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      Early Medieval Europe: Europe in History, PART ONE, is the book I set out to write when I first realized just how bewildering the years after Rome really are. This narrative begins in the wake of the fall of the Western Roman Empire (commonly dated to 476 CE) and follows a long, uneasy transition rather than a neat, instantaneous break. Tracing the older biblical traditions—from the figure of Moses in the religious imagination—to the arrival of Jesus and the slow, often violent spread of Christianity, I map how lingering Roman power, emerging religious ideas, and fragile institutions collided and reshaped a continent. Europe did not suddenly wake up medieval; it stumbled there, step by step, under the twin pressures of conviction and calculation, of belief and bare survival.

      At the center of the story stand figures such as Constantine the Great, whose decisions altered both the map of empire and the map of faith. He legalized Christianity with the Edict of Milan (313) and convened the Council of Nicaea in 325, moments that pulled theology into the bloodstream of politics. I guide readers through Nicaea, the rise and contestation of Christian doctrine, and the influence of currents like Neoplatonism on early Christian thinkers. Arius and Alexander were not dusty theologians tucked away in cloisters—their quarrel over the nature of Christ split cities, inflamed popular loyalties, and forced emperors to pick sides. Councils became arenas of power where theological verdicts could help crown a ruler or topple one.

      As the empire strained, emperors fought to hold the reins. The Battle of Adrianople in 378 cracked the Roman military façade and reshaped politics; it helped usher Theodosius into power and set the stage for a new religious order when his reign hardened Nicene Christianity into imperial policy. The fall of John Chrysostom—forced from the patriarchate and exiled after clashing with court power—made plain how dangerous it was to speak truth from the pulpit when it challenged the throne. Meanwhile theological storms—arguments over Nestorianism and debates that would culminate at Council of Ephesus (431) and later the Council of Chalcedon (451)—pulled the empire into doctrinal combat. Chalcedon proclaimed a form of unity, but the peace it offered was brittle, and religious dispute kept the seams of empire taut.

      Then the crisis broke into the open. The rise of the Goths, Alaric’s shocking sack of Rome in 410, and the ripple of panic that spread across the Mediterranean marked a new phase of decline. Gaiseric’s seizure of Roman Africa and the loss of Carthage in 439 stripped the West of vital grain and revenue, while Attila’s Huns stormed across Gaul and into Italy, proving how exposed the western provinces had become. In this collapsing world, Anthemius—installed as Western emperor in the late 460s with Eastern backing—stands out as Rome’s last serious gamble: an effort to stitch the old order back together even as the threads were already slipping through history’s fingers.

      The final chapters look beyond collapse. From Justinian and Theodora's bold programs of law, rebuilding, and reconquest to the wrenching debates over icons, the doctrinal battles that rent churches, and the slow road to the Macedonian Renaissance, I follow how the Eastern Empire adapted and survived. The Roman Empire did not simply vanish—it continued in the east and, over centuries, evolved into what historians call the Byzantine Empire, an eastern Roman state reshaped by Greek language, Christian faith, and administrative reinvention. The world after Rome was forged by faith and violence as much as by compromise and creative reinvention.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            AFTER THE FALL OF ROME

          

        

      

    

    
      Of all the chapters in European history, the Middle Ages is perhaps the hardest to interpret. It’s not simply a matter of scant sources—though source scarcity can be acute in some regions and periods—but a deeper problem: centuries of entrenched misconceptions and often distorted readings have settled over the era. So, following scholarly habit, we’ll begin by clearing the ground and defining our terms: what, precisely, do we mean when we say “the Middle Ages”?

      The so-called “Middle Ages” is a way of thinking that first took shape among Renaissance thinkers. The word “Renaissance” itself means rebirth — a deliberate reaching back toward the art, letters, and civic ideals of ancient Greece and Rome. To those who celebrated that rebirth, you could imagine history plotted as a U-shaped curve: a bright classical summit, a long dip of darkness or decay, and then a climb back up when classical virtues were rediscovered.

      If you measure “civilizational closeness” to classical antiquity — the share of Greco‑Roman institutions, art, and learning visible in a society — then, in the eyes of many Renaissance intellectuals, medieval Europe looks like the broad, low bottom of that U. They dated the beginning of that low point to the 5th century CE (often linked to the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476), and they saw recovery beginning with the Renaissance. That conventional picture compresses a millennium into a single narrative: roughly the 5th through the 15th centuries were the Middle Ages — the long interlude between classical glory and modern revival.

      So where do people's misunderstandings of the Middle Ages come from?

      This brings us to the Enlightenment, which emerged roughly two centuries after the high point of the Renaissance. At its heart the Enlightenment championed reason over received authority — it elevated critical inquiry, empirical evidence, and human judgment to a place of primacy, and it openly challenged traditional religious and political authorities. (That said, not every Enlightenment thinker wanted to “replace God with reason” in an absolute sense; many sought instead to limit clerical power and to subject claims — including theological ones — to the test of reason.)

      Two intellectual currents gave the movement its force. On one hand, Newtonian natural philosophy — with its mathematical laws and confident, law-governed universe — supplied a powerful image of a cosmos intelligible by reason. On the other, a revived and deep engagement with ancient Greek and Roman thought furnished the Enlightenment with philosophical precedents and rhetorical authority. Together these sources encouraged the belief that European civilization’s greatest achievement was its cultivation of reason, and that the roots of that reason lay in the classical past.

