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  FOREWORD




  For my at best sketchy treatment of Bulgaria, Ukraine, Georgia, Belarus and Moldova in this survey of Eastern Orthodox Europe I offer profuse apologies, and plead lack of

  space.




  My presentation of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and the northern Greek province of Macedonia in a single chapter makes useful historical rather than contemporary sense. It should

  not be interpreted as an argument in favour of revising national frontiers.
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  MOUNT ATHOS





  







  BYZANTIUM




  Only an angel could have rejoiced at my first glimpse of the Holy Mountain through a fug of cigarette smoke and a rain-streaked porthole on a squally April morning. Imprisoned

  on a boat, peering up at the Byzantine monasteries clinging damply to their rocky fastness like outsize birds’ nests, I could not begin to appreciate the thousand-year-old stronghold of

  Eastern Orthodox spirituality in Europe.




  A sudden blaze of Greek sunlight to transform the sea from base grey to silver, to glance off the monastery crosses and lift the mist from the summit of Mount Athos itself might have helped, but

  not much. A closer view would have been nice, but still second best, because access to those forty square kilometres of earthly paradise – one of three crooked fingers of land dangling into

  the Aegean Sea off the south-eastern edge of Europe – was essential if I was to achieve what I had set out to do.




  Once on the Holy Mountain I would wander the ancient paths between those crumbling fortresses of Orthodoxy, breathing the smells of incense, woodsmoke, beeswax and old stone and listening to the

  monks’ voices echoing in the courtyards and churches. I would see how the world’s hectic quickstep can stop in a spot where generations of men have observed the same round of liturgies,

  saints’ days and church feasts for a thousand years. I would begin to imagine how Mount Athos’ two thousand or so monks have come to believe they are imitating God’s angels . .

  .




  But what was the sense in dreaming? I would do none of these things for the simple reason that, for the past nine hundred years, the Holy Mountain has been out of bounds to all women. Any

  genderless angel, any monk, any male for that matter, could rush in where I was for ever forbidden to tread.




  The ban on women setting foot on Athos was some elderly monks’ response to an outbreak of fornication on the peninsula at the close of the eleventh century. Saucy women, masquerading as

  nomad shepherds to lead some of the younger monks astray, had scandalized the old men into forging a patriarchal order outlawing not only women but any female creature. As

  recently as the 1930s an Athos monk was defending the full provisions of the originally forged document, saying it was in order that the animals’ ‘mating may not furnish an outlandish

  spectacle to souls which detest all forms of indecency, and are daily being purified’.i The section of the rule relating to female animals has

  been relaxed, but to this day the monks of the Holy Mountain make one exception only where women are concerned, for the Mother of God. Shipwrecked on the Holy Mountain a few years after the death

  of her son, the Blessed Virgin Mary is said to have taken a special fancy to the place and claimed it as her own. ‘Let this land be for ever mine – given to me by my son and God,’

  she is said to have said. ‘The Garden of the Mother of God’ is how the monks still like to refer to their rocky stronghold.




  Tradition was all very well and, of course, there was no competing with the Mother of God, but here was I at the start of the twenty-first century, a citizen of a secular European Union

  guaranteeing freedom of movement for all within its borders1 and equality of the sexes. Travelling in Greece, which is a member of that union, earnestly

  seeking a closer acquaintance with the world of Eastern Orthodox Christianity in Europe, I had found that a mere accident of gender barred me from examining its heart. Surely, I reasoned, it

  behoved me to storm this last bastion of masculinity in Europe? I would not have been the first to attempt it.




  A hundred years after a fourteenth-century Serbian queen found refuge on Mount Athos from the ravages of the plague, the Virgin Mary startled a trespassing Eastern Orthodox sultana who was bound

  for a monastery bearing gifts of gold and frankincense. She commanded her to ‘Come no further, for here is another queen than thou – the Queen of Heaven.’ii The Ottoman Turkish governors of Mount Athos politely forbore from parading their harems before the monks for the next four hundred years.

  However, a crowd of Greek refugees, fleeing the wrath of the Ottomans during the Greek War of Independence in the early nineteenth century, included a few women and thereafter the number of

  violations and attempted violations increased. An Edwardian adventuress in the company of two men put ashore one summer for a bit of a lark, and was kindly received by the monks. Shortly afterwards

  a Frenchwoman wrote a highly suspect account of a sojourn among the monks of Athos, made possible, she claimed, after she had sliced off her breasts. In the early 1930s a Swedish woman, dressed as

  a man and armed with her brother’s passport, failed to gain admittance after collapsing in a fit of giveaway giggles as she was about to step ashore. More recently, a few Italian

  holidaymakers who, ignorant of their whereabouts, weighed anchor off the peninsula to sunbathe on the beach, were the reason for the formulation of a new rule. All boats carrying women must steer a

  course 500 metres from the shores of the Holy Mountain.




  Despondently studying the faces of the Greek, Serbian and Romanian women who made up most of the boat’s cargo, however, I saw no signs of resentment at their exclusion. Their shoulders

  draped in coats, they were sitting drinking coffee from plastic cups, chainsmoking and chattering. Whenever the amplified voice of a tour guide alerted them to the distant view of a monastery by

  reeling off names and dates in their own language, they crowded around the portholes, silent and rapt. United in their shared heritage of right belief or worship, which is the literal translation

  of the word orthodoxy, they seemed to be accepting the 500-metre rule.




  A Serbian woman told me she would be quite content to hear what her husband had to say about his stay at the Holy Mountain’s Serbian monastery of Hilandar when they were reunited in a

  day’s time. A young Romanian woman, a stockbroker from Bucharest, said she believed that men and women should know their proper places and that a woman’s proper place was certainly not

  on Mount Athos. A young Greek, a native of the area living off the booming tourist trade in this Halkidiki region of northern Greece, sighed impatiently. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘a lot

  of the monks are sick – sick in mind or in body or both, nothing special at all. But there are some – perhaps just a few – who are doing something so holy

  there that they are saints. I’m sure of that. They need peace and silence to do this work.’




  ‘Yes, but . . .’




  She knew what I was about to say and waved a hand dismissively. ‘The European Union will never force Athos to allow women in just because Greece is a member of it. What kind of human

  rights would that be? Where is the freedom in that?’




  Quite so, but what about my freedom and the good liberal rule of thumb of striving to attain the maximum good for the majority of people, not just for a handful of ‘saints’

  who happened to believe they were emulating angels? That was the question I wanted to ask but sensed I would be wasting my time and hers if I did so. Our minds were not meeting.




  What she was not aware of was that someone like myself could seriously consider sneaking across the monastic republic’s land border. The previous evening I had taken a short walk from the

  last secular village on the Athos peninsula, Ouranopoli, in order to reconnoitre the terrain. I had reached a three-foot-high concrete wall topped with chicken wire and a large signpost crowned

  with a gilt Byzantine double-headed eagle, reminding me in all the major western European languages that, as a woman, I could go no further. But by turning right along that wall, and following it

  down to the beach where it tapered off into the sea, I calculated that I could probably clamber over the final obstacle of a few rocks and round to the other side. Once there I would unpack a

  rucksack, don a long black beard and a black robe, adopt a rolling stride and proceed to wander among the monasteries. As soon as I plucked up the courage to enter one, I would be arrested by the

  Mount Athos police and incarcerated in a Greek jail for up to a year. But from jail I could fight my case in the European Court of Human Rights and maybe even win it.




  In the process, I would stir up a deal of trouble, I calculated, for my brave stunt would be serving a higher purpose. It would highlight a barrier to European unity so high and immovable that

  at last there would be no evading the truth of a hunch I have had for the best part of a decade spent living and working in Eastern Orthodox countries: that more than half

  of the continent we call Europe is the heartland of not just another branch of the Christian religion but of another culture entirely. The half of the continent that stretches back east from

  today’s Bosnian Serb Republic in the west, through the eastern Balkans all the way to the Urals in Russia and on across Siberia as far as Vladivostok on the Pacific only superficially

  resembles the western half of the continent. Eastern Orthodox Europe – the twin that our Catholic and later Protestant western Europe carelessly lost touch with a millennium ago – is an

  entity whose separate values, traditions and therefore history we have at best denigrated, at worst ignored.




  The end of the Cold War might have broken this pattern and inspired a reappraisal of what the continent had been and could become, but somehow it did not. Traditionally Roman Catholic or

  Protestant Poland, East Germany, Hungary and Czechoslovakia greeted their reopening to the traditionally Roman Catholic or Protestant western Europe with joy, and western Europe soon made plans to

  include them in Nato and the European Union. But the Eastern Orthodox countries of former Eastern Europe – Serbia and Montenegro, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Romania, Bulgaria,

  Moldavia, Ukraine, Belarus, Russia – were shut out, disqualified on the grounds of being insufficiently democratic and economically non-viable. There is little chance of any of these

  countries joining either Nato or the EU in the first decades of the new century. This means that both organizations’ eastern borders are set to follow almost exactly Europe’s oldest

  political fault-line, which dates back to the second century ad and the division of the Roman empire into two halves – the western ruled from Rome, the eastern from Constantinople. By 1054

  the line had gained a religious dimension and marked the schism between the Roman and the Byzantine Christian Churches. West of the line lay Catholic Christendom headed by Rome, east of it Orthodox

  Christendom headed by Constantinople.




