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			Offered with love to all those who love the Romans of Constantinople and what they have given us

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Not the Empire You Want, But the Empire You Need

			Down at the Heels

			Western civilization is generally regarded as the child of Athens, Jerusalem, and Rome. That is, in the West our philosophical and political thought is derived from that of the ancient Greeks, our Christian religion comes from the religion of the Jews, and both of these came to us via Rome, that is, from the Roman Empire and the civilization and culture it created.

			Western society has other forefathers as well. In 1995, Thomas Cahill’s How the Irish Saved Civilization argued for the pivotal role of Ireland in the development of Western thought and culture. The Declaration of Independence would be drastically different, or may not even have been written at all, were it not for the thought of the seventeenth-century English philosopher John Locke. America itself would be a vastly different place were it not for the sixteenth-century Protestant reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin.

			The list of individuals and entities that have played a major role in the formation of the West is a long one, and the Byzantine Empire usually appears quite far down on that list. If Athens and Jerusalem are regarded as the forefathers of Western civilization, with Rome serving as their conduit, Byzantium, or Constantinople, is often regarded as the weak and ineffectual stepfather, a bit shabby and down at the heels, and certainly peripheral to the life and development of the West.

			The historian H. W. Crocker III, in his sweeping 2001 book Triumph: The Power and the Glory of the Catholic Church: A 2,000-Year History, has nothing but contempt for Byzantium, writing: “Islam spread by the sword, but it also found converts—which, given its promises and its simplicity, is not surprising. It is perhaps rather more surprising that the effeminate Byzantines did not as an empire willingly submit themselves to this Eastern creed, though to the Greek mind it is possible that its very simplicity argued against it.”1 At another point, Crocker notes that “the Byzantines were not popular with the Crusaders, who regarded them, in the vernacular, as gay Greeks—effeminate, scheming, and bitchy,” and it’s clear that Crocker himself shares that view.2

			Crocker is by no means alone. Another contemporary historian, Judith Herrin, notes that “the modern stereotype of Byzantium is tyrannical government by effeminate, cowardly men and corrupt eunuchs, obsessed with hollow rituals and endless, complex and incomprehensible bureaucracy.”3

			This is a longstanding view: in 1953, E. R. A. Sewter, who translated the eleventh-century chronicler Michael Psellos’s Chronographia into English, wrote in his introduction that “fifty years ago, any English schoolboy who professed admiration for things Byzantine would almost certainly have been reprimanded.” This was because “the miserable Byzantines were pale reflections of decadent Greeks; their art was stereotyped, lacking in inspiration, and stiff; their form of government was static and inefficient, their literature debased.”4

			As far back as the nineteenth century, the historian William Lecky was even more dismissive of the Byzantine Empire than was Crocker:

			Of that Byzantine Empire the universal verdict of history is that it constitutes, without a single exception, the most thoroughly base and despicable form that civilization has yet assumed… There has been no other enduring civilization so absolutely destitute of all forms and elements of greatness, and none to which the epithet “mean” may be so emphatically applied… Its vices were the vices of men who had ceased to be brave without learning to be virtuous… Slaves, and willing slaves, in both their actions and their thoughts, immersed in sensuality and in the most frivolous pleasures, the people only emerged from their listlessness when some theological subtlety, or some chivalry in the chariot race, stimulated them to frantic riots… The history of the Empire is a monotonous story of the intrigues of priests, eunuchs, and women, of poisonings, of conspiracies, of uniform ingratitude, of perpetual fratricides.5

			All of these and others who have a dim view of the achievements and legacy of the Byzantine Empire are the spiritual and intellectual heirs of Edward Gibbon, the eighteenth-century Englishman whose History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is justly renowned as a masterwork of historiography and literature. Having completed his history up to the fall of the empire in the West and the glory days of Justinian and Heraclius in Constantinople, Gibbon surveyed how much he had left to chronicle before the fall of the Eastern Roman, or Byzantine, Empire in 1453 and despaired.

			“At every step,” he lamented, “as we sink deeper in the decline and fall of the Eastern empire, the annals of each succeeding reign would impose a more ungrateful and melancholy task. These annals must continue to repeat a tedious and uniform tale of weakness and misery.”6 He saw this misery in large part as a consequence of the defects in the Byzantine character: “But the subjects of the Byzantine empire, who assume and dishonor the names both of Greeks and Romans, present a dead uniformity of abject vices, which are neither softened by the weakness of humanity, nor animated by the vigor of memorable crimes.”7 Gibbon’s material on the middle and late Byzantine eras is vastly inferior to what he possessed for his treatment of the earlier Roman Empire, and there is no doubt that this can be attributed in great part to his distaste for his subject.

			That’s unfortunate enough in itself, but we also owe Gibbon for the use of the word “Byzantine” as meaning needless, hopelessly confused complication. Social anthropologist Brian Palmer explained in 2011 that “in his influential multi-volume work, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Gibbon caricatured the history of the Byzantine Empire as little more than a series of shady backroom deals, backstabbing, and power grabs. (In fact, the same could easily be said of Ancient Rome—which Gibbon glorified—or the Islamic societies nearby.)”8

			Gibbon’s caricature caught on: “Later historians seized on Gibbon’s portrait of the complexity of Constantinople’s ever-shifting political alliances and its reliance on rituals to maintain power distinctions.”9 As a result, “Byzantine” became a byword: “French scholar Jules Michelet was the first to use the adjective Byzantine to describe something excessively complex or subtle in his 1846 work Le Peuple, and the term had spread to nonpolitical contexts by the 1880s. (Louis Pasteur complained about Byzantine medical discussions in 1882.)”10

			This usage has been remarkably persistent: “According to William Safire’s Political Dictionary, the modern use didn’t enter the English political lexicon until 1937, when Arthur Koestler—who spoke French and spent some years living in Paris—described the structure of the Spanish army as ‘Byzantine.’”11

			Those who were more familiar with the Byzantine Empire itself, however, used the word to denote something strikingly different from needless complication: stability, reliability, and trustworthiness. Even centuries after the grand empire finally fell, its gold coins, referred to as bezants in honor of their place of origin, remained highly respected and prized for the stability of their gold content and value.

			Stability and reliability are, in fact, more authentically “Byzantine” than confusion and obfuscation. And there is a great deal more to the legacy of the Byzantine Empire than all this derision would suggest. The Byzantines were part of the intellectual, cultural, and spiritual heritage of the Western world. While the Roman Catholic Church is often referred to as the Western Church, and the Greek Orthodox Church as the Eastern Church, the Judeo-Christian tradition is the foundation of Western civilization, and that includes Eastern Christianity. For centuries now, Western Europeans and North Americans have assumed Byzantium to be a foreign civilization, Christian at least in some form but fundamentally alien. In reality, Byzantium has a closer kinship with the West than with any other culture or civilization, and is a key element in the complex of thought that created Western civilization itself. And it is Byzantium, for all its superficial strangeness, that contains a great deal of wisdom that the confused, post-Christian West could benefit from today in order to recover a sense of itself.

