



  [image: cover]






  




   




   




   




   




   




  THE TEMPLARS




  [image: ]




  Piers Paul Read




   




   




   




   




   




   


  

   


  

   


  

  [image: ]




  PHOENIX




  





   




   




   




   




  Contents




   




   




   




   


  

  Cover


  

  Title page


  

   




  Acknowledgements


  

  List of Illustrations
  

  

  List of Maps




  Preface




  Part One: The Temple




  1 The Temple of Solomon




  2 The New Temple




  3 The Rival Temple




  4 The Temple Regained




  Part Two: The Templars




  5 The Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Jesus Christ




  6 The Templars in Palestine




  7 Outremer




  8 Saladin




  9 Richard the Lionheart




  10 The Enemies Within




  11 Frederick of Hohenstaufen




  12 The Kingdom of Acre




  13 Louis of France




  14 The Fall of Acre




  Part Three: The Fall of the Templars




  15 The Temple in Exile




  16 The Temple Assaulted




  17 The Temple Destroyed


 


  Epilogue: The Verdict of History




   




  Appendices




  The Later Crusades




  Grand Masters of the Temple




  Bibliography




  End notes




  Index


  

  Illustrations


  



  

   


  

  Author Biography


  

  Also By Piers Paul Read


  

  Copyright




  





   




   




   




   




  Acknowledgements




   




   




   




   




  I am grateful for permission to reproduce passages from The Jewish War by Josephus, translated and with an introduction by G. A. Williamson, Penguin Books, 1959

  (Copyright © G. A. Williamson, 1959); The Rule of the Templars by J. M. Upton-Ward, The Boydell Press, 1992 (Copyright © J. M. Upton-Ward 1992); and The Murdered Magicians

  by Peter Partner (Copyright © Peter Partner 1981) by permission of A. M. Heath & Co. Ltd on behalf of Professor Peter Partner.




  





   




   




   




   




  List of Illustrations




   




   




   




   




  1. An 11th-century map of the world with Jerusalem at the centre and the British Isles in the lower left-hand corner from a miscellaneous volume of world

  knowledge, Winchester or Canterbury. (British Library / Bridgeman Art Library)




  2. The assault on Jerusalem during the First Crusade in 1099. An illuminated miniature of the 14th century. (Bibliothèque Nationale /

  Bridgeman Art Library)




  3. The looting of Jerusalem after its capture by the Crusaders in 1099. An illuminated miniature of the 15th century by Jean de Courcy.

  (Bibliothèque Nationale / Bridgeman Art Library)




  4. Bernard, Abbot of Clairvaux preaching the crusade to King Louis VII at Vézelay in Burgundy in 1146. A 15th-century illumination by Sebastien

  Mamerot. (Bibliothèque Nationale / Bridgeman Art Library)




  5. Bernard, Abbot of Clairvaux. A 15th-century illumination by Jean Fouquet in the Book of Hours of Etienne Chevalier. (Musée Condé

  / Giraudon / Bridgeman Art Library)




  6. Hugh of Vaudemont embraced by his wife upon his return from crusade. A 12th-century stone carving from the Priory of Belval in Lorraine.

  (Musée des Monuments Français / Lauros-Giraudon / Bridgeman Art Library)




  7. A Templar knight from a 12th-century mural in the Templar chapel at Cressac-sur-Charente in Aquitaine. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  8. A crusader kneels at prayer in front of his horse. An illumination from the 12th-century Westminster Psalter. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  9. The Templar seal showing two knights riding on me horse. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  10. Pilgrims escorted by Templar knights coming within sight of Jerusalem. A 19th-century engraving of the English school. (Private Collection /

  Ken Welsh / Bridgeman Art Library)




  11. The Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  12. The Al Aqsa Mosque on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, called the Temple of Solomon by the Crusaders and the Templars’ headquarters until 1187.

  Gouache on paper from the Muraqqa Album. (Chester Beatty Library and Gallery of Oriental Art, Dublin / Bridgeman Art Library)




  13. A contemporaneous portrait of Saladin, Fatimid School. (British Library / Bridgeman Art Library)




  14. Richard the Lionheart tilting at Saladin from a 14th-century illuminated manuscript. (British Library / Bridgeman Art Library)




  15. The bell-tower of Cluny Abbey, all that remains following its demolition after the French Revolution of 1789. (Private Collection /

  Bulloz / Bridgeman Art Library)




  16. A reconstruction by Kenneth John Conant of the Monastery and Abbey at Cluny. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  17. Pope Innocent III. A 13th-century fresco from the church of Sacro Speco (Holy Grotto), Subiaco, Italy. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  18. Pope Boniface VIII. A statue attributed to Arnolfo di Cambio from the Cathedral in Florence, now in the Museo dell’ Opera del Duomo, Florence.

  (Weidenfeld Archive)




  19. Pope Clement V from The Triumph of Thomas Aquinas by Andrea Buonaiuti, 1365, St Maria Novella, Florence. (Weidenfeld Archive)




  20. King Louis IX of France giving judgement. A 12th-century illumination by G. Ge. de Saint Pathus in the Life and Miracles of St Louis.

  (Bibliothèque Nationale / Bridgeman Art Library)




  21. Crusaders under King Louis IX attack Damietta in 1248. A 14th-century illumination from the Chronicle of France or of St Denis. (British

  Library / Bridgeman Art Library)




  22. Crusaders expelling Cathars from Carcassonne. A 14th-century illumination by the Boucicaut Master and Workshop. (British Library /

  Bridgeman Art Library)




  23. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. (Anthony Kersting)




  24. The original design for the rebuilding of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre after the capture of Jerusalem by the First Crusade. (Weidenfeld

  Archive)




  25. The fortress of Krak des Chevaliers in Syria, held by the Knights of the Hospital of St John from 1144–1271. (Weidenfeld

  Archive)




  26. The Templar fortress of Monzon in Aragon. (Huesca, Aragon / Bridgeman Art Library)




  27. A 19th-century painting by Dominique Louis Papety of William of Clermont defending Acre in 1291. (Château de Versailles /

  Lauros-Giraudon / Bridgeman Art Library)




  28. King Philip IV of France, Philip the Fair, with his four children and his brother, Charles of Valois. A 14th-century illumination.

  (Bibiliothèque National / Bridgeman Art Library)




  29. The burning of the Templars. A 14th-century illumination from the Chronicle of France or of St Denis. (British Library / Bridgeman

  Art Library)




  30. James of Molay, the last Grand Master of the Templars. A 19th-century engraving by Ghevauchet. (Private Collection / Roger-Viollet /

  Bridgeman Art Library)




  31. An 18th-century engraving of the Templar donjon in Paris, where King Louis XVI was imprisoned prior to his execution in 1793.

  (Bibliothèque National / Bulloz / Bridgeman Art Library)




  32. The Templar fortress of Almourol on the River Tagus in Portugal.




  33. The circular chapel or rotunda of the Templar fortress of Tomar in Portugal, built in 1160 by the Portuguese Master, Gualdim Pais.




  34. The author in front of the cloister and rotunda of the Templar fortress at Tomar.




  





   




   




   




   




  List of Maps




   




   




   




   




  

    

      1 The high tide of Islam




      2 Christendom at the time of the First Crusade




      3 France at the time of the First Crusade




      4 Outremer




      5 Jerusalem and the Temple Mount in the twelfth century




      6 Principal Templar strongholds in Syria and Palestine




      7 Templar preceptories and castles in the West in the mid-twelfth century


    


  




  





   




   




   




   




  Preface




   




   




   




   




  Who were the Templars? One view of this military order comes from the novels of Sir Walter Scott. The Templar knight in Ivanhoe, Brian of Bois-Guilbert, is a demonic

  anti-hero, ‘valiant as the bravest of his Order; but stained with their usual vices, pride, arrogance, cruelty, and voluptuousness; a hard-hearted man, who knows neither fear of earth, nor

  awe of heaven’. The two Templar Grand Masters are little better. Giles Amaury in The Talisman is treacherous and malevolent while Lucas of Beaumanoir in Ivanhoe is a bigoted

  fanatic.




  In Wagner’s opera Parsifal, by contrast, Templar-like knights appear as the chaste guardians of the Holy Grail. The nineteenth-century libretto was based on the thirteenth-century

  epic poem by Wolfram of Eschenbach in which the Templeisen bear only a superficial resemblance to the Knights of the Temple but the germ of fact has been enough to persuade posterity that

  there is truth in the fiction. Thus, in the nineteenth-century imagination, the depraved brutes of Ivanhoe and The Talisman coexisted with the chivalrous brotherhood of

  Parsifal.




  In the twentieth century, there emerged a more sinister image of the Templars as the prototypes of the Teutonic Knights who, in the late 1930s, were the historical models for Himmler’s SS.

