come to judge the living and the dead? And when he answers a second time: I believe; then let him be baptized a second time. And then once more let him say: Do you believe in the Holy Spirit in the holy church? And in the resurrection of the flesh? And he who is being baptized shall say: I do believe. And so let him baptize him a third time. And then when he comes up out of the water he shall be anointed by the presbyter with the oil of thanksgiving; who shall say: I anoint you with the oil of thanksgiving in the name of Jesus Christ. And then each one shall dry themselves with a towel and put on their clothes again, and after this let them come together in the church assembly.
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Blood in the Arena

			
The Age of Persecutions and Resistance: Second to Third Centuries

			
Christians in the Roman Imperial Sightline

			That one so readily associates images of the early Christians with martyrs fending off wild beasts in the Roman arenas, or believers undergoing horrendous tortures in prisons, is a testimony not only to the savagery of life in the ancient world, generally speaking, but also to the propaganda machine that was the church’s literary effort in the domain of martyrology.1 The word martyrology means the study or chronicles of the martyrs: a concept that Christianity elevated to a highly visible point in its projection of a self-definition over and against the larger society of its time. Martyr is the Greek term for witness, and if a believer was forced to choose between execution and faith, it was regarded as the highest eschatological testimony if that faith endured to the death.2 This was why martyrs and martyrdoms caught the attention of the Christian communities across the world, perhaps even more than they caught the attention of oppressive authorities who instigated persecutions. To the latter this perseverance was merely a political annoyance, demonstrating the mental instability or social misanthropy of this new group of zealots. To the church, however, endurance to the death became a focal point of theological self-articulation.

			The sufferings of the martyrs demonstrated to the surviving community members the fundamental character of Christians as the eschatological community of the eighth day.3 The blood of the martyrs (as is sketched out in the book of Revelation) was thought by many in the second and third centuries to be that last sacrifice that called to the God of heaven to come in vindication of his suffering elect and end the course of world history dominated by evil powers. But not all those Christians challenged to deny their faith, of course, chose the thorny way of martyrdom. Many (and the numbers become increasingly problematic for church authorities in the early fourth century) chose the path of least resistance and argued that a little conformism here and there (a grain of incense offered to the divine genius of the emperor, perhaps) was “not too bad”; “not really idolatry,” if all things were considered. Those who were brought to trial and agreed to renounce their faith in times of oppression were called the lapsi or the sacrificati, depending on whether they had merely “fudged” their Christianity or had actually volunteered to sacrifice to the old gods in order to prove their renunciation of the Christian religion. Persecution in the early era, as has happened in many ages since, devastated the unity and coherence of the community. It does not just simply produce a floral bouquet of inspiring martyrs; it sets family against family, house against house, and leaves in its aftermath a wake of distrust and resentment. So it was with the early church. The darker side of the reverential cult of the martyrs is the tormented process of reconciliation that the church had to instigate to cater to its more frightened members who failed their test. Keeping a lively and proud focus on those who had accepted death freely, for the sake of the gospel, the Christian apologists and martyrologists deliberately used rhetoric to turn the propaganda of the oppressors back against themselves and try to rally a spirit of resistance and bravery among ordinary Christians under immense duress.

			Their rhetoric on this score, however, was fascinatingly powerful. In terms of simple numbers of martyrs that Christianity can show, for example, the martyrs of the twentieth century alone probably outweigh the number of Christian martyrs of all the preceding nineteen centuries put together. That we do not customarily think this way and instead see the second and third centuries as the great ages of resistance throws some light on the strength of that magnifying lens of the early Christian theology of martyrdom, as well as the way the church in its later centuries has generally stepped away considerably from the eschatological matrix of its self-definition. In short, then, persecutions were a powerful force in shaping the early Christian movement, both in real-political and in ideological terms.

			The word persecution derives from the early Roman legal concept of “prosecuting” (persequi) those dissidents who were regarded as especially dangerous to the stability of the state. From the viewpoint of official authorities, Christians were first and foremost a local problem to be dealt with by the normal methods of suppression invoked throughout the empire’s large extent. There were many ways of social control available to the extended Roman government in antiquity. In local towns governance was largely devolved. The upper classes formed the political council of governance, responsible for tax matters and enforcement of social stability. The large extent of the slave class, who were governed by harshly repressive laws, was of necessity held under control by readily available recourse to military might, if necessary. Usually it was not necessary, the ever-present readiness to resort to extreme violence being enough not to have to call on it. If necessary, the military governor could be called on to back up any especially violent or organized tumult that the normal governance by magistrates could not handle with its own militia. 

			The law courts would predominantly deal with affairs of dispute between the upper classes, who received “special treatment” under law. Those who were lowborn (and that included the majority) were held in legal (and social) contempt most of the time, and physical punishments such as whipping, chaining, beatings, and imprisonments would be widely and vigorously applied, as being particularly fitted to them. Low birth, low educational status, and rough social manners were regarded as innate character showing through. Slaves and the vulgar uneducated were not made so: they were born so. Even among Christian writers this Greco-Roman sense of the innate quality of human beings emerging in their predestined social rank was hard to shift. There was little sense visible in antiquity (hardly any in extant writings) of social privilege being a self-referential circle. Imprisonment was at the expense of the one imprisoned and was a dire threat not only because of the financial and social ruin it always caused or the threat of enslavement it brought with it, but also because of what horrors could casually be inflicted on one in prison.

			But religion was always a different matter in the ancient world. Crimes against religion fell into a special category in the Roman Empire. They carried an automatic death penalty. Offenses committed against Roman state religion were doubly indemnified: as well as being regarded as blasphemy against the gods and disruptions of the bond of religion that was supposed to underlie society (for Roman antiquity was anything but a secular state), crimes against imperial religion were evidently treasonable, as they defied the sacred authority of the emperor himself, the supreme pontiff (pontifex maximus) of Roman religion. Sacrilege against the monarch was by definition lèse majesté (that is, a crime against the dignity of the the sovereign) and attracted an immediate penalty of death by the most excruciating and public manner possible (to discourage others), as well as needing nothing more in terms of a trial than to establish that the defendants were indeed religious dissidents (by virtue of their refusal to conduct rites of honor to the divine emperor). Much literature about the trials of the martyrs has survived because of the careful archiving work of the Christians themselves.4

			These varied methods of punishment of dissidence were applied with varying degrees of enforcement depending on the hostility of the local community (and the character of the provincial governor and local magistrates). In most sources up to the fourth century (when imperial authorities really did become conscious that the Christian movement represented an international force that had to be contended with), the Roman authorities seem to have been simultaneously bewildered by the tenacity shown by Christians in their refusal to offer conformist state sacrifices and angered by their antisocial “misanthropy.” The general attitude was that everyone knew that state religion was a formality—and so why would anyone not want to take part in it alongside the private devotional religion that they might wish to adopt personally? 

			The stubbornness of the Christians in refusing to honor any other god than the one Father and his kingly Son who would soon come to judge the wicked struck the upper-class authorities in a wide swath of Roman culture, from great city to small town, as a distasteful fundamentalism in a world that called for pluralisms. Paradoxically, therefore, the authorities regarded their suppression of the Christians as an exercise in favor of religious tolerance, while the Christian themselves saw it as a supreme example of religious intolerance. What had happened, almost without them noticing it at first, was that Christianity had brought into social discussion the concept of freedom of religion: that the devotion one followed should not to be determined by the state. This was a new idea altogether, and it seemed contradictory to fundamental views of ancient religion: that the duty of the religious believer was to worship the gods for the sake of petitioning social stability. Religious governance in the cause of pursuing conformity to traditional values was thus the first duty of the wise ruler. This charge of misanthropy that was leveled against the church led to the earliest Christian communities suffering a large degree of local mob resentment across a wide range of territories, which often spilled out in periods of officially endorsed persecutions.