			Not only was the Roman Empire in its Byzantine period a key influence on the development of the West, but it is no exaggeration to say that the Byzantines saved Western civilization from destruction and oblivion and did so in numerous ways. Without the Byzantine Empire, there would be no Western civilization, and no Western world today. For seven hundred years, the Byzantine Empire stood as a bulwark between Europe and Islamic jihadis who would have swept across the continent and reduced Judeo-Christian civilization to a small remnant simply struggling to survive. The intellectual, artistic, and spiritual patrimony of Western civilization would never have been known to the world.

			What’s more, when we say that Western civilization is based in part on Athens, this, too, would never have been true had the Byzantines not for centuries preserved and taught the pioneering philosophical and literary works of ancient Greece. When only a handful of the works of Plato, Aristotle, and others were known in the West, the fifteenth-century Byzantine philosopher Gemistos Plethon brought works of theirs that were preserved only in the empire to Florence and taught causes on them, doing a great deal to spark the Renaissance and Enlightenment.

			Those are just two of the many reasons why it would be unwise today to follow Gibbon and the others and give the Byzantines short shrift. The ways in which they have influenced our world for the good are insufficiently appreciated today, and the lessons they could teach us have long been forgotten. The world as we know it simply would not exist without them.

			The Byzantines’ unique and pivotal contribution to our world needs to be remembered now, of all times, for the West today has lost its way. In all of the West’s contemporary confusion, uncertainty, and lack of direction, there is a great deal it can and should learn from Byzantium if it is to have any chance of survival.

			There is no arguing with success. If the United States were to last as long as the Roman Empire, it would have to continue as an independent country, with political and cultural continuity, until the year 2899. To maintain a unified nation-state for over eleven hundred years is a remarkable achievement by any standard, and the Romans accomplished it while facing existential threats and efforts to extinguish their polity altogether during virtually every period of their existence. The Roman achievement by no means ends there; nearly six hundred years after the demise of the empire, its influence still resonates today in a number of fields, albeit almost entirely unnoticed and unappreciated.

			It’s time we took notice.

			Not Byzantine

			It must also be noted, at the risk of introducing some “Byzantine” confusion into this matter, that the Byzantines themselves never used that word. While the title of this book refers to “the Byzantines,” it is important to note at the outset of these explorations that the Byzantine Empire was, in fact, never known as “Byzantine” to the people who actually lived in it.

			Not only did every one of the rulers in Constantinople consider himself to be the emperor of the Romans, but their subjects considered themselves to be Romans as well. Throughout the more than a thousand years of the empire in Constantinople, the rulers, the people, and the eminent writers in all fields referred to themselves universally as “Romans” and never as “Byzantines” or anything else. This creates a certain disconnect between the modern view of who exactly these people were and their own view of themselves. E. R. A. Sewter’s Penguin Classics translation of Michael Psellos’s Chronographia is entitled Fourteen Byzantine Rulers. But Psellos himself (whose name is Latinized in this edition to “Psellus”), toward the beginning of this work, refers to Emperor Basil II (976–1025) as being “invested with supreme power over the Romans” and says that Basil “happened at that time to be the most remarkable person in the Roman Empire.”12

			Psellos was no eccentric, and neither is Penguin Classics. The 2010 Cambridge University Press English translation of the Synopsis of Histories by another eleventh-century historian, John Skylitzes, is entitled A Synopsis of Byzantine History 811–1057. On the first page of Skylitzes’s work, he writes of the circumstances by which Emperor Michael I (811–813) “found himself holding the Roman sceptre at the behest of the senate and people.”13 The word “Byzantine” doesn’t appear in the work of either Psellos or Skylitzes.

			This is not to suggest any malice on the part of Penguin or Cambridge University Press. They were simply following the common usage of our day, as I myself did of necessity in using the word “Byzantine” in the title of this book as well. But that usage was unknown among those who are called Byzantines today.

			The title “Byzantine Empire,” in fact, did not even exist during the entire lifespan of that empire, and the people of that empire never thought of themselves as “Byzantines.” One of the earliest appearances of this usage came in 1481, twenty-eight years after the empire fell. The Italian artist Costanzo da Ferrara fashioned a medallion for Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople, on which Mehmed is called Byzantinii imperator, that is, “emperor of the Byzantines,” a title that the actual Byzantine emperors never used.14

			Between around 1464 and 1480, the Greek scholar Laonikos Chalkokondyles wrote his Histories, covering the latter period of the empire, from the end of the thirteenth century up to the demise of the empire in 1453. One of his objectives was to dissociate the fallen empire from its Roman identity. Accordingly, Chalkokondyles writes that after the Romans “made the Greek city of Byzantion their capital,” the “Greeks mixed with the Romans in this place, and because many more Greeks ruled there than Romans, their language and customs ultimately prevailed, but they changed their name and no longer called themselves by their hereditary one. They saw fit to call the kings of Byzantion by a title that dignified them, ‘emperors of the Romans,’ but never again ‘kings of the Greeks.’”15

			Laonikos Chalkokondyles may have been attempting to demonstrate his loyalty to the new Ottoman overlords, and to dispel any impression that he was still hoping for aid from Western Europe to save his people from Islamic hegemony or had some dual loyalty. However, as he is critical of Mehmed II, it may be that he was writing for a Western European audience; the endeavor to dissociate the Byzantine Empire from its Roman identity dovetailed nicely with the practice of many Western Europeans for centuries.

			A Roman Empire without Rome?

			Nevertheless, the preference for a word other than “Roman” to denote both this empire and its people is understandable. A Roman Empire that did not include Rome for most of its lifespan and whose citizens did not speak Latin seems strange, and that strangeness struck some of those who dealt with the Byzantines themselves. This line of thought had catastrophic consequences as the Eastern and Western churches went into schism and the West began to regard the Byzantine East as increasingly alien; perhaps if fifteenth-century Western Europeans had regarded the Ottoman siege of Constantinople as a question of the survival of the Roman Empire itself, they would have acted with more dispatch to try to save it. But of course, there were other reasons why sufficient aid to transform the situation didn’t come, and even if it had, it would likely have arrived far too late by that point to make a difference.

			It is clear from the unanimous witness of a thousand years of Byzantine writing that the Byzantines considered themselves Romans, and that this was not controversial except when they were dealing with Westerners. The loss of Rome was lamented, but Rome itself was not then the grand city that it had once been or is today, and no people have ever considered their identity to have been fundamentally changed by the loss of a particular territory; why should the Romans of Constantinople have been any different in that regard?

