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Praise for TRIUMPH





“I am still scratching my head over how he did it, but in Triumph Crocker has told 2,000 years of Catholic history in fewer than 500 highly readable pages. The book has all the virtues of a good novel while packing an enormous amount of information. Not since Paul Johnson’s Modern Times has edification been this pleasurable—and I ought to add that this book is superior to Johnson’s own A History of Christianity…. A substantive history of the Church that goes down as smoothly as summer beach reading.”


—George Sim Johnston, Crisis Magazine


“It crackles with excitement and tells the Church’s story accurately (and in an orthodox manner)…. A history of Catholicism that pulls no punches and never loses its wonder at the glory and splendor of the Faith.”


—New Oxford Review


“Written in a breezy style, this sweeping chronicle effectively condenses and communicates the intricate history of one of the world’s most complex and intriguing institutions…. Epic in scope and featuring a vividly drawn cast of saints, sinners, and martyrs, this eminently readable account provides a compelling overview of the often controversial history of Catholicism.”


—Booklist


“Harry Crocker has written the best short history of the Church in English since the Second Vatican Council. The clear, breezy prose written in a novelistic style makes an unapologetic apologetic for the claim of the Catholic Church to be truly one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. It is the ideal introduction for the neophyte who wants to learn the history of the Church in all its divine splendor, without ignoring the failings of its human element. In short, a triumph.”


—Fr. C. J. McCloskey III


“H. W. Crocker III has indeed brought about a triumph with his concise and informative history. Here is a book for the general reader that provides a grand view of the Church’s progress through time. Triumph is a book that will strengthen the faith of Catholics and give others an exciting and complete account of the two millennia of the Catholic Church. Magnificent!”


—Professor Ralph McInerny


“A biting, unapologetic romp through Catholic history that debunks some long-held myths and celebrates the glory of the Catholic faith. A much-needed triumph.”


—Raymond Arroyo, EWTN news director and host of The World Over


“Enough of the whimpering and whining. In this ramble through two millennia, Catholicism is a fighting faith, and ‘triumphalism’ is its way of being in the world…. Triumph is an invigorating tale that will likely be welcomed by readers who are weary of being told that defeatism is a virtue.”


—First Things


“H. W. Crocker’s 2,000-year history of the Catholic Church reads like an old-fashioned hero epic…. This is a book that should be in the home of every Catholic and anyone interested in the undeniably unique and freedom-loving heritage of European civilization.”


—Ryan McMaken, LewRockwell.com


“He pulls no punches, suffers no fools, and is not afraid to pepper his text with a series of outrageous quips that stay with the reader long after the book has been set down. Here is history written in the fightin’ Chesterbelloc spirit.”


—St. Austin Review


“A great history…. The crispness of Crocker’s prose and the sharpness of his polemic make clear that he took great enjoyment in his task and that he undertook it for the glory of the Church…. Although its subject is not as broad, one hopes it will replace Paul Johnson’s abysmal A History of Christianity as one of the standard single-volume studies to which people refer…. If you’ve been meaning to get around to reading about the history of the Church, here is your chance.”


—The Latin Mass


“H. W. Crocker III has written an unconventional one-volume history of the Catholic Church in a contemporary and often provocative style. The result is entertaining…[and] some chapters in Triumph are brilliant literary achievements, worthy of a Waugh or a Belloc. And unlike many nominally Catholic academics who have attempted to revise history since Vatican II, the author is on the Church’s side, with flying colors.”


—Homiletic & Pastoral Reviews


“H. W. Crocker’s rousing history of the Catholic Church may anger or irritate some readers, but they will never complain of boredom. Crocker writes in a swashbuckling style about popes good and bad, shows us the tragedy of the Reformation, and tells us much about the history of Western Europe in the bargain.”


—Smoky Mountain News


“Crocker is never one to shrink from a fight, and his prose—light, brisk, intelligent, and witty—is up to the challenge. Breezily politically incorrect, he defends throughout his book the proposition that Christianity is not just another chapter in the ‘major world religions’ textbook, but has a unique place in world history and human thought. Everywhere the Church advances, from Ireland and Germany to Peru and Mexico, Crocker shows how civilization advanced as well and, conversely, wherever societies have turned away from the Church, Crocker is there to detail the concomitant lapse into barbarism…. Triumph is a call to Catholics to recall what their Church has given to the world and to take up the fight anew against the forces of darkness, within and without.”


—Robert Spencer, author of Islam Unveiled


“I used to think that the history of the Catholic Church was the greatest story never told. But it’s been told now—in Triumph—with all the verve, aggression, and even humor of John Wayne in The Quiet Man. This is rock-solid history—delivered with a rock-solid punch—and is the most essential Catholic book since the Catechism of the Catholic Church (though it’s a lot more fun to read). Buy it and enjoy.”


—Sean Hannity, Fox News


“Harry Crocker propels us through two millennia with wit and insight. While irreverent to man, his reverence to God is never questioned in a must read for non-Catholics as well as Catholics.”


—Robert D. Novak


“Mr. Crocker’s book is engaging, provocative, and eminently readable. It should be around for Vatican III.”


—William F. Buckley Jr., author of Nearer My God
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For my family











The principles are settled. Life is the pageant of men and women living up to them or failing to live up to them—and I think that to-day, if we are to save ourselves, we need to close our minds, to take honour’s worth for granted and to escape back into certainty from the atmosphere of eternal questioning.


—Christopher Hollis, Death of a Gentleman













PROLOGUE IN HOC SIGNO VINCES A.D. 312



Perhaps the legions had grown overconfident.


Their Augustus, the swift-moving Constantine, had led them over the Alps and, as he had done against the Picts, the Franks, and other enemies of the empire, now led them to victory after victory in a civil war—civil war being practically a tradition these days—rolling up armies loyal to Maxentius, the young, decadent usurper in Rome.


Maxentius had risen to power by promising to keep Rome free of taxes and had kept power by seeing off the mightiest of armies—whether led by Caesar Severus or by the emperors Galerius and Domitius Alexander. He had even faced down his own father, the former emperor Maximian, and the greatest of recent emperors, Diocletian, who had divided the responsibilities of the empire, only to have Maxentius seize its capital city.


Yet now, on a path parallel to the River Po, Constantine’s legions had thrown back Maxentius’s armies again and again, smashing his shock troops, the heavily armored cavalry known as the katafraktoi. Constantine had a plan to neutralize them. His infantry trapped them in a pocket of legionnaires, where the horses could neither maneuver nor charge; then the foot soldiers, holding four-foot-high shields close to their helmets, slashed at the horses’ unprotected fetlocks. The steel-encased cavalrymen were hurled to the ground, where Constantine’s men butchered them.


But while he conquered, Constantine was forgiving to the civilians who lay in his path. Word of his generosity spread. Now, after a march down the Adriatic coast, he had camped at the gates of Rome, a short siege away from restoring the ancient seat of imperial grandeur to the Western Empire, his Western Empire.


Behind Rome’s walls, an indifferent Maxentius awaited the defeat of yet another challenger. Protected by his Praetorian Guard, he serenely pursued his pastimes of drinking and sleeping with other men’s wives, knowing (had not the auguries foretold it?) that Constantine was marching to his doom. The very words of the omen in the Sibylline books had stated it clearly: “Tomorrow the enemy of Rome will perish.”


Maxentius was making sure of it. At the Circus Maximus, the people had publicly mocked him with jeers of “Are you a coward?” for relying on the strength of Rome’s defenses and not taking the field against Constantine. While Maxentius was popular with the common people, he was resented by many of the aristocracy. They hated his demands for bribes, his importuning of their wives for his private sport. Some remembered the martyrdom of Sophronia, who had killed herself rather than obey Maxentius’s summons to leave her husband’s bed for his own.


The time would come when, with the marriage of soldiering and the Catholic Church, chivalry would be born and, in Edmund Burke’s phrase, “ten thousand swords must have leaped from their scabbards to avenge even a look that threatened” a woman “with insult.”1


But that time had not yet arrived. And if Constantine was the rescuer of Sophronia’s metaphorical sisters, it was not for their sake that he acted, but for Rome’s and his own.


Maxentius, stung by the mob’s call of cowardice, decided to end Constantine’s impertinence now. Early on the morning of October 28, A.D. 312, Rufius Volusanius, prefect of Maxentius’s Praetorian Guard, led his crack troops across the river Tiber in a surprise attack on Constantine’s encamped forces.


Constantine’s men were sleeping when the Praetorians burst upon them, piercing their unprotected bellies with swords or pilums—six-foot lances tipped by eighteen inches of steel. While Constantine’s vanguard struggled to protect itself, the legionnaires farther back hurriedly donned their breastplates and helmets, grabbed their arms, and ran to rescue their comrades. Constantine, to the shock of his own officers, swung aboard his horse and rode at the enemy, plunging into the blood-spattering scrimmage just as he had done in Verona. Too much was at stake—it was death or glory.


And there was something more. Constantine meant to deny fate—the fate prophesied by the Sibylline books, a prophecy that had been broadcast to his men by Maxentius’s agents.


Constantine had a new symbol, a prophecy of his own. At Verona, he had called upon Sol Invictus, the invincible sun god. But here, before the gates of Rome, he had a dream, a vision that he would conquer under the sign of the cross—the cross of Christianity, an unpopular and persecuted minority religion.2 Constantine himself had, as of yet, no belief in Christianity, but his mother and stepmother were Christians. His late father, Constantius, Augustus of the West, had been lax when ordered to persecute the sect. And earlier in his own career, as a young officer serving the emperor Diocletian, Constantine had seen Christians go to their death rather than accept other gods. Perhaps too he was encouraged in interpreting his dream by his stepmother’s confessor Osius, the Catholic bishop of Cordova, who was traveling with him, an unofficial chaplain on the campaign.