			From the viewpoint of most Christians, however, these state persecutions were not primarily a local or merely a legal matter, not even fundamentally about freedom of worship, but were rather an eschatological sign of the end times. The sufferings they called down on their heads for their worship of Christ were for them a manifestation of the rage of the prince of the world, the evil spirit, against the elect bride, the church, which was the community of salvation in the last age. Persecutions sponsored by the Roman state, which Scripture had already identified as the great beast, the agent of the satanic “dragon” (Rev 13:1-10), were thus taken as an apocalyptic sign of the end times, foretold as such by Jesus (Mk 10:17, 39; Jn 15:17-21), who thus, in the passion narrative, became the archetype of all Christian martyr resistance.

			This theological perspective explains why the church carefully recorded the “acts” of the martyrs, the instances of each church community contending with apocalyptic evil, and was very conscious of the importance of having martyrs in each community to validate its powers as a congregation of the new age. Martyrs were widely believed to pass immediately from this world into the proximity of the supreme martyr, Christ, and to be able to exercise a powerful ministry of intercession on behalf of their local churches. All their sins were forgiven in the shedding of their blood, and they were given a throne of glory, reigning alongside Christ until he came again in glory. This is why the recording of the persecutions was precise and (generally) accurate from the outset of Christianity (beginning with the account of the protomartyr, Stephen, in Acts 7:60, and the execution of James and arrest of Peter in Acts 12:2-3). 

			The theological attention given by the church to the eschatological nature of the persecutions, of course, gives them a “priority” and a significance in ecclesiastical sources that they did not necessarily have in, for example, a broader view of the history of the period. Paul is described by the writer of Acts as being “persecuted from city to city” (Acts 17:10-13), which really means little more than he caused hostile resentment among the local Jewish congregations by his preaching visits there, and sometimes that blew over into street disturbances that caught the attention of the local council. It is unclear at times whether he has to leave town quickly to avoid arrest by council officials or by local thugs employed by his enemies, or even if these two things overlapped. Of course, if the disturbance threatened the city’s peace and public order, then the formal Roman governmental machinery would come into play. Paul’s case was different from many that followed in the next generation, as the Roman administrators clearly had wind of the large donations he had brought to the Jerusalem church before he was arrested, and they were undoubtedly motivated by venal interest.

			Several of the early state persecutions were intent on forcing the rising Christian middle class to conform by threatening against them loss of property and civic rights rather than compulsory capital charges. Others focused only on leading Christian teachers, or recent converts, clearly to set an example against conversions. But for the church they were all the same, and in its perspective these persecutions were always addressed against “the church of Christ” indiscriminately, thus giving the notion of “Roman persecutions” a historical continuity and coherence that they often did not have, being in many cases merely ad hoc responses and tentative policies, or even just examples of the kind of random mob violence or official callousness that was a daily commonplace in ancient cities.

			Nero’s persecution. The first of the imperial persecutions was that of Nero, the executioner of Peter and (probably) Paul, and always regarded ever after by Christian memory as the archetypal evil genius of a long series of “wicked emperors” to follow. The idea of that series of the wicked kings is brought out brilliantly by fourth-century writer Lactantius in his treatise On the Deaths of the Persecutors, in which he demonstrates (in parallel to the books of Maccabees) how the evil emperors (as defined more or less entirely by their persecution policies) were cast down by God in violent deaths, whereas the good emperors flourished, most notably Constantine, who abolished all persecution of the church and so was rewarded by God with supreme power. Nero’s persecution in AD 64 was stimulated by a desire to be seen to be doing something in response to the disastrous fire of Rome. As a highly unpopular, foreign, and non-common-worshiping group, the Christians were an easy target and were treated with spectacular cruelty by the emperor. His choice of this minority group was partly designed to placate the anger of the gods (whose ire had obviously resulted in the great fire), while cathartically purging the anger of the city populace and serving to distract it away from the imperial palace. 

			This violent pogrom was restricted to the city itself, but it left a sharp memory for generations to come because it affected a Christian community that was both highly visible to other Christians and had thought itself relatively safely established. It is quite possibly reflected in Mark’s Gospel, where the parable of the sower is adapted to apply itself to a community under oppressive pressure and threat (see Mk 4:13-17). In the course of this Peter died in Nero’s circus on Vatican Hill and was buried in the wall of the adjacent cemetery, the “Red Wall,” which was long remembered in the community and where a century or so later a modest memorial was placed around his loculus.5 In the fourth century, when Constantine occupied the capital and gave his favor to the church, the great basilica church of Saint Peter’s was raised as a martyr memorial directly over the spot. The Red Wall loculus still exists today, many feet directly under the high altar of the present-day (Renaissance) church.6

			Domitian’s persecution. Christian commentators list Domitian as the second persecutor, in AD 95.7 His repressive measures were more focused than Nero’s attempt to divert mob anger. The Christian movement in his time seemed to have truly become more socially mobile. The emperor Domitian was chiefly concerned not with local proletarian types who had converted to the faith but specifically with members of the Roman nobility who were showing a degree of attraction to what was called “Jewish ideas” in morality and worship. Domitian despised this movement as eroding traditional Roman values and traditions among the very class who were supposed to uphold them as the guardians of Roman culture. Domitilla, the emperor’s niece, was possibly a Christian and in this period was exiled to the island of Ponza, where her “cell” became a church cult center in the fourth century.8 Her husband, Flavius Clemens, was executed for (among other things) “Jewish sympathies.” He has been, for a long time past, conflated with and identified as Clement of Rome, one of the greatest early leaders of the Roman Christians. Now it is generally thought that Pope Clement was more likely related to the clan of Flavius Clemens the aristocrat, perhaps as a freedman client. 

			Domitian’s desire to deify himself confirmed the worst suspicions of Christians of his time: once again that this persecution was no mere political accident but related to the ever-present hostility of the demons, who hated the church because it led society to true worship and denied the evil spirits (for so the Christians defined the gods) their cultic rites in the temples. Domitian’s persecution is reflected in several Christian sources, and not least in the New Testament book of Revelation (Rev 2:13; 20:4), which it brought into being as a reactive apologia.9 It was the cause of the apostle John’s exile to Patmos and the curious case of the summoning of the last known relatives of Jesus to Rome for legal examination, according to Hegesippus.10 At this period at Rome, Christianity was lumped in together with the blanket descriptor “Jewish practices,” though by the end of the first century Roman law would start to make a clear distinction between them—one greatly to the detriment of Christianity, since it lost any claim it previously had for special consideration. Jewish religion was given favored status under pagan Roman law: it was held to be antique, morally refined, and sufficiently reverential in so far as it prayed for the well-being of the emperor. Christianity, on the other hand, was increasingly regarded as a religion of the lower classes, advocating the worship of a condemned criminal who had taught a revolutionary idea of equality of love and freedom: dangerous ideas that had no regard for traditional religious rites, the divine authority of kings, or the sustenance of the status quo. It was something to be decried and if necessary put down violently.

