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PREFACE


This book was originally written to accompany a thirteen-part television series on the history of Christianity, transmitted by Granada in 1977. It was a period when colour television was relatively new and the television companies were for the first time commissioning lavish historical series on major subjects – Kenneth Clark on western art (Civilisation 1969), Jacob Bronowski on the history of science (The Ascent of Man 1973) and David Attenborough on evolution (Life on Earth 1979). All our books were in thirteen chapters – the number of weeks in three months of the television schedule – and thirteen short chapters is a very small space in which to tackle such vast topics. I very much doubt whether any of us would have written these books without the stimulus of an accompanying project for the small screen.


In my view that stimulus is entirely beneficial. The demands of television force upon the writer an ideal style for any short book of general history. Each theme has to be developed through specific examples, for the obvious reason that the camera needs to dwell on a particular place or a selected group of people. And wherever possible there need to be quotations to illustrate a point, so that the voices of actors can add variety and changes of pace within the narration. Authorial waffle must be pared to the bone.


That is a good thing in itself. But there is also another benefit for an author. Often we sit alone in libraries among dusty tomes. Flying round the world with film crews proved a very different and exhilarating experience, bringing wide first-hand experience of even a subject as varied as Christians and Christianity. With such material writing the book becomes the easy part.





1


A PECULIAR PEOPLE


For the first fifty years of what we now call the Christian era, not a word survives in any document about Christ or his followers. During the next fifty years, the Christians themselves wrote down most of the books that now make up the New Testament. But still not a word, with one small exception, from any outside writer. And then, in the second century, Roman authors began to comment:


There is a group, hated for their abominations, called Christians by the people. Christus, from whom the name comes, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our officials, Pontius Pilate. (Tacitus)1


The Christians are a class of men given to a new and wicked superstition. (Suetonius)2


They worship to an extravagant degree this man who appeared recently. They are like frogs holding a symposium round a swamp, debating which of them is the most sinful. (Celsus)3


The poor wretches have convinced themselves that they are going to be immortal and live for all time, by worshipping that crucified sophist and living under his laws. Therefore, they despise the things of this world, and consider them common property. They receive these doctrines by tradition, without any definite evidence. So if any charlatan or trickster comes among them, he quickly acquires wealth by imposing upon these simple folk. (Lucian)4


It is their habit, on a fixed day, to assemble before daylight and to recite by turns a form of words to Christ as a God. The contagion of this perverse and extravagant superstition has penetrated not the cities only, but the villages and the country. Yet it seems possible to stop it and set it right. (Pliny the Younger)5


How wrong they were, those Romans. Well it’s easy to say so eighteen hundred years later, when Christianity has spread throughout the world. But St Clement, the fourth pope, was confident even then:


God chose our Lord Jesus Christ, and us through him to be a peculiar people.6


* * *


The earliest of the gospels to be written down, that of St Mark, begins in the Palestinian desert – with the baptism of Jesus. Immediately after it, he gathers up his first disciples, and begins his brief three years of preaching and healing. It was the serious beginning of the Christian story and the desert, west of the Dead Sea, seems the right setting for a message of repentance. It’s an uncompromising place, with its own harsh method of cleansing. And the river Jordan is nearby for a more ritual purification, the washing away of sins.


John the Baptist seems more than a little eccentric as he appears in the gospels – wandering around the desert, dressed in camel’s hair, eating locusts. But in his own day there were plenty of others like him, living in this landscape which denies so dramatically the comforts of everyday life: and sets the mind dreaming, perhaps, of higher things. We happen to know a great deal about one such group of holy men because of a lucky accident in 1947. Some Bedouin Arabs were smuggling goats into what was then Palestine (it sounds improbable, but seems to have been the case) and they were passing through the Qumran area on their way towards Bethlehem when one of the goats strayed. Already it has a biblical ring to it. A boy clambered along the cliffs to retrieve the animal. Idly he threw a stone into one of the caves. There was a sound of something breaking. Inside the cave he found tall clay jars containing bundles of manuscripts, sewn together in long scrolls and wrapped in linen. They had belonged to a group of Jewish monks, known as Essenes, who lived in a nearby monastery at the time of Christ. It was probably in about AD 70, when the Roman army was systematically destroying Jewish culture in Palestine, that the monks hid their sacred books in the caves. They are what we now know as the Dead Sea Scrolls.