      Seen through this lens, the long stretch between the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century CE and the dawning of the Enlightenment became, in the eyes of many Enlightenment writers, a millennium-plus of decline — a medieval era best set aside or overcome. It was common to depict that period as dominated by the Catholic Church’s institutional authority and as comparatively hostile to free inquiry. (That portrayal, however, simplifies a far more complex medieval reality, where monasteries, universities, and diverse intellectual practices also played central roles.)

      Under the influence of the discursive framework the Enlightenment created, popular and scholarly opinion gradually hardened into a series of misconceptions about the Middle Ages. To summarize, they fall into three main aspects.

      People like to set religion and science against one another.

      Today, when someone mentions the Middle Ages or the Catholic Church, the first image that often springs to mind is Giordano Bruno being burned at the stake for defending heliocentrism. Was he really executed by fire for that reason alone? No. Many historians point out that Bruno was a provocative, often radical thinker whose views went far beyond astronomy. He embraced a kind of pantheistic or monistic outlook and openly attacked a number of orthodox doctrines. He was tried by the Roman Inquisition not primarily for advocating a Copernican world-picture, but for a bundle of theological heresies — denials of key Christian teachings — and for the broader philosophical and religious positions he promoted.

      And what of his intellectual roots? The English scholar Frances A. Yates argued that Bruno drew heavily on Hermetic and other occult currents that Renaissance thinkers associated with ancient Egyptian wisdom; in her account his philosophy mixed cosmology with practices and ideas that contemporaries labeled “magic.” That mixture — more mystical and religious than strictly scientific — helps explain why the Church judged him so dangerous.

      After Copernicus died in 1543, his ideas didn’t simply vanish into the void. His main work was dedicated to the pope of the day, Paul III, and the new theory was put in front of the papal court for consideration. It’s a bit of a myth to imagine a single dramatic scene—“the secretary speaks, the pope immediately declares his verdict.” In reality the book was presented to the curia and discussed by learned men in Rome, and some within the Church found the heliocentric idea plausible.

      Remember that Copernicus himself held a clerical office, and he wasn’t the only clergyman who made major scientific contributions. Take Roger Bacon, the thirteenth‑century Franciscan who championed observation and experiment (a neat shorthand is “seeing is believing,” though that’s a modern simplification of his attitude), or Gregor Mendel, the Augustinian friar who uncovered the laws of inheritance by breeding peas. Does that force us to conclude that religion and science must always be enemies? Not obviously. Newton, Descartes, Leibniz, Kepler—each in his own way—were people of faith, even if their theological views varied.

      You might argue that in earlier ages belief was simply the default. So look at the last century: arguably the most famous scientist of the 20th century was Einstein. He rejected a personal, interventionist God—“Jehovah,” in the conventional sense—but he often invoked a Spinoza‑like reverence for the rational structure of the cosmos. People have tried to quantify this intersection of faith and science. Some defenders of religion claim that 95% of Nobel laureates are religious; some critics retort that only 7% are. Those extremes tell you more about the debate’s polemical tone than about reality. I think both figures are too extreme; the actual proportion is probably somewhere between 7% and 95%.

      So I very much agree with Feynman. Feynman once said, “Many scientists have faith in science and also hold a belief in God… the two can be perfectly reconciled.” In other words, whether someone practices a religion has little to do with whether they can achieve remarkable success in science. If, for example, 90% of Americans profess belief in God, it would not be surprising—on purely statistical grounds—if roughly the same proportion of American Nobel laureates were religious.

      There are even compilations that look at Nobel Prize winners in physics across nearly a century and conclude that a large majority—sometimes reported as over 70%—had some form of religious belief. Such tallies can be striking, but they are also rough and depend on how one defines “religious” and which sources are used.

      Taking the issue further, the British scholar William Cecil Dampier, author of The History of Science and Its Relations with Religion and Philosophy, offers a bolder interpretation. Dampier does not see religion and science as merely unrelated; he argues they were tightly connected. One of the reasons the West produced such explosive scientific advancement, he suggests, was its Catholic heritage. According to Dampier, Catholic scholasticism trained generations in rigorous logical thinking—an indispensable skill for anyone doing systematic inquiry. More importantly, Catholic theology affirmed that God is intelligible to the human mind and that human reason can grasp aspects of the divine order. That affirmation, Dampier argues, gave reason a legitimate and exalted status. If nature is God’s creation, then it is both lawful and approachable; humans ought to study it and can expect to understand it. From this perspective, Dampier concludes that Catholicism was not the enemy of science but, paradoxically, a facilitator of its birth.

      Whether we set aside the thorny question of whether Catholicism ought to be called a promoter of science — a debate with plenty of nuance and counterexamples — the broader point is clear: many regions that never came under Catholic influence nonetheless produced flourishing technological civilizations. Think of the scientific and technical achievements of the Islamic world, the inventive energy of Song‑era China, the mathematical and metallurgical advances of ancient India, or the engineering and astronomical knowledge of the pre‑Columbian Americas — to name only a few.

      The Enlightenment’s sweeping portrayal of religion as the natural enemy of science, however, was more rhetorical weapon than settled fact. That rhetoric helped to harden a popular misconception about the Middle Ages: the notion of a uniformly “dark” epoch devoid of learning and progress. The second misunderstanding concerns how we position the Renaissance.