  Coupled with a common perception of the crusades as an early example of west European aggression and imperialism, the Templars came to be perceived as brutal fanatics imposing an ideology with the

  sword. Or, quite to the contrary, it is said they were seduced from their commitment to the Christian cause by their contact with Judaism and Islam in the east, forming a secret society of

  initiates through which the arcane mysteries of ancient Egypt, conveyed to the masons of the Temple of Solomon, were passed on to the Free Masonic lodges of modern times. It has also been claimed

  that the Templars were infiltrated by the heretical Cathars after the Albigensian Crusade; that they protected throughout the centuries the royal descendants of a union

  between Jesus and Mary Magdalene; that their stupendous treasure was discovered by a priest in south-west France in the nineteenth century; and that they were the custodians of fabulous relics,

  among them the embalmed head of Christ and the Shroud of Turin.




  My aim in this book has been to uncover the truth about the Order, avoiding fanciful speculation and recording only what has been established by the research of reputable historians. I have set

  the story in a wide perspective: histories of the Templars that begin with its founding by Hugh of Payns in 1119, or even with the proclamation of the First Crusade at the Council of Clermont in

  1095, often assume a background knowledge that the general reader may not possess. To my mind, it is difficult to understand the mentality of the Templars without examining the significance

  attached to the Temple in Jerusalem by the three monotheistic relgions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – and recalling why it has been a point of conflict from the beginning of

  recorded history to the present day.




  There are other pertinent questions that can only be answered by looking back from the early medieval period into the swirling chaos of the Dark Ages. At a time when it has been proposed that

  the present Pope should apologise for the crusades, it is appropriate to examine the motives of his predecessors in initiating these Holy Wars. To those already familiar with the history of the

  crusades, some of what I have written will seem repetitious; but in retelling it I have taken advantage of the researches of a new generation of crusade historians. My debt to these and other

  scholars will become apparent to anyone who reads this book.




  I also felt that what a contemporary chronicler called ‘God’s deeds done by the Franks’ are worth retelling not just for their intrinsic interest but also for their relevance

  to many of the dilemmas we face today. The Templars were a multinational force engaged in the defence of the Christian concept of a world order: and their demise marks the point when the pursuit of

  the common good within Christendom became subordinate to the interests of the nation state, a process that the world community is now trying to reverse.




  There are remarkable parallels in the Templars’ story between the past and the present. In the Emperor Frederick II of Hohenstaufen we find a ruler whose idiosyncratic amorality harks back

  to Nero and forward to Hitler. The medieval concept of a Holy Roman empire is remarkably similar to the founders’ aspirations for the European Union. The Assassins in Syria are both the

  descendants of the Jewish Sicarii and the ancestors of the suicide-bombers of Hezbollah. The attitude of many Muslims in the Middle East to the modern state of Israel is very like that of their

  ancestors to the crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem. How many Arab leaders, one wonders, from Abdul Nasser to Saddam Hussein, have aspired to become a latter-day Saladin, defeating the infidel invaders

  at another Hattin or, like the Mameluk Sultan, al-Ashraf, driving them into the sea?




  My gratitude goes to all those historians whose works have taught me what I know about the Templars. More specifically, I should like to thank Professor Jonathan Riley-Smith

  for his early encouragement and advice; and Professor Richard Fletcher for reading the manuscript and alerting me to a number of errors. Neither of these eminent historians should be held

  responsible for the shortcomings of my work.




  I should like to thank Anthony Cheetham who first suggested that I should try my hand at history and proposed a book on the Templars; my agent, Gillon Aitken, for urging me to pursue the

  project; my editor, Jane Wood, for her constant encouragement and invaluable work on the first draft; and Selina Walker for her help with the maps and illustrations. I am also grateful to Andrew

  Sinclair who lent me his library of books on the Templars; to Charles Glass for introducing me to the Memoirs of Usamah Ibn-Munqidh; and to the Librarian and staff of the London Library for their

  courteous help with my research.
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  The Temple of Solomon




   




   




   




   




  On maps drawn on parchment in the Middle Ages, Jerusalem is shown at the centre of the world. It was then, as it remains today, a city sacred to three religions –

  Judaism, Christianity and Islam. For each, Jerusalem was the site of momentous events that formed the bond between God and man – the first being the preparations by Abraham to sacrifice his

  son Isaac on the outcrop of rock now covered by a golden dome.




  Abraham was a rich nomad from Ur in Mesopotamia who, around 1,800 years before the birth of Christ, moved at God’s command from the valley of the Euphrates to territory inhabited by the

  Canaanites lying between the River Jordan and the Mediterranean Sea. There, as a reward for his faith in the one true God, he was endowed with this land ‘flowing with milk and honey’

  and promised innumerable descendants to inhabit it. He was to be the father of a multitude of nations; and, to seal this covenant, Abraham and all the men in his tribe were to be circumcised, a

  practice that was to continue ‘generation after generation’.




  This promise of posterity was problematic because Abraham’s wife Sarah was barren. When she realised that she was past the age of child-bearing, Sarah persuaded Abraham to father a child

  by her Egyptian maidservant, Hagar. In due course, Hagar gave birth to a son Ishmael. Some years later, three men appeared as Abraham was sitting by the entrance of his tent during the hottest part

  of the day. They told him that Sarah, then over ninety, would have a child.




  Abraham laughed. Sarah, too, took it as a joke. ‘Now that I am past the age of child-bearing, and my husband is an old man, is pleasure to come my way again!’1 But the prediction proved to be correct. Sarah conceived and gave birth to Isaac. She then turned against Ishmael, seeing him as a rival for Isaac’s inheritance,

  and asked Abraham to send him and his mother away. God sided with Sarah and, ever-obedient to God’s command, Abraham dispatched Hagar and Ishmael into the wilderness

  of Beersheba with some bread and a skin of water. When the skin was empty, Hagar, because she could not bear to watch Ishmael die of thirst, meant to abandon him under a bush: but God directed her

  towards a well and promised that her son would found a great nation in the deserts of Arabia.




  It was now that God set a final test for Abraham, ordering him to offer ‘your only child Isaac, whom you love . . . as a burnt offering on a mountain I shall point out to you’.

  Abraham obeyed without demur. He took Isaac to the spot designated by God, an outcrop of rock on Mount Moriah, placed wood on this makeshift altar, and laid Isaac on the pile of wood. But just as

  he took the knife to kill his son, he was commanded to desist. ‘Do not raise your hand against the boy . . . Do not harm him, for now I know you fear God. You have not refused me your son,

  your only son . . . and because you have done this . . . I will shower blessings on you, I will make your descendants as many as the stars of heaven and the grains of sand on the seashore . . . All

  the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your descendants as a reward for your obedience.’2




  Did Abraham exist? In modern times, scholarly views of his historicity have vacillated between the scepticism of German exegetes who dismissed him as a mythical figure and more

  positive judgements made as a result of archaeological discoveries in Mesopotamia.3 In the Middle Ages, however, no one doubted that Abraham had

  existed, and almost all those living between the Indian subcontinent and the Atlantic Ocean claimed descent from this patriarch from Ur – figuratively by Christians, literally by the Muslims

  and Jews. The Jews had a pedigree to prove it – the collection of Jewish texts combined in the Torah that tell the story of Abraham’s descendants.




  Around 1300 BC, these records tell, famine drove the Jews out of Palestine into Egypt. There they were welcomed as guests by Joseph, a Jew, the chief minister of the

  Egyptian Pharaoh, who in his youth had been left to die in the desert by his jealous brothers; but after Joseph’s death and the accession of a new Pharaoh, the Jews were enslaved and used as

  forced labour to build the residence at Pi-Ramases for the Pharaoh, Rameses II.




  Moses, the first of the great prophets of Israel, led them out of Egypt and into the desert. There, on Mount Sinai, God transmitted his commandments to Moses engraved on

  tablets of stone. To house them, the Jews constructed a portable shrine which they called the Ark of the Covenant. After many years of meandering through the Sinai Desert, they reached the promised

  land of Caanan. As punishment for a past transgression, Moses was permitted only to see it from afar. It was left to his successor, Joshua, to reclaim the birthright of the Jews. Between 1220 and

  1200 BC they conquered Palestine. The contest with the indigenous inhabitants was not a fair one; God took the side of the Jews. Their victory was never absolute; there were

  constant wars with the neighbouring tribes of Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites, Amalekites, Edomites and Arameans; but the Jews survived because of their unique destiny, as yet undefined.