			Trajan’s persecution. The next significant state persecution was that recorded under Trajan, whose legate in Bithynia, Pliny the Younger, brings it before our eyes dramatically when he asks for special instructions sometime between AD 112 and 113.11 Exercising his role as provincial governor in an enlightened and judicious way, he reported to his imperial master that he was unhappy at the way locals were vindictively taking the occasion of the generic state censure of Christianity to denounce a list of their social and business enemies out of mere pettiness. He tells the emperor that he has conducted investigations of his own, torturing a lower-class woman of the Christian movement in prison, whom he says was called a “deaconess,” who had revealed to him enough about the movement to show that it was a fairly harmless sect.12 Pliny clearly thinks the enlightened emperor will be equally uncomfortable with what is being done in his name by local thugs. His letter poses the question to the court whether Christians should be executed simply for “profession of the name” or only on account of demonstrable crimes. 

			The imperial reply is to the effect that capital punishment is certainly merited if the accused person refuses at an official tribunal to retract his exclusive devotion to Christ and would not “worship our gods,” but that Christians ought not to be sought out (conquirendi non sunt) like common criminals. Crimes against religion were not to be considered matters of local discretion. But as long as they did not fall under the spotlight and become obviously a challenge to state religion, the Christians could be ignored. This position left Christians vastly exposed, of course, and wholly sails around Pliny’s point: that it left the denunciation of Christians all too frequently in the hands of local enemies who might have much to gain from securing the deaths of their neighbours. Trajan’s successor, Hadrian, similarly instructed the proconsul of Asia in AD 124–125 not to pander to local mob outcries against the Christians and to prosecute them only if they committed crimes proven under trial. Hadrian went so far as to give to the Christians the right to cross-examine those who denounced them and even prosecute their detractors under the laws of calumny.

			This rescript calmed the local tendency to denounce Christian groups under vague charges of misanthropy or magic, but local outbreaks of hostility or mob violence still accounted for several other “persecutions,” and in the face of these the Roman law was of no utility.13 Some of them stood out vividly in the Christian memory, such as the execution of Justin at Rome in 165, or Polycarp at Smyrna at the same time, and also the martyrs of Lyon in 177.14 Marcus Aurelius, during whose reign these things happened (161–180), is thus credited as the fourth of the “persecuting” emperors. It would have been a strange thing for this philosopher-ruler who imagined himself laying down a reputation as a model of sagacity and balance in his rule to have seen how the Christians classed him. His own tutor, however, Cornelius Fronto, who by all accounts was a kindly and most reasonable man, had himself denounced the Christians in the strongest terms he could think of (literarily drawn from the denunciation of the Catiline conspirators) as subversive and dangerous elements: as “a sect that fled the light and conspired in the shadows” (lucifuga et latebrosa natio).15

			During this same period (c. 178) pagan philosopher Celsus decided to write a strong apology for traditional Hellenistic values and composed a treatise called The True Word, in which he argues that the common people’s hostility against Christians is well justified and based on their mutual association taking secret oaths to support one another, and not least because they undermined Roman values by negating the gods and refusing public service while advocating irrational myths of their own confection. For Celsus, the Christians were a society that ought to be sought out and eradicated for the common good.16 In religious terms he thought they had turned back the clock, replacing an increasingly refined sense of abstract pluralism in religious philosophy that had matured out of prehistoric anthropomorphic myths, and in deifying Jesus, a crucified Jew, had betrayed all common sense and ethics. His work is among the first of the anti-Christian apologetics that takes them seriously enough to do basic research. Celsus read some of the sacred texts and offers witheringly sarcastic remarks against the Jesus tradition. It is interesting to note how the Christians of his day subjected his treatise to a judgment of silence, even though much apologetic writing took place in response to pagan attacks. It was not until a generation later that Origen took up the pen to refute his book point by point, in the process preserving it for the historical record.

			The Severan interlude. In 193, when the Severan dynasty occupied the imperial throne, the pressure against Christians was again eased in a more relaxed policy toward oriental religions in Rome. At this time Christianity resumed its missionary efforts more openly, and clearly with considerable success, for paradoxically a new wave of popular hatred against the church was soon in evidence between 197 and 212, and a series of violent local outbreaks against Christian communities occurred at Rome, Alexandria, and Latin North Africa.17 At Carthage, Perpetua and Felicity were among the casualties. A recent convert to the church, the African lawyer Tertullian, witnessed this violence and was moved to write against it, some of the church’s first considered political theology. Without it being a formal state persecution, as such, the officials where such mob violence was prevalent put in place the customary repressive laws against religious dissidents. Perpetua and Felicity, a well-born lady and her domestic servant, demonstrate a common element in the violence of this time in that it seems especially to have been directed against recent converts to the movement who came from the upper and middle classes.18 Christian writers retrospectively attached much of the symbolic guilt for this to the emperor Septimius Severus, who in 202 had issued a rescript forbidding conversions to either Judaism or Christianity, classing him as the fifth of the persecuting emperors. Even so, between 212 and 235 there was another period of peace, culminating in the reign of Alexander Severus (222–235), who seems to have consciously tolerated the urban spread of the church and to have had Christians present in his court. It is from this period that the first recognizable Christian buildings (such as the decorated Christian refrigeria in the Roman catacombs and the decorated baptistery and church at Dura-Europos) are witnessed.19

			The persecution of Maximinus Thrax. The Severan dynasty was violently overthrown in March 235 by Maximinus Thrax (235–238), with a concomitant purge of Alexander’s Christian palace supporters.20 This bloodletting soon spilled over into a purge of other leading Christians at Rome, including noted intellectuals and clerics. At Rome, the theologian Hippolytus and Pope Pontianus were sentenced to (a fatal) exile to the salt mines in Sardinia and perhaps also in Palestine.21 Maximinus was himself overthrown by the Gordian dynasty in 238, and although in that year Origen (Commentarium in evangelium Matthaei 24.9; Homiliae in Matthaei 39) gloomily prophesied a future worldwide pogrom against the church, this period proved to be another brief interlude of peace. The Syrian general Philip the Arab, who rose as a warlord in this turbulent era to the status of emperor from 244 to 249, has been thought by some to have been a Christian himself. He was, at the least, a sympathizer. According to Eusebius and John Chrysostom, the Christian bishop of Antioch, Babylas, welcomed him to the church but made him stand among the penitents to hear the Paschal liturgy (on account of his killing).22 Eusebius also records that Philip and his wife received letters from Origen.

			The Decian persecution. The assassination of Philip in 249, which brought Decius, the seventh persecutor, to the throne (249–251), also brought with it another strong public reaction to the visibly growing extent and power of Christians and a determined attempt to kill off the church. Christians had again become visible in the highest political circles as well as commonly known in the cities and towns. Decius found it convenient to lay the blame for Rome’s military and political decline at the door of the blatant Christian rejection of traditional Roman values, and in January 250 he ordered that the annual sacrifice on the Capitoline Hill to the gods of Rome should be solemnly observed in all the provincial capitals too. To mark the occasion he arrested many prominent Christian leaders. Bishops Fabian of Rome and Babylas of Antioch were martyred because of their refusal to sacrifice, and the intellectual bishops Dionysius of Alexandria and Cyprian of Carthage had close escapes. After the first wave of repressions, Decius established religious commissions in many places to oversee the observance of regular and traditional sacrificial rites and to ensure that the local citizens were required to take part in them. This was designed partially to root out Christian objectors, and the legal possession of certificates (libelli) became a necessary proof for an individual that the mandated sacrifice had indeed been offered. Christians who conformed, either by offering incense or sacrifice (called sacrificati in the penitential literature) or by bribing officials to sell them a certificate (then called libellatici), were regarded by the church as equally guilty of apostasy.