      This is a topic many know well — and one you cannot avoid when you talk about the Middle Ages. I’ll sketch it briefly from the angle of how intellectual ideas developed.

      The interpretation that the Renaissance was a humanist movement was given its classic expression by Jacob Burckhardt in his influential book The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. Burckhardt, a seminal nineteenth‑century historian, noticed a striking affinity between the Renaissance and the Enlightenment: in both eras intellectuals looked back with admiration to the art, literature, and civic ideals of ancient Greece and Rome.

      From that insight he argued that the Renaissance represented a decisive turn toward secular, human‑centered thought. He drew attention to how Renaissance thinkers reclaimed the Latin ideal of humanitas — a concept revived from Cicero and other classical authors — and, taking it in an explicitly anthropocentric sense, celebrated the value and dignity of human beings. Rather than labeling the period simply “anti‑religious,” Burckhardt portrayed the Renaissance as a movement that shifted attention away from medieval otherworldliness and ecclesiastical domination toward the concrete concerns of civic and secular life, thereby helping to open the way for modern individuality and freedom. (The notion of political equality in the modern sense, however, was a later development more fully realized in Enlightenment and post‑Enlightenment thought.)

      At that time, "humanitas" didn't mean a wholehearted embrace of secular life so much as a cultivated love of classical Greek and Roman learning — the literature, rhetoric, moral examples, and refined taste that shaped a person's character. It's certainly true that Renaissance intellectuals were captivated by the ancients, and later Enlightenment thinkers also drew inspiration from classical models. But it would be a mistake to paint either movement as uniformly anti-religious.

      Think of two people who both quote the Bible: one does so from faith and moral conviction, seeking spiritual and ethical foundations; the other treats it as a rhetorical tool or cultural ornament to serve entirely different, pragmatic ends. Their outward gestures may look the same, yet their inner motives are opposite, and the difference is unmistakable.

      If the Renaissance had truly been anti-religious, would the greatest masterpieces by artists such as Michelangelo, Raphael, and Leonardo da Vinci have been commissioned for and displayed so widely inside sacred churches?

      There’s another stubborn myth to dispel: that the thousand years of the Middle Ages were a single, uninterrupted “dark age” and that European civilization lost its link to antiquity until Arabs rescued and returned it through Spain. It is true that Islamic scholars preserved, translated, and amplified many Greek texts and that Iberia (and Sicily) served as important conduits for Latin Europe. But that account is incomplete. Byzantine scholars and Greek-language manuscript traditions also transmitted a vast portion of classical learning—especially through contacts in southern Italy, the eastern Mediterranean, and in the centuries around and after the Fourth Crusade and the fall of Constantinople. Modern research shows a mosaic of transmissions—Arabic, Byzantine, and native Latin continuities all played parts.

      Some modern historians and popular surveys emphasize the Arabic route; I don’t find that narrative fully persuasive without sensing the biases that shaped it. Why did certain Enlightenment thinkers and later commentators insist on downplaying Byzantium’s role? Part of the answer lies in intellectual and ideological rivalries: projecting a clean break from a “Byzantine” past suited certain political and cultural agendas. A useful parallel comes from the Meiji era in Japan, where some scholars deliberately distanced themselves from Chinese models in order to fashion a new national identity. When you follow the thread far enough, you often encounter not just scholarly disagreement but deep-seated complexes of pride, shame, and the desire to invent a purer origin story.

      The mistaken definition of the Renaissance creates real headaches for anyone trying to periodize European history; messy periodization, in turn, forces readers to pay unnecessary costs when they want to understand the past. Think of it like the Ptolemaic astronomical system: if you insist the Earth is motionless, you can still model the Sun’s and planets’ motions, but only by piling on epicycles and eccentricities until the scheme becomes wildly cumbersome.

      A tempting neat division of European history casts it in three clear stages: ancient society—people worship many gods; premodern society—people believe in a single God; modern society—people no longer believe in any gods. It sounds tidy, but it’s a dangerously simplistic map. Religious belief does not follow such clean, linear transitions: monotheism exists in the ancient world (for example, early Judaism), some “premodern” societies remained polytheistic, and modernity is a mixed landscape of secularization, religious revivals, and plural faiths. In short, this three-part formula is an attractive shortcut, but it flattens complexity and risks misleading us.

      That is why defining the Renaissance purely as a “humanist movement” creates a puzzle: once you treat the Renaissance in such narrow terms, the several-century stretch between the Renaissance and the Enlightenment becomes a thorny classification problem. The truth is messier—Renaissance humanism was a major strand, but the broader cultural, scientific, artistic, and religious transformations overlap with the early modern currents that feed into the Enlightenment. Periods bleed into one another; they do not snap shut like neatly labeled boxes.

      The third common misconception about the Middle Ages concerns the relationship between the Western Roman Empire and the Germanic peoples.

      The traditional mainstream story goes like this: under the tidal onslaught of barbarian invasions, the Western Roman Empire finally collapsed in CE 476. But that tidy version leaves a stubborn question unanswered: after the invasions, where did the Romans go? If the barbarians had simply slaughtered every Roman, how do we explain the later, widespread use of Romance languages among the supposed conquerors — and who taught those Germanic rulers the regional Latin dialects they would come to speak?