  The marriage between God and his chosen people was not an easy one. He was a jealous God, angered when the Jews turned to other gods, or broke the strict code imposed upon their behaviour

  – demanding rituals and detailed laws that followed the Ten Commandments that Moses had been given by God on the summit of Mount Sinai. The Jews in their turn were fickle: they turned away

  from God to worship idols such as the Golden Calf4 or pagan gods such as Astarte and Baal.5 They

  misused the prophets sent by God to chastise them. Even their kings, God’s anointed, were sinners. Saul disobeyed God’s command to exterminate the Amalekites,6 and David seduced Bathsheba, wife of Uriah the Hittite, and subsequently instructed Joab, the commander of his army, to ‘station Uriah in the thick of the fight

  and then fall back behind him so that he may be struck down and die’.7




  It was David who at the turn of the first millennium BC conquered Jerusalem from its indigenous inhabitants, the Jebusites. Below the citadel, on Mount

  Moab, close to the spot chosen by God for Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac, there was a threshing floor owned by a Jebusite, Onan. At God’s command, David bought it as a site for a temple

  to house the Ark of the Covenant. David assembled the materials for the Temple that was finally built by his son Solomon around 950 BC.




  The reign of Solomon marked the apogee of an independent Jewish state. After his death, Israel was conquered by the powerful nations to the east – the Assyrians, the Chaldeans, the

  Persians. Solomon’s Temple was destroyed by the Chaldeans under their king Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BC and the Jews transported to Babylon as slaves. The Chaldeans were

  in turn conquered by the Persians whose king, Cyrus, allowed them to return to Jerusalem and rebuild their Temple in 515.




  In the fourth century BC, the tide of conquest ebbed in the East and flowed in from the West: the Persians were defeated by the Macedonian Greeks under their young king,

  Alexander the Great. After Alexander’s premature death, his empire was divided among his generals and for a time Palestine was contested by the rival Ptolemies based in Egypt and Seleucids

  based in Mesopotamia. In the absence of a king, the High Priest in Jerusalem assumed many of his functions among the Jews.




  In 167 BC a revolt against the Greeks on religious issues developed into a successful struggle for political independence. Its leaders, three Maccabean brothers, founded

  the Hasmonean dynasty of Jewish kings who recovered most of the territory that had been ruled by David and Solomon. In the course of their constant conflicts with the neighbouring states, an appeal

  was made to the new and rising power of Rome. The Judaean King Hyrcanus, and his minister Antipater, placed themselves under the protection of the Roman general who had conquered Syria, Gnaeus

  Pompeius, or Pompey the Great.




  Jerusalem was held by Aristobulus, the rival claimant to the throne. After a three-month siege, the city was taken by Pompey’s legions. The Romans suffered few casualties but the conflict

  left 12,000 Jewish dead. According to the Jewish historian Josephus, however, this loss of life was a lesser calamity than the desecration of the Temple by Pompey.




  

    

          Among the disasters of that time nothing sent a shudder through the nation as the exposure by aliens of the Holy Place, hitherto screened from all

          eyes. Pompey and his staff went into the Sanctuary, which no one was permitted to enter by the high priest, and saw what it contained – the lamp-stand and the lamps, the table, the

          libation cups and censers, all of solid gold, and a great heap of spices and sacred money . . .


    


  




  The Romans were now the arbiters of power in the Jewish state. Pompey reinstated Hyrcanus as high priest but, seeing that he was an ineffective ruler, put political power into

  the hands of his first minister, Antipater. Julius Caesar, when he came to Syria in 47 BC, conferred Roman citizenship on Antipater and appointed him Commissioner for all

  Judaea: Antipater’s eldest son Phasael became governor of Judaea and his second son, Herod, then aged twenty-six, governor of Galilee. Caesar’s fellow consul,

  Mark Antony, became Herod’s lifelong friend.




  In 40 BC, the Parthians invaded Palestine. Herod escaped via Arabia and Egypt to Rome. There the Roman Senate equipped him with an army and appointed him King of Judaea.

  Herod vanquished the Parthians and, despite siding with his friend Mark Antony against Octavian, was confirmed by Octavian as the King of Judaea after his victory over Mark Antony at the Battle of

  Actium.




  Now at the height of his glory, Herod embellished his kingdom with magnificent cities and imposing strongholds, many of them named after his patrons and members of his family. On the coast

  between Jaffa and Haifa, he built a new city which he named Caesarea and in Jerusalem the fortress called the Antonia. He extended the stronghold at Masada where his family had taken refuge from

  the Parthians; and built a new stronghold in the hills facing Arabia which he named Herodium after himself.




  A man of exceptional courage and ability, Herod understood that his hold on power in Palestine depended upon meeting the expectations of the Romans without upsetting the religious

  susceptibilities of the Jews. To the Romans, control of Syria and Palestine was considered essential for the security and well-being of their empire. It straddled the land routes between Egypt and

  Mesopotamia, and dominated the eastern Mediterranean. The city of Rome itself depended upon the regular supply of grain from Egypt, which would be threatened if the ports on the eastern coast of

  the Mediterranean should fall into the hands of the Parthians.




  The Jews were more problematic. Culturally dominated by the Greeks since the time of Alexander the Great, and now politically subservient to the Romans, they retained their sense of destiny as

  God’s chosen people. Their extraordinary fidelity to their beliefs and practices at once impressed and exasperated their pagan contemporaries. Pompey, when besieging the rump of Jewish

  resistance in the Temple,




  

    

          was amazed at the unshakeable endurance of the Jews, especially their maintenance of all the religious ceremonies in the midst of a storm of missiles.

          Just as if deep peace enfolded the City the daily sacrifices, offerings for the dead, and every other act of worship were meticulously carried out to the glory of God. Not even when the

          Temple was being captured and they were being butchered around the altar did they abandon the ceremonies ordained for the day.8


    


  




  However, their exclusiveness – their belief that they were defiled by contact with Gentiles – antagonised their neighbours. By now, the Jews were no longer confined

  to Palestine: substantial communities existed in many of the major cities of the Graeco-Roman world and in the Persian empire beyond the Euphrates. In Alexandria, there are criticisms of Jewish

  exclusivity as early as the third century BC. In Rome, where they won unique exemptions from taking part in pagan cults and permission to observe the Sabbath, Cicero, in his

  Pro Flacco, complained of their clannishness and undue influence; and Tacitus, in his Histories, of what he saw as the misanthropy of the Jews: ‘Toward every other people they

  feel only hatred and enmity. They sit apart at meals, and they sleep apart, and although as a race they are prone to lust, they abstain from intercourse with foreign women; yet among themselves

  nothing is unlawful.’9




  It was in their homeland, however, that the Jews’ sense of superiority to all pagan nations had grave political implications. Time and again, after being conquered by their larger and more

  powerful neighbours – the Egyptians, the Persians, the Greeks, and now the Romans – they would rise against their oppressors in the belief that God was on their side. Time and again, an

  initial triumph would be followed by a savage repression.




  Herod, although a Roman citizen and of Arab origin, was scrupulous in his observance of the Jewish Law; and to further endear himself to the adherents of his adopted religion, he announced that

  he would rebuild the Temple. The Jews’ reaction was one of suspicion: to reassure them that he would complete this ambitious project, Herod had to promise not to demolish the old Temple until

  he had assembled all the materials to build the new. Since only priests could enter the Temple precincts, he trained a thousand Levites as masons and carpenters. The foundations of the Second

  Temple were greatly enlarged by the construction of huge retaining walls to the west, south, and east. Along the edges of the large platform, sustained by landfill or arched supports, ran covered

  galleries. A fence surrounded the sacred area, and at each of its thirteen gates was an inscription in Latin and Greek to warn that any Gentile who passed beyond it would be punished with

  death.




  In the centre, framed by the colonnades, was the Temple itself. On one side was the Court of the Women and, on the other side of the Beautiful Gate, the Court of the

  Priests. Two golden doors led into the Sanctuary: in front of these was a curtain of Babylonian tapestry embroidered with blue, scarlet and purple designs symbolising all creation. The inner

  sanctum, shrouded by a huge veil, was the Holy of Holies into which only the High Priest could venture on certain days of the year. The rock upon which Abraham had prepared Isaac for sacrifice was

  the altar upon which kids or doves were killed: the cavity still to be seen on the north end of the rock was used to collect the sacrificial blood.




  The scale of the Temple was stupendous and, where it towered above the Kidron valley, rose to a dizzying height. Its splendour could not fail to impress upon Herod’s subjects that their

  king, despite his Arab origin, was a worthy Jew. But Herod left nothing to chance. The Antonia fortress formed part of the north wall of the Temple compound and was permanently garrisoned by a

  contingent of Roman infantry. During major festivals, this was deployed, fully armed, along the colonnades.




  The Temple was the culminating achievement of one of the most extraordinary figures of the ancient world. Herod in his prime raised the state of Israel to a level of splendour

  that it had not seen before and has not seen since. His munificence extended to foreign cities – Beirut, Damascus, Antioch, Rhodes. Skilled in combat, an able huntsman, a keen athlete, Herod

  patronised and presided over the Olympic Games. He used his influence to protect the Jewish communities in the Diaspora, and was generous to those in need throughout the eastern Mediterranean. Yet

  he failed to establish a stable dynasty because, as his life progressed, he became possessed by a paranoia that turned the benevolent despot into a tyrant.