When the precious scrolls had been gently unrolled, they revealed that the Essenes were in the desert for the same reason as John the Baptist. They too were awaiting a Messiah – and Christ is only the Greek for Messiah. Both words mean ‘the anointed one’. (Jesus, his personal name, means ‘God saves’.) The Essenes even relied on precisely the same verse from the Old Testament as John the Baptist. In the Book of Isaiah:


The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.7


Four dots in the Essene manuscript replace the name of God, which for the Jews was too holy even to be written. Those four dots say a great deal about the difference between the Jewish and Christian religions – at any rate in their beginnings. The original god of the Old Testament was distant, an awe-inspiring figure. If he appeared on earth, it was only to speak to prophets – and then, as likely as not, from inside a burning bush. The god of the Muslims, Allah, would be equally remote.


But the Christians went to another extreme. It was a most startling change. A human being, they said, had given birth to God: not a princess, not long ago, not far away in some distant land, but a simple girl, quite recently, nearby. It was, they insisted, an historical event – the sort of thing that in other times you would read about in your local paper. And it was certainly, as they described it, an event that was highly sympathetic.


In all the best newspaper stories X marks the spot. We all want to know exactly where and how it happened. Through the centuries, at Bethlehem, a great church has grown up, constantly patched and added to, around what was believed to be the original manger. The doorway has been altered by Byzantine emperors, by crusader knights, and again more recently; and you can still follow centuries of pilgrims, down through each layer of the past, to rediscover the actual place from that actual time. The first day, in the Christian calendar, of the first year. The year dot.


It doesn’t much matter that modern scholarship, in its spoilsport way, has decided that Jesus must have been born in about 4 BC – or even that many scholars now believe that the choice of Bethlehem itself is a later invention, to fulfil the Old Testament prophecy which said the Messiah would come from here. Not many Christians today would insist on every part of the Nativity scene being precisely true. Of the four gospels, only Luke includes the shepherds; only Matthew has the wise men; and Mark and John don’t even mention the Virgin Birth or the infant Jesus. Yet the elements of this story are, and always have been, irresistibly attractive.


Each age has been able to find in the Nativity the elements which most appeal to it: from the magic of the moving star to the warm everyday reality of the mother and new-born child; from the exotic silks and turbans of the wise men to the humdrum clothes of the shepherds; from the angel, who alone in the cast understands everything, to the patient cattle, robbed of their manger, who understand nothing. Even the unusual farmyard setting has its compelling touch of social drama – no room at the inn, so this spectacular event is relegated to the stables.


The human elements in Christianity may have made it, at times, the most sentimental of religions. Yet they have also given it its greatest strength – the close link between God and man which is implicit in a religion where God becomes man. If Jesus was a man and yet was the Son of God, then God can by extension be seen as father to every man. ‘Our Father, which art in heaven’ is a more intimate way of addressing the deity than is common in other religions.


It was only after his baptism in the Jordan, when he was about thirty, that Jesus began his brief ministry; two or three years spent finding disciples, preaching, healing. His background was that of hard-working country people. Members of his own family are mentioned in Christian documents up to the third century. They seem to have remained fairly humble peasant farmers. And it was among such people that he found his disciples. What made ordinary people follow him? Christians can answer simply that they followed him because he was God, or through some sense of his divine power. But history must look for a more ordinary answer. And the gospels give a clear impression, above all, that it was because people believed he could work miracles. Luke says that even St Peter followed Jesus for this reason. Peter had caught nothing in his net when Jesus told him to put it out once more. This time he brought up so many fish that the boat almost sank.


When Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying: Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord. And Jesus said, Fear not; from henceforth thou shalt catch men.8


No type of miracle is more persuasive than a healing miracle. Perhaps it requires faith to be healed: certainly it creates faith to see someone healed. And the gospels are full of the sick, the lame, the blind and even the dead being returned to health by Jesus. If word gets round that a miracle-worker can cure illness, he will find followers.


This basic appeal is confirmed in a delightful legend which grew up around the first king to be converted to Christianity. He was King Abgar, who in about 200 ruled the small kingdom of Edessa in what is now south-eastern Turkey. In the process of story-telling, the event was pushed back to the reign of an earlier Abgar, roughly contemporary with Christ, and soon letters were circulating which had supposedly passed between the two:


Abgar to Jesus, greeting. As the report goes, thou makest blind men to see again, lame to walk, and cleansest lepers. Either thou art a God come down from heaven, or a Son of God that doest these things. Come to me and heal the affliction which I have. I have heard that the Jews wish to do thee hurt. I have a very little city, but comely, which is sufficient for us both.


The reply was more business-like, but it powerfully conjures up the period when disciples were travelling far and wide making converts. Their precise and difficult task was to persuade people of the reality of a departed man-god, no longer visible, for whose recent existence there was only their own solemn word to go by.