      A useful parallel is found in Chinese history: the episode usually called the Uprising of the Five Barbarians (五胡之乱). From the late Eastern Han and especially during the turmoil surrounding the Western Jin’s collapse, non-Han groups increasingly moved into and settled the Central Plains. The influx grew so pronounced that, by the end of the Western Jin, some records (one recorder often cited is Jiang Tong) report that in the Guanzhong area of roughly a million inhabitants, ethnic minorities made up nearly half — a demographic shift that helped push the situation beyond control. The comparison makes the Roman puzzle less mysterious: conquest does not erase local populations or their languages; it often produces new, hybrid linguistic and cultural orders instead.

      The situation in Rome was similar. As the empire gave up outward expansion and settled into a defensive posture, the old civic zeal for military service faded. To keep the legions filled, Rome increasingly turned to Germanic recruits — foederati, laeti, and other “barbarian” contingents — to shore up its armies.

      From the third into the fourth century, under mounting frontier pressure and chronic manpower shortages (and after the rise of the Sassanid dynasty added a new eastern threat), Roman policy grew more willing to admit whole Germanic groups to settle inside the empire. These admissions were not unconditional favors. Rome typically accepted tribes under formal arrangements: the newcomers were settled under Roman oversight, expected to provide fighting men for imperial service, and sometimes their leaders’ children or other hostages were kept as guarantees of compliance. In practice this meant many Germanic warriors were absorbed into Roman units while women, children, and elders were settled in controlled communities—an arrangement that blurred the line between guest and subject.

      Over time the proportion of barbarian soldiers in Roman forces rose, and pockets of Germanic settlement multiplied within imperial territory. Then, around CE 370, another force entered the equation: the Huns pushed westward into the homelands of the Germanic tribes. That sudden westward pressure set off massive displacements, ignited widespread turmoil among those frontier peoples, and drove events beyond Rome’s ability to manage.

      Compared with the “Uprising of the Five Hu” in ancient Chinese history, the story of the Germanic peoples plays out differently. During the Five Hu upheavals, non-Han regimes in northern China often seized territory and set up rival states; there were exceptional moments when a regime like Former Yan accepted the nominal suzerainty of the Eastern Jin, but those were the exceptions rather than the rule. The Germanic groups, by contrast, frequently sought more than mere conquest: after moving into Roman lands and taking control of territory, they often desired official recognition and acceptance within the Roman system — in short, they wanted to acknowledge, and be acknowledged by, the Roman emperor.

      Consider Odoacer. When he deposed the last Western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, in 476, he sent the imperial insignia back east and argued that one emperor was enough for Rome. He asked to be recognized as the imperial deputy in Italy. The Eastern emperor accepted the arrangement, and in that recognition Odoacer secured the legitimacy he sought and became the first Germanic ruler to hold Italy in the name — and with the blessing — of the empire.

      Or take Charlemagne. Even after Pope Leo III crowned him “Emperor of the Romans” in 800, Charlemagne still felt that papal coronation alone left his authority vulnerable unless the Byzantine emperor acknowledged it as well. Over the following years he pressed Byzantium through a mix of diplomacy and the threat of force in Italy and the Adriatic. Under that pressure, and after a prolonged tug-of-war, the Eastern Roman emperor ultimately came to terms and recognized Charlemagne’s imperial standing — a final piece of legitimacy that completed his imperial stature.

      So, compared with the Five Hu upheaval, the Germanic impact on the Western Roman world involved relatively less sheer annihilation and relatively more negotiation, incorporation, and assimilation into existing Roman institutions.

      While those Germanic kings were busy clamoring for recognition and legitimacy, the Romans still living inside the former Western Empire were just as eager to win the approval of the new barbarian elites. Earlier it had often been the barbarians who took Latin names to smooth their entry into Roman society; now the tide sometimes turned, and parts of the Roman elite began adopting Germanic names, making political accommodation and cultural borrowing part of the same survival strategy.

      Diocletian’s administrative reforms had already pushed imperial authority deeper into local affairs, and Emperor Theodosius I went further—establishing Nicene Christianity as the state church and enacting laws that curtailed many pagan rites and the public role of the old gods. These changes weakened the traditional Roman senatorial and local elite’s hold on power; rather than being instantly expelled, many of these elites found their influence eroded and their only viable route back onto the political stage was to seek recognition from the Germanic kings now ruling in their regions.

      With those three misconceptions cleared, we gain a fresh lens for looking at the early Middle Ages. From that vantage, Oxford historian Chris Wickham—author of The Inheritance of Rome and the second volume in The Penguin History of Europe—dissects European history from CE 400 to 1000 for us.

      This phase of history is wildly fragmented and often chaotic: Byzantium — the Eastern Roman Empire — the patchwork of powers on the Italian peninsula, the Franks, the kingdoms of the Iberian Peninsula, the many realms of Britain, and even Persia and the rising Arab caliphates, among others, all surged onto the stage. Their relationships braided together in tangled ways, and untangling them is no small task.