			For all the church’s bravado of resistance, however, Decius’s policy clearly had a considerable impact on the larger number of converts to the church. It cowed and frightened off many. It was certainly the most systematically organized of the persecutions to date. Cyprian of Carthage gives much information about the period and the disruption it caused to the life of the church. In its aftermath the Christian clergy had to institute a whole new formal ritual of penance. The rigorism of the “old days,” when it was thought that baptism had once and for all wiped away all sins and there would be no need for any further forgiveness, fell before the pastoral necessity of arranging some manner of reconciliation for the lapsed. Emperor Decius was killed in battle with the Goths in 251, and his successors, Gallus and Volusianus, at first tried to continue his religious policy, but it soon ran out of steam, and the church quickly reestablished itself, as can be seen from notable advances in theological literature and organizational matters in this period.23 Reconciliation and a tightening of standards for clerical leaders become a key part of the lessons learned after Decius.

			The persecution of Valerian. The emperor Valerian (253–260), fighting a losing battle with Persia, tried once more to insist on religious devotion to the Roman gods and in 257 became the tenth of the persecuting emperors when he issued an edict that demanded Christian conformity in religion. In the following year he published an even stronger policy of suppression. According to its terms, Christian clergy would be arrested and summarily executed; Roman senators and knights who professed Christianity would thereby lose rank and property; matrons would suffer confiscation of all goods and be exiled; civil servants would be reduced to slavery and sent to labor camps.24 In 258 Cyprian of Carthage, an aristocrat who had recently converted and been elevated as clerical leader, was brought out of his house arrest and condemned to die for the crime of sacrilege and for “posing as an enemy of the gods of Rome.” The Valerian persecution was not regarded by the Christians as anything like as terrible as those of Decius or later Diocletian, but it probably was one of the most severe the church ever suffered, though not of long duration. It was aimed at shattering the church’s leadership and at frightening off upper-class membership: a testimony to how successful the Christians must already have been in attracting intelligentsia to their ranks. 

			Valerian was captured by the Persians while fighting at Edessa in 260. He would be kept as a fattened hostage for the rest of his life, but after death his body was flayed and the skin stuffed and dyed imperial purple to hang, swinging, in the temple of the Persian gods as a triumphant votive offering. It was a particularly merited punishment as far as the Christians were concerned. His son Gallienus (253–268) issued a rescript for toleration of the church in 262, more or less as soon as he had stabilized the throne. For the next forty years the church enjoyed political stability and made great advances.

			The Diocletianic persecution. The next time of crisis, therefore, struck with particular force and so earned the name of “Great Persecution.”25 This lasted in the Western half of the empire from 303 to 305, and in the Eastern empire from 303 to 312. Diocletian introduced a policy of conservative religious reform as part of a larger package of measures he introduced designed to stabilize the empire. It has been argued that members of his own family were probably Christian sympathizers, and that may be why his own attitude was ambivalent in regard to a violent persecution; but his immediate deputy, the Caesar Galerius, was more overtly hostile to the Christian cause and persuaded Diocletian to demand religious conformity by an empire-wide edict in February 303. Once this was published, refusal to obey became, as usual, a capital offense. The terms of the edict still avoided mentioning the death penalty but ordered the destruction of Christian churches, the burning of all copies of the Scriptures, the social degradation of upper-class believers, the reduction to slavery of civil servants, and the general loss of legal rights by stubbornly professing Christians. An additional edict soon demanded the widespread arrest of the clergy, but the prison system was then so overloaded that this was amended to require them all to offer sacrifice and then be set free. Many were tortured to ensure their conformity. Some became heroic martyrs at this time (celebrated in Eusebius’s On the Martyrs of Palestine), though many lapsed out of fear, and the destruction of the clerical infrastructure, along with the burning of the churches, proved devastating.

			Early in 304, following Diocletian’s sickness and temporary retirement, Galerius stepped up the measures more strictly and issued an edict of his own demanding that all citizens offer a sacrifice and a libation to the gods under pain of death. This caused turmoil among the Christians in North Africa and resulted in a large number of public executions: something that burned the episode into the larger Christian consciousness. In 305 Diocletian and his senior colleague Maximian resigned as regnant emperors in the West as part of a planned retirement system he had initiated to stabilize the imperial succession. It was intended to avert the recurrence of civil war fought over the throne, but it caused one. The new officially designated leaders were soon distracted by a number of rival claimants marshaling armies. This was the time in which Constantine rose to preeminence, not accidentally tying his fortunes to his self-positioning as a protector of Christians. In all likelihood his mother, Helena, had been Christian. Constantine himself had been tutored by the Christian theologian-politician Lactantius when the latter was chief rhetorician of the capital city, and he himself was held hostage in Nicomedia by Diocletian to secure his father Constantius’s good behaviour as junior caesar in the West.

			In the eastern provinces, where Galerius was now the senior emperor, the persecution continued. In spring 306 his new junior, Maximin Daia, issued an edict requiring all provincial governors to ensure their people sacrificed. In Palestine this was heavily enforced (producing a famous cluster of early Palestinian martyrs), but elsewhere it was sporadically observed through 309, after which it became increasingly obvious to all concerned that it was an ineffective policy. In 311 Galerius fell mortally ill and, convinced that he had unwisely angered the Christian god, decided to rescind the policy. He now demanded merely that Christians should pray for the welfare of the state and for the healing of himself, and he allowed them to rebuild their churches.26 Six days later, this twelfth of the persecutors died. His successor, Maximin Daia, took over the command of his territories and, without specifically voiding Galerius’s edict, made it clear that he himself encouraged local authorities to assault Christian communities and target any significant leaders they could find. This “half-official” violence accounted for more outbreaks of persecution in Nicomedia, Tyre, and Antioch.27

			At this time there was an even more violent episode of oppression in Egypt, during which renowned theologian-bishop Peter of Alexandria was martyred.28 The last victim of this pogrom was the internationally famous theologian Lucian, bishop of Antioch, who died in January 312. Emperor Maximin Daia himself died in 313, just as Constantine had finally conquered his last Western rival, Emperor Maxentius, at Rome, and was now free to turn his armies toward the East. In that same year a formal reconciliation of Constantine and Licinius, the latter of whom was now augustus of the whole East, brought a formal end to the Great Persecution. This decree, known now as the Edict of Milan, raised the hopes of Christians throughout both of the empire’s halves and signaled widely that Constantine was to be their significant protector. It has been hailed as the first great rescript of official religious toleration in European civilization. In the Western provinces under his direct control, Constantine now clearly encouraged the Christians. Many served in his army, and he already saw (which became his explicit policy later on) that the bishops among them fulfilled the function of democratically accessible local magistrates. Constantine has traditionally been regarded as the champion and savior of the Christians in the early fourth century. While his gifts to the church of protection, political favor, and financial restitution cannot be underestimated, it should equally not be forgotten what Constantine himself got from the Christians: widespread political support and soldiers serving in the army that had permitted his ascendancy.