Jesus to Abgar. Blessed art thou that hast believed in me, not having seen me. I will send thee one of my disciples, to heal thine affliction and give life to thee and them that are with thee.9


What Jesus did was attractive; what he said was equally so, especially to the poor. Nothing in the Sermon on the Mount is exclusively original to Christ, for this was a time when religious sects were proliferating under the distress of the Roman occupation of Palestine, and other teachers or rabbis were offering similar consolation. But that didn’t make the message any less attractive.


Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth – a statement almost dotty in its unworldliness, but music in the ears of those who have no choice but to be meek. Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. This is given more briefly by Luke as ‘blessed be ye poor’, and to many people it has seemed the most reactionary side of Christianity; don’t worry about the poor, their reward will come later. But it wasn’t so at the beginning. Jesus preached the same message as John the Baptist. So did St Paul. Repent, and trust to God’s mercy, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. Literally at hand. According to the gospels, Jesus had told his followers that the end of the world would come during their lifetime. And when they marched with him towards Jerusalem, Luke says they believed the kingdom of God was about to begin. No wonder they were in high spirits. Their turn had come.


In political terms Galilee was well known as the centre of resistance to Roman rule and to the Jewish authorities who collaborated with Rome. Whatever Jesus’s intention, his march on Jerusalem inevitably had political overtones. And the gospels suggest that when his followers reached the capital city, they were already in a high state of excitement. Jesus himself went straight to the Temple, and began breaking up the stalls of the traders who worked in the courtyard. The priests asked him, ‘By what authority are you acting like this?’ He replied in mysterious parables, informed the priests that tax-gatherers and prostitutes would enter the kingdom of God before them, and prophesied for good measure that their Temple would be destroyed.


It is hardly surprising that the Jewish authorities made plans to arrest and silence this troublesome Jesus. In his own terms, they had no choice because the scriptures had to be fulfilled. But a sentence in one of the four gospels led to Christianity’s least attractive feature – its long tradition of anti-Semitism. The Jewish crowd, wrote St Matthew, clamoured for the death of Jesus with the words: ‘His blood be on us, and on our children’. Only in 1974 did the Vatican finally announce that the Jewish people were no longer to be held collectively responsible for the crucifixion.


Christianity is the only major religion to have as its central event the suffering and degradation of its god. Crucifixion was a barbarous death, chiefly used for agitators, for pirates and for slaves. Part of the victim’s punishment was to be whipped, and then to carry the heavy cross-beam to the place of his own death. When the cross was raised, a notice was pinned to it giving the culprit’s name and crime. INRI in this case. Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum. Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.


However familiar the Crucifixion may be, it remains a profoundly moving subject – an inspiration over the centuries to many of Europe’s greatest artists. But its familiarity does prevent our noticing quite how remarkable this scene is as an image of God. When a Jesuit missionary told the story of the Crucifixion to an Indian emperor, the emperor was shocked that the god of the Christians should have allowed this to happen to him. By the standards of most religions his surprise is understandable. But the power of this scene is part of that same humanity of the gospel story – that sense of sympathy, even intimacy, which is made possible by a god who is also a man. Devout Christians of all periods have wept tears of pity for their god, and that in itself is unusual.


Jesus’s body was put in a rock tomb on the Friday; and by Sunday, all sides agreed, it had vanished. The Jewish authorities were sure the disciples had stolen it. The disciples were sure that Jesus had risen from the dead. And so, with the Resurrection, the suffering of Good Friday gives way to the joyful renewal of Easter Sunday.


An early Christian tradition fixed on a spot just outside the old city wall of Jerusalem as the location for both the Crucifixion and the tomb. There has been a church on the site since the fourth century (the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, altered over the centuries out of all recognition), and here, every Easter, they celebrate the Resurrection with the symbolism of light and darkness. All the candles in this and other churches are put out while the Greek patriarch is enclosed, alone, in the Holy Sepulchre. Inside, so the faithful believe, his torch ignites by a miracle. He emerges with it ablaze, and people struggle to be the first to light their candles from it. The sacred flame is passed from worshipper to worshipper until the body of the church is alive with light, and torches are carried in a hectic and highly competitive race to altars in other churches. It is the perfect image of the spread of the gospel or ‘good news’. ‘I am the light of the world,’ said Jesus. The story of Christ gives way to the story of Christianity.