As Constantine’s men sprang to battle, it was with the Christian symbol marked on their shields in charcoal. Constantine and his officers also drew the cross on their helmets. With sanctified bucklers they parried blows; with swords they plunged at the enemy. The Praetorians were outnumbered, and the advantage they had gained by surprise was collapsing under Constantine’s counterattack. Archers pummeled the Praetorians with arrows; cavalry crashed against their infantry. Constantine saw what needed to be done: drive the Praetorians to the river at their backs, leaving them no escape save a jammed, panic-stricken flight across the Milvian Bridge—a bridge that he could turn into a slaughter pen.


Crossing the bridge on horseback was Maxentius, who was expecting the acclamation of his victorious soldiers; instead he saw their imminent collapse. He ordered their recall: in the open field they might be destroyed; behind Rome’s walls they would be impregnable. But Praetorian discipline had snapped; the retreat was a mass stampede of fear-frenzied men, razor-sharp swords thrusting at their backs, cavalry horses pounding after them, arrows slashing down in unpredictable, deadly flurries. They turned as a mob against their own officers, who tried in vain to stop them. In their blood-pounding ears was the roar of Constantine’s legions, roused as the Augustus of the West reared his horse and waved his bloody sword at the enemy.


Maxentius, trying to rally his men at the Milvian Bridge, was hurled into the rushing river as the brutal, blood-panicked mob tackled his horse. Shaken by the impact of his fall, and weighted by his heavy armor, he was swept helplessly along by the swift current. The emperor’s lungs were punished by blow after blow of suffocating water until he sank to the weeds at river’s bottom, eventually resurfacing, only to have his head severed by a soldier of the new emperor.


As Constantine rode victorious into the city, Maxentius’s head, raised on spear point, followed him—a trophy for the conqueror, a warning to rivals, a target for the spit of the Roman mob, and something more than all this. For Constantine gave no thanks to the Roman gods. If Maxentius was their champion, here was his head.


Triumphant Constantine, Augustus Maximus of the empire, was about to inaugurate a revolution in the history of the world. Shortly after his victory, Constantine and his fellow Augustus, Licinius, met in Milan to discuss imperial problems. Constantine’s priority was a guarantee of religious freedom, which became known as the Edict of Milan. It is the first legal affirmation of religious liberty, issued more than fourteen hundred years before a similar idea would be promulgated in America. But what is equally interesting about the Edict of Milan is that it mentions only one specific religion—Christianity—and mentions it repeatedly. Eusebius, who knew Constantine, reproduces the imperial edicts in his The History of the Church:




Christians and non-Christians alike should be allowed to keep the faith of their own religious beliefs and worship…. Christians and all others [should have] Liberty…. [N]o one whatever was to be denied the right to follow and choose the Christian observance or form of worship…. [E]very individual still desirous of observing the Christian form of worship should without interference be allowed to do so…. [W]e have given the said Christians free and absolute permission to practice their own form of worship.





In a follow-up document, the Augusti are more specific still: “Accordingly it is our wish that when you receive this letter you will see to it that any of the former property of the Catholic Church of the Christians… shall be restored forthwith.”3


The Edict of Milan, issued by two professing pagans, was the first royal proclamation in a series that would establish Catholic Christianity as the religion of empire, an empire of which it remains the living embodiment, from a beginning that stretches before all time.










CHAPTER 1 FONS ET ORIGO



Pompey’s sword was drawn as he entered the Holy of Holies.


The great Roman general had already rid the Mediterranean of pirates; smashed the massive slave uprising of Spartacus (the consul Crassus assisted by crucifying six thousand slave-rebels along the Via Appia); sent Mithradates VI of Asia Minor, Rome’s great enemy to the east, fleeing behind the Crimea; and absorbed Syria. His latest conquest, Judea, seemed the least of his achievements. He had come to settle a dynastic dispute, and ended it by slaughtering twelve thousand Jews and capturing their holy city of Jerusalem. Now, in the spirit of the adventurer Ulysses, he brushed aside the keepers of the sacred temple to see for himself where these people—so uniquely stubborn in their monotheistic religion—kept their earthly sanctuary of God. Tossing back the curtain and going where for any Gentile to go meant death, the general was dumbfounded. The room was bare. No grand statue, for graven images were forbidden. No ark of the covenant, for it had gone missing more than five hundred years before. No window for the sun. Nothing.


This was the house of God?


The Jews baffled Pompey, just as they had baffled previous conquerors. The books of the Maccabees—included in Catholic Bibles, which is one of their advantages—introduce Alexander the Great into the Old Testament. “Alexander son of Philip, the Macedonian… had smitten Darius king of the Persians and the Medes… reigned in his stead, the first over Greece, and made many wars, and won many strongholds, and slew the kings of the earth… and took spoils of many nations.”1 The Jews were among the conquered, and were submerged in Hellenism for roughly two centuries before they rebelled. That rebellion is less important for our story than is recognizing that Judea, home of a religion of untraceable antiquity, bore the imprint of the two greatest civilizations of the classical age: Greece and Rome.2


The Roman conqueror Pompey, with the blood stench of battle behind him, greeted the Jews as a tribune of the Pax Romana and magnanimously allowed the ruling Hasmonean dynasty to remain. The Hasmoneans returned Pompey’s trust by supporting his rival, Julius Caesar, in the Roman civil war, and the grateful Caesar gave the Jews a protected status within the empire. That status ended, however, in the subsequent reign of Augustus, when Syria’s Roman governor Publius Quintilius Varus invaded Judea, putting down a nationalist uprising against the pro-Roman Jewish ruling class. He laid waste to nationalist strongholds, executed two thousand reported traitors, sold thirty thousand rebellious Jews into slavery, and annexed Judea as a province under a Roman governor, or procurator. In the year A.D. 26—though it was not yet called that—a new procurator was appointed. His name was Pontius Pilate.


At roughly the same time, a holy man named John the Baptist, a “voice of one crying in the wilderness,” was calling Jews to repent, “for the kingdom of heaven is at hand…. Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” John gathered flocks of Jews from “Jerusalem, and all Judea, and all the region around about Jordan,” where they “were baptized of him in Jordan, confessing their sins.”3 Among those who came to him was a young man named Jesus, the protagonist of the Gospels of the New Testament, and the man of whom the Baptist said: “I have need to be baptized of thee.”4


The Gospels need to be read rather than reproduced in miniature here, though we will touch on a few of their salient points. As for their authenticity, nothing in serious biblical scholarship has changed the commonsensical view of one Church historian: “[T]he New Testament writings are what they propose themselves to be—authentic records of trustworthy contemporary witnesses.”5




THE LAMB OF GOD



Little is known of Jesus’ early years. But we do know from two of the Gospels—though they offer different genealogies—that Jesus is of the line of David, the royal house of Israel; or more accurately that Jesus’ foster father and guardian, Joseph, was of the blood royal. Both Gospels proclaim Jesus as conceived of the “Holy Spirit” and the Virgin Mary, giving Him divine paternity within a family bosom of nouveaux pauvres blue bloods, who taught Him a trade, carpentry, and no doubt provided a proper Jewish home, instructing Him in the ways of religion, with Joseph, as a frayed aristocrat, perhaps also inculcating a sense of noblesse oblige. In the year A.D. 31 or 32, Jesus began His mission, preaching, like John the Baptist, a message of repentance, forgiveness of sins, and the coming of the kingdom of God and attaching to Himself the men known as the Apostles to serve as His especial lieutenants. But it wasn’t only Jesus’ teaching that attracted followers to Him and that inspired the Apostles to abandon their lives in His service. Jesus worked miracles, healing the sick, turning water into wine, walking on the sea, commanding storms to be stilled, feeding the many with a few loaves and fishes. He was so well known for His miracles that, outside the Gospels, the prime Jewish historian of the period, Josephus, noted Him as a performer of “astonishing feats.”6


For those with ears to hear, there were perhaps even more astonishing claims being made. For though Jesus preached a gospel of humility and forgiveness, He saw himself as one set apart. Throughout the Gospel of John, Jesus is depicted as the “light of the world”7 and as “the way, the truth, and the life: no man shall come unto the Father, but by me.”8 When He “cleanses” the temple with His scourge of cords, it is to drive the moneychangers from “my Father’s house.”9 He leaves His listeners “astonished at his doctrine: For he taught as one having authority, and not as the scribes.”10


Jesus is a new lawgiver, a new Moses, but He claims an authority even greater than that of Moses and sets a standard that goes beyond Mosaic Law. Jesus proclaims, “Think not that I am come to destroy the law or the prophets. I am not come to destroy, but to fulfill.”11 He intensifies the strictures against divorce, adultery, swearing, and hate. He chides the people to love their enemies, to avoid judging others, to pray and give alms secretly rather than boastfully, and to exceed the scribes and Pharisees in righteousness. He warns that it is impossible to “serve God and mammon”12 and cautions that “narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.”13 His litany is as stunning—and arresting—today as it was two thousand years ago.


The Gospels show Jesus doing things that no ordinary Jew would do. He forgives sins—which the Jewish officials view as blasphemy, for only God can forgive sins. He consorts with sinners, yet claims to be pure. He breaks the Sabbath, saying, “For the Son of man is Lord even of the sabbath day.”14 He is not averse to the good things of life, drinking wine, ignoring the Jewish fasts when it suits Him, and rebuking His disciples for their prudery. When a woman pours expensive ointment on Him, some of the Apostles protest that the ointment should have been sold and the money given to the poor, but Jesus says, “Let her alone; why trouble ye her?… For ye have the poor with you always…. But me you have not always. She hath done what she could. She has come aforehand to anoint my body to the burying.”15 In both Matthew and Mark, it is immediately after this incident that Judas betrays Jesus, as though he is scandalized by what he has seen—thus establishing a continuing current of Christian history, the holier than thou apostate.