			As for their use of Greek rather than Latin, this simply reflected the fact that the eastern regions of the Roman Empire had always spoken Greek. Greek was also the universal language of educated people the world over, as French and then English became later. While Latin was used at the government level, Greek was the common language of everyday usage, and so if imperial officials wished to make themselves understood to the people, they had to communicate in Greek. Consequently Justinian, who died in 565, was the last Roman emperor whose native tongue was Latin. Perhaps Latin would have continued to play a role in the life of the empire if it had managed to hold on to Rome and portions of Italy after Justinian reconquered them, but here again, one’s language does not change one’s ethnicity. Most people in the United States of America speak English, but many do not trace their ancestors back to English-speaking lands. The Romans in Constantinople continued to think of themselves as Romans even after they began speaking Greek universally.

			Even in our own day, the tiny remnant of native Greeks in Constantinople, that is, Istanbul, continue to regard themselves as Romans. On May 28, 2022, the spiritual leader of the Greek Orthodox Church, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople, visited the Athonite Academy on Mount Athos, a school for boys in the world-famous center of Orthodox monasticism. During his visit, the ecumenical patriarch invited the students to absorb “the open spirit of Romiosini,” that is, of “Romanness.” He explained that in “Constantinople is the womb and generative cause of all Orthodox peoples,” and added: “And as successfully as in your school you coexist from different places and different ethnicities, you are immersed in the open spirit of Romiosini… Romiosini means tolerance, understanding, mutual respect, patience, reconciliation and endless love. That is, education, full of Christ. Love these things, our dear children. Get addicted to these things. Place them in the innermost aspect of your existence.”16

			Bartholomew also told the students that the word “Romios” (Roman) is often misunderstood in Greece and gives many people exactly the opposite impression of what it is really meant to convey. “The word ‘Romios,’” he said, “is from the Roman Empire… And we are successors and descendants of the Eastern Roman Empire, of Byzantium. I can say that we are more Greek, not less.”17

			So, to contemporary observers they are Byzantines, to their rivals in their own day (and often to themselves, aware of their own heritage) they were Greeks, and in their own view they were Romans. The Byzantines’ Roman identity is a key to unlocking a great deal more of their lingering influence and the greatness of the civilization they created.

			Out of respect for the people with whom this book is concerned, as well as concern for historical accuracy on a point that even professional historians have inexcusably slighted, throughout this book I call the empire what it called itself, the Roman Empire. In the latter centuries of its existence, it commonly referred to itself as Romania, that is, “the land of the Romans,” but to avoid further potential confusion with the modern-day country that uses that name, I’ll generally not use that term. The people in the Roman Empire of the Byzantine period referred to people from Western Europe as “Latins,” and to the Church of Rome that became known as the Roman Catholic Church after the split from Constantinople and the East as “the Latin Church.” I’ll do the same. The terms “Eastern Roman Empire” and “Byzantine Empire,” as they weren’t used by the people who lived in that empire, will not be used here.

			As this book deals largely with Greek-speaking people, I’ve generally favored the Greek forms of names that have often been Latinized: Nikephoros over Nicephorus, Romanos over Romanus, and so on. I’ve departed from this rule when the person in question was so well known by a non-Greek form of his name that to use the Greek form might cause confusion.
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			Chapter One

			A New Capital for an Old Empire

			Two Names for the Same Empire

			If the Byzantines are Romans, why doesn’t everyone just call them Romans in the first place? The answer is that there is a distinction, one that goes back to a time when the Roman Emperor surveyed his vast domains and decided that his empire could be ruled more efficiently if it had two capitals and two emperors.

			In the year AD 286, with the Roman Empire beset by rivalries and rebellions, Emperor Diocletian elevated his trusted general Maximian to the status of co-emperor. Maximian ruled in the West and Diocletian in the eastern regions of the empire, with his capital at Nicomedia in what is now Turkey. In 324, Emperor Constantine made the division permanent and founded a grand new city about sixty-five miles west of Nicomedia, on the site of a city called Byzantium. The city would both be a new foundation of imperial Rome and bear its founding emperor’s name, as the fifth-century ecclesiastical historian Socrates Scholasticus recounts:

			After the Synod [of Nicaea in 325], the emperor spent some time in recreation, and after the public celebration of his twentieth anniversary of his accession, he immediately devoted himself to the reparation of the churches. This he carried into effect in other cities as well as in the city named after him, which being previously called Byzantium, he enlarged, surrounded with massive walls, and adorned with various edifices; and having rendered it equal to imperial Rome, he named it Constantinople, establishing by law that it should be designated New Rome. This law was engraven on a pillar of stone erected in public view in the Strategium, near the emperor’s equestrian statue.18

			Constantine founded a new capital, but he never intended to found a new nation or to establish the two administrative regions of the Roman Empire as two separate and distinct entities. There were two capitals and often two emperors after his death but not two empires: Constantinople was the eastern capital of the Roman Empire, as Rome was its western capital. Romans never thought of there being two Roman Empires; there was one empire with two emperors and two capitals.

			Since there is no discontinuity between Rome and Byzantium, and the Byzantine Empire was the Roman Empire, without any caveats, those who begin the story of the Byzantine Empire with Constantine the Great’s founding of Constantinople (as we will now do) are actually beginning in medias res. If one wishes to trace the history and discuss the achievements of the Roman Empire in the East, then Constantine is a perfectly reasonable place to start. It should be borne in mind, however, that Constantine’s empire had its origins fully two thousand years before he founded Constantinople. According to the legend elaborated by Cato the Elder, Livy, and others, the defeated Trojan Aeneas, the son of the goddess Aphrodite and the prince Anchises, departed from the ruined Troy, which was a bit over two hundred miles south by land from the place that would become Constantinople, and ultimately settled in Italy.

			Several hundred years later, in the eighth century BC, legend has it that Amulius, the younger brother of King Numitor of the city of Alba Longa, south of the future site of Rome in central Italy, drove out his brother, took his throne, and killed his sons. Amulius likewise forced Numitor’s daughter, Rhea Silvia, to become a Vestal Virgin, that is, a priestess of Vesta, the goddess of the hearth. Rhea Silvia, however, gave birth to twin sons, insisting that Mars, the god of war, was their father. Amulius, enraged, had her thrown into prison and ordered her sons to be thrown into the Tiber river. The men charged with this job, however, instead abandoned the babies, Romulus and Remus, who were suckled by a she-wolf, and survived.

			Years later, they resolved to found a city at the wild and uninhabited spot by the Tiber where they had been left to die. But as they were building it, Romulus and Remus began to argue with one another; Romulus killed Remus and gave the city he built his own name: Rome. Its founding is traditionally dated to 753 BC.

			The Roman state that traced its founding to these stories of savagery and wildness became practically synonymous with civilization itself and had an extraordinarily long lifespan: it began as a kingdom, then became a republic and later an empire, and continued until it was finally conquered and extinguished on May 29, 1453, fully 2,206 years later. At some points during that span, Rome was almost coterminous with the known world, as Romans carried their name and their culture back to the homeland of Aeneas and far beyond that. To be a Roman citizen was not just a legal classification but a mark of distinction, a sign that one was part of the great empire; citizenship was under certain circumstances extended to conquered populations and was widely considered to be a privilege and an honor.

			There were many good reasons why that was so.