In the ancient Christian village of Malula, in Syria, the old men still speak the language that Jesus spoke – Aramaic. In his time this was the common language of the Middle East. It remained so for centuries, until it was replaced by Arabic, and it stretched eastwards from Palestine over a vast area, right into the Persian empire. But that was not, as it turned out, the direction that Christianity was to take. Nor was Aramaic the language in which it would spread.


After the Resurrection, and because of it, the disciples came to believe that Jesus was the Son of God. Whether they were right or wrong is a matter of opinion; something that you can no more prove than disprove. All that matters, in terms of history, is that those first Christians believed Jesus was God; and that this faith gave them the strength to spread a new religion, eventually throughout the world. But apart from their faith, the disciples were not particularly well equipped for the task. St Peter would have had a lot in common with the people of Malula. Like them he was a countryman; like them he spoke Aramaic, an eastern language. But Christianity was to have its most lasting success moving westwards; converting people in the cities; and using European languages, first Greek and then Latin. For that a different type of apostle was needed, and Christianity found precisely the man in St Paul.


Paul – or Saul in the Hebrew version of his name – was born both a Jew and a Roman citizen. Somehow, and we don’t know how, his family had acquired that privileged status of citizenship. He had grown up in Tarsus, a city in Turkey which had long been part of the Greek world. So legally he was a Roman, intellectually he was a Greek, spiritually he was a Jew. Three trump cards for someone hoping to spread any faith through the empire.


The immediate irony was that Paul came from one of the more legalistic Jewish sects that Jesus had often criticized, and one that had done much to bring about his death. He was a Pharisee. He had come from Tarsus to study in Jerusalem under a distinguished rabbi, and he was well on the way to becoming a rabbi himself. So he was as eager as anyone to root out this new heresy of Christianity. Christians, throughout history, have always persecuted each new Christian sect. The Jews were only doing the same to a new Jewish sect. It is easy to see their point of view. When the Messiah came, they believed it would be to restore their promised land. But the Christians said the Messiah had come; and had been crucified, among common criminals, at the request of the rabbis. A scandalous suggestion. Paul was on his way to suppress those at Damascus who were spreading this sort of subversive rumour, when he experienced his sudden conversion.


Instead of using Jewish law to convict the local Christians, Paul preached in the synagogues of Damascus that the Messiah had arrived. Eventually the Jewish authorities laid plans to rid themselves of this heretic, much as they had with Jesus. Paul got away when his friends lowered him in a basket from the walls. It was the first of his many clashes with synagogues on his travels through the Roman empire.


The empire was already vast. You could march all round the Mediterranean without ever leaving Roman soil. In this huge area little Palestine was an unimportant outpost, yet a minor heresy from that one small area was to become the religion of the empire. Much of how Christianity spread is only tradition and guesswork. Damascus and Antioch had small Christian communities within a few years of the Crucifixion. Alexandria, an important early centre, was said – without any historical justification – to have been converted by St Mark in about the year 60. But the missionary travels of St Paul are authentic history, and are amazing.


His three great journeys would be hard work even today. His letters are the earliest writings in the New Testament and they give a vivid picture of his life as a missionary; founding little communities, writing letters to keep them up to the mark, trudging onwards, whipped from time to time by synagogues as a dangerous heretic. At Athens, Paul the Greek intellectual was able to debate in classic style, among equals, but his principle was to go to the synagogues first. After all, he was a Jew preaching about a Jew. But when they ejected him, he would reply: ‘My conscience is clear; now I shall go to the Gentiles.’10 Gentiles included everyone outside the Jewish faith and community – the rest of the world. It was a significant new direction for Christianity, which thus became free to take its place as one of the many religions filtering through the empire, spreading along those convenient Roman roads and competing for converts. A group of people whom Paul met in Ephesus give an intriguing glimpse of one such potential religion developing – and one that Paul nipped quickly in the bud. They turned out to be followers of John the Baptist. Paul said to them:


‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?’ ‘No,’ they replied, ‘we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.’ He said, ‘Then what baptism were you given?’ ‘John’s baptism,’ they answered. Paul then said, ‘John told the people to put their trust in one who was to come after him, that is, in Jesus.’ On hearing this they were baptised into the name of the Lord Jesus.11


Paul’s travels brought him to Jerusalem to justify himself at headquarters. He had been bringing Gentiles into the Church – on what basis? The argument centred on circumcision. Circumcision was, and still is, the ritual entry of a male child into the Jewish community, God’s chosen people. But it raised the question: what is a Christian? If he was a more enlightened type of Jew, then clearly every Christian must either be a Jew or become a Jew. And that meant being circumcised – an experience which Paul’s average, serious-minded, middle-aged Gentile convert didn’t relish. Or was being a Christian something new, quite separate from being Jewish, in which case circumcision was unimportant? This was what Paul passionately believed.