  There can be little doubt that Herod was surrounded by conspiracy and intrigue. Both his father and his brother had met violent ends, and he had powerful enemies both among the Pharisee faction

  of Jews who resented the rule of a foreigner subservient to a pagan emperor in Rome, and among the adherents of Hasmonean claimants to the crown of Judaea. To placate the latter, Herod divorced

  Doris, the bride of his youth, and married Mariamme, the granddaughter of Hyrcanus the high priest.




  Hyrcanus had been taken prisoner by the Parthians when they had overrun Palestine, but he had been freed on the intercession of the Jews living beyond the Euphrates. Encouraged by the marriage

  of his granddaughter to Herod, he returned to Jerusalem where he was immediately executed by Herod, not, as Josephus puts it, because he claimed the throne ‘but

  because the throne was really his’.10 Another potential rival was his wife’s brother Jonathan who, at the age of seventeen, Herod made

  high priest; but when the young man had put on the sacred vestments and approached the altar during a feast, all those in attendance wept with emotion and so Herod had him drowned by his bodyguard

  of Gauls.




  What might have been politically expedient was domestically disastrous. Herod had fallen deeply in love with Mariamme who, after his treatment of her brother and her grandfather, hated him with

  an equal passion. Added to her resentment was the disdain of a royal Jewish princess for an Arab upstart, which both tormented Herod and infuriated his family, in particular his sister Salome.

  Playing the role of Iago to Herod’s Othello, Salome persuaded her brother that Mariamme had been unfaithful with her husband, Joseph. Herod ordered the immediate execution of both. His

  paranoia turned next to his two sons by Mariamme: convinced that they were conspiring against him, he had them strangled at Sebaste in the year 7 BC. Towards the end of his

  life, as he lay dying with ‘an unbearable itching all over his body, constant pains in the lower bowel, swellings on the feet as in dropsy, inflammation of the abdomen, and mortification of

  the genitals producing worms’, Herod was told that his eldest son and heir, Antipater, had planned to poison him. Antipater was executed by his father’s bodyguard. Five days later,

  Herod himself was dead.




  It was not merely these domestic tragedies that turned a potentially great king into a tyrant but, more significantly, the impossible task of reconciling God’s chosen

  people to pagan rule. At the time of a census in 7 BC, six thousand Pharisees had refused to take an oath of loyalty to Octavian, now the Emperor Augustus; and, shortly

  before Herod’s death, around forty followers of two rabbis in Jerusalem, well known as exponents of Jewish tradition, had lowered themselves on ropes from the roof of the Temple to remove a

  pagan idol, the golden eagle that Herod had placed above the Temple’s Great Gate. For this the two rabbis had been arrested and, on Herod’s orders, burned alive.




  Herod’s successors were less successful than he was at keeping this incipient rebelliousness under control. Under Herod’s will, which he had changed a number of times, his kingdom

  was to be divided between three of his sons – Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Philip. The Emperor Augustus confirmed this arrangement but denied the title of king to

  Archelaus, making him merely ethnarch, or governor, of Judaea and Samaria until, after nine years of incompetent government, he dismissed him altogether and exiled him to the city of Vienne in

  Gaul. Judaea was placed under the direct rule of a Roman procurator – first Coponius, then Valerius Gratus and, in AD 26, Pontius Pilate.




  This settlement did not ensure the stability of Palestine. While the Jewish aristocracy and the Sadducee establishment did what they could to contain the resentment of their people, the heavy

  taxation imposed by the Romans and their insensitivity to the religious beliefs of the Jews led to sporadic revolts and finally to outright war. Masada was taken by Jewish insurgents and the Roman

  garrison killed. In the Temple, Eleazar, the son of the high priest Ananias, persuaded the ministers of the Temple to abolish the sacrifices offered for Rome and for Caesar. This gesture of

  defiance developed into a general insurrection: the Antonia was captured, Ananias murdered and the Romans driven back into the fortified towers of Herod’s palace. In Caesarea, the

  Romans’ administrative capital on the coast, the Gentile inhabitants attacked the Jewish colony and massacred them all. This atrocity enraged the Jews throughout Palestine, who sacked Greek

  and Syrian cities such as Philadelphia and Pella, killing their inhabitants in revenge.




  In September 66, the Roman legate in Syria, Cestius Gallus, set out from Antioch with the Twelfth Legion to restore order in Palestine. The Jewish insurgents in Jerusalem prepared to resist.

  After some skirmishes outside the city, Cestius withdrew. His retreat turned into a rout. The Jews were left masters in their own land, and set about organising their defences against the

  Romans’ return.




  In view of the catastrophe that was to overwhelm them, it seems astonishing that the Jews imagined that they could defy the power of Rome. Certainly there were some ‘who

  saw only too clearly the approaching calamity and openly lamented’;11 but the great majority were wholly convinced that their moment of

  destiny had come. They were, after all, God’s chosen people, and from the earliest times their prophets had promised not just deliverance but a deliverer referred to as ‘the

  anointed’ or, in Hebrew, Messiah. God’s promises to Abraham and Isaac had been that salvation of an unspecified kind should come through their seed, but

  subsequently this concept of salvation had been combined with the idea of a king descended from David whose reign would be eternal. He was to be a specifically Jewish hero (‘See, the days are

  coming . . . when I will raise a virtuous Branch for David, who will reign as true king and be wise, practising honesty and integrity in the land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel dwell

  in confidence’)12 but his sovereignty would be universal (‘his empire shall stretch from sea to sea, from the river to the ends of the

  earth . . . all kings will do him homage, all nations become his servants’).13 It was the powerful sense of Messianic expectation among the

  Jews in first-century Palestine that emboldened them to defy the power of Rome.




  The main division among the Jews was between the Sadducees and the Pharisees: the Sadducees were the establishment party which controlled the Temple and were easier-going in their interpretation

  of the Law; the Pharisees were stricter, more radical and more austere, using the oral tradition to impose legalistic minutiae upon every aspect of Jewish life. A major difference in the beliefs of

  the two factions concerned the afterlife – the Sadducees agnostic, the Pharisees insisting upon the immortality of the soul, a personal resurrection and divine rewards for virtue and

  punishment for sin in the world to come.




  It was the Pharisees who were most vociferous in their opposition to Roman rule; and among the Pharisees there were austere and fanatic sects such as the Essenes who lived in quasi-monastic

  communities, and the Zealots, a terrorist faction who despised not just the Romans but any collaborating Jews. They sent out assassins known as Sicarii (from the Greek word sikarioi meaning

  ‘dagger men’) to mingle in a crowd and assassinate their enemies. A contingent of Galilean Zealots that took refuge in Jerusalem waged class war on their hosts.




  

    

          Their passion for looting was insatiable: they ransacked rich men’s houses, murdered men and violated women for sport, and drank their spoils

          washed down with blood: through sheer boredom they shamelessly gave themselves up to effeminate practices, adorning their hair and putting on women’s clothes, steeping themselves in

          scent and painting under their eyes to make themselves attractive. They copied not merely the dress but also the passions of women, and in their utter filthiness invented unlawful

          pleasures; they wallowed in slime, turning the whole city into a brothel and polluting it with the foulest practices. Yet though they had the faces of women they

          had the hands of murderers; they approached with mincing steps, then in a flash became fighting-men, and drawing their swords from under their dyed cloaks ran every passerby

          through.14


    


  




  When news of the defeat of Cestius Gallus reached the Emperor Nero, he turned to a veteran general, Vespasian, and put him in command of the Roman forces in Syria. Vespasian

  sent his son Titus to Alexandria to fetch the Fifteenth Legion and join him at Ptolemais. This combined army moved into Galilee and with great difficulty reduced the strongholds held by the Jewish

  insurgents and slaughtered or enslaved their inhabitants. Each city was fiercely defended, in particular Jopata commanded by Joseph ben-Matthias who later went over to the Romans, changed his name

  to Josephus, and wrote an account of the conflict in his Jewish War.




  In the middle of this campaign, the Emperor Nero was murdered and his successor Galba assassinated in his turn. A civil war followed between rival claimants, Otho and Vitellius, from which

  Vitellius emerged triumphant. In Caesarea, the legions repudiated Vitellius and proclaimed Vespasian emperor. The governor of Egypt, Tiberius Alexander, supported him: so did the legions in Syria.

  In Rome, Vespasian’s adherents ousted Vitellius and proclaimed Vespasian the heir to the imperial throne. The news reached him in Alexandria from whence he embarked for Rome, leaving his son

  Titus to complete the subjugation of the rebellious Jews.