But Jesus knew that He would be betrayed, and the story of the woman anointing Jesus is not the only time that He predicts His own death. There is the drama of the last supper: “Verily I say unto you, I will drink no more of the fruit of the vine, until that day that I drink it new in the kingdom of God.”16 There is the parable of the wicked tenants that foreshadows Jesus’ death, sets forth His place in Jewish history, and, in Matthew’s rendition, foresees the coming break between Judaism and Christianity.17


Judea was rife with expectations of the coming of the Messiah, but the Messiah was, among other things, to be the political savior of Israel. Jesus repudiated any interest in politics. Beyond his famous dictum “Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s,”18 Jesus accepts the political and economic arrangements of Roman Judea. He has no concern with changing the world; He looks to change the hearts of individual men, starting with the lost sheep of Israel. From His parables, it appears that He accepts private property and the right of a businessman to dispense wealth as he sees fit; though to be perfect, a man should give up all his wealth and serve God. He praises the faithful servant (or slave), and does not condemn slavery as ungodly, or service to a master as demeaning. On the contrary, He praises faithful service as ennobling, and Jesus Himself washes His disciples’ feet, a ceremony reenacted by Catholic priests on Maundy Thursday. Serving others is God’s highest calling—especially helping the poor and the sick, for when one aids the least of men, one does the work of God. As Jesus says, “I am among you as he that serveth.”19 By word and deed, Jesus’ ideal seems that of St. Francis of Assisi, who was often called alter Christus: celibate, totally devoting oneself to God, helping the unfortunate, living communally from charity.


When Jesus enters Jerusalem, it is not triumphantly on a white charger—and not on foot, the traditional sign of respect for the Holy City—but on an ass, in fulfillment of a prophecy more than five centuries old, from the Jewish prophet Zechariah, “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy King cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly and riding upon an ass… and his dominion shall be from sea even to sea, and from the river even to the ends of the earth.”20 But His reign is of a heavenly kingdom, not of an imperial court, a Roman senate, or a Jewish Sanhedrin. When Peter leaps, sword in hand, to Jesus’ protection, slashing the ear of a slave sent to arrest Jesus, Jesus rebukes His leading disciple. Jesus has come not to lead an armed revolt, or to resist the principalities and powers, but to fulfill a God-sent mission. He has come to shed His blood for the sins of the world, to make God man in order to share in human suffering, and to offer redemption through His sacramental Church led by the Apostles, of whom Peter, the fisherman and impetuous sword-wielder, is to be the head. “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”21 With that proclamation of Jesus, the Catholic Church properly takes shape and begins.







THE HISTORICAL TRUTH OF CHRISTIANITY



The New Testament writings, however, are not the foundation of the Church, or even, in a manner of speaking, its operating manual. The Church precedes them. The New Testament consists of teaching tools about Jesus (the Gospels), a history (the Acts of the Apostles), letters of correction and instruction (such as Paul’s epistles), and what some consider a symbolic condemnation of the Roman emperor Nero (Revelation), under whose persecution St. Peter and St. Paul were martyred. The New Testament was assembled to serve a Church already functioning and growing. Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis in the early second century, records that “Matthew compiled the Sayings in the Aramaic language, and everyone translated them as well as he could.”22


The original gospel tradition was oral, though it is probable that some believers owned small chapbooks. At the earliest, the first written gospels date two decades after the death of Jesus. They had the dual challenge of capturing an oral tradition and accurately translating it from Aramaic or Hebrew to Greek, which is the language of the earliest gospels we have. There was also the difficulty of establishing the canon. The Gospels according to Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John were not the only sayings of Jesus circulating among believers. There were numerous apocryphal books—some merely fictionalized devotional literature, some outright forgeries, others representing contesting views.


The authority that sorted through this tangle was the Church, and while the New Testament it endorsed is apparently imperfect—with Gospel accounts differing on points of detail and incident—it is nevertheless invaluable. By any objective standard it is also reliable history—that is, an account of actual fact. This is the summary judgment of the popular classical historian Michael Grant, who concludes in his own “historian’s view of the gospels” that “the picture they present is largely authentic.” It is a view widely shared.23


But the greatest historical “proof” of Christianity is found not in the Codex Vaticanus or the Codex Sinaiticus, the two oldest surviving, nearly complete Bibles, which approximate our own in content, dating from the mid-fourth century. The greatest proof of Christianity is the very fact of its existence. One can strain the New Testament through a colander of modern textual analysis, criticism, and subjective interpretation and be left, in the words of Paul Johnson, “with a phenomenon almost devoid of significance. This ‘residual’ Jesus told stories, uttered various wise sayings, was executed in circumstances which are not clear, and was then commemorated in a ceremony by his followers.” But this won’t do, as Johnson explains lapidarily:




Such a version is incredible because it does not explain Christianity. And in order to explain Christianity we have to postulate an extraordinary Christ who did extraordinary things…. Men and women began frantically and frenetically to preach Jesus’s gospel because they believed he had come back to them from the dead and given them authority and the power to do so. Naturally, their evangelical efforts were imperfect, for, despite Jesus’s instructions, they could not always remember his teachings accurately or coherently and they were not trained divines, or orators, or indeed educated people. But, even more important, the teaching he had given them was itself difficult both to understand and convey. Both these factors left their mark on the gospels and explain their imperfections, for the gospels were a transcribed version of what the first and second generation of Christians believed and taught.24





Indeed, Jesus did not write a book. He taught the Apostles, infused them with the Holy Spirit, and told them to make converts of the world. His divine authority was given to men, not to a collated New Testament, and the message His disciples preached was startling.


Certainly, there have been other great religious movements in the world—but Christianity is unique in its historical claims. In no other religion has there been a man who claimed to be God, who rose from the dead and was witnessed and touched by others—these others then risking death to go forth as his missionaries. The Eastern mystery cults of the time were just that—mysteries. And no one claimed to have seen the gods that made up the theogonies of the Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, and Hindus—or, for that matter, of the Aztecs, Incas, or any other peoples. Buddha and, later, Mohammed were known, but Buddha and Mohammed never claimed to be divine or to rise from the dead. The God of the Old Testament spoke to such prophets as Abraham and Moses, but it is only in the New Testament that we have groups of individual men and women testifying to have seen, supped with, and been inspired by a risen God. This remarkable claim is not easily dismissed, nor has it been in two thousand years of history.


If we are to understand it, perhaps the best entrée is through a man like us—a man not chosen by Jesus during His lifetime, but a man who comes across the early Church as a fact, even a noisome fact, and yet becomes its greatest convert.







PAUL, THE MISSIONARY SAINT



Paul was a Christian-hunter, a strict Jew, a Pharisee out to exterminate the early followers of Jesus, just as witch-finder generals would later flush out suspected witches for rough justice. “Many of the saints did I shut up in prison,” says Paul, “having received authority from the chief priests; and when they were put to death, I gave my voice against them. And I punished them oft in every synagogue, and compelled them to blaspheme; and being exceedingly mad against them, I persecuted them even unto strange cities.”25


It was on the road to Damascus, carrying “authority and commission from the chief priests” to continue his work of snuffing out the Jesus sect, that Paul suddenly “saw in the way of light from heaven, above the brightness of the sun, shining round about me and them which journeyed with me. And when we were all fallen to the earth, I heard a voice speaking unto me, and saying in the Hebrew tongue, ‘Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?…’ And then I said, ‘Who art thou, Lord?’ And he said, ‘I am Jesus who thou persecutest.’ ”26


Jesus called Paul to “rise and stand upon thy feet: for I have appeared unto thee for this purpose, to make thee a minister and a witness both of these things which thou hast seen, and of those things in the which I will appear unto thee; delivering thee from the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom now I send thee, to open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan unto God, that they may have forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among them which are sanctified by faith that is in me.”27


The story of Paul’s conversion is so fantastic that it would be easy to dismiss save for this: According to the Book of Acts, Paul was present at the stoning, by a mob, of St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr.28 He knew the penalty—indeed by his own confession he had often enforced it—for professing faith in Jesus. Yet it was in the effort of spreading such faith that Paul—the educated, comfortable, middle-class, Jewish Pharisee—devoted his life, becoming the “envoy extraordinary” of Christ. In that cause, he endured hardship, imprisonment, and martyrdom and fought, even amongst the other Apostles, for the validity of his vision, what he had seen, and the commission that Jesus had given him. For “these causes,” Paul says, “the Jews caught me in the temple, and went about to kill me.”29 But they did not succeed—yet.


Thus Paul began the greatest early adventure of the Church, spreading the gospel to Cyprus, Asia Minor, and the Aegean, with plans to go to Spain and even distant Britain. His evangelical path was not an easy one. Though he generally began his missionary work in synagogues—or perhaps because of it—Paul recorded that




Of the Jews five times I received forty stripes save one. Thrice I have been beaten with rods, once I was stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, and night and day I have been in the deep; in journeying often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils of mine own countrymen, in perils of heathen, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; in weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness…. In Damascus the governor… kept the city of the Damscenes with a garrison, desirous to apprehend me: And through a window in a basket I was let down by the wall and escaped his hands.30





It is surely hard for most readers of the New Testament to identify with Jesus’ Twelve Apostles. Not only does the imagination stagger at such conceit, but we know so little about them. Only a few emerge as individuals, and even they are incomplete sketches—Thomas the doubter, Judas the betrayer, Peter the chief Apostle. We know more about Paul. He is the focal point of the Book of Acts. After the Gospels, his letters dominate the New Testament.