Peter agreed, though a little reluctantly, and their view prevailed in Jerusalem. A letter was sent to the Greek Christians, announcing that they need not undergo circumcision. ‘When it was read,’ says the New Testament account, ‘they all rejoiced at the encouragement it brought.’12 It was a symbol of the way Paul was taking the church. In his own words: ‘There is no such thing as Jew and Greek, slave and freeman, male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’13


Paul’s last great journey was to Rome; but he came as a prisoner. The Jewish authorities in Jerusalem had complained of him, just as they had of Jesus – and the words of the New Testament make it plain that they still regarded Christianity as a dangerously radical movement.


We have found this man a pestilent fellow, an agitator among all the Jews throughout the world, and a ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes.14


It was a tribute, at least, to Paul’s effectiveness. At his own request, as a Roman citizen, he was sent to Rome for his trial. He found a small community of Christians already there. We don’t know how they had got there. Some perhaps had been brought from the east as slaves. Others may have heard the news from traders, who have always carried ideas from place to place along with the silks and spices. Nor do we know what judgment was passed on Paul himself, because the Acts of the Apostles comes to a sudden end without telling us. But it is generally assumed that Paul died in Rome, somewhere around the year 63.


Tradition adds that Peter came here too and was martyred here – crucified upside down. So the capital of the empire was able to claim the two greatest saints of the early church; they appear together on the first Christian portraits, made in the third and fourth centuries for pilgrims. They were to give Rome its special position once the original church in Jerusalem had collapsed. In the year 70, Palestine rose against Roman rule and Roman soldiers destroyed the Jewish city. With Jerusalem gone, Christians would increasingly look to Rome and would come to think of Peter as the first pope.


The Christians in Rome were not persecuted quite so frequently as the story books used to suggest, but the first great persecution did take place very early at around the time of Paul’s death. It was under the emperor Nero, whose way of life hardly fitted with the Christian ethic. Nero was said to have fiddled during the great fire which blazed through Rome in the year 64, and soon the rumour spread that he had started the fire himself. The historian Tacitus described what followed:


To be rid of this rumour, Nero fastened the guilt on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished; or were nailed to crosses; or were doomed to the flames. Nero threw open his garden for the spectacle and exhibited a show in the circus.15


The early Christians met in secret for their communal meal, and soon it gave rise to all sorts of rumours. They called it an agape, or Love Feast, from a Greek word meaning ‘brotherly love’. Love Feast! There was talk in no time of sexual orgies in dark and secret places. And word also got around of the Christians eating the flesh and blood of some leader of theirs. Cannibalism now! These, no doubt, were the abominations that Tacitus mentioned. Once again, it is because we are familiar with the sacrament in Christian countries that we don’t notice how strange it is, in a highly developed religion, that the central ritual should be eating the god. It was something that missionaries in nineteenth-century Africa or Asia found hard to explain to cannibals they were converting from their barbarous ways.


It was the common people of Rome, eagerly repeating scandalous rumours, who were usually more hostile than the imperial authorities: the age-old hostility to any group that is both poor and foreign. The early Christians in Rome spoke Greek – it remained the language of the Roman church until the third century – and they were almost all from the poorest classes, many of them slaves. They ran a tiny welfare state among themselves, looking after widows and orphans. They may even have shared their goods. All most suspicious. In fact, for a few years Christianity remained true to its revolutionary beginnings.


The text of an early Christian tomb-stone suggests very well the feeling of the small community:


My name is Avircius, a disciple of the pure Shepherd who feeds the flocks of sheep on mountains and plains, who has great all-seeing eyes. He taught me faithful scriptures. To Rome he sent me. Everywhere I met with brethren. With Paul before me I followed, and Faith everywhere led the way and served food everywhere, the Fish from the spring – immense, pure, which the pure Virgin caught and gave to her friends to eat for ever, with good wine, giving the cup with the loaf. These things I, Avircius, ordered to be written. I am truly seventy two years old. Let him who understands these things and everyone who is in agreement, pray for Avircius.16


‘Him who understands these things’; the world of the early Christian was full of secret symbols. The fish was a specially good secret. Not only do fishes make many appearances in the gospels, and it seems that the earliest communion meals offered fish as well as bread and wine: but the very word had its magic. In Greek it is ICHTHYS: and the letters were taken to stand for Iesos Christos Theou Yios Soter, ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour’. While playing with letters, the early Christians had an even more elaborate game:


[image: image]