      For the sake of narrative clarity, I divide the Middle Ages into two broad stages, using 1054 — the Great Schism between East and West — as the dividing line. I do this because I treat the first half of the Middle Ages primarily as the long process of Europe’s Christianization, while the second half is the age when ecclesiastical authority and royal power grappled with one another. It’s a simplification — the real history is messier and many other turning points (around the year 1000, the Gregorian Reforms, the Investiture Controversy) could also be named — but as a narrative spine it helps. In short, the central thread running through the Middle Ages can be captured in a single word: Christianity.
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            FROM MOSES TO THE MESSIAH

          

        

      

    

    
      From the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476 CE to the rupture between East and West commonly dated to 1054 CE, the defining story of the age was the steady Christianization of Europe. This was not a single overnight conversion, but a long, uneven process — the spread, institutionalization, and deepening of Christian belief and practice across former Roman territories and among the Germanic, Slavic, and other peoples who filled its place. By 1054 the mounting theological, liturgical, and political tensions between the Eastern (Byzantine) and Western (Latin) churches came to a head, marking a symbolic culmination of a centuries-long divergence.

      To speak of Christianity, its story must begin with the Jewish people.

      The forebears of the Jews were not a single, neatly labeled tribe arriving from a fixed point on a map, but a blend of hill-country settlers and pastoral bands who coalesced in the southern Levant. Scholars generally place the emergence of early Israelite identity in the highlands of Canaan and the surrounding pastoral zones, with memories and traditions that sometimes look back toward regions east of the Euphrates. Rather than insisting on a precise century, it is safer to say that, in the late second millennium into the early first millennium BCE — the turbulent turn from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age — these groups settled, mixed, and gradually formed a distinct people in Canaan, the land of the modern Levant (roughly today’s Israel and Palestine).

      The name “Hebrew” (Heb. Ivri) was used by outsiders and is commonly understood to mean “one from across” or “one who crossed over,” perhaps alluding to a crossing of the Euphrates; but its exact origin and early application are debated and not settled beyond doubt.

      In the book of Deuteronomy an ancient liturgical line is preserved: “A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and sojourned there.” That verse (Deut. 26:5) appears in various translations and glosses, and it speaks of an ancestor who sojourned in Egypt from whom a nation later grew — it does not literally say “on the brink of extinction,” a phrase that reflects an interpretive spin rather than the straightforward Hebrew of the text.

      So why did the Jews go down to Egypt? Broadly speaking, Canaan at that time lay under the sway of Egyptian power — or at least within Egypt’s sphere of influence during the Late Bronze Age — so movement between Canaan and Egypt was neither unusual nor unexpected.

      It’s tempting to anchor the story to grand battles. The Battle of Kadesh, fought around 1274 BCE between Ramesses II’s Egypt and the Hittite kingdom, is one of those epochal clashes people point to. But important clarification: that battle did not involve the Israelites as a belligerent party, and there is no solid historical evidence that Israelites sided with the Hittites or were rounded up and enslaved by the Egyptians as a direct consequence of Kadesh. Later retellings sometimes weave those threads together, but the documentary and archaeological record does not support such a neat causal chain.

      A more secure historical touchstone is the stele of Pharaoh Merneptah, dated roughly to the early 1200s BCE (commonly around 1208 BCE). Its brief boast — rendered in modern translations variously as “Israel is laid waste; its seed is no more” or “Israel has been turned into a ruin, though its people have not been completely destroyed” — is widely regarded as the earliest extra‑biblical inscription to name “Israel.” That line gives us a rare contemporary glimpse of a people already taking shape in the highlands and lowlands of the Levant.

      As for the claim that the Jews were “precocious” in the sense of inventing monotheism outright, that needs nuance. Some 18th– and 19th‑century thinkers praised the distinctive religious developments of the Israelites, and later commentators sometimes summed this up by saying the Jewish people were early or “precocious” in religious terms. But attributing a neat, single origin to monotheism is misleading: Israelite religion evolved over centuries, and monotheism emerged gradually. Moreover, other Near Eastern experiments with exclusive or elevated worship (for example, Akhenaten’s 14th‑century BCE Aten worship in Egypt) complicate any claim of a single “first” instance.

      In short: by the turn of the 12th century BCE, the groups that would become Israel did not yet display a uniform, standout civilization. Socially and politically they were, in many respects, typical of early hill-country peoples — organized around patriarchal clans and tribes, pastoral and village-based, at a stage one might call the early phase of a patriarchal clan society common among nomadic and semi-nomadic communities.

      Many passages in the Bible make this clear. For example, God speaks through Nathan to David: “Shall you build me a house to dwell in? From the time I brought the Israelites out of Egypt until now I have not dwelt in a house, but have moved about in a tent and in a tabernacle” (cf. 2 Samuel 7; 1 Chronicles 17). That single image — God living in a tent rather than a palace — points back to a people whose origins were tied to shepherding and a mobile, pastoral way of life.

      When the Israelites took root in Canaan, they entered a landscape and a culture shaped by settled agriculture. Inevitably, some clans changed their livelihoods and became farmers, while others kept the older pastoral rhythms. In popular imagination, that split sometimes looks like divine disfavor toward farmers. After Adam and Eve’s transgression the text says the ground will be cursed and the man must toil “by the sweat of your face” to get food from the soil (Genesis 3:17–19). That passage has been read to suggest that farming itself became a burden imposed by exile from a previous state — a powerful image, though one should note it is an interpretive reading rather than a literal law.