  The Jews’ redoubts were now only a number of outlying fortresses and the city of Jerusalem itself, already invested by the Roman legions. Resistance was ferocious: when the renegade

  Josephus toured the city walls, calling upon his compatriots to surrender, he was answered with derision and abuse. Yet the city was in the grips of famine and Josephus, who in his history wanted

  to establish that the depravity of the rebels vitiated the righteousness of their cause, relates with some relish how hunger led wives to rob their husbands, children their fathers, and ‘most

  horrible of all – mothers their babes, snatching the food out of their very mouths; and when their dearest ones were dying in their arms, they did not hesitate to deprive them of the morsels

  that might have kept them alive’. The culmination of this unnatural behaviour was the story of a certain Mary from the village of Bethezub who killed her own baby,

  ‘then roasted him and ate one half, concealing and saving up the rest’.15




  The final outcome was not in doubt, but every section of the city was fiercely contested. First the Antonia fortress fell to the Romans but the Temple held out. For six days the battering-rams

  of the Roman legions pounded away at the Temple walls but made no impression on the huge blocks so smoothly shaped and tightly knit by Herod’s masons. An attempt to undermine the northern

  gate was equally fruitless. Not wanting to risk further casualties on an all-out assault over the walls, Titus ordered his men to set fire to the doors. The silver cladding melted in the heat: the

  timber was set alight. The fire spread to the colonnades, clearing a path through smouldering masonry for the Roman soldiers. Such was their rage against the Jews that civilians were slaughtered

  alongside the combatants. According to Josephus who was keen to exculpate his patron in the eyes of the Jews in the Diaspora, Titus did everything he could to save the sanctuary; but his men put it

  to the torch. Thus what Josephus describes as ‘the most wonderful edifice ever seen or heard of, both for its size and construction and for the lavish perfection of detail and the glory of

  its holy places’ was destroyed.




  Such was the strength of its fortifications and the determination of its defenders, it had taken Titus and his legions six months to capture Jerusalem – from March to

  September, AD 70. The population was all but annihilated. Those who had taken refuge in the city’s sewers either died of starvation, killed themselves or were killed

  by the Romans when they emerged. Josephus estimated that over a million people died in the siege of Jerusalem and any survivors were enslaved. Leaving a garrison in the citadel, Titus commanded

  that the rest of the city including what remained of the Temple be razed. Retiring to Caesarea, he celebrated his birthday on 24 October by watching the Jewish prisoners die in the arena, killed

  either by wild animals, or by one another, or by being burned alive. When he returned to Rome, Vespasian and Titus, wearing scarlet robes, celebrated their triumph. Wagons loaded with the

  magnificent treasures looted from Jerusalem were dragged through the streets, among them the golden lamp-stand from the Temple, together with columns of prisoners in chains. When the procession

  reached the Forum, the surviving leader of the Jewish insurgents, Simon ben-Gioras, was ceremoniously executed after which the victors retired to enjoy the sumptuous

  banquet prepared for them and their guests.




  In Palestine, bands of insurgents still held out in Herod’s impregnable fortresses – Herodium, Machaerus and Masada. Herodium fell without difficulty; Machaerus

  surrendered; but Masada remained in the hands of the Zealots under Eleazar ben-Jair, a descendant of Judas the Galilean. In this extraordinary fortress, built on an isolated mountain plateau 1,440

  feet above the western shore of the Dead Sea, were a thousand men, women and children. The Roman governor, Flavius Silva, encircled the fortress with a wall and built a ramp to enable a

  battering-ram to make a breach in the wall.




  The Zealots at first resisted but, when it became clear that the Romans would breach the wall the next day, Eleazar persuaded his followers that it was better to die at their own hands than be

  killed by the Romans. Having burned their possessions, each father killed his immediate family; then ten men were chosen by lot to dispatch their companions; and finally one, again chosen by lot,

  killed the other nine before himself falling on his sword.
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  The hopes of the Jews living in Palestine for an independent nation did not end with the fall of Masada. Some sixty years later, there was a second rebellion against Roman rule

  led by Simeon ben-Koseba who was acknowledged by the Rabbi Akiba as the promised Messiah. As before, the revolt met with an initial success: the forces of the Roman legate in Judaea, Tineius Rufus,

  were defeated. The Emperor Hadrian sent the legate in Britain, Julius Severus, to Palestine and in AD 134 Severus recaptured Jerusalem. The war continued for a further

  eighteen months until August 135, when Bether, the last of around fifty strongholds held by insurgents, fell to Severus and Simeonen ben-Koseba was killed.




  The Romans’ punishment for this second rebellion was severe. The Jewish captives were either killed or enslaved. Judaea was abolished; it became the province of Syria-Palestine. The city

  of Jerusalem became a Roman colony from which all Jews were excluded. On the Temple Mount were built sanctuaries to the god-emperor, Hadrian, and the father of all the gods, Zeus.




  However, by this time there were other sites in Jerusalem sacred to another religion that Rufus, the Roman Legate, felt he must cauterise by the superimposition of pagan temples. Over the ground

  that had been used for public executions a century before and a nearby tomb he built temples to Jupiter, Juno and Venus, the goddess of love. They had no significance for the Jewish nation but were

  sacred to the followers of another claimant to the title of Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth or Jesus the Christ.




  Jesus has remained a controversial figure throughout the twenty centuries since he lived and died, as much today as in the past. The traditional teaching of most Christian churches is that his

  coming was foretold by the nation’s prophets, most specifically by his cousin, a popular preacher called John the Baptist; that he was miraculously conceived in the

  womb of a virgin, was born in a stable in the village of Bethlehem, preached in Galilee and Judaea and performed a number of spectacular miracles starting with changing water into wine at a wedding

  in Cana. These miracles included many instances of healing the sick, but Jesus also demonstrated a power over nature by walking on water and calming storms. Like John the Baptist before him, he

  called for repentance and warned of judgement and eternal punishment for those who died in their sins.




  In contrast to the brutality that was all around him in Palestine under Roman occupation, Jesus extolled gentleness and simplicity: he blessed the poor and the meek; he said we should aspire to

  the innocence of a child. The values he promoted reversed those of what he called ‘the world’ – the culture of egoism and self-indulgence. We should not strive for wealth, power

  and social advancement but take the lowest place at table. We should not retaliate against acts of justice but if struck on the face, ‘turn the other cheek’. It was not simply a matter

  of passivity: an enemy’s hatred must be met with love. Time and again, Jesus insisted that virtue did not lie in external observances of the kind practised by the Jews but depended upon our

  internal disposition – our feelings and fantasies as much as our deeds.




  This denigration of ritual and observance, together with Jesus’s claims to be the Messiah and Son of God, to forgive sins and to embody the only means to eternal life, was considered both

  blasphemous and seditious by the Jewish leaders – the Pharisee scribes and Sadducee elders. They successfully persuaded the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate, to have Jesus crucified. After

  his death he was taken down from the cross and laid in a nearby tomb but three days later, according to his disciples, he rose from the dead.




  Even at this distance in time, and if treated as a character in work of fiction, the person of Jesus as depicted in the Gospels has a powerful effect on the reader. Unlike the books of the Old

  Testament which demonstrate the majesty of God through ‘the complexity of life, of emotions and desires beyond the range of intellect and language’, the Gospels are spare narratives

  virtually devoid of characterisation that nevertheless persuade us ‘that this and no other way was how it was’.16 To the literary critic

  Gabriel Josipovici, Jesus comes across ‘as a force, a whirlwind which drives all before it and compels all who cross his path to reconsider their lives from the root up. He has access, not so

  much to a secret of wisdom as to a source of power.’ Jesus speaks with exceptional assurance and authority yet makes the kind of claims for himself that one would

  expect from a lunatic. But as G. K. Chesterton pointed out, ‘he was exactly what the man with a delusion never is: he was a good judge. What he said was always unexpected; but it was always

  unexpectedly magnanimous and often unexpectedly moderate.’17




  How historically accurate are these depictions of Jesus? Attempts to reach an objective view are frequently hampered by prejudice either in favour or against the Christian religion. The biblical

  scholar E. P. Sanders thinks it is possible to arrive at a core of historical fact.




  

    

          We know that he started under John the Baptist, that he had disciples, that he expected the ‘kingdom’, that he went from Galilee to

          Jerusalem, that he did something hostile against the Temple, that he was tried and crucified. Finally we know that after his death his followers experienced what they described as the

          ‘resurrection’: the appearance of a living but transformed person who had actually died. They believed this, they lived it, and they died for it.18


    


  




  This faith in Jesus in those who knew him proved contagious. ‘Whatever significance is ultimately ascribed to the title “the Christ”,’ writes Geza Vermes

  in Jesus the Jew, ‘one fact is at least certain: the identification of Jesus, not just with a Messiah, but with the awaited Messiah of Judaism, belonged to the heart and

  the kernel of the earliest phase of Christian belief.’19 However, this Messiah was not a warrior king who would lead the Jews to triumph and

  ascendancy in this world, but something far more profound and paradoxical – a sacrificial scapegoat who through his suffering would confound Satan and conquer death.




