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Introduction: The Catholic Church in Conflict


As the author of The Catholic Church: A Short History I want to say quite openly, right at the beginning, that despite all my experiences of how merciless the Roman system can be, the Catholic Church, this fellowship of believers, has remained my spiritual home to the present day.


That has consequences for this book. Of course the history of the Catholic Church can also be told in a different way. A ‘neutral’ description of it can be given by experts in religion or historians who are not personally involved in this history. Or it can be described by a ‘hermeneutical’ philosopher or theologian, concerned with ‘understanding’, for whom to understand everything is also to forgive everything. However, I have written this history as someone who is involved in it. I can ‘understand’ phenomena like intellectual repression and the Inquisition, the burning of witches, the persecution of Jews and discrimination against women from the historical context, but that does not mean that I can therefore ‘forgive’ them in any way. I write as one who takes the side of those who became victims, or already in their time recognized and censured particular church practices as being unchristian.


To be quite specific and quite personal, I write as one who was born into a Catholic family, in the little Swiss Catholic town of Sursee, and who went to school in the Catholic city of Lucerne. I then lived for seven whole years in Rome in the elite papal Collegium Germanicum et Hungaricum and studied philosophy and theology at the pontifical Gregorian University. When I was ordained priest I celebrated the eucharist for the first time in St Peter’s and gave my first sermon to a congregation of Swiss Guards.


After gaining my doctorate in theology at the Institut Catholique in Paris I worked for two years as a pastor in Lucerne. Then in 1960, at the age of thirty-two, I became Professor of Catholic Theology at the University of Tübingen.


I took part in the Second Vatican Council between 1962 and 1965 as an expert nominated by John XXIII, taught in Tübingen for two decades, and founded the Institute for Ecumenical Research, of which I was director.


In 1979 I then had personal experience of the Inquisition under another pope. My permission to teach was withdrawn by the church, but nevertheless I retained my chair and my Institute (which was separated from the Catholic Faculty as a result).


For two further decades I remained unswervingly faithful to my church in critical loyalty and to the present day I have remained Professor of Ecumenical Theology and a Catholic priest ‘in good standing’.


I affirm the papacy for the Catholic Church, but at the same time indefatigably call for a radical reform of it in accordance with the criterion of the gospel.


With a history and a Catholic past like this, should I not be capable of writing a history of the Catholic Church which is both committed and objective? Perhaps it could prove even more exciting to hear the story of this church from an insider who has been involved in such a way. Of course I shall be just as concerned to be objective as any ‘neutral’ (if there really are such people in matters of religion). However, I am convinced that personal commitment and matter-of-fact objectivity can as well be combined in a history of the church as they can in the history of a nation.


I venture to offer this short history of the church, then, as someone who has much experience in church affairs and has been much tested by them. Of course it cannot replace the large multi-volume works – those edited by A. Fliche and V. Martin; by H. Jedin; by L. J. Rogier, R. Aubert and M. D. Knowles; or by M. Mollart du Jourdin – of which I have made use, nor is it meant to. But since I have both studied this history all my life and lived out some of it, my book is quite distinctive.


I have already grappled with the history of the Catholic Church in my earlier books, The Council and Reunion (1960, English translation 1961), Structures of the Church (1962, Eng. trans. 1965), and The Church (1967, Eng. trans. 1971); and I continued to do so later, in On Being a Christian (1974, Eng. trans. 1977), Does God Exist? An Answer for Today (1978, Eng. trans. 1980), Theology for the Third Millennium: An Ecumenical View (1984, Eng. trans. 1988), Judaism (1991, Eng. trans. 1992) and Great Christian Thinkers (1993, Eng. trans. 1994). I gave an analytical synthesis of the whole history of Christianity in my Christianity: Its Essence and History (1994, Eng. trans. 1995). In this book I described its various epoch-making paradigms, not only the Roman Catholic paradigm but also the original Jewish-Christian paradigm, the Hellenistic-Byzantine Slavonic paradigm, the paradigm of the Protestant Reformation and the paradigm of the Enlightenment and modernity. Here the reader will find a wealth of bibliographical references for the history of the Roman Catholic Church and, of course, also many ideas and perspectives which I shall take up in a new way in this short book. I shall do so briefly, and I shall concentrate on the main lines, structures and figures, without making use of scholarly ballast (there are no notes and no bibliographical references).