  East of that old line people are confronting a double challenge today. Almost all the region is having to deal with the aftermath of Communism, but in addition cope with

  the influx of a fundamentally alien western culture, and sometimes that of an increasingly muscular Islamic world to the south as well. The combination of these pressures was almost guaranteed to

  make Eastern Orthodox Europe ineligible for entry to the European Union and Nato. The same pressures have been at the root of most of the turbulence in Europe since the Iron Curtain collapsed. The

  Serbs’ murderous exclusivity in the former Yugoslavia, the resurgence of nationalism and anti-Semitism in Russia, the enfant terrible status of Greece in the EU and Nato, violent

  scuffles over church property between Catholics and Orthodox in the borderlands of Romania and Ukraine, anti-Islamic feeling in Bulgaria, and the slow-burning fuse of a Cyprus (still unresolved a

  quarter of a century after partition) are all connected. Each is a battle front in the larger defensive war that Eastern Orthodox Europe is waging to hold its own – spiritually and

  territorially – in an area threatened by godless materialism from the West and a population explosion from Islam to the south. Uncomfortably sandwiched between these two dominant cultures

  Eastern Orthodox Europe has been shrinking and embattled since the eleventh century. The end of its agony is nowhere in sight.




  Mount Athos was not necessarily the best place to explore all this. So no brave stunts, I thought, as the boat chugged on through the choppy sea and the women sipped their coffee. I would not

  stoop to nocturnal raids or sneaking about in a false beard because, in a sense, Eastern Orthodox Europe was already present in that boat filled with Orthodox women. Not so much the monks on Mount

  Athos and my wrong gender but my western culture, Catholic upbringing and, most importantly, my lack of religious faith were what would bar me from knowing its finest points. I believed I could

  penetrate Eastern Orthodox Europe as deeply as any other western European could by unravelling parts of its history, exploring its home territories and seeking out the company and opinions of its

  chief defenders and custodians – monks and nuns, priests and bishops, archbishops and even a patriarch.




  After all, I consoled myself, my entry to Byzantium was as barred as my entry to Athos, and Byzantium was at least as crucial to an understanding of the Orthodox world as

  Mount Athos. Without Byzantium there would have been neither Mount Athos nor Orthodoxy. And Byzantium itself would never have been without the Roman empire. It is a good story and those hours on

  the boat, while the rain lashed the portholes and the battleship-grey sea dashed the sides, seemed the ideal moment to begin its telling.




  In the Roman empire in which Jesus Christ lived, set up his Church and died, all the Christian denominations – Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism with its later

  offshoots of multiple forms of Protestantism – were undreamed of. The Church, with Christ mysteriously present wherever two or three were gathered in His name, was a single community. As such

  it was flourishing by the beginning of the fourth century AD. The Roman Emperor Constantine himself had seen the light.




  Oddly susceptible to visions and omens, this bull-necked soldier had been marching towards Rome for a final showdown with his chief rival, when he received a direct communication from God.

  Constantine apparently saw the shape of a cross in front of the sun and heard a voice telling him to go forth and conquer ‘in this sign’. The fact that about one in five Romans was

  already Christian, including his mother, suggests that his conversion was hardly miraculous, but the ensuing victory must have stiffened his resolve.




  The old Roman gods were out of favour, their magic faded and out of date. Christianity was fresh, vigorous and its devotees admirably organized. The new religion was just the thing for an empire

  beginning to feel its age after five hundred years. By AD 323 the Roman empire had a single uncontested emperor again and Constantine was encouraging Christianity with tax

  breaks for the Church and applications of pressure on the wealthy to build fitting houses of worship for the new God.




  Wedging a nail of the True Cross in his bejewelled helmet and another in his horse’s bit, Constantine determined to make a fresh start. The sprawling empire urgently needed a second

  administrative centre in the east. A spot at the mouth of the Bosphorus on the Black Sea, strategically placed at the ‘thwarted kiss of two

  continents,’iii a town called Byzantium after an obscure Greek colonizer, seemed the ideal place to realize the project. This creation,

  soon to become known as the New Rome or Constantinople, was ready for inauguration by AD 330 and Constantine was bullying scores of Roman worthies into abandoning their

  comfortable old villas in the Old Rome in favour of new ones in his New Rome, with its dank sea mists and winds in winter and its sweltering summer heat.




  The new capital of the eastern Roman empire prospered and grew fabulously rich. It could hardly have done otherwise. Surrounded by a set of three impregnable walls at the mouth of the Bosphorus

  channel which widens out after a few miles into the Black Sea, it was a gigantic bustling fortress controlling all the main trade routes between Europe, Asia and Africa. For the best part of a

  thousand years, but especially while the old Rome was being sacked by Goths, Visigoths, Slavs and Vandals during western Christendom’s chaotic fifth to ninth centuries, the New Rome was the

  dazzling, busy hub of the known world. Grain from the Nile Delta, slaves, wax, honey and furs from Russia, wine and oil from the Mediterranean, wool and silver from northern Europe, spices from

  India and silk from China poured into and through the ‘City of Cities’. With their bodily needs so richly assured, Constantinople’s inhabitants could afford to focus their

  attention on spiritual needs.




  To a much greater extent than western Christendom, the Byzantine empire could afford to make over vast stretches of land to monasteries filled with able-bodied young Christians, men and women,

  living ‘the angelic life’. It is reckoned that by the ninth century the Byzantine empire was supporting a small army of a hundred thousand monks. Constantinople itself was full of

  monasteries but wilder, more isolated spots – deserts, mountain-tops, islands and hidden valleys – were equally favoured by armies of contemplatives preparing themselves and the world

  for the supremely important and seemingly imminent occasion of Christ’s Second Coming. Contributing nothing more material than prayers to the empire, they were a

  vivid reminder that the next world, not this one, was what counted.




  Whether sternly ascetic or not the monks had at least as vital a role to play in the empire as merchants, married or military men. As one modern Orthodox theologian has put it, ‘The

  spiritual work of a monk living in a community or a hermit withdrawn from the world retains all its worth for the entire universe, even though it remains hidden from the sight of

  all.’iv A fourth-century bishop wrote that the Emperor Constantine sought to arrange ‘his earthly government according to the pattern

  of the divine original’v but the hermitages and monasteries acted as a permanent and uncomfortable reminder that the gulf between the empires

  of Heaven and Earth yawned wide. Blunt criticism of the world, raving prophecies, dreams, half-starved visions, threats and forebodings were the weapons the monks wielded against the State.

  Emperors, patriarchs and bishops grown too worldly with power, ignored these armies of earthly ‘angels’ at their peril. Time and time again throughout the Byzantine empire’s

  1,123-year life-span, the monasteries were able to mobilize city mobs in defence of the True Faith and in opposition to the State.




  Monastic influence might be more subtle, but at least as powerful via the relationship that famously spiritual monks could enjoy with any number of ‘spiritual children’. Everyone,

  from an emperor down, sought out a ‘spiritual father’ to whom he would confide the darkest secrets of his heart and from whom he would solicit advice of a spiritual, but also of a

  practical, kind. Unquestioning obedience was the proper attitude to a spiritual father. St Symeon the Young has left an account of how to find and then behave towards such a mentor: ‘Go and

  find the man whom God, either mysteriously through Himself, or externally through his servant, shall show you. He is Christ himself. So you must regard him and speak to him; so must you honour him;

  so must you learn from him that which will be of benefit to you.’vi




  A spiritual father’s advice to an emperor or a general might run as far as encouraging a coup d’état or a military campaign. A spiritual father

  could provide not only direct moral guidance but the basis for a political alliance among a number of his spiritual children. Mount Athos acquired much of its influence as a breeding ground of

  spiritual fathers to the richest and most powerful Byzantines. St Athanasius, who founded the first monastery on the Holy Mountain in 963 for men to pursue their ‘angelic calling’ by

  praising and glorifying God like the angels, was the Emperor Nikephoros Phokas’ spiritual father. Ample imperial funding was made available for the construction project.




  But who were these people we call Byzantines and generally assume to have been Greeks, but who described themselves as Romaioi, the Greek word for Romans? The educated among them spoke

  Greek, the lingua franca of the eastern Roman empire, but had no sense of nationality as we understand it today. First, their Christian faith and, second, their allegiance to the Byzantine emperor

  was what united them. Citizens of the Byzantine empire might originally have been what we would now call Greeks, Romanians, Egyptians, Palestinians, Ukrainians, Turks or Serbs, but they regarded

  themselves as simply Christian Romans whose language was Greek and who lived in the eastern rather than the western half of the Roman empire. Mount Athos is the last surviving witness to this

  admittedly now shrunken but originally universal Christian ideal. The Holy Mountain is a self-governing monastic republic peopled with Orthodox monks from Greece, Russia, Serbia, the former

  Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Romania, Moldavia, Cyprus, Bulgaria, Ukraine and Belarus, not to mention a sprinkling from all the states of western Europe and beyond.




  Those early Romaioi believed they were God’s chosen people. In much the same way as the golden background of Byzantine icons and mosaics signalled the sacred, timeless context of

  their subjects, so Christianity was the sacred, timeless context of the Byzantine empire. The True Faith of the Great Church was the sine qua non of an empire destined to last until the

  arrival of the Anti-Christ, the end of the world and Christ’s Second Coming. It was the mystical alchemy that turned the empire’s already incomparably rich traditions of Greek

  philosophy and learning, Roman law and Oriental autocracy to pure gold. In the heavenly order of Byzantine things, God arranged the Heavens and the Byzantine emperor

  ordered the Oikumene – the inhabited Earth.




  Since their first emperor Constantine had been vouchsafed such a direct sign of heavenly favour, all Byzantine emperors ruled by divine right as God’s Vice-Regents on Earth and the equals

  of the apostles, until they were overthrown by the superior force of a coup d’état which placed a rival on the throne. Since nothing could happen without God willing it, the

  newcomer naturally also ruled by divine right. Such an empire and its faith were too perfect to require further evolution, the Byzantines believed, and that perfection lay in unwavering fidelity to

  tradition. Its rigid conservatism is one of Orthodoxy’s most pronounced and admired characteristics today.