			The Pagan Empire

			After he founded his new city, Romulus is said to have established the Senate, a body composed of the most prominent and notable men of Rome. The principal power in the city, however, was invested in kings who were chosen by the Senate upon the death of the reigning monarch. In a very early foreshadowing of government by the consent of the governed, the Senate’s choice was subject to the approval or disapproval of the people, although the king then ruled for life and wielded more or less absolute power.

			In 509 BC, Sextus Tarquinius, the son of King Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, raped a noblewoman named Lucretia, who subsequently committed suicide. The ensuing uproar led to the deposition and exile of Lucius Tarquinius, the abolition of the monarchy, and the establishment of the Roman Republic.

			The principal leadership in the Roman Republic was invested in two consuls. There were two so as to avoid giving any one person absolute power; each consul had veto power over the other’s decisions. Constantly threatened by its neighbors, the Roman Republic began to expand its territory after a series of victories in war. By 212 BC, it controlled most of the Italian peninsula and most of Sicily, as well as Corsica, Sardinia, and Albania. The Roman Republic, its legions marching under the banner SPQR (Senatus Populusque Romanus, The Senate and People of Rome) fought several wars to subdue Macedonia and Greece, finally completing the conquest around 146 BC. By 86 BC, it had expanded to the entirety of the Italian peninsula, Sicily, most of the Iberian peninsula, the Balkan coast and Greece, and several areas in North Africa.

			A period of instability and a series of civil wars brought the Roman Republic to an end, which came definitively in 27 BC, when Octavian, the adopted son of Julius Caesar, who had ruled as dictator and been assassinated for his ambitions, was granted permanent status as a consul and special powers, including the imperium, which amounted to absolute power. He took the name Augustus, indicating his august status above other citizens, and his adoptive family name of Caesar became an imperial title. The Roman Empire was born.

			By the end of the first decade of the new millennium, around AD 9, the Roman Empire encompassed modern-day Spain, France, Italy, much of Germany and the Balkans, Greece, much of present-day Turkey, as well as Egypt and North Africa. A century later, during the reign of Emperor Trajan, the empire reached its furthest extent, stretching from England across virtually all of the western and southern empires and including all of Asia Minor, all the way to modern-day Armenia, and along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers down through Iraq to the Persian Gulf. North Africa and Egypt were part of the imperial domains as well.

			By the time Constantine started building his grand new city, the empire had lost some of that territory, and then regained some of what was lost, although the territory of modern-day Iraq was never again to see the forces of imperial Rome. The name of Rome was held in awe and respect even outside the empire, and Romans prided themselves on living in what they considered to be the very center of the civilized world.

			Throughout the Roman Kingdom, the Roman Republic, and the Roman Empire up to the time of Constantine, the Roman gods were at the center of Roman life. Every home had a shrine to its household gods. The gods were an integral part of Roman political life as well; the piety of the Romans was generally considered to be the reason for their military success. That meant that proper obeisance to the gods, in the form of—at very least—an offering of incense, was an essential aspect of being a Roman citizen; to shirk this duty was to endanger the state whose success rested upon the favor of the gods.

			Once the empire was established, the emperor underscored the importance of piety to its success by taking the title pontifex maximus, or chief priest. The worship of the gods was nothing less than the unifying principle of the empire itself: these were the days before the advent of constitutions and parliaments; what tended to unify great empires, and the Roman Empire was for its size, power, and prestige by far the greatest of all, was a common religion.

			This was why the sect of the Christians that arose in the first century AD was so often considered dangerously subversive in the empire and not infrequently subjected to violent persecution. The Christians insisted that their God was the one and only deity, and that the gods of the Romans were fictions or demons or combinations of both. They refused to participate in the offerings to the gods and consequently were widely regarded as a danger to the state. In the Roman Empire, refusing to pay obeisance to the gods was practically an act of treason.

			But history is full of surprises, and one of the foremost is that this empire that was initially so resolutely anti-Christian became the principal exponent of Christianity and the civilization it created. This, also, was the work of Constantine the Great.

			Conversion

			After a period of instability, civil wars, and contraction, the Roman Empire toward the end of the third century was in dire condition. In 293, Emperor Diocletian, hoping to ensure that the empire would not in the future be wracked with civil conflict whenever an emperor died, established the tetrarchy, a system in which the Roman Empire would have no fewer than four emperors: two augusti, the senior emperors in the East and the West, and two caesars, secondary to the augusti and ready to succeed them upon their deaths. In practice, this led to even more conflict, as the four vied for dominance over one another.

			In 305, the Augusti Diocletian and Maximian both abdicated. The system initially appeared to be working, as the Caesars Galerius and Constantius became the new augusti. Two new caesars were appointed: Severus and Maximinus Daza, passing over two men who, as sons of former emperors, had every reason to believe they would be named as the new caesars: Constantine and Maxentius. The stage was set for a complex and multifaceted civil war. Constantius died in 306, Severus became augustus in the West in his place, and Constantine then replaced Severus as caesar in the West. Maxentius, however, took advantage of a revolt among the Praetorian Guard (they were understandably angry at the prospect of new taxes) to proclaim himself an emperor. Severus entered Italy with an army, determined to end Maxentius’s imperial pretensions; instead, his army joined that of Maxentius, and Severus was executed. Galerius chose his friend Licinius to be his new fellow augustus.

			Constantine joined the fight against Maxentius early in 312. On the evening of October 27, 312, the two armies gathered in Rome and began preparing for battle the next day. The fourth-century ecclesiastical historian Eusebius recounts that Constantine, “being convinced…that he needed some more powerful aid than his military forces could afford him, on account of the wicked and magical enchantments which were so diligently practiced by the tyrant…sought Divine assistance, deeming the possession of arms and a numerous soldiery of secondary importance, but believing the co-operating power of Deity invincible and not to be shaken.”19 He thought, says Eusebius, about previous emperors and their reliance on various gods, and who nevertheless “had met with an unhappy end, while not one of their gods had stood by to warn them of the impending wrath of heaven.”20

			Constantine began praying that the true God would reveal himself to him; he “called on him with earnest prayer and supplications that he would reveal to him who he was, and stretch forth his right hand to help him in his present difficulties.”21 His prayers were answered: “And while he was thus praying with fervent entreaty, a most marvelous sign appeared to him from heaven, the account of which it might have been hard to believe had it been related by any other person.” But Eusebius says that he was told this by Constantine himself: “But since the victorious emperor himself long afterwards declared it to the writer of this history, when he was honored with his acquaintance and society, and confirmed his statement by an oath, who could hesitate to accredit the relation, especially since the testimony of after-time has established its truth? He said that about noon, when the day was already beginning to decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, and bearing the inscription, CONQUER BY THIS. At this sight he himself was struck with amazement, and his whole army also, which followed him on this expedition, and witnessed the miracle.”22