As I write, I am keenly aware that views about this Catholic Church and its history diverge widely, both inside and outside the church. Probably more than any other church, the Catholic Church is a controversial church, subject to extremes of admiration and attack.


Beyond question the history of the Catholic Church is a history of success: the Catholic Church is the oldest, numerically the strongest, and probably also the most powerful representative of Christianity. There is great admiration for the vitality of this two-thousand-year-old church; its organization, which was global before any talk of ‘globalization’ and at the same time effective locally; its strict hierarchy and the solidity of its dogmas; its worship, rich in tradition and colourful in its splendour; its indisputable cultural achievements in building up and shaping the West. Optimistic and idealistic church historians and theologians think that they can discern an organic growth in this history, in doctrine, constitution, law, liturgy and piety. They claim that the Catholic Church is like a gigantic old tree, which while continuing to bear rotting fruit and to put forth dead branches, can still be understood to be in a process of permanent development, unfolding and becoming perfect. Here the history of the Catholic Church is understood as an organic process of maturing and spreading.


But even traditional Catholics are now asking: Supposing that there is organic growth, are there not also within the history of the Catholic Church quite unorganic, abnormal, completely nonsensical false developments, for which the church’s official representatives are themselves responsible? Despite all the grandiose talk of progress, are there not also terrifying lapses, for which the popes are anything but blameless?


During the time of the Second Vatican Council (1962–5) the Catholic Church enjoyed a generally high public standing. At the beginning of the third millennium after Christ, however, it is being attacked more than ever in some quarters. Granted, Rome has recently been asking ‘for forgiveness’ for the monstrous errors and atrocities of the past – but in the meantime, the present-day church administration and inquisition are producing still more victims. Scarcely any of the great institutions in our democratic age deals in such a despicable way with critics and those of other views in its own ranks, nor does any discriminate so much against women – by prohibiting contraceptives, the marriage of priests and the ordination of women. None polarizes society and politics worldwide to such a degree by rigid positions in matters of abortion, homosexuality and euthanasia – positions always invested with an aura of infallibility, as if they were the will of God himself.


In view of the apparent inability on the part of the Catholic Church to correct and reform itself, is it not understandable that at the beginning of the third Christian millennium the more or less benevolent indifference widely shown to the church around fifty years ago has turned into hatred, indeed public hostility? Antagonistic church historians and critics are of the opinion that in the church’s two-thousand-year history no organic process of maturing can be detected, but rather something more like a ‘criminal history’. A once-Catholic author, Karlheinz Deschner, has devoted his life, and so far six volumes, to such a history. In it he describes every possible form of ‘criminality’ in the church’s foreign policy and policies relating to trade, finance and education; in the dissemination of ignorance and superstition; in the unscrupulous exploitation of sexual morality, marriage laws and penal justice … And so on, for hundreds of pages.


So while some Catholic theologians are busy writing church history in a triumphalist vein, anti-Catholic ‘criminologists’ eager for scandal are exploiting it in order to put down the Catholic Church by any means possible. But by similarly summarizing and amassing all the errors, wrong turns and crimes that can be discovered anywhere, would it not also be possible to write a ‘criminal’ history of Germany, France, England or the USA – not to mention the monstrous crimes of modern atheists in the name of the goddess reason or nation, race or party? And does such a fixation on the negative side do justice to the history of Germany, France, England or America – or the Catholic Church? I am presumably not the only one who finds that, over time, such a multi-volume Criminal History of Christianity becomes insipid, unexciting, boring. Those who deliberately step in all the puddles should not complain too loudly about how bad the road is.


Neither an idealizing and romanticized history of the church nor one filled with hatred and denunciation can be taken seriously. Something else is called for.