  Church and State were conceived as one perfect harmony, or symphonia, in the Byzantine empire. No detailed attempt was made to define the spheres of responsibility allotted to each

  because both emperor and the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople were assumed to be equally engaged in the central task of reproducing Heaven on Earth. Church and State were just as mystically

  and paradoxically one and yet two, as the Holy Trinity’s God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are one but also three. If the harmonious ideal was not always attained that was because

  practical interests did not always coincide. Sometimes an emperor gained the upper hand, sometimes a patriarch. An eleventh-century patriarch was apparently ‘much

  vexed’vii because the empire was being governed by a woman in the shape of the Empress Theodora. He was determined to seize the reins of

  government but she, at least as capable of ruling as any of her male predecessors, ‘abominated’ and defeated him.




  The average Byzantine could rejoice in the knowledge that fortunately their empire’s real ruler was neither an empress, nor an emperor, nor a patriarch but Christ himself. A copy of the

  four gospels sat on an empty throne in the imperial palace vividly symbolizing his presence among his chosen people. On the other hand the Byzantines saw nothing strange in an emperor preaching a

  sermon to his court, or in an artist portraying him as a saint, with a golden halo around his head. The word ‘saint’ was often used in conjunction with the

  title ‘emperor’. Other high officials of state were referred to as ‘Your Sincerity’ or ‘Your Sublime and Wonderful Magnitude’ or ‘Your Illustrious and

  Magnificent Highness’. To insult the emperor was blasphemy. Plots against his rule invited excommunication from the Church. Every war – and they were usually defensive rather than

  aggressive since the Byzantines liked to conquer by force of culture and religion rather than arms – was a holy war waged on God’s behalf for the protection of his kingdom on Earth. The

  Byzantine victory cheer was not ‘Byzantium has triumphed!’ but ‘The Cross has conquered!’




  Living and breathing religious fervour, the Romaioi brought to their three-personed God and His Mother Mary the all-consuming passion of a besotted lover for his beloved. Heart, soul and

  mind were fully engaged in disentangling heresies and perceiving the Truth. Gregory of Nyssa who was around for the building of the New Rome famously commented:




  

    

      the city is full of workmen and slaves who are all theologians . . . if you ask a man to change money, he will tell you how the Son differs from the Father. If you ask the

      price of a loaf he will argue that the Son is less than the Father. If you want to know if the bath be ready you are told that the Son was made out of nothing.viii


    


  




  Religion coloured every activity. Political riots erupted over whether ‘the Son is less than the Father,’ and thousands died in defence of the right to use icons, or alternatively

  for their belief that those lovely pictures implied sinful worship of graven images. Popular Byzantine literature was not light romantic fiction but the improving lives of saints. The Byzantine

  equivalent of a football match, an outing to the Hippodrome to see the horse races and support the Blue or Green team, was but another excuse for worship. Cheerleader-like cantors directed the

  ritualized chants which went:




  

    

      Cantors: Holy, thrice Holy, victory to the Blue!




      People: Yes, Victory to the Blue!




      Cantors: Lady, Mother of God!




      People: Yes, Mother of God, victory to the Blue!




      Cantors: Power of the Cross!




      People: Yes, Power of the Cross, victory to the Blue!’ix


    


  




  Byzantinologists have wondered if there has ever been such a long time in the world’s history when so many men and women were so sincerely anxious about their relations with their God. The

  poet W. B. Yeats once wrote that if he had been granted a month of antiquity he would have spent it in early Byzantium: ‘I think I could find in some little wine shop some philosophical

  worker in mosaic who could answer all my questions . . . I think that in early Byzantium, as maybe never before or since in recorded history, religious, aesthetic and practical life were one . .

  .’x




  It was not that the Romaioi were uncommonly virtuous. They were certainly not, of course, but the perfect immaterial world on which they believed their world to be modelled was uncommonly

  present to them. Ideally the Byzantines were as Yeats hoped, balanced in mind and heart, a subtle, superbly cultured and devout people. Often, however, they were untethered to any recognizable

  reality. Bewitched by their ‘higher reality’, they were mythically drifting in a blind haze of thunderclouds and sunbursts stuffed with miracles, omens, visions and prophecies. In the

  year 398 a sulphur-scented red cloud was seen approaching Constantinople. It caused a panic-stricken stampede to the churches for baptism in preparation for the end of the world. The Emperor

  himself led the exodus to a nearby field, leaving the city deserted and silent for a few hours.




  As if its thirteen miles of mighty walls and fortified gates were not sufficient protection against invasion, Constantinople boasted a finer collection of prophylactic saints’ relics than

  any other Christian city in the world. Like the monks of Mount Athos, the Byzantines chose the Mother of God as their special protectress. Paraded around the walls of the city in 860 when

  Constantinople seemed about to fall to Russian invaders, her miraculous robe soon saw off the enemy. ‘Truly,’ wrote the mightily relieved Patriarch of the day,

  ‘is this most holy garment the robe of God’s Mother! It embraced the walls, and the foes inexplicably showed their backs; the city put it around itself and the camp of the enemy was

  broken up as at a signal . . .’xi




  Her belt was similarly miracle-working. A precious icon of her, thought to have been painted by St Luke from life, was ritually paraded around the walls of the city whenever catastrophe

  threatened, as it did increasingly often after the Russian Vikings’ abortive expedition. Byzantium also treasured and venerated the Infant Jesus’s swaddling clothes, the blood-spattered

  cloak Christ had worn en route to the crucifixion, the lance that pierced his side and the Crown of Thorns. Each of these items was honoured with a jewel-studded silver or gold reliquary, within a

  sanctuary, within a church of its own, as were the head of St John the Baptist, the assorted limbs of the Holy Apostles Luke, Timothy and Andrew, and a host of saintly digits, teeth and so on.




  The city, boasting at its zenith some 450 glittering icon-filled churches, amazed all who went there, including a French crusader who stopped off there in the eleventh century, on his way to

  Jerusalem.




  

    

      O, what a splendid city! How stately, how fair, how many monasteries therein, how many palaces raised by sheer labour in its broadways and streets, how many works of art,

      marvellous to behold; it would be wearisome to tell of the abundance of all good things; of gold and silver, garments of manifold fashion, and such sacred relics!xii


    


  




  After attending a service in the great Emperor Justinian’s Haghia Sophia church, in the centre of the city close to the royal palace and the Hippodrome, some dazzled late tenth century

  Russian envoys reported back to their sovereign in Kiev from Tsargrad, as they called Constantinople, that ‘we knew not whether we were in Heaven or on earth. For on earth there is no such

  splendour and beauty, and we are at a loss how to describe it. We only know that there God dwells among men.’xiii




  One could seek one’s fortune in Constantinople and, especially after the Norman invasion of 1066, many Englishmen did just that. It is estimated that in about 1075 at least ten

  thousandxiv English decided they could not bear to bow their heads under the Norman yoke so set sail for Constantinople, or Micklegarth, as they

  called it. They expected to find work in the city of cities and a spiritual environment more congenial and free than that being foisted on England by the Normans and the Pope. On arrival, they

  found Constantinople undergoing one of its periodic sieges by Turks, whom they saw off efficiently enough to win the gratitude of the then Byzantine Emperor. Over four thousand of them settled in

  Constantinople itself, and many were rewarded with jobs in the imperial army. One of their churches was still standing in the middle of the nineteenth century.




  Those Englishmen arrived in Byzantium twenty-one years after the event that marked the splitting of Christendom, and therefore Europe, in two. At the time no one dreamed the

  Schism of 1054 presaged anything permanent. The Byzantine East did not read its meaning until the fourteenth century, by which time the First Crusaders had deepened the divide by kicking Byzantine

  hierarchs out of their ancient Orthodox churches of Antioch and Jerusalem and installing Latin ones in their place, and the Fourth Crusaders had sacked and conquered Constantinople. Nevertheless,

  if the Schism of 1054 hardly merited a mention in the chronicles of the time, its religious, cultural and political consequences reverberate down a millennium to the present day and the dissolution

  of Yugoslavia. Perhaps the Schism was almost unnoticed by contemporaries because it was part of a continuum, of a gentle downward slide which no one imagined would prove irreversible.