			Eusebius wrote the legend in Greek as εν τούτῳ νίκα, “in this, conquer.” It is usually rendered in Latin as in hoc signo vinces, “in this sign, you will conquer.” That was momentous enough, but there was more still: “He said, moreover, that he doubted within himself what the import of this apparition could be. And while he continued to ponder and reason on its meaning, night suddenly came on; then in his sleep the Christ of God appeared to him with the same sign which he had seen in the heavens, and commanded him to make a likeness of that sign which he had seen in the heavens, and to use it as a safeguard in all engagements with his enemies.”23

			At daybreak, Constantine called for “the workers in gold and precious stones,” and began to describe to them what he had seen. He ordered a cross be overlaid with the Greek letters chi (X) and rho (P), the first two letters of the word “Christ,” and had this symbol placed on his helmet. He also “commanded that others similar to it should be carried at the head of all his armies.”24

			Constantine’s forces met those of Maxentius the next day at the Milvian Bridge in northern Rome. Constantine won a decisive victory, which he attributed to the favor of the God who showed him the way to conquer. It is unclear whether or not he actually converted to Christianity at that point, as he didn’t get baptized until much later, when he was on his deathbed (this was a common practice among converts at the time, to avoid losing their salvation by serious sin after baptism). There is no doubt, however, that a series of events had been set in motion that would quite literally transform the world.

			The pagan historian Zosimus, who wrote at the end of the fifth and beginning of the sixth century, despised Constantine, whom he called “the son of a harlot” (in his anti-Constantine propaganda, Maxentius charged that Constantine’s mother, Helena, was the concubine, not the wife, of his father, Emperor Constantius).25 Zosimus charges that a guilty conscience motivated Constantine’s conversion: he had put to death his son Crispus for dallying with his stepmother, Constantine’s wife Fausta.

			When Helena grieved bitterly for Crispus, Constantine, “under the pretense of comforting her,” had Fausta put to death as well.26 After this, Constantine, tormented by guilt, approached the priests of the Roman gods to cleanse his soul but was told that there was nothing he could do to wash away the stain of such grievous sins. At that point, however, “a Spaniard, named Aegyptius, very familiar with the court-ladies, being at Rome, happened to fall into conversation with Constantine, and assured him that the Christian doctrine would teach him how to cleanse himself from all his offences, and that they who received it were immediately absolved from all their sins. Constantine had no sooner heard this than he easily believed what was told him, and forsaking the rites of his country, received those which Aegyptius offered him.”27

			The problem with this is that Constantine had Crispus and Fausta put to death between May and July 326.28 That’s a year after the emperor had convened the Council of Nicaea, the great meeting of Christian bishops which Constantine attended and at which he spoke as if he was already a Christian (although he still wasn’t baptized). Thus, his horrifying treatment of Crispus and Fausta is unlikely to have been the occasion for his conversion and is likely one of the reasons why he delayed his baptism: there were certain things that an emperor had to do in order to maintain his power that were impossible to reconcile with the tenets of his new faith; various Roman emperors throughout the centuries certainly did worse. Constantine may have had Crispus put to death because Crispus was illegitimate, and as an accomplished military commander, he posed a threat to the orderly succession of Constantine’s legitimate sons, Constantine II, Constans, and Constantius II. Constantine had labored for years to reunify the empire amid dynastic disputes and did not want to see the same kinds of conflicts unfold again after his death.

			At the same time, while Zosimus recounts all this in order to disparage Constantine, in the process the historian inadvertently revealed one of the most important and attractive characteristics of Christianity: no one was beyond the reach of divine forgiveness and mercy. Even Constantine, after having ordered the deaths of his wife and son, could beseech and receive divine mercy. One key reason why Christianity was growing so quickly in the empire was that it offered salvation to everyone without exception, even the most hardened sinner, a universal dispensation that the Roman gods did not offer. This idea of an all-merciful God was not only extraordinarily appealing to those who were accustomed to trying to appease the wrath of the gods by means of various sacrifices; it also provided a paradigm for political rule that was based on reason and justice rather than fear. It was Christianity that contained the seed of what much later flowered into the humanism that taught that all human beings without exception had certain rights that were to be respected.
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			Chapter Two

			A Christian Empire

			Tolerance

			Constantine himself moved quickly to grant rights to the Christians that they had frequently been denied during the first three centuries of their faith’s existence. He did so in the context of fighting against a new challenge to his rule: as if the uprising of Maxentius weren’t enough, around 310, the caesar in the East, Maximinus Daza, had begun using the augustus title; he also renewed the persecution of the relatively new sect of the Christians, which had enjoyed a respite for years but had been outlawed and persecuted for most of its three-hundred-year existence. In February 313, Constantine, who was at that time the augustus of the western regions of the empire, met with Licinius, augustus in the East, in the Italian city of Milan. They issued an edict directed at Maximinus, saying: “Perceiving long ago that religious liberty ought not to be denied, but that it ought to be granted to the judgment and desire of each individual to perform his religious duties according to his own choice, we had given orders that every man, Christians as well as others, should preserve the faith of his own sect and religion… We resolved, that is, to grant both to the Christians and to all men freedom to follow the religion which they choose, that whatever heavenly divinity exists may be propitious to us and to all that live under our government.”29

			Reasserting their authority over Maximinus, they ordered him to rescind his anti-Christian decrees: “And we decree still further in regard to the Christians, that their places, in which they were formerly accustomed to assemble…shall be restored to the said Christians, without demanding money or any other equivalent, with no delay or hesitation.”30 They gave him other instructions about how to treat the Christians and concluded: “In all these things, for the benefit of the aforesaid society of Christians, you are to use the utmost diligence, to the end that our command may be speedily fulfilled, and that in this also, by our clemency, provision may be made for the common and public tranquility.”31

			At length, Constantine defeated all his rivals and became the sole Roman emperor. Christianity, meanwhile, was already growing rapidly throughout the empire, and his edict of tolerance only made it grow even more quickly. Nor did Constantine just end the persecution and legalize Christianity; he began to move toward making it the religion of the Roman Empire. On March 7, 321, he decreed that Sunday, which was the day on which the Christians worshiped, would be a day of rest throughout his domains. Soon afterward, he restricted sacrifices to the Roman gods and mandated the construction of new, large churches.