Like the history of other institutions, the history of the Catholic Church, too, is a chequered one. The Catholic Church is a vast, efficient organization, employing an apparatus of power and finance operating with highly worldly means. Behind the imposing statistics, the great occasions and the solemn liturgies of Catholic masses there is all too frequently a superficial traditional Christianity with little substance. In the disciplined Catholic hierarchy it is often depressingly evident that there is a body of functionaries, constantly with an eye on Rome, servile towards superiors and arrogant towards inferiors. The closed dogmatic system of teaching comprises a long outdated authoritarian and unbiblical scholastic theology. And the Catholic Church’s highly praised contribution to Western culture is inextricably bound up with a worldly nature and a deviation from its own spiritual tasks.


However, despite everything, such categories do not do full justice to the life of this church as it is lived, to its spirit. The Catholic Church has remained a spiritual power, indeed a great power, all over the world, which neither Nazism, Stalinism nor Maoism has been able to destroy. Moreover, quite apart from its great organization, on all fronts in this world it has at its disposal a uniquely broad base of communities, hospitals, schools and social institutions in which an infinite amount of good is done, despite all their weaknesses. Here many pastors wear themselves out in the service of their fellow men and women, and countless women and men devote themselves to young and old, the poor, the sick, the disadvantaged and the failures. Here is a worldwide community of believers and committed people.


If we are to differentiate good from evil within the church’s ambiguous history and ambiguous present circumstances, we need a fundamental criterion to judge by. In a work of church history, no matter what scholarly ‘neutrality’ over values may be claimed, time and again facts, developments, persons and institutions are tacitly subjected to an evaluation. This history is no different.


I am convinced that any theology and any council – however much it is to be understood in terms of its time and the time preceding it – must, insofar as it claims to be Christian, ultimately be judged by the criterion of what is Christian. And the criterion of what is Christian – also according to the view of the councils and the popes – is the original Christian message, the gospel, indeed the original figure of Christianity: the concrete, historical Jesus of Nazareth, who for Christians is the Messiah, that Jesus Christ from whom any Christian church derives its existence. And of course this point of view has consequences for any account of the history of the Catholic Church. At any rate it does for mine.


A distinguishing mark of my history will be the way in which tacitly, and indeed at crucial junctures explicitly and without compromise and harmonization, it will face up to the original Christian message, the gospel, indeed to Jesus Christ himself. Without such a reference, a Christian church would have neither identity nor relevance. All Catholic institutions, dogmas, legal rulings and ceremonies are subject to the criterion whether, in this sense, they are ‘Christian’ or at least not ‘anti-Christian’: whether they accord with the gospel. That is also made clear from the fact that this book by a Catholic theologian about the Catholic Church at the same time seeks to be evangelical, that is to say subject to the norm of the gospel. It thus seeks to be both ‘Catholic’ and ‘evangelical’ at the same time, indeed ecumenical in the deepest sense of the word.


In our information age the media expose us to a steadily growing flood of information about the history of Christianity and Christianity today, and the Internet increasingly offers not only valuable information but also mountains of useless material. Thus knowledgeable selection is called for to distinguish the important from the unimportant. Although this short history of the Catholic Church seeks to convey facts, above all it is intended to provide orientation in three respects.


–First, basic information about the tremendously dramatic and complex historical development of the Catholic Church: not about all the countless currents and the leading personalities of different eras or territories, but about the main lines of development, dominant structures and influential figures.


–Secondly, a critical historical stocktaking of twenty centuries of the Catholic Church. Of course there will be no petty condemnation and quibbling, but for all the chronological narrative, time and again there will be objective analysis and criticism to indicate how and why the Catholic Church has become what it is today.


–Thirdly, a concrete challenge to introduce reform in the direction of what the Catholic Church is, and could be. There will certainly not be extrapolations and prognoses of the future, which no one can give, but there will be realistic perspectives offering hope for a church which, I am convinced, still has a future in the third millennium – provided that it fundamentally renews itself, in keeping both with the gospel and the age.


So, at the end of this introduction, a warning is in order to readers (especially Catholic readers) who are relatively uninformed about history. Those who so far have not been seriously confronted with the facts of history will sometimes be shocked at how human the course of events was everywhere; indeed, how many of the institutions and constitutions of the church – and especially the central Roman Catholic institution of the papacy – are man-made. However, this very fact means that these institutions and constitutions – including the papacy in particular – can be changed and reformed. My critical ‘destruction’ is offered in the service of ‘construction’, reform and renewal, so that the Catholic Church remains capable of life in the third millennium.