  Christian churchmen of East and West were much given to disagreement. Since the earliest days of the Church there had been ferocious theological squabbles between the patriarchs of the different

  Christian centres because all were passionately concerned to defend the True Faith against a multitude of vile heresies. They convened councils for this purpose. Often they

  were riotous occasions which one witness likened to ‘gatherings of cranes and geese’xv, but beneath all that squawking and pecking

  about heresies, it became increasingly clear that the very different historical experiences of east and west Christendom were slowly splitting the Church. Some have located the seeds of trouble in

  the West’s preference for the rigorous logic of Aristotle and the East’s for the more essentially mystical and speculative teachings of Plato. Where the Romans of Rome developed their

  aptitude for law and their love of authority, the Romaioi of Byzantium nurtured their taste for speculative philosophy and mysticism. Some have pointed out that they were bound to have

  different priorities given that they were fighting different heresies at opposite ends of Europe. Some suggest that the language barrier – with one side thinking in Latin and the other in

  Greek – may have fostered the growing lack of understanding between the two. As the eminent Byzantinologist Sir Steven Runciman has wisely and shortly put it, they ‘felt differently

  about religion; it is difficult to debate about feelings’.xvi




  East and West had evolved different ways of apprehending Man’s relation with his God. Sensible and rational, the Latins believed that Man must wait until after death to know if he was

  saved or damned. Idealistic and mystical, the Byzantines believed Man could be saved before death. By the grace of God, Man could become God, in the sense of knowing and participating in his divine

  energy, while still alive. A central tenet of Eastern Orthodox Christianity is that ‘God became human so that we might be made God.’xvii Deification, theosis in Greek, is precisely what the few ‘saints’ on Mount Athos are striving towards today, as generations of monks have for centuries,

  becoming ‘like a golden chain with each of them a link, bound to all the preceding: saints in faith, love and good works . . . one single chain, in one God’.xviii




  Eastern Orthodox churchmen and laity today will grant all of the above in discussing their differences with western Christendom, but emphasize that it was the ‘egotistical and absolutist

  aspiration of the Pope to become leader and despot, judge and sovereign of the whole world’xix that eventually and

  inevitably led to the Schism. Church historians would put it more mildly, saying that the Roman Church’s role as the one beacon of civilizing light during western Europe’s early Middle

  Ages quite naturally caused it to assume a powerful universal role. To support their claim to supremacy over all the other branches of the Church the popes pointed to the fact that it was the

  Apostle Peter, the first Vicar of Rome, who was the ‘rock’ on which Christ built his Church. From the sixth century onwards the popes never stopped pushing their Roman supremacy

  line at the councils. Generations of Byzantine patriarchs either did not bother to think through the momentous implications of the claim, or could not believe that the popes were serious about it.

  Uninterested by and distrustful of western theology’s legalistic niceties, they evolved no consistent line with which to oppose Rome’s pressure.




  But they knew which way the wind was blowing. On Christmas Day 800 the Pope crowned the Frankish chieftain Charlemagne Holy Roman Emperor, a move shortly followed by a serious East versus West

  contretemps over the insertion of the filioque in the Creed. This was all about whether the third person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, ‘proceeded from the Father and the

  Son’ or just from the Father. It suited Charlemagne and the western religious mind-set to maintain the former, the Byzantines’ to uphold the latter. They went their separate ways on the

  matter, but unhappily. The cracks were showing. A hundred years later the blood of the Romaioi boiled when a papal delegation arrived in Constantinople with a letter from the Roman Pope

  which referred to the German king Otto I as ‘the August Emperor of the Romans’ and to the Byzantine Emperor as only the ‘Emperor of the Greeks’. ‘To style a poor

  barbaric creature “Emperor of the Romans!” O Sky! O Earth! O Sea! What shall we do with these scoundrels and criminals?’xx they

  ranted, according to Luitprand of Cremona, Otto I’s ambassador to Constantinople.




  By this time the churches of East and West were strenuously and sometimes acrimoniously competing for influence in central Europe and the Balkans, with each side employing missionary churchmen

  as their shock troops. Although Serbs and Bulgars had wavered for a while between eastern and western Christianity, weighing up the relative advantages to be gained from

  each, they eventually opted for the East. The Byzantine empire granted them more control over their own affairs and preached the gospel in something closer to their own language than Latin.

  Furthermore, Constantinople was the richest and most civilized city on earth.




  In 1001 a high hope for the happy reunion of Christendom was dashed when the western Emperor Otto III, who had been all set to marry Zoe, a Byzantine princess, died at the tender age of

  twenty-two. It was only a matter of time, just over fifty years, before the final break came.




  Possibly the most catastrophic event ever to have befallen Christendom, the Schism arose out of a sordid personal feud between a narrow-minded bureaucrat of a Patriarch of Constantinople and an

  arrogant Roman cardinal who led a papal delegation to Byzantium. The fact that the cardinal’s master, the Pope, had died by the time he arrived in the city and that the Patriarch’s

  partner in power, the Byzantine Emperor, was inclined to take a conciliatory line did not deter this pair from bringing their political and theological differences to a head. Provocation followed

  insult and insult followed fresh provocation until three o’clock on the afternoon of 16 July 1054. At that moment the members of the Roman delegation, dressed in their full canonical robes,

  strode into Constantinople’s Haghia Sophia church where a liturgy was about to be performed, marched up to the high altar, plonked down their bull of excommunication and marched out

  again.




  Two days later they headed back to Rome. The Constantinople mob, led by monks, rioted so violently in support of the Patriarch that order was only restored once the entire papal delegation had

  been anathematized, the Emperor almost unseated, and the offending bull ritually burned. Via their leading church hierarchs, eastern and western Europe were divorcing each other. Although the

  formal anathemas were eventually cancelled in 1965, the scar remains to this day.




  After 1054 the rift between them widened. Henceforward there were two Christendoms, both claiming universality. The fault-line between them ran north to south from the

  Baltic to the Mediterranean. To the west of it, the Church of Rome went on to become a separate power from the State, thanks in great measure to the influence of St Augustine of Hippo’s

  fifth-century treatise, De Civitate Dei. But it was a worldly and blatantly fallible power, which set its sights not on harmonious symphonia but on theocracy, and failed in its aim

  just as soon as the western rulers stopped fearing excommunication. Its sacramental meaning as the sum of its believers was replaced by a new one. The western Church became ‘a social and

  corporational organism’.xxi Financially and spiritually it underwrote the flowering of humanism and the Renaissance, which set man instead

  of God at the centre of the universe and in so doing forfeited real spiritual influence. Next came the backlash of the Reformation and fragmenting Protestantism. The Counter-Reformation was only

  half successful and was followed by the Age of Reason, with its sneering modern disregard for Byzantine Christianity and for religion in general. This is the climate in which Christianity still

  finds itself today in western Europe.




  To the east were the peoples whom Byzantine missionaries had converted to Christianity. The Byzantine Orthodox Church clung to the definition of the Church as a community of individuals rather

  than as an institution or state of its own. No Patriarch of Constantinople ever commanded foreign kings and armies. In the East there was no full flowering of a Renaissance, no Reformation, no Age

  of Reason as the West knew them. Miracles kept their power and monasteries most of their wealth in a world the modern West dismissed as medieval and unenlightened. The Byzantine Orthodox Church

  remained organically bound to the Byzantine state until the fifteenth century, fuelling the Byzantines’ terror of encircling heretical enemies and shrinking territories with gloomy

  pronouncements about the empire having sinned on a grand enough scale to forfeit divine protection. In 1453 Constantinople fell to the Ottomans.




  Under Ottoman rule from the mid-fifteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries, the Orthodox Church hierarchy in Asia Minor and most of the Balkans became the tolerated, even

  privileged servant of its Muslim master. A Turkish governor of Mount Athos, at the time of the Greek War of Independence from the Ottomans in the early nineteenth century, was heard to opine that

  the monks of the Holy Mountain would come to miss the Ottoman yoke they were fighting to be free of:




  

    

      Look at these thousands of monks. Of what, in reality, can they complain? Have we touched their rules? Have we violated their property? Have we forbidden their pilgrimages?

      Have we altered even a little of their secular constitution? What race, I ask you, what conqueror, could have treated these people with greater humanity, greater moderation, greater religious

      tolerance? . . . They will regret us.xxii


    


  




  Eastern Orthodox churchmen had accepted their good treatment at the hands of the Ottomans but devoted themselves to keeping alive both the hatred of the infidel and an idealized memory of their

  glorious 1,123-year-old empire on the Bosphorus. These preoccupations easily complemented modern western notions of nationhood in the nineteenth century. Each Orthodox nation began demanding its

  own state and an autocephalous, or independent, Orthodox Church. The Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, itself no longer a model of symphonia but more like a privileged slave, lacked

  the power to stop the fragmentation. By the beginning of the twentieth century it was helpless against the rise of religious nationalism, or Phyletism. Events since the end of the Cold War have

  shown that neither Russia’s seventy years nor the Balkans’ forty-five of state socialism has succeeded in destroying that ugly legacy.




  With the old Rome fallen into heresy and the new to the Ottomans in 1453, Moscow lost little time in styling itself the Third Rome, closely modelled on the last one. Imperial Russia flew the

  Byzantine double-headed eagle until the murder of the Romanov imperial family in July 1918. After almost a century of state-sponsored atheism, the bird is back as the proud emblem of the new

  Russia.




  So the eastern Roman empire survived, in its vital religious essence, as a civilization uncomfortably sandwiched between the western and Islamic worlds, both of which it

  had early learnt to fear and mistrust. It survived as another world in its way of ordering Church and State relations, in its mode of thinking about man and God, about history and the non-Orthodox

  world. The West was not much interested in the fate of its Christian brothers in the East. Roman Catholic and Protestant Europe declared itself the chief inheritor of the only good things the East

  had ever produced: ancient Greece and Christianity. Even today, we usually understand the history of Europe to comprise only the history of western Europe.




  The still unfolding tragedy of the continent is that by the 1054 Schism each side lost something it could not happily do without. One might say that East and West, the one tending too much

  towards reason and worldliness and the other too much towards spirit and otherworldliness, was sadly deformed for lack of the other. To put it very baldly and at the risk of over-simplifying the

  case for the sake of clarity, western Christendom can be said to have lost its heart, eastern Christendom its mind.




  At around the time of the eleventh-century Schism an Athos monk devoted some years of his life to obeying a verse of Psalm 49, moving about the Holy Mountain on all fours,

  grazing the grass like a sheep. He may have lost his mind but there can be few more heartless chapters in the West’s relations with the East than the sacking of Constantinople by western

  Crusaders, which happened in 1204, less than two hundred years after the Schism.