			In a letter to Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea, and to other bishops as well, Constantine explained that he was doing this to protect the empire itself, for there was “such a mass of impiety oppressing the human race,” and “the commonwealth” was “in danger of being utterly destroyed, as if by the agency of some pestilential disease, and therefore needing powerful and effectual aid.”32 The emperor asked: “What was the relief, and what was the remedy which the Divinity devised for these evils?” Perhaps recalling his dream before the Battle at the Milvian Bridge, he added: “And by Divinity is meant the one who is alone and truly God, the possessor of almighty and eternal power: and surely it cannot be deemed arrogance in one who has received benefits from God, to acknowledge them in the loftiest terms of praise.”33

			Constantine saw himself as chosen by this God and was determined to create a state worthy of him: “I myself, then, was the instrument whose services he chose, and esteemed suited for the accomplishment of his will. Accordingly, beginning at the remote Britannic ocean, and the regions where, according to the law of nature, the sun sinks beneath the horizon, through the aid of divine power I banished and utterly removed every form of evil which prevailed, in the hope that the human race, enlightened through my instrumentality, might be recalled to a due observance of the holy laws of God, and at the same time our most blessed faith might prosper under the guidance of his almighty hand.”34

			A Christian State

			It is because of Constantine’s vision, and his determination to follow its implications to the fullest degree, that the Roman Empire during its Byzantine period was first and foremost a Christian empire and still stands as one of the foremost examples, if not the foremost example, of a Christian state. The Roman Empire after its adoption of Christianity as the state religion is often invoked as the primary instance of caesaropapism, the rule of the state over the church, but it would be an oversimplification to dismiss the church during the Byzantine period as simply a tool of the state. The emperors themselves were often (albeit not always) conscientious Christians and did not simply use the church as a means to give the stamp of divine approval to their decisions.

			The emperors were generally quite deeply involved in ecclesiastical matters. The first seven ecumenical councils, which constitute the foundation of Orthodox and Catholic Christianity, as well as—to varying degrees—much of Protestant Christianity as well, were called and presided over not by the pope or the ecumenical patriarch of Constantinople but by the emperor. Some emperors, such as Zeno, Justinian, Heraclius, and Leo the Isaurian, didn’t even wait for councils to convene and published their own edicts on theological issues. Other emperors were distinguished more by their venality and cruelty than by their Christian commitment. Nonetheless, the guiding principle and basis for the laws of the empire was always the Christian faith, and the empire was practically synonymous with Orthodox Christianity, that is, the “correct belief” that the emperors took such pains to make sure was properly defined.

			The contemporary Orthodox theologian Kallistos Ware notes that the Christian Romans “believed that Christ, who lived on earth as a man, has redeemed every aspect of human existence, and they held that it was therefore possible to baptize not human individuals only but the whole spirit and organization of society. So, they strove to create a polity entirely Christian in its principles of government and in its daily life. Byzantium in fact was nothing less than an attempt to accept and to apply the full implications of the Incarnation.”35 The “great vision by which the Byzantines were inspired” was “to establish here on earth a living image of God’s government in heaven.”36

			Constantine, the first Christian emperor of the Roman Empire, was determined to inculcate in his people the values that he thought would make for a strong, healthy state. A Christian state.

			Definition

			Constantine did not make Christianity the official religion of the empire but behaved in significant ways as if it already were. He addressed a letter to the Eastern provinces, calling them to his new faith but assuring them that they would not be coerced into it: “My own desire is, for the common good of the world and the advantage of all mankind, that your people should enjoy a life of peace and undisturbed concord. Let those, therefore, who still delight in error, be made welcome to the same degree of peace and tranquility which they have who believe. For it may be that this restoration of equal privileges to all will prevail to lead them into the straight path. Let no one molest another, but let every one do as his soul desires.”37

			Yet Constantine’s happiness in his new faith was almost immediately disturbed. He was apprised that a controversy had arisen in Alexandria, one of the major cities of the empire’s Eastern regions, not between the pagans and the Christians, but among the Christians themselves. A priest of Alexandria named Arius had begun to preach that although Jesus Christ was the Son of God, “he was not so in and of himself,” for “were he in the truest sense a son, he must have come after the Father.”38 Consequently, he was not fully divine, since “there was a time when he was not, and hence he was a finite being.”39 Alexander, the pope (as the patriarch in Egypt was known) of Alexandria, emphasized in opposition to Arius that Jesus Christ was coeternal and of one essence with the Father.

			Constantine was initially less interested in the details of the conflict than he was disturbed that the controversy was growing and threatened the very unity of the faith upon which he had just staked the unity and prosperity of his empire. He addressed a letter to both Alexander and Arius, asserting that the conflict began “when you, Alexander, demanded of the presbyters what opinion they severally maintained respecting a certain passage in the Divine law, or rather, I should say, that you asked them something connected with an unprofitable question, then you, Arius, inconsiderately gave utterance to what ought never to have been conceived at all, or if conceived, should have been buried in profound silence.”40 He asked them who, “in dealing with questions of such subtle nicety as these, can secure himself against a dangerous declension from the truth?”41

			The emperor exhorted the clerics to forgive one another, “For as long as you continue to contend about these small and very insignificant questions, it is not fitting that so large a portion of God’s people should be under the direction of your judgment, since you are thus divided between yourselves.”42

			Constantine may have been the only person in the empire who thought this question was small and insignificant. The disagreement began to roil the empire to a degree that seems quaint and even faintly amusing to many people of our own age, who consider themselves much too sophisticated to get upset about abstruse theological issues and would much prefer to argue over such important matters as gender pronouns. But religion, and hence theological issues, were not incidental or ancillary, but central to the life of the empire, and so the issue had to be addressed.

			The party of Pope Alexander and a young deacon of Alexandria named Athanasius contended that while Arius’s claim seemed to make sense, that Jesus had been brought into existence by God the Father at a certain point, as an earthly father begets a son, they pointed out that Arius’s view assumed that the divine Father and Son were temporal beings, or just like temporal beings, and thus subject to the sequential laws of time. Jesus had made clear statements regarding his own divinity in the Gospels (see, in particular, John 8:58), and these had to be respected. But their primary objection to Arius’s doctrine was that it cut to the very heart of the Christian faith itself. Jesus Christ had to be fully human and fully divine, for if he were not human, he could not have taken on the sins of mankind, and if he were not divine, he could not have forgiven them.

			Constantine’s letter to Alexander and Arius did nothing to calm the controversy or to unify the Christians, who disagreed over other issues as well, including the proper date on which Easter, the feast day celebrating the resurrection of Christ from the dead, should be celebrated. Finally, hoping to end that controversy and present Christianity as a faith with a single, unified creed, Constantine convened an ecumenical council, a meeting of all the bishops, or as many as were able to attend. The emperor invited all the bishops in the world, of whom there were about 1,800; according to most accounts (and to the Christian liturgical tradition), 318 were able to make the trip to Nicaea, a city about eighty-eight miles east of the site where he was building his grand new capital on the Bosporus. The bishops brought along priests and deacons, so that the total number of clerics attending was well over a thousand. Eusebius, who was present at the council, says that bishops came from as far away as Spain and Libya.43 The Syro-Malabar Church in India contends that Bishop John of India was present.44 Eusebius says that “as soon then as the imperial injunction was generally made known, all with the utmost willingness hastened there, as though they would outstrip one another in a race; for they were impelled by the anticipation of a happy result to the conference, by the hope of enjoying present peace, and the desire of beholding something new and strange in the person of so admirable an emperor.”45

			This is not to say that all the council’s proceedings were free of acrimony, although the dissension has been exaggerated. Also, likely to have been present was Nicholas, Archbishop of Myra in Lycia, a region of southwestern Asia Minor. Archbishop Nicholas was renowned for his generosity; he was said to have thrown bags of gold through the open window of a needy family’s house in order to save them from destitution and worse. From the stories of his life grew the legend of Santa Claus, which is itself a corruption of the story of “Saint Nicholas,” as well as the curious legend that Nicholas had confronted Arius and slapped or even punched him, whereupon the proto-Santa Claus was defrocked and imprisoned.