			As Constantine’s aspirations to supreme power became more and more obvious, Licinius, the augustus of the Eastern provinces, decided to fall back once more on the alternative power bases of the old religion and its traditional supporters. He encouraged a policy of sporadic incidents of hostility to the Christians of the East. This Constantine seized on, in 324, as justification to topple Licinius from power as the last of the persecutor emperors, leaving his own way clear to supreme monarchy over the empire’s Eastern and Western divisions. He and his dynasty were, from that point onward, intimately associated with the Christian movement, and in the later fourth century the church enjoyed unparalleled peace and growth. There was a brief but halfhearted effort to hinder the church’s cause by the emperor Julian (361–363), but the latter’s death (possibly by the hands of Christian assassins in the army) effectively spelled the end of pagan emperors ordering persecutions against the church.29 In the West there would be a considerable number of further persecutions in the fifth and sixth centuries, as invading Gothic Arian kings made their power felt over native Nicene Catholics, and in Byzantium, zealous Christian emperors imposing their varieties of orthodoxy in later centuries would equally be designated by many sources as “wicked persecutors,” but all of this was strictly “by analogy” compared to what had happened between the late first and early fourth centuries.

			The memory of a persecuted community. This extraordinarily fast and popular emergence of the Christian movement in Roman society had clearly worried not only official authorities but even ordinary townspeople, who saw in their very midst a new kind of “belonging” emerging radically, which frightened them into violent reaction. The Christian martyr accounts generally try to show the martyrs as supremely reasonable in their attitudes: defenders of the rights of humanity, free speech, and freedom of spirit. But there were some who simply appeared to the persecuting authorities as dangerously mad zealots with a death wish.30 Most of the intellectual commentators who took any notice of the Christian martyrdoms regard them with great distaste. Tacitus the historian thought that their refusal to conform to the laws manifested only a “resolute hatred for the human race.”31 Pliny the Younger saw Christian resisters only as an example of “rebelliousness and invincible obstinacy.”32 Marcus Aurelius, aware of the resolution with which they faced death, did not find it a badge of courage but rather of “vulgar audacity.”33 The Roman writers unanimously speak (as their philosophy had taught them) from a lofty superiority that regarded the common man as little more than a brute waiting for an opportunity to cause unrest and constantly needing the suppressive guidance of his betters. But the Christian accounts, perhaps with a view to more common attitudes even though they are educated, indicate that while there was much mob hostility, sometimes the courage of the martyrs had an effect in softening some people’s hearts, winning their admiration, and on occasion even inducting them to the church. Tertullian made much of this and coined his famous aphorism that the “blood [of the martyrs] is the seed of the Christians.”34 Even Tacitus, annoyed though he was about it, admitted this happened in his account of Nero’s persecution.35

			Issues of an appeal to freedom of religion struck the ancient authorities as disingenuous in a world where all parties sensed that the favor of the gods was what determined the rise or fall of nation-states. Rome had flourished because of the favor of its own gods. To despise those gods was to work against the empire as drastically as to take up arms. The Scriptures of the Christians taught them the same truth: those who worshiped the true God would be blessed, and those who venerated idols would be cast aside by God. In the early fourth century theologian-rhetor Lactantius would make this claim very explicitly on behalf of Christians, basing his evidence on the book of Maccabees, drawing a direct parallel between the church and the Maccabean warriors in revolt and listing all the scriptural instances where God cast down wicked kings into the dust. By then, of course, he had thrown off the need for caution in the light of the persecution by Galerius, and he used the book, The Deaths of the Persecutors, to propagandize the ascent of Constantine as the church’s defender.

			Neither the Romans on the one side or the Jews and Christians on the other had any real confidence, therefore, in the argument that there was any such thing as a secular state that would, or should, permit complete freedom of religion. We cannot interpolate this modern value into late antiquity. Christians across the ranks of the church regarded martyrs as exemplifying the church’s role as eschatological precipitator. The church was the shining witness to divine truth in an age of demonic worship, in their minds. Accordingly, the violent rage they roused against themselves was not merely a political affair but a manifestation of the rage of the demons who had been thwarted by Christ and an attempt to stop the work of his Spirit on earth. The political violence, in other words, was a continuing of the machinations of Satan that had caused the passion of Christ in the first place and now still thought it could overcome the grace of the resurrection by slaughtering the church and wiping it off the face of the earth. For Christian believers, Christ’s words of apocalyptic encouragement were vividly real (Mt 16:18), and it was commonly taught within the communities that martyrs would ascend directly to heaven, to sit with Christ, not waiting in some form of peaceful Hades until the last day.36 Their blood shed for Christ was a mimesis of Christ’s own passion, and it was imbued with some of his divine grace, causing the remission of all their sins and winning reconciliation for penitents for whom they advocated in heaven.37 Gaining immediate admittance into paradise meant for the church that these great saints would continue actively working as intercessors for the church on earth.

			The cult of the martyrs grew apace in the age of persecutions, and when that era had passed, it remained the custom to build churches in honor of the martyrs and eventually to bring their relics inside the churches (a revolutionary change of social attitude toward death) to bring the martyr cult in close parallel to the eucharistic celebration. Relics, first of the martyrs and then of other categories of Christian saints, became a very real and potent encapsulation of the sense of divine presence among the early Christians. The very bones were regarded as imbued with divine grace and intercessory power. From the third century onward those who were arrested and suffered for the faith but had not been executed were given high honor in the community as “confessors.”38 Their prayers were felt to carry great power before God, and many Christians approached them asking for intercession for the forgiveness of sins. 

			In the layout of ancient cemeteries the graves are generally speaking set out haphazardly, without pattern. But taking a bird’s-eye view of the plan, one can see immediately where an early Christian martyr has been laid to rest: for suddenly all the graves adjacent to it start being laid out in parallel and crowding as near as possible. The church vividly believed that these were living intercessors, and on the day of judgment people wished to be near them as their bodies were resurrected. This graphic belief was no mere trope. Ordinary Christians passionately wanted to be near their heavenly patrons. The prominent cult of the martyrs, though it is perhaps not something that immediately speaks to contemporary Christian experience, is one way of seeing how the early church organized its view of the world in the time of political distress.39

			The age of persecutions, then, served to temper the new movement in extra­ordinary ways. It hardened the church’s sense of not wishing to compromise in any pluralist way with pagan ritual. It gave the Christians a very tightly drawn community sense. If the second century had offered a very “fertile” and “varied” set of Christian profiles, the age of persecutions drew the boundaries of ecclesial belonging much more tightly. Out of it emerged a much stronger sense of Christian polity and an enhanced role for the executive presidency of the episkopoi, who had, by and large, come out of their immense pastoral challenges with increased prestige and governance skills. In its ever more expanding liturgical calendar the church kept the memories of its many martyrs alive, by doing so also underscoring its highly eschatological interpretation of political society, something that can be seen in fourth- and fifth-century political theologians Lactantius and Augustine.40 The church had been born into persecution and emerged as a powerful force of resistance through four centuries of difficult circumstances. Ever afterward that memory became for it a kind of archetypal encouragement for its (many) later troubles.