As is true with Peter and Jesus, we have no contemporary account of what Paul looked like, but his letters present us with a recognizable human personality—passionate, resolute, intellectually limber. In his mission to seek converts, Paul can sound like an early Jesuit. He tells us “though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might gain the more. And unto the Jews I became as Jew, that I might gain the Jews…. To them that are without law, as without law… that I might gain them that are without the law…. Even as I please all men in all things, not seeking mine own profit, but the profit of many, that they may be saved.”31 Paul did not dilute his message—it was too powerful and important for that—but he spoke as a Greek to the Greeks, as a Jew to the Jews, and became the first theologian of the Church.


None of Paul’s letters is a definitive statement of the faith, for none of them was written for that purpose. Instead, Paul’s letters are the work of an itinerant doctor of the Church, traveling the Eastern half of the Roman empire, prescribing cures for the numerous controversies that were already causing confusion, discord, and fallings away among gatherings of converts.


There were two main strands to Paul’s thought, and with them he would weave a tapestry of faith that would eventually focus the mind and capture the imagination of the Roman world. The first was that salvation was available to anyone—Jew or Gentile—who had faith in God’s Son or who did His works. God had been born among the Jews, and to the Jews He had a special calling, but even Gentiles who never learned of Jesus could be saved through good works. As Paul says in his Epistle to the Romans, “For not the hearers of the law are just before God, but the doers of the law shall be justified. For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves, which shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness.”32


The second was that the Jewish law, which Paul had so zealously upheld as a Pharisee, was no longer binding. Paul had kept the law, and it had led him not to righteousness, but to persecuting the followers of Christ. So the law was not enough; the law could even blind one to the truth, and no law could rightly stand between man and the new covenant of Jesus. Indeed, nothing could separate the faithful from God. “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?” Paul asked. “Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?… Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us. For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”33


These are brave, striking, inspiring words—and from a Pharisee, they were shocking words. But it was with words such as these that Paul confronted the apostle Peter and the head of the church in Jerusalem, James, and freed the Gentiles from the Jewish law on circumcision and from every other impediment to their full communion with the Church of Jesus. “For it seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things: That ye abstain from meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled, and from fornication; from which if ye keep yourselves, ye shall do well.”34 But in doing this Paul was not bringing the moral standards of the Church into line with the moral standards of the pagan world, in which homosexuality, fornication, adultery, fertility fetishes, erotic images, and prostitution were commonplace. The traditional stoic virtues of Rome—the centrality of family, duty, hearthside piety, and household gods—were collapsing like an undermined cliff to popular ideas of self-fulfillment, circus entertainments, and the ways of the libertine.


Paul was loyal to the singular moral vision of the Jews, and of Jesus. Like Jesus, he believed in celibacy. “It is good for a man not to touch a woman,” he said. If not all could manage this perfect imitation of Christ, then “to avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife, and let every woman have her own husband.” He emphasized, however, that this was a concession to human weakness, not the standard of Christian perfection. “I speak this by permission, and not of commandment. For I would that all men were given as myself”—that is, completely devoted to God, setting the disciplinary standard that would eventually be adopted by the Catholic priesthood. As Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “I would have you without carefulness. He that is unmarried careth for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may please the Lord: But he that is married careth for the things that are of the world, how he may please his wife.”35 Despite the prominence of women among the converts to Christianity—and despite the role that priestesses played in pagan religion—Paul no more raised the status of women than did Jesus who chose twelve male Apostles. On the contrary, Paul’s message was one of submission. He told the Corinthians, “Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience…. And if they will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church.”36


Paul shared with the Jews, and with the early Church, a fear of women’s erotic power, a fear that could trace its roots all the way to Eden. If “a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her,” Paul wrote. But because of that, it should be kept under a shawl in church. “For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, foreasmuch as he is the image and glory of God: but the woman is the glory of the man.”37


The attractiveness of women could lead men astray. It was for this very reason that Paul could not make celibacy binding on men unless they had a special calling to Christ. But Paul warned, as Jesus did, that the entrance gates to Heaven could be narrow.


If sexual desire could be tolerated within marriage, homosexuality, rampant in the pagan world, was an abomination to Paul, as it was to every Jew. “Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolators, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God.”38


Paul’s famous strictures on the flesh scandalize moderns who would rather the Church adopt modern (that is, pagan) sexual mores and modern (that is, confused) attitudes about feminist equality. But Paul’s words can no more be erased than can their historic influence in shaping the Church.


But their modern notoriety can also distort our impressions of Paul and only highlight how far modern man is removed from the moral sense of Jesus and the Apostles. For however justified, however true, and however necessary to maintain the right conduct of the scattered Christian churches, Paul’s call to morality is the least of his messages. It merely recapitulates what abides from the Old Testament for the new faith.


If these laws come from the mind and heart of Paul the Pharisee, there is also Paul the poet, who reminded us that “the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life”39 and who in a letter to the Corinthians reached deeper into the heart of the Christian message than any academic theological speculation:




Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as a sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I can move mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body up to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing. Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself; it is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away. For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that which is perfect is come then that which is in part shall be done away. When I was a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even also as I am known. And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.40





With faith in Christ paramount, this is Paul’s transcendent message—a message that was embodied in the participation of individual, community, and God, in a visible, tangible, and sacramental Church. It was a Church that left pagans remarking about the Christian spirit of love; and it represented a new thing in the world—a thing that would be both sheltered and persecuted by edicts from Rome.













CHAPTER 2 UNDER THE ROMAN IMPERIUM



Despite his shipwrecks, lashings, and beatings, Paul did not meet with consistent hostility from either the Jews of the Diaspora or the secular authorities. In the Greek city of Corinth, Paul even converted “Crispus, the chief ruler of the synagogue,” and “many Corinthians hearing believed and were baptized.” Such success, however, led numerous Corinthian Jews to despise him, and Paul was brought before the Roman governor Gallio on charges of persuading men “to worship God contrary to the law.” The Roman dismissed the charges, telling the Jews that “if it be a question of words and names, and of your law, look ye to it; for I will be no judge of such matters.”1


This was not the only time Paul received protection from Roman law. Roman soldiers would later protect him from a Jewish mob. It was Roman centurions who guarded the roads of his missionary journeys. And it was, of course, a Roman centurion who first recognized the divinity of Paul’s Lord at the crucifixion. Paul was proud of his Roman citizenship, and the New Testament in which he figures so prominently is a notably pro-Roman book (with the exception of The Revelation of St. John the Divine). At the day of Pentecost, when tongues of fire descend on the Apostles, giving them knowledge of foreign languages so that they can evangelize the world, among the witnesses are “strangers of Rome.”2 One of Peter’s most important conversions in the Book of Acts is of the Gentile Cornelius, a Roman centurion. Even during the trial and crucifixion of Jesus, it is not the Roman governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate, who is the villain. Pilate says, “I find no fault in this man.”3 It is the Jewish mob that repeatedly rejects Pilate’s offer of clemency for Jesus, demands His crucifixion, and insists that if there be clemency, it should go to Barabbas, the thief, and not to Jesus. “Why,” asks Pilate, “what evil hath he [Jesus] done? I have found no cause of death in him: I will therefore chastise him, and let him,” not Barabbas, go.4


When Pilate finally succumbs to the demands of the mob, we cannot help but compare the exasperated Roman governor’s sense of tolerance and justice with the deadly demands of the Jewish crowd. Like many an imperial counsel, Pilate appeases the vox populi in order to keep the peace among a people he no doubt regards—and as the Jews must certainly regard him—as a “lesser breed without the law.”5 Roman and Jewish ears were, of course, attuned to different laws. How much more remarkable, then, that in the Gospels, imperial Roman jurisprudence is favorably contrasted to Jewish democracy.


Paul, like Jesus, preached submission to Rome’s secular authority. “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained by God. Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist further shall receive to themselves damnation. For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to evil. Wilt thou then be afraid of the power? Do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same.”6 The very fact that Paul could write this—with its implication of the divine right of kings—shows how beneficent was Roman rule. No man who feared Roman injustice could write, “[R]ulers are not a terror to good works, but to evil.” Paul, in other words, like Jesus, had no truck with Jewish nationalism, or any other political agitation, but was a loyal subject of the Roman Empire.


Neither was Paul an abolitionist of what the American South would later call “the peculiar institution.” Though many Christians were slaves, Paul accepted slavery as a given. In one of his letters, Paul returns a slave to his master, Philemon, while reminding Philemon that the slave is now a brother in Christ. For Paul, slavery is not an issue, because status is not an issue. Slave or free, circumcised or uncircumcised, male or female, in the world to come—that is, in Heaven—these things will not matter, and our status here on earth should not bother us. “For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain that we can carry nothing out.”7 We should seek neither riches—“for the love of money is the root of all evil”8—nor disputation, nor self-advancement. We should instead seek to serve and love one another. Wives should submit to their husbands, and husbands should love their wives, “even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it.”9 A slave should serve his master as best he can, with “singleness of your heart…. Not with eye service, as men pleasers; but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart… knowing that whatsoever good thing any man doeth, the same shall he receive from the Lord, whether he be bond or free. And ye masters, do the same things unto them, forbearing threatening: knowing that your Master also is in heaven; neither is there respect of persons with him.”10


Far from being a social revolutionary, or an advocate of radical individualism, Paul writes that every man should “abide in the same calling wherein he was called.”11 Paul’s is the religion of the Tory party, the rich man in his castle, the workman at his plow. And the reason for this is simple—it is contentment in our earthly position that gives us peace, encourages us to love and be forbearing, and turns our thoughts from gain in this world to gain in the next.