			There is no trace of this story in the literature of the time. A thousand years after the Council of Nicaea, the story appears that “saint Nicholas, now an old man, was present at the Council of Nicaea, and out of jealousy of faith struck a certain Arian in the jaw, on account of which it is recorded that he was deprived of his mitre and pallium; on account of which he is often depicted without a mitre.”46 In a sixteenth century account, this unnamed Arian becomes Arius himself.47 In our own day the story has become popular as St. Nicholas has featured in tall tales about how he “started a fistfight at an ecumenical council” and the like. Reality is, as is so often the case, more prosaic.

			There is no doubt, however, that some of the bishops at Nicaea had lived lives full of conflict and hardship: they had been in prison and endured torture during the last persecution of the Christians, in the time of Diocletian (284–305). Many of them, including Athanasius and Nicholas, among others, became renowned in the church and revered as great saints.

			Constantine himself, although he was a warrior and administrator, not a theologian, was enormously interested in the council’s outcome and not due solely to political considerations, although they certainly played a part in arousing his interest. Constantine wanted the Christian faith to be clearly defined and unified so that his Christian empire would in turn be unified as the pagan Roman Empire had been. He attended the council, making a grand entrance on the day of its opening, May 20, 325. The bishops rose to their feet. After the emperor had been seated on a golden chair, he addressed the assembled clerics, expressing his delight at seeing them all together and appealing to them to “discard the causes of that disunion which has existed among you, and remove the perplexities of controversy by embracing the principles of peace.”48

			In the council’s deliberations, the party of Alexander and Athanasius ultimately prevailed. The first part of what became known as the Nicene Creed was hammered out, declaring as the faith of Christianity that Jesus Christ was the Son of God, fully God in himself and coeternal with God the Father, and with the Holy Spirit they constituted not three gods but one: the Holy Trinity, three divine persons in one God. The bishops addressed a letter to the church in Alexandria, explaining that “in the presence of our most religious Sovereign Constantine, investigation was made of matters concerning the impiety and transgression of Arius and his adherents; and it was unanimously decreed that he and his impious opinion should be anathematized, together with the blasphemous words and speculations in which he indulged, blaspheming the Son of God, and saying that he is from things that are not, and that before he was begotten he was not, and that there was a time when he was not.”49

			Constantine was himself satisfied and wrote to the churches exhorting them to “receive…with all willingness this truly Divine injunction, and regard it as in truth the gift of God. For whatever is determined in the holy assemblies of the bishops is to be regarded as indicative of the Divine will.”50 He now had, in the Nicene Creed, or at least in the sections of it that existed at that time, a brief exposition of what it meant to be a Roman citizen, and who exactly was entitled to all the rights and privileges of that citizenship and who was not.

			The Nicene Creed would do much more than that as well. With additional statements added at a second ecumenical council in Constantinople in 381, it still constitutes the basic statement of the Christian faith for the overwhelming majority of Christians, Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant all over the world. Every Sunday from Constantine’s day to our own, churches all over the world have once again recalled the statement of those 318 bishops that the first Christian emperor of Rome called together not far from his grand new city of Constantinople: “I believe in one God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth…”

			Nicene Christianity is the foremost legacy of the Roman Empire in its Byzantine period. Had Constantine not placed the formidable power of the state behind the Christian Faith, it is difficult to see how it would have spread so quickly and become the foundation of European thought and culture. The faith that became the bedrock of Western civilization was the faith of Constantine, hammered out in the East.

			In the Greek that everyone present spoke, the controversy at the Nicene Council was over one letter, the Greek iota. The Arians held that Christ as the Son of God was ὁμοιούσιος (homoiousios), of similar essence with God the Father. The Orthodox, on the other hand, maintained that Christ was ὁμοούσιος (homoousios), of one essence with the Father, as the Nicene Creed still affirms. Modern-day post-Christians scoff at the intellectual energies of the best minds of the generation devoted to arguing over one tiny letter and an empire in danger of being torn apart under the pressure of this infinitesimal difference. We now live in an age when theological differences don’t even trouble theologians, who eagerly engage in “dialogue” with those their predecessors would have called heretics or schismatics, and studiously avoid discussing the issues that actually divide them.

			It would be unwise, however, to engage in too much of what C. S. Lewis termed chronological snobbery in regard to the earnestly disagreeing fathers of the Council of Nicaea. Besides establishing a key foundation of the Christian faith that forms the foundation of Western culture and civilization, the council also set an important precedent for the importance of precision of thought, as opposed to a slackness or indeterminateness for which they could easily have settled in the name of peace. It was crucial for the bishops to define the Christian faith with absolute precision so that they knew what to teach the people, and what to expect them to know, and what was acceptable to believe, and what placed someone outside the realm of Christian belief. It was crucial for Constantine, because he hoped the council would settle the controversy that was roiling his people, unify his empire, and provide it with a solid foundation for defining what it meant to be a Roman citizen.

			It would prove likewise to be crucial for the West, for the same precision of thought that marked the decision of Nicaea and the creed that was formulated there also marked the definitions of later councils, which further elaborated on the specifics of the Christian faith and solidified the understanding that in order to determine the truth, one must have the patience to examine questions in immense detail and not shy away from key distinctions or differences with platitudes about how all roads lead to the same destination or some other contemporary cliché. In giving this example to the world, the council fathers paved the way for the precision of scientific exploration that would become a hallmark of the West and one of its fundamental gifts to the world. As much as the West that has said goodbye to all that doesn’t like to admit it, or would dismiss it contemptuously, there is a straight line from Nicaea to Galileo, and to Neil Armstrong.

			To be sure, many today not only don’t recognize that the West’s treasured precision of thought had any genesis in the theological disputes of the empire, there are also those who believe that Constantine’s vision in the sky and conversion to Christianity were the worst things that ever happened to the faith of Jesus Christ. Some Christians contend that Constantine tied what was supposed to be a faith that was “not of this world” very strongly to this world, sometimes with deleterious effects: some Christians in many areas, possessing state power, became oppressors and persecutors themselves, heedless or unaware of the fact that their early brethren had once been in the place of those whose lives they were now destroying.

			Whatever the merits of that argument may be, the Christianity that has come to us in the present age is Nicene, Constantinian Christianity. Even the tiny minority of Christians who today reject the Council of Nicaea emerge from a Nicene background; there is no form of ante-Nicene or anti-Nicene Christianity that survived from the fourth century to today. Far more numerous are the Christians who take the creed of Nicaea for granted, believing it to be limpid Biblical truth, not realizing that it was hammered out amid passionate disagreement in a protracted ancient theological controversy. Nicene Christianity is the Christianity that spread throughout the world and is the foremost legacy of Constantine and his vision in the sky.