This square of letters has been found in several places, including Pompeii in Italy and even far-away Cirencester in England. It appears to be meaningless, but a little rearrangement will work wonders. ‘I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord.’ If we remove A and O, twice over, we are left with a group of letters which can be reorganized to spell ‘Pater Noster’, Our Father, also twice over and in the shape of a cross. So the answer, for those in the know, is:


[image: image]


Christianity was far from being the only religion with special secrets. Mystery cults of various sorts were popular in the Roman empire, partly because the official religion was so very unmysterious. It involved a public ritual of sacrificing large animals for the sake of good luck – impressive but not very imaginative – and it meant acknowledging the emperor as a god, even if only one among many. Naturally the Christians refused to do so, and this was the only official reason why they were persecuted. Other people were more pliable. They shared in the sacrifice, made the necessary nod to the emperor’s statue, and then retired to a private place for their own more stimulating ritual.


Gradually three religions pulled ahead of the field, all of them from the east. From Persia, the god Mithras who killed and ate a sacred bull; from Syria, the worship of Sol, the sun; and from a little farther west, Jesus Christ. By the third century it seemed certain that if Rome adopted a new state religion it would be one of these – or a combination of elements from all three.


It was a time of chaos in the empire. Emperors followed each other in a bewildering and rapid progression. Twelve successive emperors reigned an average of three years each, and not one of them died in his bed. The Romans had a collector’s attitude to religion and every aspiring ruler was on the look-out for any new god powerful enough to help him grab and then hold on to the throne. In 274 Aurelian believed that the sun-god had brought him victory in Syria. He set up a state cult to Sol Invictus, the unconquered sun: and announced that the birthday of the sun, a day of special festivity, was December 25th. The sun’s halo, as well as the date of his birthday, would later be borrowed by Christianity. A little later Diocletian declared Mithras, who was very popular with the army, to be the god who was ‘protector of the empire’. After slaying the bull, Mithras made a sacrificial meal of it; and his followers re-enacted this with a ritual of bread and wine. The Christians, understandably, were outraged at this infringement of their rites.


The instability of third-century Rome had been gradually reduced by emperors as strong as Aurelian and Diocletian. It was finally brought to an end by Constantine. The god that Constantine chose to help him in battle was the Christian god. With his conversion Christianity turned the crucial corner from heresy to orthodoxy. The peculiar people were about to become normal, and some regret it to this day (in that it involved the religion becoming ‘official’). There had been no such event in Christian history since the conversion of St Paul.


At the end of his life Constantine was to be more securely in control of the empire than anyone had been for a couple of centuries, but he had been born the son of a common soldier and, it was said, a barmaid – though we now know the barmaid as St Helena. His father rose through the ranks to become one of four emperors, ruling jointly. When his father died, in 306, Constantine was in the extreme north-west of the empire, at York, in England. The Roman soldiers acclaimed the young man emperor in his father’s place; and six years later he was in a position to march on Rome, to capture it from one of his rivals. Like many other aspiring emperors, he worshipped the sun – and hoped to borrow some of its strength. But one day, as he was in the Italian countryside marching south, he saw a sign imposed on the sun – a monogram of the letters CH and R (the ChiRho), and the words In hoc signo vinces, ‘In this sign shalt thou conquer’. It was a message, he believed, from the god of the Christians.


When he captured the city of Rome, Constantine decided that he had found his patron. And so had the Christians. From now on the empire, and Rome, was to be theirs. Little Palestine was in the limelight, and was destined to remain so.


The last word on Constantine’s victory and conversion can go to Eusebius, a bishop who was a friend of his and who wrote his life:


Throughout the world a bright and glorious day, an unclouded brilliance, illuminated all the churches of Christ with a heavenly light.17
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THE CHRISTIAN EMPIRE


The link between Christianity and the state, between God and Caesar, began with Constantine. He had seen his vision in the sky of Christ’s monogram in the year 312. Soon afterwards he captured Rome and made himself emperor. Christ and the empire in quick succession: the result was predictable, a Christian empire.


Along with its new religion, Constantine provided the Roman world with a new capital city. The empire’s enemies tended to gather in the east (the Goths pressing down on the Balkans, and farther away mighty Persia): an increasing amount of trade was with the east; and now the official religion was eastern. A move to the east was natural. The site chosen by Constantine could hardly have been more perfect for a city which would grow rich through trade. The narrow neck of the Bosporus is a natural cross-roads between Asia and Europe, either by land or by water. Two suspension bridges now span the gap where caravans, bringing the riches of the east, have for centuries been ferried from shore to shore. Beneath those bridges must pass every boat plying between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. Neatly placed to one side of the straits is an ideal natural harbour, narrow enough for a chain to be stretched across it in the old days to keep out intruders – the Golden Horn, named for its shape. There had already been a town here for some centuries. Byzantium it had been called, until the day in 330 when Constantine was ready to inaugurate his new city. Exactly 1600 years later, in 1930, the Turks changed its name to Istanbul. But for the greater part of its long history the place has been known as Constantine’s city, Constantinople.