  Europe’s Eastern Orthodox have neither forgotten nor forgiven the episode for it caused them to wonder if the West merited the term ‘Christian’ at all and to hate their brother

  Christians in the West more than Islam. It was the reason why, another two hundred years later when Constantinople was falling to the Ottomans, many could honestly review their lack of options and

  find themselves preferring to submit to the rule of ‘a Sultan’s turban’ rather than to that of ‘a cardinal’s hat’. The First, Second and Third Crusades had

  all succeeded in deepening the antipathy felt by West and East for each other but the Fourth Crusade was what sealed Europe’s divorce, and the West must bear all the

  blame for it.




  From the outset, the Fourth Crusade to liberate the Holy Land from the Infidel was a bungled business. Proclaimed by Pope Innocent III, it lacked sufficient funding. The Crusaders found

  themselves short of cash to pay their transport costs to the Venetians, who were the only people capable of laying on 480 ships. Venice’s octogenarian Doge might have been stone blind but he

  could still spot a good business opportunity. He told the Crusaders that he thought he could see his way to giving them a reduction if, in exchange, they would oblige Venice by stopping off for a

  moment on their way to the Holy Land to grab back the port of Zara from the Hungarians.




  Although the Pope – alarmed by the prospect of inter-Roman Catholic strife – protested loudly, the Crusaders were impatient to be off and reckoned they had no option but to agree.

  The Crusade set sail, Zara was sacked and won back for Venice, and all Venetians duly excommunicated by the Pope. That was a poor enough start to the venture, but it was not long before the

  Crusaders faced fresh pecuniary temptation.




  It appeared in the form of a pretender to the Byzantine throne who solicited the Crusaders’ help in deposing his uncle and installing him instead. Young Alexius, Byzantine to the core in

  his capacity for wishful thinking, was promising a wonderfully attractive package in exchange for this service: unlimited funds for the Crusade, extra forces and, best of all, Byzantium’s

  immediate submission to the Roman Pope and adoption of Catholicism. Next stop for the doughty Crusaders? Not the Holy Land but Constantinople.




  This, according to Geoffrey de Villehardouin, a French leader of the Crusade and its best chronicler, was how the first sight of Constantinople struck the assorted west Europeans in June

  1203:




  

    

      . . . when they saw those high ramparts and strong towers with which it was completely encircled, and the splendid palaces and soaring churches – so many that but for

      the evidence of their own eyes they would never have believed it – and the length and breadth of that city which of all others is sovereign, they never thought

      that there could be so rich and powerful a place on earth.xxiii


    


  




  Envy mixed with greed at the sight of all those riches was the final temptation the Crusaders faced and succumbed to less than a year later. They attacked the city of

  cities.




  The horrified Byzantines tried to fight off the invaders but without success. For all the splendour of ‘the City’, the Byzantine empire was in deep trouble and sinking fast. The last

  Emperor had so mismanaged the empire’s affairs that he had sold the entire Byzantine fleet to the Venetians. Before long, therefore, the Crusaders deposed the reigning Emperor and replaced

  him with the young pretender. Unsurprisingly, young Alexius found himself unable to keep his lavish promises. No one would co-operate with him, least of all the Constantinople clergy who first

  balked at his plans to raise funds by melting down their church plate then exploded at the news that he expected them to ditch the True Faith and recognize the supremacy of the heretic Roman Pope.

  Meanwhile the Catholic Crusaders – impatient to be off about their real business of battling the Infidel – behaved like delinquent louts in a Byzantine basilica. First they indulged in

  petty vandalism, and then, by setting fire to a church, they burnt down huge areas of the city.




  At any moment the Doge could have averted catastrophe by ordering them all to board ship and set sail for the Holy Land, because he had long given up hope of seeing any of the money owed to him.

  But he seems to have been nursing a special grudge against the city whose Byzantine inhabitants had deprived him of his eyesight during some anti-Latin riots there a couple of decades earlier. His

  wickedly ambitious new agenda entailed conquering his Christian brothers and their empire, and putting a Venetian yes-man on the Byzantine throne.




  On 9 April 1204 the Crusaders relaunched their attack on the city and took it. There followed a three-day-long victorious orgy of rape and pillage, an evil explosion of

  frustrated energy, a trashing the like of which the medieval world had not seen since the barbarian invasions of the West at the onset of the Middle Ages, and much of the Crusaders’ spleen

  was vented against the Byzantine Church. A grief-stricken Byzantine witness to these events, Nicetas Choniates, did his best to record them:




  

    

      I know not how to put any order into my account, how to begin, continue or end. They smashed the holy images and hurled the sacred relics of the Martyrs into places I am

      ashamed to mention, scattering everywhere the body and blood of the Saviour . . . As for their profanation of the Great Church, [Haghia Sophia Cathedral] it cannot be thought of without horror.

      They destroyed the high altar, a work of art admired by the whole world . . . And they brought horses and mules into the Church, the better to carry off the holy vessels and the engraved silver

      and gold that they had torn from the throne, and the pulpit, and the doors, and the furniture . . . and when some of these beasts slipped and fell, they ran through them with their swords,

      fouling the Church with their blood and ordure.xxiv


    


  




  A nobleman, Choniates fled the city with his family. En route he overtook the Patriarch, almost alone, hardly clothed and riding a donkey. The equal of an emperor almost, the old man had been

  reduced to a state ‘of almost apostolic poverty’, as Edward Gibbon notes, with a characteristic jibe at the Eastern Orthodox Church. Gibbon went on to mock-lament that ‘Immense

  was the supply of heads and bones, crosses and images, that were scattered by this revolution over the churches of Europe . . .’xxv




  Indeed. One Abbot Martin was seen ordering an old Byzantine priest to open up an iron trunk filled with relics, plunging his hands into it then waddling off down towards the harbour with his

  booty, which included a trace of Christ’s blood, a piece of the True Cross, assorted portions of St John, St James’s arm, St Cosmas’s foot and St Laurence’s tooth, all

  stashed in the folds of his cassock. On the way he greeted fellow Crusaders ‘with a smiling face as usual and the merry words “We have done well,” to

  which they replied, “Thanks be to God!”’xxvi The Venetians were true connoisseurs of the riches they coveted. They carted

  home the splendid bronze horses that Constantine the Great had placed atop the Hippodrome. They adorned the roof of St Mark’s Cathedral until pollution began to destroy them and they were

  removed inside. But the cathedral’s sanctuary remains stuffed with relics pilfered from Constantinople.




  Pope Innocent III was dismayed to hear the latest news about his bungled Fourth Crusade. He understood very well that the Crusaders’ barbaric conquest of Constantinople was quite the wrong

  way to set about reuniting Christendom and represented no lasting victory for Rome. He wrote:




  

    

      How is the Church of the Greeks, when afflicted with such trials and persecutions, to be brought back into the unity of the Church and devotion to the Apostolic See? It has

      seen in the Latins nothing but an example of perdition and the works of darkness, so that it now abhors them worse than dogs. For they who are supposed to serve Christ rather than their own

      interests, who should have used their swords against the pagans, are dripping with the blood of Christians. They have spared neither religion, nor age, nor sex and have committed adultery and

      fornication in public, exposing matrons and even nuns to the filthy brutality of their troops. For them it was not enough to exhaust the riches of the Empire and to despoil both great men and

      small; they had to lay their hands on the treasures of the Church . . . seizing silver valuables from the altar, breaking them into pieces to divide amongst themselves, violating the

      sanctuaries and carrying off crosses and relics.xxvii


    


  




  But Old Rome’s remorse was no consolation to the New Rome’s shocked and broken-hearted Romaioi. The horror of 1204 meant that thereafter not just churchmen but lay people on

  each side of Europe demonized the other. Soon two inoffensive words that literally denoted the languages spoken rather than nationalities included in the eastern and western halves of Europe were

  in use as pungent swear-words. ‘Latin’ in the East and ‘Greek’ in the West became ‘synonymous with evil, heresy and

  hostility’.xxviii




  For a miserable fifty-seven years the Latins clumsily lorded it over the Byzantine empire, which was, anyway, but a shrunken shadow of its old glorious self. It had lost Arabia, Jerusalem itself

  and Egypt including Alexandria and its famous library, to the Muslims as early as the seventh century. For centuries Turkic tribes had been seeping into Asia Minor and battering on the gates of

  Constantinople. By failing to appreciate the extent to which Church and State were one in Byzantium, the Latins proceeded to make bad matters still worse by importing western churchmen with their

  heretical rites and by reordering the Orthodox bishoprics. Insecure amid their ill-gotten spoils, they built fortresses. One, whose ruins are still visible today, stands just short of the Holy

  Mountain’s frontier. On Athos they set about torturing the monks and ransacking their monasteries, until the perhaps conscience-stricken Pope intervened to guarantee the monks’

  protection.




  Half a century later Byzantium had a glorious Indian summer of a Second Coming.




  By 1261 the Latins were manifestly failing in their efforts to manage the remains of the eastern Roman empire. The Byzantine diaspora, that had taken refuge and regrouped at Nicaea, today the

  southern Turkish town of Iznik, staged a successful come-back and recapture of Constantinople under Michael Palaeologus, the first of Byzantium’s last dynasty of Palaeologan emperors.

  ‘We have undergone so many failures to take Constantinople . . . because God wished us to know that the possession of the city was a grace dependent on his bounty. He has reserved for Our

  reign this grace . . .’xxix he told his subjects, who believed him well enough to embark on their own Byzantine double-barrelled

  Renaissance. This was a scouring of the Church and a flowering of the arts and scholarship that pre-empted and rivalled the Reformation and Renaissance about to happen in western Europe. The huge

  difference between the two rebirths of East and West was that while in the West the State triumphed over the Church, it is possible to say that in the East the Church

  – with Mount Athos masterminding its campaign – managed a sad sort of triumph over the State.