      The tale of Cain and Abel captures these tensions in stark, human terms. Cain is described as a tiller of the ground and Abel as a keeper of sheep (Genesis 4:2–4). The story tells that God accepted Abel’s offering but rejected Cain’s, and that God’s favor toward Abel provoked Cain’s deadly jealousy. The biblical text does not, however, narrate a scene of Abel’s sheep trampling Cain’s crops. What the story does preserve is the image of a family divided by vocation, sacrificial practice, and perceived divine preference.

      If we characterize early Israel as a patriarchal, clan-based society, it helps to remember what that looked like in practice: polygamy, concubinage, close-kin marriages, and clan-based obligations appear throughout the narratives. The Bible contains instances of levirate-type arrangements (later formalized in Deuteronomy 25:5–10), polygynous patriarchs (Jacob, David, Solomon), and a few striking episodes of incest or near-incest (for example, Lot and his daughters, or the Tamar–Judah story in Genesis 38). But the blunt phrase “brothers or a father and son sharing a wife” risks misrepresenting the evidence; the texts show a variety of kinship practices rather than a single, uniformly practiced “sharing” system.

      As Israel’s contacts with neighboring peoples increased and legal codes were consolidated, many of those older practices were curtailed or recast. Later legislation — most notably the prohibitions listed in Leviticus and the marriage regulations in Deuteronomy — defines a new set of boundaries for sexual and familial relations. Over time, some of those earlier arrangements came to be regarded as taboo and no longer socially acceptable or legally sanctioned within the emerging Israelite religious and legal framework.

      At this point you might be wondering: patriarchal clan societies were common back then, so why were the Jews the ones to give birth to monotheism?

      According to the Jewish tradition, during their long journey out of Egypt Moses received a revelation from God and launched a sweeping religious revolution. As a story, that version is dramatic and memorable—but when you probe it closely it doesn’t hold up easily to detailed scrutiny. We should bear in mind that the early Israelites did not worship a single deity exclusively. In the ritual language they often invoke “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob,” which points to strong ties between ancestry, kinship, and cultic identity. In the context of an ancient clan-based society, the most powerful bonds were kinship first and the shared worship of a common deity second. Without a powerful, disruptive cause, the many tribes of Israel would have had little reason to abandon their prior cultic loyalties and unanimously embrace a wholly new, exclusive god. So if we want to explain how Israel moved toward monotheism, we should look to outside pressures and broader historical forces rather than to a single neat origin story.

      The course of events may have been like this:

      In the late second millennium BCE—around the turbulent turn of the 12th century—the eastern Mediterranean was roiled by movements commonly called the “Sea Peoples.” Egyptian records speak of groups the Egyptians called the Peleset, who are widely identified with the Philistines and who seem to have arrived from the Aegean world (possibly including Crete). The details are murky: some accounts hint at conflict, others at resettlement and even service as mercenaries under Egyptian influence. Over time the name associated with them would be taken up by Greek and Roman writers and evolve into the toponym that later becomes “Palestine.”

      Meanwhile, the Israelites—whether shaped by small migrations, local social upheaval, or the memory of an Exodus tradition—remained a loosely affiliated collection of tribes. Without a strong, centralized command, each tribe fought on its own; in clashes with the better-armed, coastal Philistines they frequently found themselves at a disadvantage. Pressed by repeated defeats and yearning for unity, the people turned to their religious leader, Samuel—traditionally portrayed as prophet and judge—to settle the matter of kingship. Under Samuel’s anointing, Saul emerged as the first king of Israel in the biblical narrative. Later, under Israel’s second king, David, the Israelites are said to have organized more effectively and, after fierce struggles, finally overcame the Philistine threat and consolidated a kingdom.

      With the rise of kingship, a fundamental political question surfaced: how should authority be divided between the monarch and the cultic leaders? Some scholars suggest that, in response, religious elites shaped and promoted a powerful founding story—that Moses received divine law on Mount Horeb (or Sinai). Whether presented as sacred history or as a legitimizing narrative, this tradition put the law above the ruler, making the covenant and its statutes a check on royal prerogative. Seen this way, the Ten Commandments and the wider legal corpus function not only as religious injunctions but as a mechanism for restraining and limiting the scope of royal power.

      The monotheistic principle embodied in the Ten Commandments was, without question, a revolutionary idea. Unlike the familiar polytheistic systems around it, this faith carried a distinct covenantal quality: Israel worships one God, and that one God, in turn, chooses Israel. God promises not only a “Promised Land” flowing with milk and honey — Canaan — but also vows to Abraham, “I will make you into a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great,” a pledge that sets the whole drama in motion.

      The religion was a curious thing — like a pillar heaped from soft mud that needed both hands to steady it until it could dry and harden. Left to their own devices, the Israelites could not ensure its survival. Even the great King David fell short of the law’s moral demands. According to the biblical account, he saw Bathsheba bathing on the roof, coveted and slept with her, then sent her husband Uriah to the front lines where he was killed so David could take Bathsheba as his own. In doing so he transgressed not just the injunction against coveting, but also the prohibitions against adultery and murder, and the rupture of this kingly trust haunted the nation.

      When Bathsheba’s son Solomon succeeded David, matters took a darker turn. Solomon amassed many foreign wives and concubines; their presence brought with it the gods and rituals of their homelands. The biblical narrative blames the rise of foreign cultic practices in Israel at this time — rites associated with certain Canaanite usages (including tragic instances of child sacrifice, for example rites linked to Molech) and with Near Eastern fertility cults that involved sexual rites sometimes described in ancient texts as “temple” or cultic prostitution. These practices, whether labeled differently by modern scholars, are said to have appeared and compounded the spiritual crisis of the kingdom.