			A State Religion

			Constantine was no oppressor or persecutor, but he did move energetically to make the old pagan Roman worship more difficult than it had been previously. Eusebius happily notes that after his conversion to Christianity, he turned the tables on those who had been persecuting the Christians:

			They had ordered the pagan temples to be sumptuously adorned: he razed to their foundations those of them which had been the chief objects of superstitious reverence. They had subjected God’s servants to the most ignominious punishments: he took vengeance on the persecutors, and inflicted on them just chastisement in the name of God, while he held the memory of his holy martyrs in constant veneration.51

			Constantine, says Eusebius, at the same time “determined to purge the city which was to be distinguished by his own name from idolatry of every kind, that henceforth no statues might be worshiped there in the temples of those falsely reputed to be gods, nor any altars defiled by the pollution of blood: that there might be no sacrifices consumed by fire, no demon festivals, nor any of the other ceremonies usually observed by the superstitious.”52 As a result, “the entrances of their temples in the several cities were left exposed to the weather, being stripped of their doors at his command; the tiling of others was removed, and their roofs destroyed.”53 Contrary to the custom of previous emperors, the new Christian emperor “forbade, by an express enactment, the setting up of any resemblance of himself in any idol temple, that not even the mere lineaments of his person might receive contamination from the error of forbidden superstition.”54

			When Constantine’s great capital on the Bosporus strait was dedicated on May 11, 330, the Roman Empire stretched from modern-day Portugal to Armenia, including the entirety of inhabited North Africa. Constantine was fifty-eight. The following year, he oversaw the construction of a magnificent new palace complex to make his city a fitting capital for such a great empire. When he died in 337, he was still this vast empire’s undisputed master.

			The True Cross

			Socrates Scholasticus records that Constantine’s mother around this time made a massive contribution to Christian piety throughout the centuries. Helena, “being divinely directed by dreams, went to Jerusalem.”55 Once there, she “sought carefully the sepulchre of Christ, from which he arose after his burial; and after much difficulty, by God’s help she discovered it.”56 She had difficulty finding it because it had been covered “with a mound of earth” upon which had been built “a temple to Venus.”57 But Helena ordered the area cleared, “found three crosses in the sepulchre: one of these was that blessed cross on which Christ had hung, the other two were those on which the two thieves that were crucified with him had died. With these was also found the tablet of Pilate, on which he had inscribed in various characters, that the Christ who was crucified was king of the Jews.”58 Not knowing which of the three crosses was Christ’s, Helena sought help from Bishop Macarius of Jerusalem, who touched a seriously ill woman with each cross; the one that healed her was the True Cross of Christ.

			Helena had “erected over the place of the sepulchre a magnificent church, and named it New Jerusalem, having built it facing that old and deserted city.” It became more commonly known as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. “There she left a portion of the cross, enclosed in a silver case, as a memorial to those who might wish to see it: the other part she sent to the emperor, who being persuaded that the city would be perfectly secure where that relic should be preserved, privately enclosed it in his own statue, which stands on a large column of porphyry in the forum called Constantine’s at Constantinople.”59
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			Chapter Three

			Stability

			Combating Inflation

			Adam Smith put it succinctly in 1755: “Little else is requisite to carry a state to the highest degree of opulence from the lowest barbarism, but peace, easy taxes, and a tolerable administration of justice: all the rest being brought about by the natural course of things.”60 He said this just over three hundred years after the demise of an empire that for the most part gave its citizens all those things. Central to this stability was the sturdiness of the Roman economy.

			That sturdiness was born of immense turmoil. During what has come to be known as the Crisis of the Third Century, a period of instability, civil wars, and military defeats in the Roman Empire of the late second and early third centuries AD, Roman citizens not only had to put up with political uncertainty and—in many areas—the threat of foreign invasion, but with galloping inflation rates as well.

			The inflationary period began because of some events that were beyond monetary policy. In the middle of the third century, Gaul, Spain, and Britain separated themselves from the empire; the resulting economic shock was as large as it would be today if much of the Midwest left the United States. There were, in addition, some safeguards in place that had begun to break down. Romans disliked paper money, as it essentially amounted to a promissory note from someone who might not prove trustworthy. Consequently, they overwhelmingly preferred to use gold and silver as currency, and this made it impossible for emperors simply to print more money in order to finance their latest schemes, after the manner of modern-day American presidents.

			Even gold and silver coins, however, were not immune to the manipulation of emperors who needed to come up with large sums quickly without actually having the money. The emperors had to pay and supply the Roman soldiers who were fighting all these civil and foreign conflicts, and that was only one of their expenses. But revenues were not even close to rising commensurate with expenses. Something had to be done. “They proceeded,” explains the twentieth-century economist and historian Murray Rothbard, “to call in the coins of the realm, ostensibly for repairs. Then, by various means, such as filing off small parts of the coins, or introducing cheaper alloys, they reduced the silver content of the money without changing its original face value. This devaluation enabled them to add many more silver coins to the Roman money supply.”

			Although this practice accelerated during the Crisis of the Third Century, it had actually begun much earlier, in the first century AD: “The practice was started by Nero, and accelerated by his successors.”61 During the Crisis of the Third Century, these currency devaluations paid for the raising and supplying of armies, and according to the economic historian Prόdromos-Ioánnis Prodromídis, also allowed rulers and policymakers “to exchange a given weight of silver for more goods and services.” This was no small-scale operation. Prodromídis continues: “It has been suggested that the volume of such coinage perhaps increased seven times from 238 to 274…but even if that were not the actual level, it is widely accepted that the influx of new silver issues tended to increase over time, especially in the third century.”62 Rothbard observes that “by Diocletian’s time, the denarius (standard silver coin) had been reduced to one-tenth of its former value.”63

			Just as it does now, the increase in the monetary supply and the devaluation of the currency led to inflation. Diocletian, according to the twentieth-century economic historian Harold Mattingly, “probably precipitated the disaster by reducing the old double denarius to half its value. There was a rush to turn money into goods, with the inevitable result.”64 As prices rose, notes Rothbard, “the public indignantly accused merchants and speculators of causing the rise in prices. It was generally agreed that the only remedy was stringent maximum price controls by the government.”

			All this is quite similar to recurring economic difficulties in our own age, and so was the solution that Diocletian was ready to impose. In an edict in 301, he bowed to the consensus and imposed the desired wage and price controls, declaring by decree the maximum prices that could be charged for various goods and services, and the wages that could lawfully be paid to those who manufactured and/or provided those goods and services. Crushed beans cost one hundred denarii, while uncrushed went for sixty. Veterinarians got six denarii per animal for clipping hooves. In a wage that must have been hotly contested in virtually every case, writers were paid twenty-five denarii for every hundred lines of good writing and twenty denarii for a hundred lines of second-rate work.65 (The writers in question were those who copied out books and other material, all of which, of course, had to be done by hand.)
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