So while to Roman ears Christianity might sound odd, conflict between Romans and Christians during the Apostolic Age was not inevitable. The real danger lay in Christian-Jewish conflict. The Jews, alone among the peoples of the empire, refused to go along with Rome’s tolerant, mix-and-match paganism, and had imperial concessions to their monotheistic belief. But if the Christians stirred up the contentious Jews—as Jesus had—Rome might be compelled to intervene for the sake of the Pax Romana.


The theologian Tertullian asserts that the Roman emperor Tiberius, “in whose time the name of Christian came into the world,” actually regarded the new religion sympathetically. Tiberius, Tertullian writes, made “it clear to them that he favoured the doctrine. The senate however, because they had not examined the doctrine for themselves, rejected it; but Tiberius stuck to his own view, and threatened to execute any who accused the Christians.”12


With Roman tolerance, or benign neglect, in “every town and village, like a well-filled threshing floor, churches shot up bursting with eager members,”13 a miraculous testimony to the power of the Apostles’ teaching, and of the readiness of the Greek-speaking world to accept Christianity as the answer to Greek philosophical questions.




NERO, THE MARTYR-MAKER



The infamous Roman persecutions of Christianity began only when the emperor was a lunatic, who fancied himself an artist in the Greek mold and who needed a scapegoat for a disastrous piece of performance art.


The lunatic emperor was Nero, who served as the model for the Antichrist in the Book of Revelation. The historian Suetonius described him as having “light blond” hair, a “squat” neck, a “protuberant” stomach, “spindling” legs, and a “pustular and malodorous” body.14 But these were the least of his faults, which included perpetrating history’s most famous arson. Nero had stood by while Rome was consumed by fire for seven nights—a conflagration, says Suetonius, set by Nero himself, who wanted to destroy “drab old buildings,” seize property, and enjoy the spectacle of “the beauty of the flames.”15 Now the Emperor needed someone to blame for the destruction.


Nero was not particular about whom he abused. He robbed the temples of the gods and urinated on an image of the pagan goddess Atargatis. His sole religious profession was for a “statuette of a girl sent him by an anonymous commoner as a charm against conspiracies.”16


Nero might have felt the need to be particularly careful of conspiracies because he himself was a murderer. Indeed, “nothing could restrain Nero from murdering anyone he pleased, on whatever pretext,” including his mother and his aunt, and “Nero was no less cruel to strangers than to members of his family.”17 He was also a rapist and a sodomite, not to mention quite mad, even going so far as to marry a boy he had castrated specially for the occasion. Actually, he had several wives, one of whom helped him invent bizarre sexual games; another he had executed, and a fourth he kicked to death.


Given that “Nero practiced every kind of obscenity,”18 it is no surprise that the persecution of a little-known and little-respected religion went unnoticed in Suetonius’s catalogue of Nero’s villainy. But what might surprise is that Paul—facing the prospect of a trial in Jerusalem on charges of violating Jewish and, more ambiguously, Roman law—appealed, as was his right as a Roman citizen, to a trial before Caesar. For Paul to appeal to Nero betrayed either an ignorance of the emperor’s character or the most colossal distrust of the authorities in Jerusalem.


His journey to Rome wasn’t easy. A shipwreck left him tossed on the rocks of Malta, and it was three months before he made it to the imperial capital. There, once again, he seemed a beneficiary of Roman justice. He was free to live on his own, greet friends, and travel in the city. The emperor Nero had many more pressing duties—and depravities—than hearing the case of a Jewish preacher who had run afoul of his own people, and the case was left pending for at least two years. Paul, at this point, disappears from the written record of history. The Book of Acts does not record his death, but it has generally been held that Paul, like Peter, came to Nero’s attention after the great Roman fire. We know from the Roman historian Tacitus that Christians became Nero’s target. Tacitus wrote that Christian-killing “was made a matter of sport: some were sewn up in the skins of wild beasts and savaged to death by dogs; others were fastened to crosses as living torches, to serve as lights when daylight failed. Nero made his gardens available for the show and held games in the Circus, mingling with the crowd or standing in his chariot in charioteer’s uniform.”19


Paul did not fear suffering or death. He knew the call of the early Church had been to martyrdom. Before his conversion he had even enforced it. He knew the fate of Jesus, St. Stephen, and the early faithful. “There were two Jameses,” writes Clement of Alexandria, by way of example, “one the Righteous, who was thrown down from a parapet and beaten to death with a fuller’s club, the other the James who was beheaded.”20 Now it was by the blood of Paul, Peter, and the other martyrs in Rome that the Roman Church would be sanctified as the seat of the Christian faith. By early Christian tradition, it was during Nero’s persecutions that Christ’s chosen Apostle, St. Peter, the bishop or leader of the Church in Rome, was crucified, at his request upside down so as not to imitate the sacrificial crucifixion of his Lord. By the same tradition, it was in Nero’s Rome that St. Paul was beheaded.21


But Roman violence against the Christians was sporadic. The first persecutions under the emperors Nero (who was emperor from A.D. 54 to 68) and Domitian (who was emperor from A.D. 81 to 96) were fierce, yet apparently short-lived. Domitian’s persecutions were directed at Jews who owed taxes to support the Jewish temples. In Roman eyes the Christians were quasi-Jews and so were immediately suspect as tax dodgers. As with Nero, however, the list of Domitian’s victims seems to have spilled over to cover anyone in disfavor. According to Eusebius, “Many were the victims of Domitian’s appalling cruelty. At Rome great numbers of men distinguished by birth and attainments were for no reason at all banished from the country and their property confiscated. Finally he showed himself the successor of Nero in enmity and hostility to God. He was, in fact, the second to organize persecution against us.”22


Domitian, like Nero, was a less than stellar representative of the Roman ruling class. In the early days of his reign “Domitian would spend hours alone every day catching flies… and stabbing them with a needle sharp pen,”23 which was of a piece with his preference “to depilate his concubines himself.”24 He was also, however, a reformer. Among his other innovations, “Castration was now strictly prohibited, and the price of eunuchs remaining in slave-dealers’ hands officially controlled.”25 When Domitian was assassinated, “the general public greeted the news… with indifference,” but “it deeply affected the troops, who at once began to speak of Domitian the God.”26


Domitian shows that the Romans were fully capable of accepting that a man could become a god. Indeed, Julius Caesar and several of his immediate successors—the late emperors Augustus, Claudius, Vespasian, and Titus—had already been deified. But Domitian’s life also proves that the common Roman grunt had a different idea of what made for a divine personage than did the Christians.


What was crucially important about the persecutions that began under Nero and continued under Domitian was that they established the legal precedent that Christians could be singled out for punishment solely on the basis of their belief. But persecution was still irregular. Eusebius notes, for example, that Domitian’s father, the emperor (and, after his death, the deity) Vespasian, “had had no mischievous designs against us.”27


In fact, despite the abominations of monsters like Nero and Domitian, Christians in general had less to fear from the Roman rulers than from the masses who always liked a new round of expropriation and persecution. Roman governors had one overriding passion—to keep the peace. A good example is the correspondence between the emperor Trajan, who reigned from A.D. 98 to 117, and his imperial legate Pliny, which provides, in the words of Trajan’s biographer Julian Bennett, “the earliest non-Semitic evidence for the Christian Church.”28 In a case likely revolving around the refusal of Christians to swear by the name of the emperor, Trajan counseled a moderate dose of moderation—enough, in any event, for the Christians to preserve his letter and to enshrine him in the Christian imagination. According to medieval legend, Pope Gregory offered a prayer—“Forgive, O dear and almighty God, the errors of Trajan, because he always maintained right and justice.”—and God immediately, if exasperatedly, answered it. Dante, in his Divine Comedy, likewise placed Trajan in Heaven with the Just and Temperate Rulers.29


Failing to swear by the emperor was, strictly speaking, treason; and for the more mystical Eastern half of the empire where emperor worship was rife (Pliny was writing from the Eastern province of Bythnia), it was also blasphemy. But Trajan told Pliny that recanting Christians were to be pardoned. In addition, as Julian Bennett summarizes, “Anonymous charges were not to be entertained, nor should Christians be specifically sought out; but if publicly charged, and if they recanted after accusation, they should be pardoned; obstinacy in the face of the law, however, was to be severely punished.”30


The documents of the Roman world are full of the testimonies of men like Pilate and Trajan, who were trying to find an excuse not to send Christians to a martyrdom they sometimes seemed to desire. This customary Roman forbearance was acknowledged not only by the Christian legends that grew up around Trajan, but by Pilate’s being made a saint (his feast day is June 25) by the Ethiopian Coptic Christians, and by the Church Father Tertullian proclaiming Pilate “a Christian in his conscience.”31


The uneasy tolerance of Rome’s ruling class was, of course, no guarantee of justice. It could be punctuated by bloodshed and persecution. As historian Robin Lane Fox notes, “until 180, no governor in Africa was known to have put a Christian to death,” though the governors sometimes “banished Christians instead of killing them” or “sent them to work in mines and quarries, where they served, their heads half shaven, under constant threat of the lash.”32


Moreover, the images we have of Christians being torn to pieces by wild animals or gladiators are true. These persecutions, in fact, made martyrdom—an idea Christians had adapted from the Jews—the most profound testament of the Christian faith to the pagans in Rome. While these slaughters were organized for the entertainment of the public, there were some spectators—more thoughtful than those joyfully shouting “well washed, well washed” at the blood-soaked martyrs—whose minds were indelibly marked by Christians calmly accepting, or even seeking out, their own deaths.33 Christianity was set apart as a religion of self-sacrifice—even of a volunteer’s eagerness to experience imprisonment, torture, or death to prove, and gain a heavenly reward for, his faith.