  The most specific predictions of this saviour, so different to what most Jews expected, are found in prophecies of Isaiah made in the Temple in 740 BC. ‘Here is my

  servant,’ says God in his vision, ‘whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom my soul delights.’ God will make him the ‘light of nations so that my salvation may reach to the ends

  of the earth’; yet he will be ‘a thing despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and familiar with suffering, a man to make people screen their faces; he was despised and we took

  no account of him. And yet ours were the sufferings he bore, ours the sorrows he carried.’20




  In the Psalms, too, we find the kind of lament that is echoed many centuries later in Christ’s suffering prior to his crucifixion. ‘I have become an object

  of derision, people shake their heads at me in scorn.’21 And in the Gospels, the evangelists quite specifically point to the episodes in the

  life of Christ that fulfil the prophets’ predictions. When, after they have nailed Christ to his cross, the Roman soldiers share out his clothes and throw dice for the seamless undergarment,

  it is, the Evangelist John points out, to fulfil Psalm 22, verse 18: ‘they divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothes’. Some of today’s sceptical scholars believe

  that the facts were added after the event to match the prophecies; that, for example, the birth of Jesus of Nazareth was placed in Bethlehem, not Nazareth, because this was foretold by the prophet

  Micah. The historian Robin Lane Fox, despite the distance in time, feels sufficiently confident in his own researches to decide that ‘Luke’s story is historically impossible and

  internally incoherent . . . It is, therefore, false.’22




  Can we discover anything about Jesus from sources other than the Gospels? The only references to him by a near contemporary are found in Josephus’s Antiquities, and in a version of

  his History of the Jewish War, probably written in Aramaic for a Jewish readership beyond the Euphrates. These passages are themselves controversial: one theory holds that they were removed

  from the Greek edition published in Rome so as not to antagonise the Emperor Domitian who was persecuting the Christians at the time; another that they are interpolations forged many years later by

  Byzantine monks. However, one disputed passage in Josephus’s Antiquities is quoted in the earliest history of the Christian Church, written by Eusebius in the fourth century: and,

  improbably if they were added by Christians, the passages in The Jewish War say as much about John the Baptist as about Jesus. John is ‘a strange creature, not like a man at

  all’. His face is ‘like a savage’s’. ‘He lived like a disembodied spirit . . . he wore animal hair on those parts of his body not covered by his own.’




  Jesus, Josephus reported, was notable for his miracles: ‘he worked such wonderful and amazing miracles that I for one cannot regard him as a man; yet in view of his likeness to ourselves I

  cannot regard him as an angel either . . .’ Josephus describes how:




  

    

          Many of the common people flocked after him and followed his teaching. There was a wave of excited expectation that he would enable the Jewish tribes

          to throw off the Roman yoke . . . When they saw his ability to do whatever he wished by a word, they told him that they wanted him to enter the City, destroy the

          Roman troops, and make himself king; but he took no notice.23


    


  




  According to Josephus, the Jewish leaders bribed the Roman governor of Judaea, Pontius Pilate, to allow them to crucify Jesus because they were envious of his popularity. He

  also describes how, at the very moment of Christ’s execution, the veil of the Temple was ‘suddenly rent from top to bottom’; and, in his lengthy description of the Temple,

  Josephus mentions an inscription stating that ‘Jesus, the king who never reigned, was crucified by the Jews because he foretold the end of the City and the utter destruction of the

  Temple’.24




  We find the same prophecy in the Gospels. ‘When some were talking about the Temple, remarking how it was adorned with fine stonework and votive offerings, he [Jesus] said, “All these

  things you are staring at now – the time will come when not a single stone will be left on another: everything will be destroyed.”’25 More audaciously, in the Gospel of John, Jesus suggests that the Temple, once destroyed, will subsist in him. ‘Destroy this sanctuary, and in three days I will raise it

  up,’26 a claim that was deemed blasphemous and later formed part of the charge against him. ‘This man said, “I have power to

  destroy the Temple of God and in three days build it up.”’27




  Again, there are conflicting theories about Christ’s predictions that not just the Temple but Jerusalem itself would be destroyed. Christians think it explains why the incipient Christian

  community in Jerusalem moved to Pella before the Romans besieged the city; sceptics suggest that these ‘prophecies’ were added by the evangelists after the event. What is clear,

  however, is that the early Christians regarded the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem as both a necessary part of the new covenant between God and man, and as God’s punishment for the

  Jews’ repudiation of his only begotten Son. After the passage I have quoted above, describing a mother devouring her own child during the siege of Jerusalem, Eusebius, the earliest Christian

  chronicler, adds:




  

    

          Such was the reward for the Jews’ iniquitous and wicked treatment of God’s Christ . . . After the Saviour’s passion, and the cries

          with which the Jewish mob clamoured for the reprieve of the bandit and murderer [Barabbas], and begged that the Author of Life should be removed from them, disaster befell the entire

          nation.28


    


  




  From the perspective of the twentieth century, which has seen an attempt to exterminate the Jewish people more ruthless and systematic than that

  undertaken under Vespasian and Hadrian, it is difficult not to see such a judgement as one of the sources of anti-Semitism in the style of the Gospels themselves. Saint Matthew, for example, has

  Pontius Pilate protest: ‘“I am innocent of this man’s blood. It is your concern.” And the people, to a man, shouted back, “His blood be on us and on our

  children!”’29 But this did not signify, so far as one can judge, a condemnation of the Jews as a race of the kind we find in the cult of

  limpieza de sangre in Spain in the sixteenth century, or in the racial theories of a Houston Stewart Chamberlain in the nineteenth. Crude racial prejudice seems remarkably absent both in

  antiquity and in the Middle Ages. After all, Christ’s disciples, the apostles and the evangelists, were all Jews.




  The enmity that arose between the Jews and Christians was not racial but religious and, given the inherent contradictions, it is difficult to see how it could have been avoided. The destruction

  of the Temple, which Christ predicted, was more than a physical fact; it was a metaphor for the demise of Judaism. God had chosen the Jewish people as a chrysalis for the Messiah: once he had been

  born, it had served its purpose.




  It is quite apparent from the Gospels that this was understood by the Jewish leaders in the Sanhedrin at the time. Whether or not their fear that Christ would provoke the Romans was sincere

  (given Pilate’s reluctance to become involved it was probably not), their alarm at his growing popularity seems reasonable in view of the import of his teaching. They may have been

  over-optimistic in believing that it would die with him; but if that was their judgement, then it was not unreasonable for the chief priest Caiaphas to decide that ‘it is better for one man

  to die for the people, than for the whole nation to be destroyed’.30




  However, Christ’s claims did not die with him: they came to be accepted by an increasing number of Jews. Leaving aside the questions of whether or not Christ rose from the dead, or a

  ‘holy spirit’ descended upon the rump of his followers in the form of tongues of fire, there is no doubt that the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth did not deter his disciples from

  preaching openly that he was ‘both Lord and Christ’.




  It is equally clear that the Jewish leaders did what they could to suppress this nascent movement of seditious Jews. Peter was arrested; Stephen was stoned to death. Herod Agrippa I, the

  grandson of Herod the Great, beheaded the apostle James, the brother of John. Only the powers reserved by the Roman Procurator inhibited an all-out persecution; but in

  AD 62, during the brief interregnum between the death of Porcius Festus and the arrival of Lucceius Albinus, the high priest Anan condemned a second apostle called James,

  known as ‘the brother of the Lord’, to be thrown down from the wall of the Temple and clubbed to death.




  The real bête noire of the Jewish leaders, however, was not one of Christ’s original twelve apostles, but Paul of Tarsus, a man who had never known Jesus and was zealous in

  persecuting Christians until, on his way to Damascus with warrants to arrest Christians signed by the high priest, Jesus appeared to him in a vision and appointed him his ‘chosen instrument

  to bring my name before pagans and pagan kings and before the people of Israel’.31 It was not just that Paul was a turncoat but that he took

  the repudiation of Judaism one step further, insisting upon a point that was not at all clear to Christ’s original apostles – namely, that you could be a Christian without first

  becoming a Jew.




  Controversy about Paul continues to this day. He is charged with inventing Christianity – elevating ‘a Galilean exorcist’ into the founder of a world religion.32 The animosity of the Jewish leaders at the time, however, was provoked by the remarkable success he met in his preaching tours around the Roman Empire. The

  letters Paul wrote to those he had converted in cities like Ephesus, Corinth and Rome show a great respect for the Jewish tradition but an inflexible insistence that the Mosaic Law is now

  redundant, that we can only be saved by faith in Christ.