For in spite of all the radical criticism of the church, it has probably already become clear that I am buoyed up by an unshakeable faith. This is not faith in the church as an institution, since quite obviously the church continually fails, but faith in Jesus Christ, his person and cause, which remains the prime motif in the church’s tradition, liturgy and theology. For all the decadence of the church, Jesus Christ has never been lost. The name of Jesus Christ is something like the ‘golden thread’ in the tapestry of church history. Though often the tapestry is torn and grubby, that thread is constantly worked in again.


Only the spirit of this Jesus Christ can give the Catholic Church, and Christianity generally, a new credibility and enable it to be understood. But precisely when one reflects on the origins of Christianity, its starting point, a fundamental question arises which cannot be passed over in a church history. Did Jesus of Nazareth found a church at all?




I The Beginnings of the Church


Founded by Jesus?


According to the Gospels, the man from Nazareth virtually never used the word ‘church’. There are no sayings of Jesus spoken in public which programmatically call for a community of the elect and for the founding of a church. Biblical critics are agreed on this point: Jesus did not proclaim a church, nor did he proclaim himself, but the kingdom of God. Governed by the awareness of living in an end time, Jesus wanted to announce God’s imminent kingdom, God’s rule, with a view to human salvation. He did not call simply for the external observance of God’s commandments, but for their fulfilment in commitment to one’s neighbour. In short, Jesus called for a benevolent love which includes even one’s opponent, indeed one’s enemy. Love of God and love of neighbour are called for to the same degree as love of oneself (‘Love … as yourself’), as they are already in the Hebrew Bible.


Thus Jesus, a powerful preacher of the Word and at the same time a charismatic healer of the body and the soul, called together a great eschatological collective movement, and for him the Twelve with Peter were a sign of the restoration of the full number of the tribes of Israel. To the annoyance of the pious and the orthodox he also invited into this kingdom those of other religious beliefs (Samaritans), those who were politically compromised (tax collectors), those who had failed morally (adulterers), and those who were exploited sexually (prostitutes). For him, specific precepts of the law, above all those relating to food, cleanness and the sabbath, were secondary to love of neighbour; the sabbath and the commandments are there for men and women.


Jesus was a provocative prophet, who showed that he was critical of the temple, and indeed engaged in a militant demonstration against the commerce which was so prominent there. Although he was not a political revolutionary, his words and actions thus soon brought him into a fatal conflict with the political and religious establishment. Indeed, in the view of many this young man of thirty, with no specific office or title, transcended the claim of a mere rabbi or prophet, so that they saw him as the Messiah.


However, in his amazingly brief activity – at most three years or perhaps only a few months – he did not seek to found a separate community distinct from Israel with its own creed and cult, or to call to life an organization with its own constitution and offices, let alone a great religious edifice. No, according to all the evidence, Jesus did not found a church in his lifetime.


But we must now immediately add that a church in the sense of a religious community distinct from Israel came into being immediately after Jesus’s death. This happened under the impact of the experience of the resurrection and the Spirit. It was reported that on the basis of particular charismatic experiences (‘appearances’, visions, auditions) and a particular pattern in the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible (persecuted prophet, suffering servant of God), the Jewish followers of Jesus, men and women, became convinced that this man whom they themselves betrayed, this man who was mocked and scorned by his opponents, this man who was forsaken by God and his fellow human beings and perished on the cross with a loud cry, did not remain dead. They believed that he had been raised by God to eternal life, and had been exalted into God’s glory, fully in keeping with the image in Psalm 110, ‘he sits at the right hand of God’, made by God ‘Lord and Messiah’ (cf. Acts 2.22–36), ‘appointed Son of God in power on the basis of the resurrection from the dead’ (Romans 1.3f.).


So this is the answer to the question. Although the church was not founded by Jesus, for its origins it made an appeal to him: the one who was crucified yet lived, in whom for believers the kingdom of God had already dawned. It remained the Jesus movement with an eschatological orientation; its basis was initially not its own cult, its own constitution, its own organization with specific offices. Its foundation was simply the confession in faith of this Jesus as the Messiah, the Christ, as it was sealed with baptism in his name and through a ceremonial meal in his memory. That was how the church initially took shape.