			
Roman Ideas on Law and Religion

			The principate and dominate (27 BC to AD 313). The Roman legal system was an ancient one, rooted in religious rites. It was part and parcel of Roman religion. Law codes had first arisen in Roman prehistory as ways of securing oaths between people and having them witnessed by priests in the temples of the gods. Lex, or law, was thus a binding of people socially under the eye of the Roman gods. Obviously, as the Latin empire spread out by conquest to become first an international and then a global reality, trade with foreign peoples at great distances pressured Roman law to become something far more universal in its turn, and the legal system started to develop extensively. For our concerns here, in relating Roman law to the church in its early centuries and seeing why so much conflict occurred, we can turn our attention to the later stages of that story: the impact of the system of emperors and how their acquisition of monarchical power affected law. 

			Because of Augustus’s pretense that he would never assume monarchical power, this period has been called the principate (derived from the emperor’s claim to a status merely as “first citizen” or princeps). Of course Augustus made sure that the two bases of the real monarchical power he needed were secured in his person (1) in terms of political control of the law (and thus he became the chief magistrate and appellate adjudicator), and (2) in terms of his assumption of the role of commander-in-chief of the armies of Rome imperator (commander or emperor). Controlling the political aspect of law and being able to back up his claims with might enabled Augustus to continue the pretense of a historic republic and allowed him to make radical changes in the name of traditional reforms. His self-portrayal was as “restorer of the republic.” So it was that from 27 BC onward the personal role of the emperor became more and more the central crux in the issue of making and promulgating Roman law. He managed the change to monarchical domination quietly, by using a clever collection of republican offices. He allocated to himself the proconsular power, which meant he had charge of all the armies of Rome in the frontier provinces; the consular power, which gave him supreme authority in the city of Rome itself; the powers of the tribunate, which meant he assumed direction of the law, personally approving all the traditional magistracies; and the headship of all religious affairs in assuming (after 12 BC) the office of pontifex maximus.41

			Augustus and the senate clung to the illusion that he was merely the “first citizen” for a long time. He did not wish to supplant the established processes of lawmaking by assuming legislative powers based solely on his personal force of dominion (as winner of the civil war). This remained a principle of the early principate until the emperors after Diocletian cast aside the illusion and acted for what they were, the absolute monarchs now using the law and the senate as their instruments. By this time we call the imperial era the dominate. It is the principate and dominate that led into the Christian revolution under Constantine, which in turn paved the way for a more thoroughgoing revision of the terms and principles of Roman law under the Christians.42 Nevertheless, the emperors personally assumed significant and increasing magisterial powers, which expanded over time into the Byzantine system of the emperor having supreme command over the issuing of law as its fons et origo. He became the law personified. Popular assemblies that once had the capacity to issue binding legal statutes under the purview of the praetor were abolished by the principate. By 125 the praetor’s control of legal administrative matters was also abolished. Hadrian set the seal on this in 131 when he decreed that all previous praetorian decrees were now to be codified with no further additions permitted. Henceforth the emperor would fulfill all the praetor’s ancient legal duties by personal edict. 

			Despite such centralizing momentum, of course, the enforcement of law was not universally equitable in all parts of the empire. Much depended on the zeal (or bigotry) of local governors. The further one got from the ambit of the capital, the more uneven things became. The often-repeated demands in the law codes for the same rulings to be observed suggests that Roman legislation was neither absolute nor assured everywhere. The patchy application of penal laws against Christians in various provinces also testifies to this quite clearly. But the intent was there, nevertheless, to establish the law as a uniform pattern of “good standard” throughout the empire’s provinces.

			One result of this centralizing movement, and also one that started to look to legal rescripts more as a universal charter than a simple record of precedence cases, was the shifting of the whole Roman legal system, by the end of the third century, away from the formulary system that had earlier been in use and toward a new system of cognitio extraordinaria. Most private Roman law before the third century had been essentially a common form of “witness to disputes,” in which two disputants had agreed with their lawyers what the essence of the conflict was and had left it to the resolution of a third party on the basis of their agreed formulary. Now, the state (in the person of the emperor as supreme personification of law) assumed greater powers in its own right. In place of the older, system-based adjudication, the state itself now assumed the right to prosecute cases from beginning to end. The emperor’s honor and dignity as the personification of the state became a cipher for that kind of social protection of the commonwealth and its peace, which he saw as his duty of office. This was why it became a key part of imperial administration to extend a massive oversight of the legal system through imperially appointed magistrates. Magistrates were embodied icons of the majesty of the emperor. 

			The change in the system not only continued the centralization aspects of the imperium but also underlined that it was now the state’s duty, not that of individuals within it, to prosecute justice. What this meant in terms of reference to Christian dissidents is that the law was not first and foremost about the preservation and defense of matters of justice. It was primarily a protection of the dignity of the emperor, considered as a cipher for the well-being of the commonwealth. Christians appealed to issues of justice. Their refusal to adopt the simple pluralism of worship that under­lay the divine genius of the emperors acting as pontifices maximi of the state religion meant that the emperors saw only the disobedience. That disobedience was a far more immediate and pressing matter than theories of equity and justice, or the niceties of worship theology, for it told the imperial officials that here was a group that did not share a belief in the invincible right of the emperor and his state. This, in short, was why Christian dissidence over matters of worship was regarded as high treason and carried the death penalty. Instead of being a universal social protection, the very law had become deadly to Christians. Some of the lawyers among the church had much to say on this topic, and their opinions would grow in later centuries to be the basis for a new Christian polity of civilization based on rights. But for the time being they were simply concerned with an urgent self-defense.

			A Christian response to Roman oppression: Tertullian’s social theology. Tertullian’s legal cast of mind is woven throughout all his work. He is a classically trained rhetorician and has inside knowledge of the principles of Roman jurisprudence.43 To this he added a sharp skill in literary apologetics and a solid grounding in ethical philosophy. He is one of the first who robustly turns against the church’s upper-class opponents that charge of barbarism that they have been using to suppress Christianity violently. The bloody refusal to listen to reason, Tertullian argues, is proof positive that it is the rulers who are barbarous, not the Christians they are slaughtering without sufficient cause. As he was one of the leading Christian orators of the second century, it is natural that the legal and moral issues involved in state persecution for religious reasons would occupy his mind, and accordingly Tertullian is one of the chief witnesses to how thinking Christians responded to political oppression in this era. His central reflections on law, justice, and society appear predominantly in his Apologeticus, which he wrote in 197, a few years after his conversion and during the reign of Septimius Severus. Here he sets out to make the case for the toleration of the church.

			He knew his primary task was to reverse the legal principles of praescriptio. He himself had used it to good effect in his argument in his treatise De Praescriptione Haereticorum. Now it had to be dismantled in reference to charges of criminal treason by virtue of refusal to worship the divine genius of the emperor. Prescription worked in Roman law by ruling “out of court” certain large arguments. Whatever their logic or apparent validity, prescription meant that they were irrelevant in the legal process. The concept still applies today extensively. When Tertullian applied it to the (Christian) heretics, he made the case that the extent of the dissident opinions these various secession groups held made them unsuitable witnesses to represent Christianity when considered as a corporate body. Their dissidence had become so extensive as to make them lose title to the name Christian. By applying such a “prescription,” he felt their arguments could be globally synopsized and rejected from the corporate body of Christian self-definition. Now his problem was that the same argument was being used against him. However much he argued that Christians ought to be given a hearing, the juridical position of the state was that certain crimes against religion were inherently so monumentally outrageous that they de facto deprived the criminal of normal rights of due process. The same argument is often invoked today in reference to terrorism offenses.