      After Solomon’s death, the fragile commitment to monotheism began to fray. The united kingdom split into two: the southern Kingdom of Judah and the northern Kingdom of Israel. In the north the drift away from exclusive worship was sharper and more persistent — a society that increasingly accommodated local cults and images and drew repeated rebukes from the prophets.

      Not long after the split, Jeroboam I set up rival sanctuaries in the north to anchor his new polity. He established ceremonial centers at Bethel and Dan and placed golden calves at their heart as focal cult objects, precisely to keep his people from making pilgrimages to Jerusalem. These calf-images echoed a broader Near Eastern idiom — bull and calf symbolism was common in Canaanite and Levantine religious art — and helped turn the northern kingdom toward syncretism rather than strict monotheism. (Samaria would later become the capital of the northern kingdom under Omri and continued to be associated with these mixed practices, but the salient early cult sites were Bethel and Dan.)

      Seen this way, the rise of an uncompromising Jewish monotheism looks less like a sudden, self-contained religious awakening and more like the eventual product of many pressures and responses: prophetic critique, royal reforms that centralized worship in Jerusalem, the traumatic dislocations of Assyrian and Babylonian conquest, the reshaping effects of the Babylonian exile, and the later priestly and scribal consolidation in the post-exilic period. Only through this long sequence of internal debate and external shocks did monotheism harden into the dominant, uncompromising creed associated with later Judaism. So why draw this conclusion?

      By ancient tradition the people of Israel were divided into twelve branches, each tracing its line back to one of Jacob’s twelve sons. When the united realm split, ten tribes clustered in the north while only two—Judah and Benjamin—remained in the south. Compared with the south, the northern kingdom more openly slipped into syncretic worship and idol practices—patterns the biblical prophets repeatedly condemned—so its commitment to exclusive monotheism is often portrayed as weaker.

      That northern Kingdom of Israel finally fell to the rising Assyrian Empire around 722 BCE (some sources cite 721). Large numbers of Israelites were uprooted and resettled across Assyrian provinces and into regions that lie in present‑day Iran and Iraq; estimates of the numbers vary and are debated by scholars, but they run into the tens of thousands. Over generations those deported communities were largely absorbed into local cultures, and from that dispersal grew the legend of the “ten lost tribes.”

      The southern Kingdom of Judah held out longer, yet it could not withstand the might of Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon. Jerusalem was destroyed around 586 BCE (sometimes dated 587), and the king, leading officials, priests, craftsmen and smiths were carried off into exile—while many of the poorer inhabitants were left behind to work the land. That national catastrophe is remembered in history as the Babylonian Captivity.

      Time flowed on, and after roughly two generations the great wheel of history turned: Cyrus of Persia broke the power of the Neo‑Babylonian Empire. He took Babylon in 539 BCE, and soon after — traditionally dated to 538/537 BCE — issued a decree allowing the Jewish exiles to return to their homeland. In the end, only about forty‑two thousand people set out for Jerusalem — roughly the figure recorded in Ezra — a small stream compared with the many who stayed behind in a prosperous, opportunity‑filled Babylon.

      It is easy to picture why. Babylon was rich and tempting; those who had already carved out comfortable lives there chose to remain, while those who elected the risky voyage back were, by and large, the ones who had not prospered in exile. The net result of these political upheavals was a kind of demographic and religious sifting: external forces — conquest, deportation, and the offer of return — helped concentrate in Palestine a population already skewed toward poverty and religious urgency, while many of the more settled, acculturated Jews remained in Babylon.

      By the late sixth century BCE the Jewish community in Palestine consisted mainly of two social strands. One was the poor rural population whom Nebuchadnezzar II had left in the land — the tillers and laborers who had been spared mass deportation. The other was the cohort that responded to Cyrus’s decree: former exiles who had not flourished in Babylon and came back to Palestine in hardship. Taken together, these groups formed the backbone of post‑exilic Jerusalem — people from the lower social strata whose experience of loss and dependence made strict, fervent religious attitudes more likely. These were the ones who flocked to Jerusalem.

      When these monotheists gathered together, their spirits began to rise. After all, God had promised, “I will make you into a great nation… and make your name great” (see Genesis 12:2), and that promise left the Jews simmering with resentment and an unmistakable sense that they were owed justice in a world that often treated them as second‑class. Palestine itself sat at a strategic crossroads, a prize that every nearby power coveted. Under the Achaemenid Persians the situation was relatively stable for roughly two centuries, but Alexander the Great’s death unleashed the Wars of the Successors—an era of convulsive shifting allegiances. In the chaotic decades that followed, control of Palestine passed repeatedly among his heirs rather than staying in any single hand.

      By the 3rd century BCE Macedonian unity had frayed, and the rivalry hardened into a prolonged struggle between Ptolemaic Egypt and the Seleucid Empire. Those campaigns—often described in the sources as the Syrian Wars—played out in a series of major clashes over Palestinian territory. The constant warfare drove many Jews who could afford to leave toward Asia Minor, Egypt (notably Alexandria), and the various cities of the Aegean, creating a kind of reverse selection: the more prosperous left for safer, cosmopolitan ports, while those who remained were disproportionately the poor, the embattled, and the deeply devout.