  This radical repudiation of the Jews’ raison d’être antagonised many of the Jews among his fellow Christians; and it was not immediately accepted by the early Church. It

  was also used against Paul by the Jewish leaders who brought him before Gallio, the Proconsul of Achaea, charging him with ‘persuading people to worship God in a way that breaks the

  Law’. With an exasperation that reflects that of Pilate Gallio dismissed the charges: ‘“Listen, you Jews. If this were a misdemeanour or a crime, I would not hesitate to attend to

  you; but if it is only quibbles about words and names, and about your own Law, then you must deal with it yourselves – I have no intention of making legal decisions about things like

  that.”’33




  Returning to Jerusalem, Paul was again arrested and was taken before the Sanhedrin but, claiming his rights as a Roman citizen, he was put under the protection of a Roman tribune, Lysias.

  Realising that they could not get rid of him by legal means, a group of Jews planned to assassinate him; but the plot was leaked to Lysias who then sent Paul to Caesarea

  escorted by seventy cavalry and two hundred infantry. There he appeared before the legate Felix together with his accusers – the high priest Ananias with some of the elders and an advocate

  called Tertullus who charged him with making trouble ‘among Jews the world over’ and being ‘a ringleader of the Nazarene sect’.34 Paul claimed his right as a Roman citizen to appeal to Caesar, and Felix therefore sent him in chains to Rome.




  According to Christian tradition, Paul was eventually beheaded in Rome not as a result of the charges brought by the Jewish leaders but as a victim of the pagan Romans’

  first persecution of Christians under Nero in the year AD 67. The Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus considered that this first assault upon Christians was not the product of

  a considered policy of the imperial government but a whim of the Emperor Nero. After the fire which in July 64 had burned a large part of the city of Rome, Nero deflected the suspicion that he

  himself had started the fire by blaming the adherents of this troublesome sect. The initial execution of suspects was followed by a general round-up of Christians who were then put to death in a

  variety of refined ways: men were nailed to crosses, doused with pitch and set on fire, or wrapped in the skins of animals to be torn apart and devoured by dogs.




  Although Tacitus thought that Nero’s cruelty went too far, and in fact provoked compassion in the citizenry, he had no doubt that the Christians merited ‘extreme and exemplary

  punishment’ because of their ‘hatred of humanity’. Their disdain for the material world, their refusal to bear arms or to take part in either the major or minor pagan rituals that

  were an integral part of Roman life, the secret meetings and obscure ceremonies where they ‘ate’ their god and, above all, their confidence that their pagan neighbours were destined to

  eternal torment while they would inherit eternal bliss, had a similar effect on the Romans as the aloofness of the Jews.




  The Jews, however, were a known quantity, and they were seen as a nation, not a sect. Once the revolt in Palestine had been suppressed, the special privileges previously held by the Jews –

  the right to worship in their synagogues, to circumcise their male children, to rest on the Sabbath – were restored. The exclusiveness of Christians, on the other hand, was seen not just as

  offensive but as seditious; and, consequently, over the next two-and-a-half centuries they were intermittently suppressed. ‘Whatever may be the principle of their

  conduct,’ wrote Pliny the Younger, ‘their inflexible obstinacy appeared deserving of punishment.’35 As a result, in his capacity

  as an official of the imperial government, Pliny, whose writings show him to be a kind, cultivated and magnanimous man, ordered the execution of those who professed the Christian religion.




  ‘The more you mow us down the more we grow,’ wrote Tertullian, a Christian writer of the second century, ‘the seed is the blood of Christians.’ Although

  there were certainly a number of apostates who, when faced with a choice between being torn to pieces by lions and tigers in the arena or sprinkling a handful of incense on an altar in honour of

  Zeus, chose the latter, the sustained persecution of Christians did not prevent the growth of the Church. Far from shunning martyrdom, many of them embraced it as an imitation of the suffering of

  Christ. Ignatius, the third Bishop of Antioch, when arrested, forbade his followers to do anything to save him and implored the Romans to throw him to the lions. ‘Encourage the beasts to

  become my sepulchre, leaving no part of me behind.’ Polycarp, the Bishop of Smyrna, was more judicious but equally inflexible when given the choice between worshipping Caesar and being burned

  to death. ‘The fire burns for an hour, and is speedily quenched,’ he said to the Roman governor Titus Quadratus, ‘but you know nothing of the fire of the coming Judgement and the

  eternal punishment reserved for the wicked,’ after which Quadratus passed sentence and ‘the crowds rushed to collect logs and faggots from workshops and public baths, the Jews as usual

  joining in with more enthusiasm than anyone’.36




  Such atrocities were repeated in all corners of the Empire. In Phrygia (in Asia Minor) a small town was surrounded by legionaries:




  

    

          who then set it on fire and completely destroyed it, along with the entire population – men, women, and children – as they called on

          Almighty God. And why? Because all the inhabitants of the town without exception – the mayor himself and the magistrates, with all the officials and the whole populace –

          declared themselves Christians and absolutely refused to obey the command to commit idolatry.37


    


  




  The persecution was particularly harsh in two Roman cities on the River Rhône, Vienne and Lyons. First pagan servants were induced to accuse their

  Christian masters of incestuous and cannibalistic orgies to incite the populace against them; then the most atrocious deaths were inflicted upon those who would not abjure Christ and worship the

  pagan gods. Not only the leaders of the community such as the bishop Pothinus, but even the meanest, were subjected to torture. In Vienne, a maidservant, Blandina, perhaps rather plain,

  (‘through her Christ proved that things which men regard as mean, unlovely, and contemptible are by God deemed worthy of great glory’) was so resilient that ‘those who took it in

  turns to subject her to every kind of torture from morning to night were exhausted by their efforts and confessed themselves beaten – they could think of nothing else to do to her’.

  Finally ‘after the whips, after the beasts, after the griddle, she was finally dropped into a basket and thrown to a bull’.38




  In the nineteenth century Friedrich Nietzsche was to denigrate Christianity for its appeal to servants like Blandina, and above all to the enormous number of slaves to whom its assurance of

  spiritual parity made up for their lack of civic worth. However, Christianity was not limited to the uneducated; it spread to the families of senators and even the emperors themselves. Formidable

  philosophers and scholars such as Justin, Origen, Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria not only embraced Christianity but, in their own writing, deepened the Church’s understanding of

  Christian belief. Origen purged the scriptures of the apocryphal Gospels and established the authenticity of the New Testament as we know it today. Apollonius, described by Eusebius as ‘one

  of the most distinguished for learning and philosophy of the Christians of the time’, was given a hearing before the Roman Senate which nevertheless condemned him to be beheaded because no

  other verdict was possible under the statute: ‘It is unlawful for a Christian to exist.’




  Before his arrest, Apollonius had been vigorous in refuting the heresy of a certain Montanus who denied that the Church had the authority to absolve penitents of serious sins. This heresy was

  just one among many which from its earliest days and throughout its history were to bedevil the Christian Church. The apostle Peter himself had warned that, ‘As there were false prophets in

  the past history of our people, so you too will have your false teachers, who will insinuate their own disruptive views . . .’;39 and Paul of

  Tarsus condemned the Gnostics and Docetics in his Epistle to the Colossians. Ignatius of Antioch used the word heretic as a term of bitter reproach. Tertullian who, ironically, was later to join

  the Montanists, defined a heretic as one who puts his own judgement above that of the Church, either founding a sect or joining one that deviates in its teaching from the

  doctrines which the apostles received from Christ.




  To refute false teaching, the successors to the apostles held councils – the first in Jerusalem in AD 51, another in Asia Minor fifty years later. Each of these

  ‘bishops’ also had authority within his own community, with preeminence given to those in the major cities of the Empire such as Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria and Rome, the patriarchs

  of the nascent religion. A first among equals among these bishops and patriarchs emerged in the successor to Peter, the leader of the apostles, who had presided over the Christian community in

  Rome. Clement, who is thought to have been consecrated bishop by Peter, wrote in the year 96 to resolve a dispute in the Church in Corinth. Victor, Bishop of Rome towards the end of the second

  century, ruled on the date for the celebration of Easter and excommunicated a leather-seller called Theodotus who taught that Jesus had been a mere man.




  Victor is also the first bishop known to have had dealings with the Emperor’s household: he supplied Marcia, the Christian mistress of the Emperor Commodus, with a list of Christians

  condemned to the mines of Sardinia and secured their release. Commodus, the son of Marcus Aurelius, though an unsatisfactory ruler, tolerated Christians because of the influence of Marcia.

  Persecution was resumed under his successor, Septimius Severus. It was sporadic, depending upon the view of the current Emperor: some of the most sagacious and enlightened, like the Antonine

  emperors and Marcus Aurelius, were rigorous in their suppression of Christians. Persecution became severe under the emperors Maximin, Decius and above all Diocletian who in 303 embarked upon what

  came to be called ‘The Great Persecution’ which only ceased when Diocletian abdicated and retired to his palace at Split on the Dalmatian coast.