			Tertullian protests that Christians, by virtue of their religion alone, which has induced them to resist Roman religious rites, had not forfeited the protections afforded to them by law and natural justice. The contrary argument arose from the sacral character still attached to classical Roman law. Ancient Roman law regarded crimes of religion in the category of sacrilegious offenses having been committed against the order of justice established by the gods. To offset the outlaw’s breaking of these sacred obligations, an expiation had to be made, a religious sacrifice of some kind to repay the debt. At first, for great crimes, the sacrifice in antique Roman society was required to be the life of the offender. Later this severity was reduced and substituted for exile and confiscation of goods. Such an exile was literally an “outlaw.” He was outside the scope or protection of Roman law. He stood as an homo sacer, and anyone finding him on Roman soil was regarded as having fulfilled a religious duty to avenge the sacrilege committed. 

			In Tertullian’s day this religious character still attached itself to Roman law, albeit in an extended sense. The root of the imperial persecutions of the Christians (however politically motivated in particular cases, such as Nero’s reaction, or explicable on the grounds of ethnic scapegoating, such as the martyrs of Lyons) always demonstrated a profoundly religious character to the authorities and the people. The Christians had, by refusing honor to the gods who supported Rome, definitively set themselves apart from Rome. The mobs at Christian executions are genuinely outraged by the “atheists” who “hate society.” The general population feared that by living in the midst of the empire yet offending the Roman gods day by day the Christians were a threat to Rome’s continuing greatness and were thus a cancer that had to be extirpated. Their similar refusal to honor the divine genius of the emperor was simply a particular example of the overall and relentless dishonor the Christians offered to the gods (whom they regularly called wicked demons). By virtue of this fundamental character of their religion (the refusal to worship any but the Christian God), had not the Christians declared themselves to be de facto outlaws? It was against this type of prescriptive argument that Tertullian was forced to make one of the church’s first philosophically considered legal cases.

			The Christians actually learned from this the hard way that their persecutors were correct in their major premise. The way a society worships determines the moral character of the body politic. This experience of suffering persecution at the hands of a self-righteous state machinery led the Christians to articulate a major departure from the ancient religious attitudes of Roman and Near Eastern society. It can be seen clearly in the writings of Tertullian, amounting to one of the first appeals for freedom of conscience in all matters relating to religious practice and belief. This was a monumental departure from the usual theology of divine providence that applied in ancient societies (it applies alike to Jewish or pagan sources), namely that the people’s veneration of the electing deity (or deities) covenantally secured the protection and flourishing of the state. Religion thus mattered politically and militarily: there could be no such thing as private devotion. The Christians in the time of Tertullian are one of the first ever groups in history to argue strongly for a certain disconnection between divine providence (let us say, as discerned in this case as the manifest will of God for a nation) and fidelity to the cult. The fuller implications of this disconnection of political favor and the sustenance of divine cult took some centuries longer to elaborate more fully. It was spectacularly written up in Augustine’s City of God, in the fifth century, in which he demonstrates the religious fallacy of self-identification as the god-favored nation without a concomitant sense of moral scrutiny and repentance. But Tertullian certainly began that revisioning of political theology. Lactantius, in the fourth century, took it to a higher pitch in his Divine Institutes, in which he argues that the new politeia of the Christians could serve as just that freshening of moral philosophy that could regenerate Rome’s aspirations for a truly world-class civilization as well as liberate it from its present delusions that military conquest and financial oppression constituted the true global civilization the world was grateful to them for bringing.

			Since Tertullian could not secure a hearing in the courts, he wrote special appeals in literary form. Against the Roman claim that Christian refusal to honor the gods of Rome was fittingly a capital charge because it cosmically undermined the divine honors on which account the gods had granted Rome’s political ascendancy, Tertullian answered with the acerbic response: Rome never flourished on this earth because it was religious; it gained the world precisely because it was irreligious, always ready for war and rapinage.44 It was not the gods of Rome who dealt favors to Italy, but, on the contrary, it is the supreme God of all history, the one God of all humankind, who allots and takes away kingdoms.45 Tertullian often comes back to this insistent setting of earthly history into an apocalyptic frame of reference. It gives much of his work an interesting sociopolitical edge. In this instance he implies that if one is to read history aright, one cannot simply read it as a story of this or that particular nation’s rise to dominate others and then claim divine permission to continue the dominance. On the contrary, the evidence of a truly global religion argues that the oneness of the Deity who is the sole Lord of history makes of human culture both a search for harmony and fraternity and also a moral test: What did one society do with their moment of ascendancy: extend their brutal rapinage while they held the upper hand, or seek to raise the common good?

			Because of his dislocation of simplistic providence theology, it followed that Tertullian could make what would have appeared to his ancient contemporaries as a very startling conclusion. Religion, he says, is a mater of private conscience. He is one of the first Christian theologians to argue that the peace of a diverse society demands that every human being has an inalienable right, by virtue of being a rational and moral creature, to freedom of worship. It is a privilege of our nature, he says, that each one must worship according to their deepest conviction. He goes on to say that legal compulsion of religious matters is therefore counterrational and contrary to morals: “It is, assuredly, no part of religion, to compel religion, to which free will alone must lead a rational being.”46 

			His position owes a lot to Stoic theories of natural law, which he has seamlessly blended with evangelical principles on holiness and justice (tsedaqah) as the innate character of the one God. Tertullian makes the Stoic sense of “natural law” into the power that underlies the bond of human society. For him it is synonymous with “conscience.”47 It is this foundational energy of harmony and consensus that keeps human society working. Law is merely the element that binds it together on the surface. If the underlying fundament of rational consensus should disappear, law would not be enough to sustain human society. It is imperative, therefore, that law should foster and sustain the springs of this natural moral harmony and due order in society. In Tertullian’s hands, and in those of later Christian theorists of law, this idea of the moral consensus behind society, of which law is the external face, is more potently charged with individual religious overtones of grace and sinfulness than ever it was in the Stoics, and much more religiously rooted in both than it is in modern appeals to the social utility of natural law. But the idea of this appeal to natural law that he uses undoubtedly served in the ancient world as a commonly recognized lingua franca among those who, for many centuries past, had been arguing that law was the servant of justice and equity, not a slave of the political and financial status quo. Tertullian commends the progress of Roman law through the ages precisely on this basis, that law conforms itself more and more to justice as society matures.48

			Tertullian’s argument would have been easily recognized by any well-educated jurist of the day and would have evoked a certain sympathy, echoing some classical sources of their own such as Ulpianus, Paulus, and Cicero, who had made similar cases.49 The real problem with Tertullian’s position, however, is illustrated in his claim that the ferocious determination of the Christian martyrs not to make any compromise at all with Roman authority was simply a manifestation of the calm determination of the Stoic sage.50 This “no compromise: no conformity” (because religious cult was involved) was unquestionably hard for most of the local magistrates to swallow as anything remotely like the exercise of reason, when religion for the ordinary Roman was probably comparable to no more than a civic saluting of the flag. They could not see why devotion to the new god, Christ, ruled out any reverence at all for state rites, unless those rites were hateful to the new religion on political grounds. Moreover, the legal convention of distinguishing the classes into nobiles (propertied classes who merited different punishment and kinder treatment) and vulgares, or common folk, who merited only burning or throwing to the beasts if they demurred from the values of their betters, meant that much (if not all) of Tertullian’s argument was destined to fall on deaf ears.