The meaning of ‘church’


From earliest times until the present the church has been, as it still is, the fellowship of those who believe in Christ, the fellowship of those who have committed themselves to the person and cause of Christ and attest it as hope for all men and women. Its very name shows the degree to which the church is obligated to its Lord’s cause. In the Germanic languages (‘church’, ‘Kirche’) the name is derived from the Greek kyriake = belonging to the Kyrios, Lord, and means the house or the community of the Lord. In the Romance languages (ecclesia, iglesia, chiesa, église) it derives from the Greek word ekklesia, which is also used in the New Testament, or the Hebrew word qahal, and means ‘assembly’ (of God). Here the reference is to both the process of assembling and the assembled community.


This establishes the norm once and for all: the original meaning of ekklesia, ‘church’, was not a hyper-organization of spiritual functionaries, detached from the concrete assembly. It denoted a community gathering at a particular place at a particular time for a particular action, a local church, though with the other local churches it formed a comprehensive community, the whole church. According to the New Testament, every individual local community is given what it needs for human salvation: the gospel to proclaim, baptism as a rite of initiation, the celebration of a meal in grateful remembrance, the various charisms and ministries. Thus every local church makes the whole church fully present; indeed it may understand itself – in the language of the New Testament – as people of God, body of Christ, and building of the Spirit.


Assembly, house, community, church of Jesus Christ. That means that the origin and the name carry with them an obligation: the church has to serve the cause of Jesus Christ. Where the church does not realize the cause of Jesus Christ, or distorts it, it sins against its being and loses that being. We have already recognized to some degree what Jesus intended with his proclamation of the kingdom and will of God and the salvation of men and women. But in view of the history of the Catholic Church, our perspective should be focused more sharply by a question which is hardly ever asked: Was this Jesus, to whom the Catholic Church constantly appeals, really catholic?



Was Jesus catholic?



Catholics who think along traditional lines usually tacitly pre-suppose that he was. The Catholic Church has always been fundamentally what it is today, the thinking goes, and what the Catholic Church has always said and intended is what originally Jesus Christ himself said and intended. So, in principle, Jesus himself would already have been a Catholic …


But is this Christian church which is so successful, this greatest and most powerful of Christian churches, right in appealing to Jesus? Or is this hierarchical church proudly appealing to someone who would possibly have turned against it? By way of experiment, is it possible to imagine Jesus of Nazareth at a papal mass in St Peter’s, Rome? Or would people there perhaps use the same words as Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor: ‘Why do you come to disturb us?’


At any rate, we must never forget what the sources are unanimous in reporting. Through his words and actions, this man from Nazareth became involved in a dangerous conflict with the ruling forces of his time. Not with the people, but with the official religious authorities, with the hierarchy, which (in a legal process which is no longer clear to us today) handed him over to the Roman governor and thus to his death. Such a thing is of course no longer conceivable. Or is it? Even in today’s Catholic Church, might Jesus have become involved in dangerous conflicts if he so radically put in question the dominant religious circles and cliques and the traditional religious practices of so many pious and fundamentalist Catholics? What if he even initiated a public protest action against the way in which piety was practised in the sanctuary of the priests and the high priest and identified himself with the concerns of a ‘popular church movement from below’?


Or is all that a grotesque idea? A pure anachronism? Be this as it may, it is no anachronism to claim that Jesus was anything but the representative of a patriarchal hierarchy.


One who relativized the ‘fathers’ and their traditions and even called women to his circle of disciples cannot be claimed in support of a patriarchalism which is hostile to women.


One who praised marriage and nowhere made celibacy a condition of discipleship, a man whose first disciples were all married and remained so (Paul claims that he is an exception), cannot serve as the authority for a rule that clergy shall be celibate.


One who served his disciples at table and required that ‘the highest shall be the servant (at table) of all’ can hardly have desired aristocratic or even monarchical structures for his community of disciples.