  During the last two centuries of Late Byzantium there was no avoiding the tragic truth that, however much the Byzantines wanted to believe themselves the beneficiaries of divine favour once

  more, their empire’s days were numbered. Most ominously, the Slavs with whom they had kindly shared the gift of Christian civilization in the ninth century were gaining power and land at

  Byzantium’s expense. The Bulgarians had taken northern Thrace and Macedonia, and in the mid-fourteenth century the similarly Orthodox but aggressively expanding Serbian empire was to come

  close to invading ‘the City’. Furthermore, by this time the Italian states together constituted the world’s maritime super-power so Constantinople, for all its artistic flowering,

  was far from the hub of the known world. Vast areas of the city were derelict. In a state of permanent crisis, Byzantium was struggling to keep up an appearance that could match its claim to be the

  earthly replica of God’s heavenly kingdom. One historian has succinctly described that ongoing crisis as brought about by ‘the evergrowing gulf separating myth from

  reality’.xxx




  True to form, the old Romaioi of Byzantium fixed on what, in a crisis, was always their first priority: the safety of their immortal souls. After 1261 a whole third of state revenues was

  siphoned off to the Church. The licence fees of fishermen and huntsmen, for example, accrued to the Patriarch and were used to buy candles and oil for the Haghia Sophia cathedral while next door,

  by the end of the fourteenth century, the Emperor’s palace was going to rack and ruin. Emperor Andronicus II was in thrall to his Patriarch Athanasius, an angry martinet of a man with a

  mission to reform the empire along the lines of monastery. It was probably Athanasius who penned the decree which Andronicus signed, saying, ‘I declare that I wish to keep the Church not only

  entirely free, but to have towards it the obedience of a slave and to submit myself to it in all that which is legal and conforms to the will of God . . .’xxxi The Byzantine Church gained power in Late Byzantium, fulfilling more diplomatic and administrative duties than ever before. Byzantium was moribund

  but the Church was digesting its latest territorial acquisitions. From the shores of the Adriatic in present-day Croatia, to Serbia, Macedonia, Bulgaria and most of present-day Romania, from the

  Black Sea littoral and up to Moscow and even further north to Novgorod, Orthodoxy in Europe had never been livelier.




  In Constantinople itself there were three main responses to the imminent demise of the empire. First, there was an enfeebled imperial one, founded in a belief that neither Church nor State could

  survive without the other. Patriarch Antony IV of Constantinople spelt out this creed in a letter to Grand Prince Basil of Moscow in 1393: ‘It is not possible for Christians to have a Church

  and not have an Emperor. Empire and Church have a great unity and community, nor can they be separated one from another.’xxxii Here was

  a nice philosophical justification for Byzantine nationalism to knock down Moscow’s growing presumption. But it was all very well for a patriarch to preach such certainties. The last few

  emperors of Byzantium knew that the only hope of saving the empire lay with the West. The price of such a western rescue mission was non-negotiable: the recognition of the Pope as supreme chief of

  the Christian Church and the inclusion of his accursed filioque in the Eastern Orthodox creed.




  In 1274 Pope Gregory X, a pragmatic man, did his best to make things easy for the Byzantine Emperor, Michael Palaeologus. He told him that all he required was the submission of the Eastern

  Orthodox bishops, not of the entire clergy. He must have calculated that since the real opposition to any reunion of the Churches was coming from the monasteries it was best to ignore the monks.

  Michael agreed and sent the Patriarch and his retinue off to Lyon for a quick ecclesiastical summit to sign the pact. All went according to plan, until the patriarchal delegation arrived home,

  where news of their dubious achievement caused an eruption of furious anger against the Emperor. The Byzantines felt that they had no sooner stopped rejoicing at their liberation from the boorish

  misrule of the Latins than their own Emperor was taking it upon himself to sell them straight back into it. No amount of reasoning, never the Byzantines’ strongest suit anyway, could assuage the outrage which, as usual when the True Faith was at stake, was being orchestrated from the monasteries. The Emperor felt compelled to crack down hard, not least on the

  Holy Mountain. Some of the monasteries, which then numbered about forty, were torched. Some monks were banished and a few drowned. Twenty-six monks of Zographou monastery were burnt alive in a

  tower.




  The Union of Lyon was a failure but Pope Gregory’s successor, Nicholas III, could not resist pressing home the Catholic advantage. He insisted that ‘the clergy of every fortress,

  village or any other place’xxxiii must personally put his name to every detail of the union. The Orthodox Church and most of the

  laity were having less and less of any union. The craze for crusading was waning, so there was no western help forthcoming when Muslim Turks and Orthodox Serbs threatened Constantinople.




  In 1369 the Byzantine Emperor made personal obeisance to Rome, although by then there was no question of his people following his lead in this respect. Four years later, he found himself

  compelled to pay an Ottoman overlord tribute in the form of cash and soldiers. His successor, Emperor Manuel Palaeologus, was crowned on his return from doing military service for the Sultan, with

  the royal regalia in pawn to the Venetians and the Sultan at the gates of his city. Facing a horrible fate, he tried to forestall it by murmuring the same prayer every morning: ‘O Lord Jesus

  Christ, let it not come about that the great multitude of Christian peoples should hear it said that it was during the days of the Emperor Manuel Palaeologus that the City, with all its holy and

  venerable monuments of the Faith, was delivered to the Infidel.’xxxiv More practically, at the turn of the century, he set off on a

  three-year tour of western Europe. It was a last-ditch attempt to impress upon the western monarchs that his empire was on the point of falling to the Infidel. Surely they could see that once

  Constantinople was taken it was only a matter of time before the Turks swarmed their way across into western Europe? They were already in the Balkans so it could not be long.




  In late 1400 the glamorously arrayed Emperor Manuel and his white-robed entourage were the talk of London. King Henry IV, himself none too steady on his throne thanks to

  trouble in Scotland, exerted himself to invite the Emperor to a splendid Christmas lunch at his palace of Eltham, near Greenwich. Manuel seems to have inspired admiration tinged with pity wherever

  he went. Adam of Usk, a lawyer, mused at ‘how grievous it was that this great Christian prince should be driven by the Saracens from the furthest East to these furthest western islands to

  seek aid against them . . . O God, what dost thou now, ancient glory of Rome?’xxxv For all that he touched hearts, the Emperor’s

  begging expedition proved futile.




  Events were hurtling to their inevitable conclusion. By the early fifteenth century it was time for another great effort to reunite the Churches of East and West to save Christendom from the

  Infidel. The Emperor John Palaeologus prepared for yet another Church summit by gathering a mighty delegation of seven hundred churchmen and intellectuals for use as ammunition against the Latins,

  and set sail with them for Italy. On departure he lectured them about the importance of keeping up appearances: they were not to ‘appear filthy’ before their Latin counterparts.




  So it was that, on arrival at the papal palace in Ferrara, they acted as proud as ever. The Patriarch refused to kiss the Pope’s foot. The Emperor made a fuss about having to approach the

  throne on horseback in order to avoid the indignity of being seen dismounting. In the end he was carried into the papal palace, his feet never touching the ground. All this was followed by a long,

  and for the pope, who was paying all the Byzantines’ living costs, expensive hiatus while Emperor John waited in vain for the secular rulers of western Christendom to show up.




  An outbreak of plague meant the entire affair had to relocate to Florence, where – to the Pope’s great relief – the Medicis agreed to foot the bills. In Florence the two teams

  of churchmen grasped the filioque nettle and managed to agree that the Holy Spirit did indeed proceed from the Father and the Son in as much as it proceeded from the Father

  through the Son. First round to the Latins, and soon after, it was over. By July 1438 the Byzantines were too homesick, offended and befuddled by the Latins’ ceaseless brainy

  nit-picking over the Faith – ‘What about Aristotle? Aristotle – a fig for your Aristotle!’xxxvi – to think about anything but how they were going to afford to get home. Most signed the decree of union on the Latins’ terms.




  If the Council of Florence represented an abominable disaster for many of the monks back home in Byzantium, it was a chance for scholars on both sides of the divide to meet and appreciate each

  other. A second response to Byzantium’s dramatic decline after 1261 had been given by the empire’s intellectual élite, the best of whom attended the council. This response

  consisted of a reawakened interest in Ancient Greece and a fresh regard for its ancient secular values, to the detriment of Byzantine Christianity. These intellectuals thought that if the universal

  Christian empire of Byzantium was doomed that was perhaps because it had overreached itself in its lofty Christian mission. It was time to salvage the best of the empire – Ancient Greek

  secular values, Greek learning and a more exclusive sense of Hellenism – and leave the rest. By the fourteenth century the Byzantine Emperor was styling himself ‘Emperor of the

  Hellenes’ and for its last few decades Constantinople was a self-consciously Hellenic city. Here, with hindsight, were the more dangerous seeds of what would become not so much the Byzantine

  nationalism of the diehard imperialists but the Greek nationalism of today, which rejoices in having produced the glory that was Ancient Greece as well as Byzantium.




  The Florentines of 1438 saw nothing of the sort. They were just beginning to appreciate what they regarded as Byzantium’s greatest service to the West: its careful preservation of Ancient

  Greek texts throughout the turmoil of the West’s early Middle Ages. While the churchmen wrangled about prepositions and the like, one of the greatest Byzantine intellectuals and new-style

  ‘Hellenes’, Gemisthus Plethon, held forth to spellbound Latins about Plato. The intellectual power of Plethon and his sort was what impressed the Latins at the Council of Florence, not

  the desperately pretentious grandeur of the Emperor or his churchmen.