The founding of the city was celebrated with a day of chariot races. This was still a Roman city, but with a difference. Beside the circus, where there would have been a temple to the gods, there was now a church to the One God, or Three-in-One: Santa Sophia, the great central church of the Christian empire, the cathedral of Byzantium. Constantine founded the first church on the site, but in the sixth century it was burnt in a riot and was replaced by the present building. In its massive domed interior the emperors were baptized, crowned, married – the central figures in the Christian liturgy, which was now the ritual of the empire.


But does one ruler, adopting Christianity, lead to a genuinely Christian community? Well, the answer is yes. History has shown it again and again. But it takes time. The first part of a community to adopt the new ideology is the Civil Service. With Constantine’s conversion, Christianity became for the first time a positive advantage in furthering a career, instead of a private and potentially dangerous commitment. Constantine offered special concessions to Christians. Soon the rich were flocking into the church for the sake of tax concessions, or to avoid wearisome service on city councils. At a humbler level, while Christians in the army were in church on a Sunday morning, their pagan colleagues were marched on to a parade ground to offer up generalized prayers for Constantine and his family. No doubt it was more comfortable in church.


By 380 rewards for Christians had given way to penalties for non-Christians. In that year the emperor Theodosius made belief in Christianity a matter of imperial command:


It is Our Will that all the peoples We rule shall practise that religion which the divine Peter the Apostle transmitted to the Romans. We shall believe in the single Deity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, under the concept of equal majesty and of the Holy Trinity.


We command that those persons who follow this rule shall embrace the name of Catholic Christians. The rest, however, whom We adjudge demented and insane, shall sustain the infamy of heretical dogmas, their meeting places shall not receive the name of churches, and they shall be smitten first by divine vengeance and secondly by the retribution of Our own initiative, which We shall assume in accordance with divine judgement.1


Theodosius takes for granted the close link between his own will and God’s, and in that same year he even allowed himself to be described as ‘the visible God’. It was a connection which was implicit from the start of the Christian empire. Constantine, for example, had prepared his own tomb in a church dedicated to the Holy Apostles. Monuments to the twelve apostles were arranged in two rows of six, with his own resting place in the middle. He was to be the thirteenth apostle, though the arrangement did somehow suggest that he was the first and he liked to be referred to as Proto-Apostolos (had not the Lord himself promised that the last should be first?).


Churches of the Christian empire were carefully designed to emphasize the new hierarchy of Christ and emperor. The style was borrowed from the east. A Greek traveller visited Persia in the second century and described a palace in which there was ‘a hall covered with a dome, the inside of which was adorned with sapphires sparkling with a celestial blue brilliance, and standing out against the blue background of the stones were golden images of the gods, glittering like stars in the firmament’.2 This was to be the pattern for the mosaic-encrusted interiors of Byzantine churches – displaying, if not ‘golden images of the gods’, at least God and the demi-god who represented him on earth.


When today’s Santa Sophia was built, in the 6th century, it was on the orders of Justinian. This should be the place to see on the walls the spectacular hierarchy of the Christian empire. Justinian was the most powerful emperor since Constantine, and when he entered the completed church he felt able to boast: ‘Solomon, I have surpassed thee.’ But time has dealt cruelly with Santa Sophia. Christian iconoclasts had hacked nearly all its mosaics from the walls long before Muslims turned it into a mosque. Today one of the few surviving images acknowledges the foundation of the city and the building of the church (in one of the entrance passages the Virgin Mary is offered the city by Constantine and the church by Justinian), but for the real glories of Byzantium one needs to go elsewhere, to Ravenna on the coast of Italy.


With the capital of the empire established in the east, Ravenna became a place of importance as the chief seaport on the journey from Rome to Constantinople. By a series of lucky accidents the city has escaped the ravages both of war and of iconoclasm. Elsewhere there are only a few scattered examples of Christian paintings and mosaics which survive from the early centuries – some in Rome, in Thessalonica, in Sinai. But hidden among the everyday streets of Ravenna there are no less than six churches which were built and lavishly decorated before the year 600.