Jesus and Paul had taught submission to lawful authority, and submission in particular to the laws of Rome. But there were limits. Christians were perfectly willing to pray for the Roman emperor, but never to the emperor. They would offer thanks to God, but not the gods. Like the Jews, Christians refused to acknowledge pagan beliefs as anything other than false and malicious. This bloody-minded stubbornness is how the Church transformed the world.







HOW THE CATHOLIC CHURCH SAVED CHRISTIANITY



While the new faith spread with remarkable rapidity, it faced two other enormous problems. First was resolving Christianity’s relationship with Judaism, which confused both the faithful and the Romans.


Had Jerusalem become the center of Christianity, the faith would be different from what we know today. The head of the church in Jerusalem was James, a cousin of Jesus.34 James was a doubter until he saw the risen Christ. Even then he continued to beat a different path from what would become the main current of the Catholic Church. James was the leader of the Jewish-Christian faction that thought Jesus’ message was only for Jews, not Gentiles, and bore at least a passing resemblance to John the Baptist, minus the water. Eusebius quotes the Jewish-Christian writer Hegesippus, who “belonged to the first generation after the apostles,” as testifying that James, unlike Jesus, “drank no wine or intoxicating liquor and ate no animal food; no razor came near his head; he did not smear himself with oil, and took no baths…. He used to enter the Sanctuary alone, and was often found on his knees beseeching forgiveness for the people, so that his knees grew hard like a camel’s from his continually bending them in worship of God and beseeching forgiveness for the people.”35


But James was martyred, and the Jewish-Christian sect was effectively destroyed when the Romans crushed the massive Jewish revolt of midcentury. The Church historian Eusebius sees Roman vengeance and the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 as divine retribution, payment for what the Jews had done to Jesus’ disciples. First the Jews, he writes, “stoned Stephen to death; then James the son of Zebedee and brother of John was beheaded; and finally James, the first after our Saviour’s Ascension to be raised to the bishop’s throne there [in Jerusalem], lost his life… while the remaining apostles, in constant danger from murderous plots, were driven out of Judea.”36 Interestingly, the Jewish historian Josephus—a contemporary and a participant of the Jewish War—agrees, though on different grounds, that Jerusalem suffered divine wrath of which the Roman legions were the mere instrument.37


Whether it was with divine sanction or not, Roman swords forever severed any continuing Jewish influence over the development of the Christian Church. With Jerusalem and its temple destroyed, Christianity was now, more than ever, a missionary Church to the Gentiles, traveling on Roman roads, sailing in Roman waters made peaceful by Pompey’s crushing of the Mediterranean pirates, and communicating in the language of the Greeks. There was no danger that Christianity would be a hermetic religion of a single people. Instead, it was a cosmopolitan religion spreading to all the lands covered by Roman law and garrisoned by Roman soldiers.


But while Christianity was charged with becoming a universal faith, there was still the fundamental challenge of defining what the faith actually was, and then ensuring that it was everywhere the same. This last challenge had been an especial interest of St. Paul, who knew that if the faith were to survive, if its truth were to be maintained, it had to be a uniform system of belief—from the Colossians, to the Ephesians, to the Romans, and all the rest. His letters are warnings against error. They are calls to the faithful to stay true to “one Lord, one faith, one baptism.”38 And staying true to the faith would be no simple thing. Christianity was born in a world of religious ferment, and, certainly within the Roman Empire, it was born in a syncretist tradition, where mystery cults and Greco-Roman paganism freely adopted and multiplied gods.


The first heroic chapter of the Catholic Church is written in its clinging fast to the traditional teachings of the Church and the Apostles against a multitude of innovative heresies. Had these heresies succeeded—and some were as popular as modern Protestantism—they would have stripped away so many believers, would have so splintered the Church, and so muddied and variously distorted the Christian message that, save for Jesus’ proclamation to Peter that “I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it,”39 there is no historical reason to believe that the Church would not have sunk back to the obscurity into which, among Roman historians of the period, it was born. Christianity would have been just another mystery religion, giving birth to many variations, none of which would necessarily have survived antiquity.


The Church’s role was thus as deceptively simple as it was heroic. As the second-century theologian St. Irenaeus wrote in his book, Against Heresies, “We must obey the elders in the Church, who hold the succession from the Apostles… who with the episcopal succession have received the sure gift of truth. As for the rest, who are divorced from the principal succession and gather where they will, they are to be held in suspicion, as heretics and evil-thinkers, faction makers, swelled-headed, self-pleasing.”40 In other words, Catholics—members of the universal church, which St. Ignatius, writing in A.D. 110, called the katholike ecclesia, giving Catholics their name—were to be submissive to Church authority, teaching, and tradition, and be stubborn in defense of it.


But what was the early Church? It has left few records, yet certain things about it can be said with certainty.


First, it was apostolic. Jesus had chosen and instructed His disciples to spread the gospel to the ends of the earth. It was on the basis of the Apostles’ authority, by their instruction, that the faith was passed on.


Second, the authority of the Apostles and of the Church came from an historical event, witnessed, according to St. Paul, by many. Whatever other justifications there might be for proclaiming the divinity of Christ—as the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies, or as the substance of the divine shadow chased by the best Greek philosophers, or on the basis of the miracles He wrought—all ultimately, as St. Paul said, comes down to the Resurrection, the historical fact of Jesus rising from the dead and appearing before the Apostles. “For I delivered unto you first of all that which I have received,” said Paul, “how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried; and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures; and that he was seen of Cephas [Peter], then of the twelve; after that, he was seen of above five hundred brethren at once; of whom the greater part remain unto this present, but some are fallen asleep. After that, he was seen by James; then of all the apostles. And last of all he was seen of me also, as of one born out of due time.”41


Third, the Church was hierarchical. As Jesus had made the Apostles fishers of men, so too would the Apostles, in His name, have the authority to create bishops and deacons, who, in turn, gained their own handed-on apostolic authority


Fourth, the Church defined its doctrine by tradition, not sola scriptura (by Scripture alone)—to adopt the rallying cry of a controversy that would rend the Church a millennium and a half later. When Apostles like Paul—whose letters pre-date the written Gospels—refer to Scripture, they refer to what Christians now call the Old Testament. The early tradition of the Church was oral rather than written, and the New Testament writings are, as Father Philip Hughes notes, “supplementary to the basic knowledge which they presuppose.”42 The biblical canon of what was true, valuable, binding, and instructive took centuries to compile and assess. The Bible as we have it today assumed its general form by the end of the second century. The canon of St. Athanasius was agreed upon by the end of the fourth century and became the definitive, authoritative canon for the Western Church with Pope Innocent I’s approval of it in 405. Eleven hundred years later, this Bible would itself be re-edited by Protestants during the Reformation and made the foundation stone of Protestant Christian belief. For the first centuries of the Christian Church, however, it was tradition that was the Church’s shield, not Scripture, and it was tradition-minded clerics who sifted through the competing documents to establish the biblical canon that would be unchallenged for more than a thousand years.


Finally, we know that the Church was Roman—that it was born and grew within the confines of the Roman Empire. We also know that Rome was a focal point of early Church authority. By the stated directive of Jesus choosing Peter for a special mission—“I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven”43—and by the martyrdom of the two foremost of the Apostles, Rome, capital of empire and bishopric of Peter, became Rome, capital of the faith, and was recognized as such by the early Church. One possible example of such recognition is one of the earliest surviving Christian documents, an epistle to the church at Corinth by the bishop of Rome, St. Clement—third in succession after St. Peter—around the year 96, when at least one of the Apostles, St. John, was still alive. In his letter Clement describes the Church as an army. “[N]ot all are officers… each has his rank, carrying out the orders of the leader.”44 Clement goes on to instruct the church in Corinth on healing a rift among its members, his intervention justified, apparently, by the superior status of Rome as an arbiter of disputes in the early Church. Certainly by the second century, Rome was recognized as the plumb line to keep Christianity straight. “For with this Church,” wrote St. Irenaeus of Lyons, “all other churches must bring themselves into line, on account of its superior authority.”45 In the third century, St. Cyprian affirmed, “To be in communion with the bishop of Rome is to be in communion with the Catholic Church.”46


Without Rome’s central authority, it might have been impossible for the Church to defeat the early heretics. One of the first organized assaults came from the Gnostics, who promised a specialized “higher” knowledge that would offer the elect—the few who could understand its mysteries—the promise of salvation. The secret knowledge held by the Gnostics was supposed to be the ultimate distillation of the truth of every religion, Christianity included.


The Church responded by dismissing Gnosticism for what it was—esoteric theorizing, appealing to human vanity—and by affirming, as Father Philip Hughes put it, “that the Faith is not a thing to be refashioned by any human intelligence, but something to be safeguarded by the Church’s authority against any such refashioning.”47


But especially in the East, where sophistry was rife, a faith refashioned by human intelligence was a continual threat to the faith of the Apostles. Among the early heretics were the Marcionites, who held that the God of the Old Testament was incompatible with the message of Jesus. Rejecting the Jewish Bible, Marcion compiled his own, consisting largely of Paul’s letters, heavily edited. Marcionites had their own churches and many adherents, as did the Montanists, who believed in personal revelations equal in authority to the teachings of the Church and to Scripture. Both the Marcionites and the Montanists were ascetic sects, and there were plenty of these that condemned, variously, alcohol, meat, sex, and marriage.