Rather, Jesus radiated a ‘democratic’ spirit in the best sense of the word. This was matched by a ‘people’ (Greek demos) of those who are free (no dominating institution, even a Grand Inquisition) and in principle equal (not a church characterized by class, caste, race or office), of brothers and sisters (not a regiment of men and a cult of persons). This was the original Christian ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’. But did not the original community already clearly have a hierarchical structure with apostles as pillars and Peter as a rock?


The earliest church


Beyond doubt there were apostles in the earliest community. But over and above the Twelve, which Jesus himself chose as a symbol, all those who preached the message of Christ and founded communities as primal witnesses and primal messengers were apostles. Alongside them, however, other figures are also mentioned as early as the letters of Paul: prophets and prophetesses, who delivered inspired messages, and teachers, evangelists and helpers of very different kinds, men and women.


May we not speak of ‘offices’ in the original church? No, because the secular term office (arche and similar Greek words) is nowhere used for these different church ministries and callings. One realizes why. ‘Office’ indicates a relationship of domination. Instead, in earliest Christianity a term was used for which Jesus himself set the standard when he said: ‘let the leader become as one who serves’ (Luke 22.26; this saying has been handed down in six variants). Rather than talking about office, people spoke of diakonia, service, originally as in serving at table. So this was a word with connotations of inferiority, which could not evoke any kind of associations with any form of authority, rule, dignity or position of power. Certainly there was also authority and power in the primitive church, but in the spirit of that saying of Jesus it was not to be set up for the purposes of rule (and for acquiring and preserving privileges), but only for service and the well-being of all.


Thus what we have is ‘service of the church’ and not ‘hierarchy’. Slowly the word has got around in the Catholic Church of our day that this term means ‘holy rule’. And of course it would have been the last term people would have used to denote service in the church. For what was more to be avoided, following the example of Jesus, than any style of rule and any allure of rule, however much it was dressed up as ‘holy’ in a sacral way? The unfortunate term ‘hierarchy’ was introduced only five hundred years after Christ, by an unknown theologian who hid behind the mask of Paul’s disciple Dionysius.


The present-day word ‘priest’ (Priester, prêtre, prete, presbitero) is ambiguous. In the New Testament it is certainly used for dignitaries of the other religions in the religious and cultic sense of the priest who offers sacrifices (hiereus, sacerdos), but never for those who serve in the Christian communities. Here, rather, the word ‘presbyter’, ‘elder’, is used; only in the new languages is that similarly rendered ‘priest’. Later we find the ‘presbyter parochianus’, from which the Italian word parocco and the German word Pfarrer come. There were elders at the head of every Jewish community, from time immemorial. Thus it is probable that from as early as the 40s, the Christian community in Jerusalem had its own elders; at the same time it possibly also adopted the laying on of hands which came from the Jewish tradition: ordination for the authoritative sending of a specific member of the community for a specific ministry.


However, we cannot establish historically whether there was a distinctive constitution of elders in Jerusalem which claimed to have jurisdiction over the local church and then the church as a whole. At any rate, we cannot discover whether this was the case before the departure of Peter, and the time when James took over the leadership of the earliest Jerusalem community. But what about this Peter, who very soon takes on a towering significance for the Catholic Church?


Peter


The question here is not what became of Peter (we shall be concerned with that later) but what Peter originally was: the role of Peter in the earliest community. According to the New Testament sources, three things are indisputably certain.




1. Already during Jesus’s public activity, the fisherman Simon, to whom Jesus perhaps gave the nickname ‘the rock’ (Aramaic ‘Cepha’, Greek ‘Peter’), was the spokesman of the disciples. However, he was the first among equals, and his failure to understand, his faint-heartedness, and finally his flight are reported unsparingly in the Gospels. Only Luke’s Gospel and Acts of the Apostles idealize him and keep quiet about Jesus’s saying to Peter when Peter wants to deter him from his mission: ‘Get away from me, Satan’ (Mark 8.33; Matthew 16.23).


2. After Mary Magdalene and the women, Peter was one of the first witnesses of the resurrection of Jesus. In the light of his Easter witness he could be regarded as the ‘rock’ of the church. But today even Catholic New Testament scholars accept that the famous saying about Peter as the rock on which Jesus will build his church (Matthew 16.18f.: the statement is in the future tense), and of which the other Gospels know nothing, is not a saying of the earthly Jesus but was composed after Easter by the Palestinian community, or later by Matthew’s community.