Christianity has made more use of images than any other religion, and in the early centuries they were specifically used to emphasize the majesty of the emperor and of his powerful colleague above. The relationship can best be seen in the church of San Vitale, which was built in Ravenna while Justinian was emperor. Its mosaics sum up the Christian empire.


Above sits Christ, enthroned on a circle representing the universe. He is accompanied by his archangels and saints. He still has the fresh, clean-shaven face of the Jesus of the early Christians; but he is sitting now in majesty, holding the law. As the centuries pass he will become a sterner figure, more emperor than friend, staring down from the dome of Eastern Orthodox churches. Christ Pantocrator, he was called: Christ the Ruler of Everything.


Below, to one side, is the emperor: Justinian. Like Christ he has a halo. To match Christ’s title, he called himself Cosmocrator, Ruler of the Universe. Ruler of everything and ruler of the universe; there was little to choose between them. Roman emperors had called themselves Cosmocrator and had been seen with haloes long before they were Christian. From their point of view it was Christ, not them, who was the new member of this club. And as Jesus has his archangels and saints, so the emperor has his bishop, Maximian, and his priests and his soldiers. His court is the earthly reflection of Christ’s. From time to time Justinian even entertained his bishops and other dignitaries to a version of the Last Supper. And it was he, rather than the bishop, who played the central role.


Maximian, standing obediently beside his emperor, was to be typical of bishops in the Christian empire of Constantinople – the bishop as imperial servant. But not all prelates, particularly in the west, could be relied on to accept this role. And the most distinguished of those who rejected it was St Ambrose, the bishop of Milan.


One event in the life of Ambrose became famous as an example of how a bishop could tame a prince. In the year 390 there was a riot in the Greek city of Thessalonica – all because a popular charioteer had been put in prison – but during the riot the governor of the city was killed. The emperor Theodosius was in Milan at the time, and he sent orders for a brutal punishment. Several thousand fans of the charioteer were invited into their local circus to see a special performance. Once they were in, the gates were closed and the emperor’s soldiers set about killing them. The massacre lasted three hours, more than 5,000 died. When Ambrose heard the news, he told the emperor that he could not give him Communion until he had done public penance for the crime. For a while Theodosius stayed away from church, but in the end he accepted Ambrose’s terms. In front of a crowded congregation he took off his splendid imperial robes and asked pardon for his sins. He had to do so on several occasions until at last, on Christmas Day, Ambrose gave him the sacrament.


It seems natural enough to us that a priest should object if one of his parishioners kills 5,000 people, but it required remarkable courage to humiliate in this way a Byzantine emperor. Ambrose had hit upon the weapon – the threat of excommunication – which the western church would later use again and again to bring rulers to heel. But at the centre of the Christian empire, in Constantinople, no bishop ever stepped so far out of line. The simple pottery bowl from which Ambrose used to eat was later enclosed in a silver one, on which there was carved a picture of him sitting on his throne – an image of absolute spiritual authority. It was an idea of the bishop which rulers in the west grudgingly came to accept.


Today, in the Milan church named after St Ambrose, the services are Roman Catholic – recognizably different from the form of worship associated with the Byzantine emperors, which we now know as Greek Orthodox. But orthodox merely means correct; catholic is a word for universal. We might equally well refer to them as Greek Catholic and Roman Orthodox. It was just a case of each side, east and west, claiming to have the right form of Christianity. But in the Christian empire, where politics and religion were almost the same thing, heresy became a form of treason. If the empire was to hold together, the emperor had to make sure that everyone accepted his interpretation of Christian doctrine. In small modern countries, with easy communications, we find it impossible to agree among ourselves on matters of politics. So what chance was there, in the vast Christian empire, of everybody agreeing on that incomparable mystery at the heart of Christianity, the nature of the Trinity?


The amazing variety of ways in which painters have tried to depict the Trinity suggests how hard the concept is to grasp. Three gods in a religion which insists that it has only one, Three in One and One in Three, each identical and yet different? Even one of the greatest of medieval saints, St Bernard, described it as incomprehensible. And the best known of the three, a Being begotten not made, wholly human and yet wholly divine? With such mysteries to disagree upon, it was not long before everyone was calling somebody else a heretic.


As early as the fourth century, a bishop described Constantinople itself as seething with precisely these topics of discussion:


If in this city you ask anyone for change, he will discuss with you whether God the Son is begotten or unbegotten. If you ask about the quality of bread, you will receive the answer that ‘God the Father is greater, God the Son is less.’ If you suggest that a bath is desirable, you will be told that ‘there was nothing before God the Son was created’.3
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