But there was a quasi-Christian sect for every taste. There was a sect that believed that every sin had to be tried. There were those who denied that Jesus was a man (the Docetists) and those who denied that he was God (the Theodotians). To go through every heresy would be tedious and pointless. The important fact to grasp is that heresy has been a challenge to the Church from the beginning, and though these early heresies were defeated, they have never truly gone away. They are merely readapted to suit changing times. But certain themes are perennial. Many of the early heresies were what we would today call “holier than thou,” enforcing a more rigorous moral discipline than the Roman Church. Common to every heresy is the assertion of private judgment, revelation, and choice against the Catholic Church’s adherence to the authoritative tradition of Apostolic Christianity.


When in the twentieth century Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger wrote, “Meaning that is self-made is in the last analysis no meaning. Meaning, that is, the ground on which our existence as a totality can stand and live, cannot be made but only received,”48 he was enunciating a truth as old as the Catholic faith. That belief in objective authority—based on the testimony of the Apostles and guarded by the veneration of tradition—has made the historic faith of the Catholic Church and kept it alive and triumphant through persecutions, schisms, wars, and rumors of war—outlasting every empire, constitution, and philosophy born of man. By its faith, it has provided “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”49 It has provided the key that “fits the lock; because it is like life.”50 It is that faith whose history opens before us.













CHAPTER 3 TRIAL BY FIRE



Origen severed his genitals, interpreting Jesus’ words, as quoted in the Gospel of St. Matthew, as a command: “[T]here be eunuchs, which have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake. He that is able to receive it, let him receive it.”1 This was odd, because Origen, the great reconciler of Christianity with Greek philosophy, was the prime exponent of a non-literalist interpretation of the Bible. Lest any biblical literalists be tempted to follow Origen’s example, perhaps it should be added that there is a good argument to be made that even in literalist terms, Origen was confused. Jesus says, “All men cannot receive this saying, save they to whom it is given. For there are some eunuchs, which were so from their mother’s womb: and there are some eunuchs, which were made eunuchs of men: and there be eunuchs, which have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake.” This would seem to imply a difference between those who were born eunuchs, those who were surgically “made eunuchs of men,” and those who chose to become eunuchs for the kingdom of Heaven. In any event, there is no record of Jesus mutilating Himself, or of any of the Apostles doing so. We know that far from ripping the genitals off converts, St. Paul ensured that they did not even have to undergo the Jewish rite of circumcision. While Paul preached celibacy as a means to better devote oneself to God, to him it was a matter of personal will and choice, not a matter to be resolved by a doctor’s scalpel or a zealot’s knife.


But if Origen got it wrong, it is a salutary reminder that even the greatest and most active intellects—Origen is said to have written six thousand books or pamphlets—are not always the most balanced, commonsensical, or even sane. Origen, who lived from 185 to 254, was never validly ordained or made a saint, but so enormous and valuable was his work that he was the most frequently cited theological authority in the third century, even if the Church in Rome, to which he appealed when accused of heresy in Alexandria, corrected him, held him to be in error, and, after his death, ultimately condemned his teachings.


In its battle against heresy, the Church welcomed the works of men like Origen when they could be helpful but had no qualms about dismissing them when they were not. Christian doctrine was not—in contrast to paganism—willing to incorporate rival schools of thought. It would not accept philosophical theories that drifted into Gnosticism or Stoicism or Platonism. If these philosophies could be brought into accord with Catholic Christianity, fine—the greater the glory to God who made all things. Catholic Christianity itself, however, would not budge.


This stubbornness was partly a tradition of the Jews, who would acknowledge no God but Yahweh. But the Church, as it began a more thorough articulation of Christian doctrine, also became increasingly Roman in its mental outlook—Roman in the classical sense of being pragmatic, practical, and rooted in experience rather than in abstract philosophy; Roman in its eventual expropriation—not merging with, but taking—of pagan festivals and using them to mark Christian holy days; and Roman in thinking of itself as cosmopolitan, universal, and, as eschatological expectations faded, even worldly, in that it harbored no utopian illusions. The idea of building a shining city on the hill, that gleaming lodestar in the mental landscape of the Puritan dissenters who settled early New England fourteen centuries after Origen’s death, was not, and has never been, part of the mental outlook of the Catholic Church. If genius is, as F. Scott Fitzgerald claimed, the ability to hold two contradictory ideas in one’s mind at once, the Catholic Church has accomplished that genius by propounding, on the one hand, a tangible, incarnational, divine history of extraordinary claims along with, on the other hand, the most tough-minded realism.


This realism was part of Christian teaching from the beginning: from the Gospel writers noting the faults of the Apostles, to Jesus warning His disciples that He was sending them “forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves. But beware of men: for they will deliver you up to the councils, and they will scourge you in their synagogues; and ye shall be brought before governors and kings for my sake… and you shall be hated of all men for my name’s sake…. Think not that I am come to send peace on earth: I came not to send peace, but a sword.”2 Contrary to what some might think, such realism was endangered, rather than sharpened, by outbreaks of Roman persecution. Persecution bred martyrs; martyrs could breed fanaticism; fanaticism bred heresy.


Persecutions, like heresy, continued. The two great persecutions of the third century came under the emperors Decius (emperor from 249 to 251) and Diocletian (emperor from 284 to 305). Decius intended to stamp out Christianity as an assault on Roman traditions. Among his targets was Origen. The then elderly ascetic was kept in chains, tortured, and imprisoned. Pope Fabian of Rome—to whom Origen had appealed against charges of heresy—was himself jailed and beaten to death.


Again, however, Rome scourged the Christians only when they would not submit to Roman authority. Decius’s persecution followed an edict that required all subjects of the empire—save for the Jews, who were exempted—to make sacrifices to Rome’s pagan gods. Christians who complied would be spared, and compliance was easy. It generally meant sacrificing to Roman idols and eating sacrificial meat. Under lax enforcement, it was sufficient to offer the gods a pinch of incense. But those who would not comply would be charged with treason, punishable by imprisonment, torture, or death. Decius’s persecution was unlike Nero’s—it was not the work of a mad man. It was a matter of rationally considered state policy. Decius had inherited an empire under threat from barbarians and rivals. His predecessor, Philip the Arab, whom he had killed, was regarded as sympathetic to the Christians, having even (according to one story) attended Easter services as a penitent, taking orders from a bishop.3


Decius’s objective was to shore up Roman discipline and patriotism, and he knew that persecuting Christians—something that had not been done on a major scale since the emperor Domitian, a century and a half earlier—was popular. Before the imperial edict, riots had already spontaneously erupted in Egypt and Rome against the ever more visible Church. If the official persecutions were popular, they also highlighted the fact that, as the number of converts had grown, the heroic blood of the early martyrs had gone thin. Thousands of Christians lapsed. Bishops hid rather than face death. Rich Christians offered bribes that provided them with certificates of compliance or had slaves comply on their behalf. Even those Christians who went to prison sometimes thought their impending martyrdom would bring remission of sins and excuse drunkenness and debauchery in their prison cells. None of this would have surprised Christ. Had not the chosen people worshipped the golden calf? Had not Peter denied Him three times? Had not Thomas doubted His Resurrection? Had not the entirety of human history been a testimony to Original Sin, of perpetual falling away from the truth? The spirit was willing, but the flesh was weak—and sometimes the spirit was not terribly strong either.


Nor did such weakness surprise the Catholic Church. The Church did not, of course, condone apostasy, but it did offer forgiveness to the sincerely penitent whose faith had failed the test of persecution. For a stern-minded presbyter named Novatian, such forgiveness was itself unforgivable, an intolerable falling away from Christian ideals. He thought it a weak-willed, weak-minded compromise with cowards who had proved they were not true Christians at all. Novatian was so angered by papal policy that he challenged the election of Pope Cornelius to the throne left vacant by the martyred Pope Fabian. But Novatian’s attempt to harden Church discipline failed. It was for the pope to decide whether forgiveness was merited, not a presbyter. Novatian took his followers into schism and made himself an antipope, perhaps the first in history.4


The dispute erupted again, and more seriously, in the early fourth century, after the persecutions launched by the emperors Diocletian and Galerius. The hard-liners, the new Novatians, came from Africa and were known as the Donatists, after Donatus, their leader. The Donatists argued that clerics who betrayed the faith—the Traditores—could not be restored to holy office, were divorced from the apostolic succession, and that the congregants of churches where they held office were effectively denied the sacraments.


It would take a century for the Donatists to fade from history, but fade they eventually did, leaving behind this lesson: The Catholic Church is not a church reserved exclusively for latter-day saints. Nor is it a church that expects its ministers to be without fault. A universal church must expect trouble from universal sins. Catholics are not an elect, immune from temptation, but strivers after God who inevitably stumble and need forgiveness. The contretemps with Novatian and the Donatists highlights, again, the reality principle within the Church, and the Church’s dismissal of those who would limit its benefactions to the holy few, rather than the unholy many. In Oscar Wilde’s memorable phrase—and Wilde himself was a deathbed convert—“The Catholic Church is for saints and sinners alone. For respectable people the Anglican Church will do.”5


Decius’s persecution ended before his death on the battlefield in 251. Between Decius and Diocletian, there were eleven emperors—all of whom died violently—and the treatment of Christians, who would probably number around 10 percent of the population by the year 300,6 was far from a major concern to soldier-emperors who were facing war at every extremity of the empire.