3. Peter was undoubtedly the leader of the earliest Jerusalem community: not, however – and this is decisive – alone, but together with the group of Twelve and later in the group of the three ‘pillars’ (Galatians 2.9): James (whom Paul in his letters puts in first place), Peter and John. Later Peter is responsible for the proclamation of Christ among his fellow Jews bound to the sacred law of Moses.





In the earliest church Peter doubtless had a special authority; however, he did not possess it alone, but always collegially with others. He was far removed from being a spiritual monarch, even a sole ruler. There is no trace of any exclusive, quasi-monarchical authority as leader. But, at the end of his life, was not Peter in Rome – indeed, was he not Bishop of Rome?


Was Peter in the then-capital of the world, whose church and bishop were later to claim legal primacy throughout the church by appealing to the fisherman from Galilee? This is not an unimportant question in view of the later development of the Catholic Church. Given the existing sources, there is broad agreement among professional scholars on the following three points:




1. Peter was certainly in Antioch, where there was a dispute with Paul over the application of the Jewish law. Possibly he was also in Corinth, where there was evidently a party which claimed allegiance to Cephas, i.e., Peter. But we do not read anywhere in the New Testament that Peter was in Rome.


2. Far less is there any evidence of a successor to Peter (also in Rome) in the New Testament. In any case, the logic of the saying about the rock tends to tell against it: Peter’s faith in Christ (and not the faith of any successor) was to be, and remain, the constant foundation of the church.


3. Still, the ‘Letter of Clement’, around AD 90, and Bishop Ignatius of Antioch, around 110, already attest a stay of Peter in Rome and his martyrdom there. This tradition is therefore old, and above all it is unanimous and unrivalled: at the end of his life, Peter was in Rome and probably suffered a martyr’s death in the course of the Neronian persecution. However, archaeology has not been able to identify his tomb under the present Vatican basilica.





For a long time there has been a consensus among scholars: even Protestant theologians now affirm that Peter suffered a martyr’s death in Rome. Conversely, however, Catholic theologians concede that there is no reliable evidence that Peter was ever in charge of the church of Rome as supreme head or bishop. In any case the monarchical episcopate was introduced to Rome relatively late. And here we should not forget the matter of qualifications: unlike Paul, who presumably suffered martyrdom in Rome at the same time, Peter was not an educated Roman citizen (civis Romanus, with a perfect command of the Greek language and Greek conceptuality), but an uneducated Galilean Jew.


A fellowship made up of Jews


Rome is the city which contains the tombs of the two chief apostles. But does that make it the mother of all churches? To the present day the gigantic inscription on the Lateran basilica, the original church of the Bishop of Rome, runs: Omnium urbis et orbis ecclesiarum mater et caput – ‘Head and Mother of All Churches of the City and the Earth’. However, indisputably, it was not Rome but Jerusalem that was the head and mother community of the first Christianity. And the history of the earliest community was not a history of Romans and Greeks but a history of born Jews, whether they spoke Aramaic or, as was often the case in the Hellenistic culture of Palestine, Greek. These Jews who followed Jesus handed on to the church that was coming into being Jewish language, ideas and theology, and thus left an indelible stamp on the whole of Christianity.


Theirs is the history of lower classes without the slightest political or economic power, including a great many women. Following the example of Jesus, there was particular openness to the poor, the oppressed, the wretched, the desperate, those who were discriminated against and outcast. Not all were poor in the financial sense; there were those (like Peter himself) who had houses; some later made them available for assemblies. In accordance with Jesus’s message there was a call for inner freedom from possessions, and generosity; certainly there were cases where possessions were voluntarily renounced. However, the ideal picture painted by the evangelist Luke two decades later was not backed up by other witnesses: there was no general renunciation of property in the earliest community. In expectation of the coming kingdom of God – which had already dawned in the raising of Jesus to life and in the experience of the Spirit of God – there was no requirement to dispose of property, but there was a call to help the needy and to share possessions. So this was no sharing of goods in a communistic way, but more a community which was showing social solidarity.
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