  Most of the Byzantine clergy who accompanied their emperor to Florence had been carefully selected for their biddability so suffered few pangs of conscience about

  signing the decree of Church union. There was one, however, who did attend, but boldly asserted the Byzantine Church’s right to disagree with an emperor by refusing his signature on the

  decree. He was Metropolitan Mark Eugenicus of Ephesus. On being told that this prelate had not signed up, the prescient Pope replied, ‘Well, that means we have achieved

  nothing,’xxxvii and reports of the manner in which the Byzantine delegates had been received back home in Constantinople only

  confirmed his feeling. ‘As the metropolitans [bishops of the Byzantine Church] disembarked from the ships the citizens greeted them as was customary “What of your business? What of the

  Council? Did we prevail?” And they answered: “We have sold our faith; we have exchanged our true piety for impiety . . .”’xxxviii




  The monk-led mob rampaged through Constantinople again and the gulf between ‘Unionists’ and ‘Anti-Unionists’ widened still further. Most of the Byzantine bishops

  hurriedly withdrew their support for Church reunion. Mark of Ephesus resigned his see and was later canonized as a martyr of the Byzantine Church. Neither the Russians nor the Serbs were having any

  union, and the Russian delegate to the council, Metropolitan Isidore of Kiev, was hounded out of his country.




  Isidore defected to the Catholic Church and became a cardinal. It was only as the Pope’s ambassador that he dared set foot in the capital of the East again, a year before Constantinople

  finally fell, for a last attempt to bully the Byzantines into doing Rome’s will. By this time, an almost contemporary chronicler reports, the Church at least was united in its opposition to

  reunion with Rome, and the Emperor was only pretending to agree to it. A horde of hard-line Byzantine nuns called in on their Anti-Unionist leader, a former well-known intellectual now renamed

  Father Gennadius, who had locked himself away in one of the city’s monasteries to bemoan the Emperor’s insistence on Church reunion. They asked him what was to be done. Refusing to

  emerge from his cell, Gennadius nailed his answer to the door: ‘O miserable Greeks, why have you strayed, removed yourselves from the hope of God? By putting your trust in the strength of the

  Franks you have lost your religion, as well as the city, within which it is about to be destroyed . . .’xxxix




  Gennadius was right about the foolhardiness of putting any trust in the Franks, who never did mount an effective Crusade to save Constantinople. What is more, if they had and managed to halt the

  Ottoman advance, they would surely have enforced Church reunion and papal supremacy, and Orthodoxy would have died. But he was wrong about the impending destruction of the Byzantine faith. Eastern

  Orthodoxy would be saved, thanks to the respect and tolerance Muslims have always had for any faith that preaches, as theirs does, that there is only one God.




  By choosing the lesser of two evils, Islamic over Roman Catholic rule, Orthodox churchmen could come to view the fall of Constantinople as a bitter little victory for the True Faith. For its

  holiest people, men like Gennadius and Mark Eugenicus of Ephesus, there had never been any question of compromising the central premise on which the empire had been built and preserved for so long.

  Their position had received a huge boost in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries from the monasteries’, and in particular Mount Athos’, response to the decline of the empire. The

  third of the three responses to the threat, Hesychasm, from the Greek word hesychia meaning inner silence, was a form of spiritual practice that flourished on the Holy Mountain in the

  steamily doom-laden atmosphere of Late Byzantium and developed into a political outlook.




  Since the eleventh century the monks of Mount Athos had been devoting themselves to becoming saints, according to the prescriptions of St Symeon, known as the New Theologian, and of St John

  Climacus of the Byzantine monastery on Mount Sinai. St Symeon enjoined true believers to struggle to experience the energies of God by seeing the Light, ‘the splendour and glory of

  everlasting happiness, the Light that transforms into light those whom it illumines, the Light that is uncreated and unseen, without beginning and without matter, but is the quality of grace by

  which God makes himself known’.xl St John Climacus, no doubt influenced by the neighbouring Muslims and their

  practices, explained how to go about seeing that Light by a form of meditation with breathing exercises.




  It was an Athos monk who refined this mystic tradition by writing about the right way to pray. The monk, he wrote, should sit down in a corner of his cell and bend forward until his forehead

  almost touched his navel, in search of his heart from whence his prayers should flow, rather than from his mind. This means of knowing and participating in God by seeing the same light that

  Christ’s apostles saw at Christ’s Transfiguration on Mount Tabor near Jerusalem, became the hallmark of Hesychasm. The Prayer of the Heart, or the Jesus Prayer, the constant repetition

  of the words ‘Lord, Son of God, have mercy upon us’, in time to regular breathing to a point at which the words became as natural as breathing and so internalized, was another

  identifying mark of the true Hesychast. A thirteenth century Italian monk of the Holy Mountain has left the following clear instructions and, more importantly, a helpful rationale:




  

    

      You know that we breathe our breath in and out only because of our heart . . . so, as I have said, sit down, recollect your mind, draw it – I am speaking of your mind

      – in your nostrils; that is the path the breath takes to reach the heart. Drive it, force it to go down to your heart with the air you are breathing in. When it is there, you will see the

      joy that follows: you will have nothing to regret. As a man who has been away from home for a long time cannot restrain his joy at seeing his wife and children again, so the spirit overflows

      with joy and unspeakable delights when it is united again to the soul . . .xli


    


  




  Six hundred years later a nineteenth-century Russian monk of the Holy Mountain was clearly experiencing the same thing:




  

    

      At present your thoughts of God are in your head. And God Himself is, as it were, outside you, and so your prayer and other spiritual exercises remain exterior. While you

      are still in your head, thoughts will . . . always be whirling about like snow in winter, or clouds or mosquitoes in summer . . . All our inner disorder is due to the

      dislocation of our powers, the mind and heart each going their own way.xlii


    


  




  In mid-1998, Father Symeon, the Holy Mountain’s only Peruvian monk, who embraced Orthodoxy after meeting a monk who reminded him that ‘God became man so that man might become

  God’, called himself ‘a very weak half-Hesychast’. A hermit for the past eleven years, he falteringly describes his solitary quest in the following terms:




  

    

      This heart can be felt in a very special way when you begin to enter it. You are initiated into realities you weren’t aware of before. You find joy, you find comfort .

      . . You feel it when you feel that you love and are loved. Divine Light appears . . . If God can be defined as something he can be defined as Love and as Joy.xliii


    


  




  By the fourteenth century this spiritually back-to-basics way of practising Eastern Orthodoxy was spearheading Byzantine Church reform and not only Byzantine. It was spreading to the Balkans and

  Russia. Hesychasts were keen travellers. A fifteenth-century Hesychast named Gregory spent several years on Mount Athos, before becoming abbot of a Serbian monastery in Kosovo. He then moved to

  Moldavia, and on to Lithuania, Moscow and Constantinople, before being made Metropolitan of Kiev in 1415. Everywhere influential Hesychasts firmly opposed the beleaguered nationalism of the Greeks

  in their dying empire and stood up for the old cosmopolitan Christian ideal of Byzantium, for the Romaioi.




  But their spiritual exercises were controversial. Depending on one’s point of view, they were either engaged in the most hopeful, glorious and necessary journey of contemplation and inner

  cleansing in preparation for deification, or they were self-indulgently contemplating their navels while the New Rome burned. The ‘Hellene’ intellectual élite of Byzantium

  ridiculed their passive navel-gazing, but the majority of Byzantines respected this exceptionally ascetic road to the Light and salvation. The controversy blew up into a storm when a brilliantly intellectual layman, Barlaam, exposed some of the daftest excesses Hesychasm had led to, which included monks insisting that their hearts were to be found in their

  navels. It fell to the eminent churchman and former Athonite monk Gregory Palamas to ride to the Hesychasts’ rescue with a massive work entitled Triads for the Defence of the Holy

  Hesychasts, a summary of which was signed by most of the abbots of the Mount Athos monasteries. Such a rare sign of near unanimity emanating from the Holy Mountain made a strong and favourable

  impression on the Emperor of the day and Palamas was quite intellectual enough to deal with Barlaam’s criticisms. By 1430, Palamas and mystical Hesychasm, with its insistence on a higher way

  of knowing than the mind alone is capable of, had triumphed over Barlaam and his brain-bound methods of reasoning and analysing.




  It was the Hesychast spirit that inspired a belated reform of the Church, tightening discipline at the monasteries and curbing their fabulous wealth. But those other-worldly Hesychasts were the

  men who propagated and reinforced the Late Byzantine perception that Byzantium had sinned too grievously to merit further divine protection. The end of the empire was going to be a fitting,

  divinely administered punishment.




  Would the Byzantines have fought harder for their city without Hesychasm? Without this heavy counterweight to Rome’s influence might the schism have been healed? Robert Curzon, an

  Englishman who travelled to Mount Athos at the beginning of the twentieth century, thought so. Curzon was sure that if Barlaam had prevailed over Palamas and the Hesychasts in 1432, Europe would be

  a very different place:




  

    

      What a difference it would have made to the affairs of Europe if the embassy of Barlaam had succeeded! The Turks would not have been now in possession of Constantinople; and

      in many points of difference having been mutually conceded by the two great divisions of the Church, perhaps the Reformation never would have taken place.xliv


    


  




  The next few hundred years were to prove not only the Greeks but also the Russians, Ukrainians and Romanians worthy guardians of this mystical treasure of Orthodoxy. Its

  home was the Holy Mountain where it made an English diplomat who visited Mount Athos in the mid-seventeenth century suspect that its practitioners, the monks, would be carried ‘farther in

  their way to Heaven’ than westerners would, armed only with their ‘Wisdom of the most profound Philosophers or the Wisest Clerks.’xlv In 1782 an Athos monk collected the sayings of eastern and western holy men and the sum of their mystical experience into a work called The Philokalia – The

  Love of the Good – which remains the Hesychasts’ main instruction manual. Hesychasm is what the young, well-educated and energetic new recruits to the Holy Mountain have been working at

  reinvigorating since Athos’ low point in 1970, when the number of monks dropped below a thousand.