			The Christian martyrs were removed from normal due process because of the nature of the charge that put them into the category of criminals by sacrilege, lèse majesté, illicit political association, or the practice of magic.51 The charges of lèse majesté and sacrilege were the favored ones, and these two foci (which are very closely associated in Roman legal thought)52 thus become the governing argument structure of Tertullian’s Apologeticus.53 Crimes of this nature were instructed to be dealt with by summary expedited process, before a judge without the need for other representation, and they carried with them automatic capital penalties.54 What we read, in later Christian history, as the extraordinary (sometimes romanticized but generally horrendous) tortures of the martyrs were simply the second- and third-century standard penalties for dealing with what was seen as systematically organized opposition to the state. Antiquity was a brutal age. The acts of the martyrs, in holding up the sufferings of the righteous criminals for public pity and respect, are all about changing the social perception of justice and that of compassion. But in regard to Tertullian’s problem in posing a legal defense of the church that got around the fence of praescriptio, his great difficulty was how to mount the argument for religious freedom without convicting himself in the first sentence.

			He sets out a case that Christians deny the existence of the gods of Rome, certainly, but do not deny the existence of a supreme God who rules the affairs of humankind.55 Nor are they alone in denying the existence of many gods, as they share this skepticism with many of the educated classes who are condemning them for it.56 He thus raises the shibboleth that if everyone who denied the reality of the Roman pantheon were guilty of treason, there would be few people left safe. Thus, to apply the legal prescription brutally, that all deniers of the gods are worthy of execution, is a scandalous abrogation of reason, which any rational discussion (should the Christians ever be allowed time in court to set out their religious beliefs) would be able to dispel.57 

			So if belief in the gods is not at issue, really, he argues, there remains the question of the political loyalty of the Christians. “A Christian,” Tertullian says, “is an enemy to no one, and least of all to the emperor of Rome, whom every believer knows to have been appointed to that place by God, and whom he thus cannot but love and honor.”58 The Christian duty to love and obey the emperor does not mean, however, that the Christians do not have the rights of citizens to criticize or correct abuses. (He was on dangerous ground here.) The Lord’s command to “give to Caesar what is Caesar’s” also means that they are duty-bound to withhold from him what is not his.59 But the emperor, if he is a true emperor of the Romans, will himself recognize the limits of what is just and right. God, Tertullian says, has appointed him to power in order to enforce just laws. This is his primary duty, his very raison d’être.60 He must preserve the peace and punish the wrongdoer.61 If he should ever reverse this divinely appointed natural order and, instead, punish the just and reward the wicked (as the persecutions demonstrate), then he would preside over a major revolution in good order. Law must sustain the foundation of all society, which is reason. Persecution of the innocent Christians is, therefore, counterrational.62 But if the emperor fulfills his true function, then he deserves the obedience of all citizens, and in this respect the Christians will not be lacking in showing their loyalty.63 

			In this, of course, Tertullian (an African himself) departed knowingly from a certain tendency in earlier North African Christianity that had glorified the martyr’s resistance precisely because it spurned the earthly city and all pagan rulers. Such an attitude can be found in the stark “otherworldliness” of the Passion of the Scillitan Martyrs, written after their executions in 180. Here there is little common ground between Christianity and empire, little awareness of any Christian expectation to do much more in this cosmos than witness to its passing away, and certainly little civic religiosity such as Tertullian is appealing to.64 But such texts as the Passion of the Scillitan Martyrs probably represented the simpler village mentalities of men and women who had never looked beyond the boundaries of their small holdings, never felt the need to articulate a wider Christian social vision in the way Tertullian did. He had his sights set on much wider horizons. He was sensing the winds correctly. In less than 150 years Christians would not only be heard but would have governing sway in imperial affairs.

			The persecutions serve as litmus tests for the record of the individual emperors, Tertullian argues. They divide the rulers into two types: wise and brutal.65 One can either choose to be like a Nero or like an Augustus, who was diffident about receiving divine honors.66 At the local level, he points out, many magistrates demonstrate their humanity and wisdom by summarily dismissing cases brought against Christians, simply out of their own love for justice and law.67 Why should the law’s master be any less clement? To press his point he gives particular attention to Trajan’s rescript to Pliny, who had investigated the Christians in Asia Minor and declared them basically innocent. By officially recorded rescript, Tertullian argues, Emperor Trajan declared that Christians ought not to be sought out any longer on the basis of their name, but those who had already been brought to the attention of the authorities ought to be punished. But what legal inconsistency was this, Tertullian concludes? If they are innocent, why should they be punished at all?68 Even when Tertullian is promising the Romans his loyalty, there is always the important and necessary caveat that underlies all Christian judgment on social polity. The allegiance is never to be absolute or unthinking; social obedience always depends on the giving of allegiance to a God-appointed authority whose duty it is, pagan or Christian, simply to sustain that which is right. Accordingly, the root of the Christian social duty is always to remind the leaders of this limit of their authority: and this is surely why they will so rarely be thanked for it.

			The role of reason underlies all his wider thought on legal polity, and it derives directly from his deeply rooted theological anthropology. For Tertullian, God has established an order in society, which is an apex of that which he has established as the rational system underlying all creation.69 Humankind is the high point of that creation and emerges as Lord of the creation in mimesis of the Father Creator, to the extent that humankind demonstrates Logos on earth; that is a way of life that is consciously lived out in accordance with the dictates of reason and order.70 Moral order is chief among these aspects that put human social systems in harmony with the natural orders of the creation. The rational life of society is, in short, the highest manifestation of natural law, not something opposed to it. It can be perverted, however, and when humankind acts out a lifestyle that is disordered, given to selfish and immoral activities rather than philanthropic social care, then not only is society disrupted, but the whole creation is unbalanced, since its God-appointed head, the human race, has lapsed into subhuman irrationality. A reasonable and mutually philanthropic lifestyle brings about social harmony and the peace of society, which allows all civilized art to flourish. This is precisely why, Tertullian says, the emperor has been set up by God to preside over the administration of reasoned justice on earth,71 and this is why he commands the allegiance of the Christians.72

			Tertullian consistently argues throughout his writings that, of all forms of human social systems, it is that of the Christians who will most effectively bring peace into the heart of the human society, since it is a revelation of a lifestyle built on the premise of love. Within Christianity, Tertullian says, love is for the first time ever in history elevated as the supreme rule of society, the highest vision of social communion.73 It is both the perfection of an individual life and the perfect flowering of God’s desire for society. This law of love is the universal law established as a natural order within humankind, though it has struggled to emerge, first growing in the social code of ancient Israel, which was set by God to teach the world—but never belonging solely to Israel, since the law of love was set in the heart of that first law God gave to Adam and Eve from which the law of Moses later developed.74 The way Christianity has gone on to bring this natural law to its divine perfecting within society is, for Tertullian, a major revelation of truth to the world of his time. The law of universal love is taken, in Jesus’ command, to the pitch of loving even against the grain: “Our perfect and unique form of goodness,” Tertullian comments, “is not something that is shared with any others. All love their friends. Only Christians love their enemies.”75 But all the laws of humankind, for Tertullian, insofar as they are explicit attempts to lead society to virtue, devolve directly and divinely from the law of God as their ancient model.76
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