      A self‑reinforcing spiral took shape. The harsher their daily lives, the more fervently they clung to the covenantal God; and the more fiercely they held to that faith, the harder it often was to improve their worldly circumstances. Once caught in that loop, uncompromising monotheism sank deep roots. Their patterns of thought and behavior can be summed up in two linked tendencies: an unshakable belief in God, and a strong unwillingness to accept subordination to foreign rulers.

      This stance also casts light on an important contrast with later political ideas. Ancient peoples did not possess nationalism in the modern, nation‑state sense, and loyalties were often personal or local—people judged a ruler more by his justice or generosity than by his ethnicity. Many subject populations were content to live under a foreign king so long as he left them a measure of self‑rule. But for the Jews that arrangement was much harder to accept. The religion was explicitly covenantal: God had declared a special choice for Israel and promised rewards to those who remained faithful. That sense of chosenness made submission to foreign suzerainty intolerable to many, and it frequently pushed them toward taking the initiative in resisting and even attacking foreign rulers.

      Let us take the First Jewish War as a closer example. We touched on this conflict earlier; it was one of the events that helped bring Vespasian to prominence and, in the chaos that followed, to imperial power. When people discuss the war today they often lay blame squarely on the Romans — accusing them of rapacious taxation, crude interference with Jewish religious life, and even telling lurid tales such as a Roman official sneaking into the Temple to steal its treasures. There is truth in some of those accusations — incidents involving the procurator Gessius Florus are recorded by contemporary sources — but telling the story that way risks overlooking an equally important truth: the war’s deepest roots lay in the Jews’ own bitter internal divisions.

      At that time two broad camps had crystallized within Jewish society. The Pharisees were a popular, law‑centered movement that defended religious observance and community standards; they often chafed under foreign rule and resisted cultural and religious encroachments, but they were not simply a modern “anti‑establishment” protest movement. Opposed to them were the Sadducees, largely drawn from the priestly and aristocratic classes — a group inclined to preserve the existing order and to work within the structures of power, sometimes cooperating with Roman authorities to protect their status. From the ranks of the more militant currents sprang an even more extreme splinter: the Sicarii. Named for the small daggers (sicae) they carried, the Sicarii practiced political murder and terror — stabbing Romans and anyone suspected of colluding with Rome — and thus helped turn Jewish internecine strife into open conflagration.

      By 66 CE, full‑scale internal fighting had already erupted among the rival Jewish factions in Jerusalem. According to contemporaneous accounts, a Roman garrison of roughly a few hundred soldiers—often cited as about 600 in some sources—was stationed in the city. At first these troops tried to step in and restore order, but they soon discovered that the situation had slipped completely out of control and could not be quelled by a small force. The Romans asked, “This is no longer our affair; may we withdraw?” The Jewish leaders answered, “You may go, but your weapons must remain behind.” Reluctantly the soldiers agreed—and the moment they laid down their arms they were set upon and slaughtered. This massacre of the garrison was the immediate pretext for Nero to order a major punitive campaign, which would soon be conducted under commanders sent from Rome.

      If you stand back and look at the longer sweep of history, a pattern emerges. From the Achaemenid Persian realm through the Hellenistic Seleucid period and into Roman rule, imperial governments frequently allowed subject peoples a measure of religious distinctiveness and local self‑administration so long as taxes were paid and order maintained. That general policy, however, had important exceptions. The Seleucid dynasty did not always tolerate difference: the policies of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who attempted to enforce Hellenizing reforms on Jewish practice, provoked the Maccabean Revolt and showed that imperial tolerance could turn into coercion.

      The Jewish response to successive foreign overlords was far from uniform, but one persistent pattern stands out: recurrent rebellions and resistance. Those struggles culminated in the catastrophic sack of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE by Roman forces under Titus—an event that shattered the political and religious center of Jewish life. Decades later, after the Bar Kokhba revolt (132–136 CE), Emperor Hadrian banned Jews from entering parts of Jerusalem and refounded the city as Aelia Capitolina; his measures further intensified Jewish dispersion. “Diaspora” as a historical reality, however, was not the product of any single decree—it was a process that unfolded over generations, accelerated by these decisive blows.

      From these events flowed two characteristic responses within many Jewish communities. First, a stubborn refusal to bow to foreign rulers and a fierce commitment to worship and law—an unyielding religious identity that could, at times, make compromise almost impossible. Second, a turn toward apocalyptic and eschatological thinking: cut off from military parity with imperial powers and repeatedly subjected to defeat and exile, many Jews developed an expectant worldview that looked for imminent, divine intervention to set things right. Both traits—unyielding devotion and an urgent hope for divine deliverance—help explain much of the fervor that marked Jewish life in this turbulent era.

      This apocalyptic mindset is essentially an awareness of ultimate concerns. What does it focus on? It’s about how the world will continue after ordinary life has ended or been radically transformed. A fitting image is this: you’ve been bullied all day, and all you can do is wait—heart pounding—for your older brother to come home from school and pull you out of danger. Who, then, is that brother? He is the Messiah. In Jewish tradition, many expect that when the end of days arrives the Messiah will come to earth to redeem the people and usher in an era of peace and justice. Interpretations vary about how universal that salvation will be, but the Messiah is broadly understood as a divinely anointed deliverer — a savior-figure sent by God.
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