  Before his retirement, Diocletian, deciding that the Roman Empire was too large to be governed by one man, had appointed four to a ruling body or tetrarchy, one of them

  Constantius Chlorus. Chlorus was assigned the northern quarter of the Empire which included Britain and Gaul. When Diocletian abdicated in 305, Chlorus became the senior Caesar in the west but died

  a year later in York. His son Constantine was proclaimed emperor by the legions in Britain and, after a series of victories over rival claimants, established his rule over

  the whole Empire.




  Constantine believed that he had come to power with the help of the Christians’ God. On the eve of the critical battle against the rival Emperor Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge outside

  Rome, he had been told in a dream (or possibly a vision) to paint a Christian monogram on the shields of his soldiers: ‘In this sign conquer’. Persecution had been lax under his father

  Chlorus in the western provinces: now it ceased altogether throughout the Empire. Under the Edict of Milan in 313, all penal edicts against Christians were rescinded; Christian captives were

  released and their property was restored. But Constantine’s policy towards the Christians went beyond toleration. Bishops were made his counsellors and were allowed to use the imperial postal

  service, an invaluable privilege at a time when overland travel was both dangerous and expensive. A law of 333 ordered imperial officials to enforce the decisions of bishops, and to accept the

  testimony of bishops over other witnesses. Constantine donated the imperial property of the Lateran to the Bishop of Rome as a site for a basilica and he promulgated laws giving the Christian

  clergy fiscal privileges and legal immunities ‘for when they are free to render supreme service to the Divinity, it is evident that they confer great benefit upon the affairs of state’.

  He enjoyed the company of Christian bishops, called them his brothers, entertained them at court and, when they had been scourged and mutilated in past persecutions, reverently kissed their

  scars.




  Like Herod, Constantine suffered from tragedy in his immediate family. His second wife Fausta accused Crispus, his son by his first wife, of making improper advances. Crispus was executed before

  Helena, Constantine’s mother, was able to prove to the Emperor that the charges were false. Fausta was then suffocated in a superheated bath.




  In the wake of this tragedy, Helena – converted to Christianity by Constantine – set out on a penitential journey to Palestine. There Constantine had ordered the demolition of the

  temples and the construction of churches over the sites of Christ’s nativity in Bethlehem, his crucifixion in Jerusalem, and the tomb from which he had risen from the dead. In the course of

  the excavations, there was uncovered the timber of a cross bearing the inscription ‘Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews’. Whether or not this was what it purported to be, or a forgery

  passed off on a gullible old woman, it was accepted by Helena and faithful Christians as the supreme relic of their Salvation; and, upon its completion, was placed in the

  church built over the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.




  The conversion of Constantine was of momentous consequence for Christianity. Equally significant for the future of the Empire was his decision to move its capital from Rome to

  Byzantium on the Bosphorus. It had been clear for some time that Rome was poorly placed as a strategic centre for a state whose most vulnerable frontiers and most prosperous provinces lay in the

  east. The emperors had become first and foremost military commanders, no longer dependent either for their power or for their legitimacy on the Senate and people of Rome. Byzantium, with its

  strategic position between Europe and Asia, the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, and its natural harbour known as the Golden Horn, was ideally suited to this role. Within three weeks of his victory

  over Licinius, one of his rivals, at nearby Chrysopolis in 324, Constantine laid the foundations of this ‘new Rome’. The city, already enlarged by one of his predecessors, Septimius

  Severus, was tripled in size, endowed with magnificent public buildings such as the Hippodrome, begun under Severus, an imperial palace, public baths and halls, and streets adorned with numerous

  statues taken from other cities. Full citizenship and free bread were offered as an inducement to settlers: there was a policy of tolerance towards pagans and Jews.




  Renamed Constantinople after its founder, the city became a centre for his favoured religion. A number of great churches were built by the Emperor, and in 381 it became the seat of a patriarch

  who joined those of Rome, Antioch, Alexandra and later Jerusalem. Many early Councils of the Church were called by Constantine to meet in Constantinople, or nearby cities such as Nicaea and

  Chalcedon.




  The ascendancy of Christianity was not yet assured. During the reign of Constantine’s nephew, Julian, later known as ‘the apostate’, paganism was reinstated

  and the Church subjected to a form of renewed persecution. Significantly, one of the measures initiated by Julian to antagonise the Christians, whom he called ‘the Galileans’, was the

  rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem; but natural calamities hampered the project (considered miraculous interventions by the Christians) and it was abandoned upon the death of the Emperor in

  363.




  Julian was the last of the pagan emperors. Under his successor, Jovian, the Church was restored to the privileged position it had enjoyed under Constantine. and became

  as intolerant of paganism as paganism had been of Christianity. Already, under Constantine’s son Constantius, the pagan temples had been closed and sacrifices to the pagan gods forbidden

  under pain of death. Now the prohibition was made absolute, and pagan ceremonies continued only in secret, frequently in the guise of carnivals or seasonal celebrations. The old temples were

  abandoned and became derelict or were destroyed.




  The same intolerance was shown towards the Jews. Having aided and abetted the pagan persecution of Christians, and welcomed the counterreformation of Julian the Apostate, they were now subject

  to oppression by imperial statutes and harassment by Christian mobs. The Emperor Theodosius, one of the last to rule an undivided empire, issued a decree in 380 prescribing the Nicene Creed as

  binding on all subjects. This was directed as much against heretical Christians as against pagans and Jews, but it encouraged excesses among Christian zealots. In 388, in Callinicum on the River

  Euphrates, the Jewish synagogue was burned down by a Christian mob. Theodosius ordered it rebuilt at Christian expense but was persuaded by Ambrose, the Archbishop of Milan, to rescind the command.

  ‘What is more important?’ the prelate asked the Emperor. ‘The parade of discipline or the cause of religion?’40 A further

  demonstration of the kind of power now exercised by bishops came two years later when a punitive massacre in Thessalonika ordered by Theodosius was condemned by a Church Council at Ambrose’s

  instigation, and the Emperor was only readmitted to communion after public penance.




  Ambrose, the Archbishop of Milan, shows how while Rome became Christian, Christianity became Roman, adopting a system of administration and a body of law like those of the Empire, and employing

  the same personnel. Ambrose was the son of a Roman prefect and a member of the senatorial class. He had been educated at Rome and employed as an imperial civil servant, around 371 serving as

  governor of the provinces of Aemilia and Liguria whose administrative headquarters was then Milan. Mediating in his official capacity in a disputed episcopal election in 373, he was unexpectedly

  chosen by popular acclamation to be bishop himself. Although his family was Christian, he had not yet been baptized. He was received into the Church on 24 November and ordained priest and

  consecrated bishop on 1 December.


  

   




  It was the sermons of Ambrose, delivered in Milan, that persuaded a young teacher of rhetoric in the city, Augustine, to become a Christian. The son of a pagan father

  and a Christian mother, both of Berber extraction, Augustine had lived in North Africa until moving to Milan. The salient features of his youth were intellectual curiosity and sexual licence. At

  one time believing in Manichaeism, the belief that God and the Devil are equal powers, God the creator of spirit, the Devil of matter, and later a Neoplatonist, Augustine was persuaded by Ambrose

  of the truth of Christian teaching. But he was ambitious and had a powerful sexual drive. He gave up his mistress of long standing, by whom he had had a son, for the prospect of an advantageous

  marriage; and while waiting for his future bride to come of age, he had affairs with a number of other women. His love of women had always been an impediment to his conversion. As an adolescent he

  had prayed to God: ‘Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet.’ He had been afraid that God might grant his prayer too quickly – ‘that you might too rapidly heal me of

  the disease of lust which I preferred to satisfy rather than suppress’.41 Now in his early thirties, Augustine’s ‘old loves’

  held him back. He was in a state of paralysing indecision until one afternoon, in the garden of his lodging, he heard an ethereal voice (‘it might be of a boy or a girl’) chanting,

  ‘take and read, take and read’. He opened a book of the epistles of Paul of Tarsus at random, and his eyes fell on Paul’s Letter to the Romans: ‘Let us live decently as

  people do in the daytime: no drunken orgies, no promiscuity or licentiousness, and no wrangling or jealousy. Let your armour be the Lord Jesus Christ; forget about satisfying your bodies with all

  their cravings.’42




  Augustine was baptized by Ambrose in 387 and returned to North Africa where he became a priest. At first he lived in a secluded community but after five years was made Bishop of Hippo. The

  remaining thirty-five years of his life were spent fulfilling his duties as a diocesan bishop and writing works of supreme importance for the future of the Church. As we shall see when we come to

  the founding of the Templars, it was the rule established by Augustine for his community of Christians that the Order initially adopted; and it was Augustine’s theory of a just war that was

  used to defend the crusades.
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