  Today this tradition is enormously respected in the East and winning growing numbers of converts to Eastern Orthodoxy in the West.xlvi

  Hesychasm presumably contributed hugely to making Thessaloniki’s ‘Treasure of Mount Athos’ exhibition in 1997 – the first showing of some of the monasteries’ most

  precious icons and artefacts – the most popular exhibition in Europe in 1997. Hesychia, that mystical inner stillness, is what westerners are rediscovering, like a part of themselves

  they never knew they had. With its mystical insistence on that higher way of knowing and relating to God, Hesychasm is one of Orthodoxy’s greatest strengths. It acts as a powerful antidote to

  the infection of Phyletism, religious nationalism.




  Twenty-one years after the Hesychasts’ triumph, Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Turks. May 29, 1453, was a Tuesday, a day still regarded as ill-fated by many Orthodox, but especially by

  the Greeks who mark its anniversary. The week preceding the fall of the city had been filled with ghastly omens: a red glow creeping from bottom to top of the Haghia Sophia, the icon of the Mother

  of God slipping off its stand during a last airing for her intercession, a terrible thunderstorm, an unseasonal fog. At dusk on the eve of the Turks’ final assault on the city, its

  inhabitants found themselves making for the Haghia Sophia for a last melancholy liturgy in honour of the God who had seen fit to desert his chosen people. At this final

  hour, in their finest Great Church, the warring ‘anti-Unionists’ and ‘Unionists’ buried their hatchets, lit their candles and prayed together, in Greek and Latin. At one

  thirty the next morning, when the attack began and the church bells tolled the alarm, they fought together to save a single Christendom.




  Although thousands of monks took up arms for their empire by manning the battlements, the Byzantines were outnumbered by about two to one in the ensuing hellish mayhem. The most precious

  miracle-working icon of the Mother of God painted by St Luke was hacked to pieces, and matins at the cathedral was invaded by Turks who massacred the priests at the high altar. Younger nuns threw

  themselves down wells to escape rape. The last Byzantine Emperor, Constantine XI, fell fighting but his corpse was later identified by the pair of purple buskins embroidered with gold Byzantine

  eagles on its feet. By early the next morning the Ottomans had taken the Queen of Cities.




  ‘What a city we have given over to plunder and destruction!’ wept young Sultan Mehmet II, as he wandered through the ruins of his latest conquest in a pair of sky-blue leather boots,

  stopping to prevent one of his soldiers hacking at the marble on the Haghia Sophia. The Great Church was to lose most of its shimmering mosaics and acquire the Muslim inscriptions it keeps to this

  day. The best amends the Sultan could make for all the desecration was to track down old Gennadius, the intellectual and fervently anti-Unionist monk, who was living incognito as a slave in the

  house of a wealthy Turk, and make him Patriarch. Mehmet allotted him a patriarchate church and granted him not only tax privileges for his clergy but also authority over all the Orthodox Christians

  in the Ottoman empire.




  This might have been some consolation, were it not that Gennadius must have been dazed and beyond feeling at the time. He had lost not just his homeland but a world, a whole universe that had

  lasted longer than any other empire before or since. Gennadius hardly knew who he was any more: ‘I do not call myself a Hellene because I do not believe as the Hellenes believed. I might call

  myself a Byzantine because I was born at Byzantium. But I prefer simply to call myself a Christian.’xlvii

  Neither a Greek nationalist nor a Byzantine imperialist, he was a Hesychast, asserting his enduring membership of the only club left worth belonging to: the Church of Christ.




  But most Byzantines were Byzantine imperialists at heart who could not distinguish their heavenly faith from their earthly empire. Church and State had always ruled in symphonia, the one

  unthinkable without the other unless you happened to be a hesychast or a Hellene intellectual. Laments composed after the fall of Constantinople were filled with myth-mongering yearning for its

  return.




  

    God rings the bells, the earth rings the bells,




    and St Sophia, the Great Church, rings the bells:




    a priest for each bell and a deacon for each priest.




    To the left the Emperor was chanting, to the right the Patriarch,




    and from the volume of the chant the pillars were shaking.




    When they were about to sing the hymn of the cherubim,




    they heard a voice from Heaven and from the mouth of the Archangel:




    ‘Stop the cherubic hymn, and let the holy elements bow in mourning.




    You, the priests, take the holy vessels and your candles must be extinguished,




    for it is the will of God that the City fall to the Turks.




    But send a message to the West asking for three ships to come;




    one to take the Cross away, another the Holy Bible,




    the third, the best of them, our Holy Altar,




    lest the dogs seize it from us and defile it.’




    The Virgin was distressed, and the holy icons wept.




    ‘Hush, Lady – do not weep so profusely,




    after years and centuries, they will be yours again.’xlviii


  




  All the lands of Eastern Orthodoxy mourned a tragedy as earthquaking as the sack of Jerusalem by the Romans or the end of the world itself. The whole world of the

  Romaioi, their Romania, was lost.




  

    Romania is dead, Romania is taken:




    If Romania has died it will blossom and bear again.xlix


  




  The boat had reached the monastery of St Paul at the far end of the Holy Mountain and turned back. Most of the Serb, Greek and Romanian women were

  huddled in their coats, snoozing quietly. Rain still spattered the windows.




  Restless, I wandered into the captain’s cabin. He was watching his radar screen, careful as ever not to stray inside the invisible 500-metre cordon. A snapshot of a bright-eyed Athos monk

  was stuck prominently but crookedly behind one of his dials. On the wall behind him hung a cheap paper icon. I listened to him snap at a Serbian woman who had dared to ask the whereabouts of the

  Serbian monastery that there was no such thing, that ‘all the monasteries are Greek. And all the monks – even if they are from Russia, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, wherever – they

  are all Greek citizens.’




  Yes . . . but emphatically no, I thought.




  This latter-day Hellene of a captain was technically right. The treaty of Lausanne in 1923 made the ‘self-governing monastic republic of Mount Athos’ with all its monasteries an

  integral part of sovereign Greek territory. All Athos monks do indeed receive Greek citizenship, whatever their original nationality. But he was also wrong because he was missing the universal

  Christian raison d’être of Mount Athos. It struck me that, to avoid sounding like a Late Byzantine Greek nationalist with a haughty mistrust of foreigners, he would need to know

  how simply Christian Patriarch Gennadius had felt back in 1453. To avoid succumbing to that disease of Europe’s Eastern Orthodox Churches, religious nationalism, the heresy of

  Phyletism, he might have to rediscover Mount Athos’ Hesychast spiritual tradition.




  The wider story of Eastern Orthodoxy in Europe is the story of these two unfamiliar-sounding phenomena – Phyletism and Hesychasm – the one hellish in its practical consequences, the

  other heavenly in its ideal. The short answer to the question why angels fall, why Eastern Orthodoxy is able to reach for the angelic heights then plunge to hellish depths, is Phyletism. But I was

  off in search of some longer answers. My excursion into Byzantine history had already furnished me with some, the most important being the shameful part western Christendom

  had played in the early history of Orthodoxy.




  My search would take me through the lands and pasts of those peoples best represented in the ‘angelic’ population of Mount Athos today – Serb areas of former Yugoslavia, the

  former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and its Greek counterpart, Greece, Romania, Russia and Cyprus. Bulgaria, Belarus, Georgia, Ukraine and Moldavia, which are also majority Orthodox countries,

  would be bit-players at best because it seemed to me that a closer acquaintance with the others would tell the essential story. Voyaging west as far as Croatia, east as far as Siberia, north as far

  as the Russian Arctic Circle and south as far as Cyprus, I would be seeking out whatever places and times have proved vital in making Orthodox Europe what it is today.




  The boat had reached Ouranopoli. We disembarked. A huddle of Serbian women opened their umbrellas to dash off in the direction of the harbour gift shops. Their country, I thought, is the Eastern

  Orthodox world’s front-line in the war against the West and Islam today. In former Yugoslavia, where fighting has raged for most of this last decade of the twentieth century, I would start,

  at a recently abandoned Serbian Orthodox monastery in a part of Croatia the Serbs have had to flee.
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  THE SERBS





  







  KRKA MONASTERY CROATIA




  A slow revelation. First the iron cross on the bell-tower, then a cluster of red roofs, last the white buildings and the river winding away out of the narrow valley between

  high, greenish hills. From a series of hairpin bends descending into the valley, Krka monastery looked as old and emblematic as a scene from a medieval calendar. Ideal, I thought, until my taxi

  reached the bottom of the hill and drew up in front of the monastery at the spot where I was to meet a Serb priest.




  A sleek cleric wearing a long black soutane and a gold-toothed smile of welcome, Father Ilija was flanked by two grim-looking Serbs whose presence he did not explain. Behind them were three

  Croat policemen, two on guard duty at the monastery and one to check my passport. While the six men attended to the formalities, I surveyed the padlocked monastery gate with its bullet-pocked

  no-parking sign, and abandoned all hope of communing with the place at leisure, alone. Instead I was going to have to concentrate on walking a tightrope middle course between these Serbs and

  Croats, tailoring everything I said to suit their still raw sensibilities. They were too present, in both senses of the word, because I was at least as much interested in the distant past here.
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