As usual, Christians were caught between the swinging doors of benign neglect and malign punishment. Under the emperor Valerian (253–260), nobles were forbidden to join the Church, Church leaders were compelled to acknowledge the pagan gods or face death, Pope Sixtus II was beheaded, and the great theologian St. Cyprian was martyred. Valerian himself, though in his sixties, led the imperial legions in the East, disgracing himself by incompetence and surrendering to the Persians. The Persian king Sapor kept him as a slave, using him as a step to mount his horse. When Valerian died, Sapor had him stuffed as a trophy. Such were the new challenges confronting Rome, challenges that fed Roman fears of losing favor with the gods who had kept Roman arms victorious and subdued the Mediterranean world to the Pax Romana.


Still, under Valerian’s son Gallienus—and until Diocletian’s persecutions four decades later—the Church regained its right to property and the free practice of the faith, enjoying relative peace. It was only late in Diocletian’s reign that the peace ended, a sorry coda to the reign of one of Rome’s great emperors, a man who reversed the empire’s decline, rebuffed its enemies, and reformed its administration, giving the empire an order it would not enjoy again until it was united by Constantine.


Diocletian’s most important reform was to divide the empire’s administration between an Augustus of the West and one of the East, each supported by a Caesar. He also divided Rome’s provinces into a system of dioceses, which would be inherited in the fullness of time, with the decline of the empire, by a governing Catholic Church. Moreover, it was in Diocletian’s court that Constantine, who would become the first Christian emperor, learned the craft of statesmanship.


Persecuting the Christians was not Diocletian’s priority. But in his massive work of rebuilding the empire, he was wary of any crack that might undermine its new foundation. His Caesar, Galerius, disliked the Christians. So did many other Romans, who saw their rise in secular society, including the army, as a dangerous, potentially treasonous, faction within the state. Rome was used to its soldiers belonging to religious cults, especially the cult of Mithras, but Christianity was seen as radically different. The Greek philosopher Hierocles warned Diocletian that Christianity is not “like the cult of Mithras. The followers of Mithras never spoke against the gods. But the Christians consider our gods to be demons, unholy spirits, and claim that only the Hebrew rebel they worship is the one true god.”7


The singularity of Christian belief made the Christians easy targets, and their well-organized episcopal hierarchy made it easy to find their leaders. All that was necessary was for suspicion to be ignited by evidence of criminal intent, or for an augury of the gods to accuse the Christians of bringing ill favor on Rome. Such an augury came from Apollo in the winter of 302. The temple oracle warned that its prophetic powers had been compromised by the presence of the Christians, and the implication was that something must be done against the usurpers to restore the pagan religion. Diocletian reluctantly agreed, but he wanted to avoid the bloodshed of previous anti-Christian measures. He did not want to create new martyrs. Nevertheless, Diocletian’s edicts of “the great persecution”—issued in sharpening crescendo over the course of several months—became the most detailed, forcible, and coherent plan for the extermination of the Church. The edicts allowed for destroying churches, burning Scriptures, enforcing sacrifice to the pagan gods, executing clergy who refused to submit, and depriving noble Christians of their rights as Roman citizens, and eventually outlawed Christianity entirely, under pain of death. As sweeping as these powers were, their enforcement was, again, often in the hands of reluctant executioners. In the East, always prone to extremism and emperor worship, the persecutions were much more severe than in the West.


Eusebius reports, “I saw with my own eyes the places of worship thrown down from top to bottom, to the very foundations, the inspired holy Scriptures committed to the flames in the middle of the public squares, and the pastors of the churches hiding disgracefully.”8 But not all behaved disgracefully. He testifies that Christians in the army resigned rather than carry out their orders, and some of them faced death for their refusal. Diocletian’s naïve belief that he could unleash the sweeping, destructive powers of the state and cow Christians out of their faith without eventual bloodshed betrays that even the most hardened statesmen can harbor illusions about what is “reasonable.” In Diocletian’s case this was proven personally when two of his long-standing secretaries refused to offer a pinch of incense to the gods, even after the emperor pleaded with them. They said they remained faithful servants, but they could acknowledge no God but Christ; the emperor waved them away to be tortured and beheaded.


Tens of thousands suffered similarly. Under a benevolent governor, such as Constantine’s father, Flavius Constantius, who governed Britain and Gaul, there was little to fear. But many were less fortunate, especially the clergy, for once the persecutions gained momentum, killing the officers of the Church was recognized as the most effective way of terminating the Christian religion. So many clergy were arrested that prisons burst their capacity. With the usual stupidity of the bureaucratic state, murderers were set free so that extra clergymen could be squeezed into filthy prison cells, where their only release—unless they agreed to sacrifice to the pagan gods—was for periods of torture or final execution.


Eusebius records a vast catalog of torture that was inflicted on Christians, whether men or women. “Some were scraped, racked, mercilessly flogged, subjected to countless other torments too terrible to describe in endless variety, and finally given to the flames; some were submerged in the sea; others cheerfully stretched out their necks to the headsman’s axe; some died under torture; others were starved to death; others again were crucified, some as criminals usually are, some with still greater cruelty nailed the other way up, head down, and kept alive until starved to death on the very cross.”9 This is but a small part of Eusebius’s list of the means of torture and execution used by the state against the Christians. He adds, “I was in these places, and saw many of the executions for myself. Some of the victims suffered death by beheading, others punishment by fire. So many were killed in a single day that the axe, blunted and worn out by the slaughter was broken in pieces, while the exhausted executioners had to be periodically relieved. All the time I observed a most wonderful eagerness and a truly divine power and enthusiasm in those who had put their trust in the Christ of God.”10 “Eagerness” and “enthusiasm” perhaps, but their sanguine facing down of death should not make it any less engraved on our imaginations. Rather it should make it more so—an example of calm in the midst of persecution, of refusal to panic before the flames, of hymn-singing while spear points probed. This is the Christian standard. This is what impressed Constantine. And while the Church would forgive those who failed, it cherishes those who did not.




THE VISIBLE CHURCH



The institutions of the Church had taken definite form from at least the beginning of the second century. Bishops led individual churches and were assisted by presbyters, or elders; this was the caste that would eventually become “priests.” There were also deacons, whose especial responsibility was to administer the social welfare programs—caring for widows, orphans, and the poor—that were a distinguishing characteristic of the Church. Pagans often remarked on the charity, compassion, and kindliness of Catholic Christians. Tertullian, writing at the end of the second century, noted that Christians share “all things in common except our wives,” concluding, “at that point we dissolve our partnership, precisely where the rest of men make it effective.”11


Tertullian’s sarcasm highlights another important point. It is often said that early Christianity was merely another Eastern mystery religion full of adoptions from other cults, ranging from the ideas of an afterlife adapted from ancient Egypt to the ceremonies of the Mass being a variation of the secret ceremonies of Mithraism, and innumerable other presumed parallels and intersections. Most religions have commonalities—whether it is using candles and incense, or employing priests, or advising prayer—but what struck every pagan observer about Christianity was how different it was, and how different its believers were. It was for this very reason that it could be isolated and persecuted. It also gave birth to Tertullian’s famous witticism about Christianity: “God’s son died: it is believable precisely because it is absurd. He was buried and rose again: it is certain because it is impossible.”12 This is hardly something that could have been said if Christianity had been similar to every other cult.13


We must remember that the world was old before Christianity came into it, and man’s innate religious instinct was well practiced. The Jewish religion from which it sprang was the most ancient religion known to the Romans. The classical world, in which Christianity was nourished, was more popularly devoted to and intellectually sophisticated in philosophical argument than our own world. We should not, therefore, think of the early Christians as primitives. Though theirs was an oral tradition, so was Homer’s. Both the ancient Greeks and the early Christians came from cultures that nurtured memory. They were cultures that listened, cultures that debated, cultures that sought truth.


The difference was that the Christians believed they had truth in the deposit of faith. Argument was meant to lead—it was the road—to that truth. So while Christian argument could be wide-ranging, suited for any audience, Christian belief was settled. For intellectuals like Origen and Tertullian, who weren’t bound to consistency or orthodoxy, this could prove a problem. Tertullian had once written that Christians “are always praying for all emperors, for… a safe dynasty, brave armies, a faithful Senate, and a quiet world,”14 which would have put him in accord with St. Paul. But as he grew older, Tertullian became an extreme puritan—hating women, repudiating Christian service to the state, embracing pacifism, refusing forgiveness, and denying any wisdom outside of revelation. In technical terms, he went into schism as a Montanist, a proto-Protestant sect of ascetics who disliked the developing structure of the Church and preferred more ecstatic forms of worship (something that was anathema to the very proper St. Paul). Tertullian had his reasons, of course—well-argued ones—but they were his own, not consistent with Catholic dogma, not understanding that for Catholics the Christian faith is a marriage. As in a marriage, Catholics are not required to be brilliant, creative, or original—though these talents, in their own sphere, are to be welcomed. What they are charged with is fidelity.


The ethical and dogmatic—not to mention conjugal—fidelity of Catholic Christians raised their profile among intelligent men. In the second century, the great Greek physician Galen noted, even if backhandedly, that Christians were “so far advanced in self-discipline and… intense desire to attain moral excellence that they are in no way inferior to true philosophers.”15 Marcus Aurelius, the great philosopher-emperor who ruled Rome from 161 to 180, saw fit to include Abraham and Jesus in his pantheon of pagan gods. Such high-mindedness did not stop him, however, from presiding over an empire that tossed the Christian philosopher Justin to the lions, giving him his historical name of St. Justin Martyr.


Justin is an interesting case. A professional philosopher converted to Christianity at the age of thirty-eight, he was a precursor of Origen in seeing the philosophical reasonableness of Christianity. He believed that God had spoken through both the Jewish prophets and the Greek philosophers. While the Jews had received a more direct and fuller presentation of the Logos, the word of God, Jew, Greek, or anyone should be able to apprehend the philosophical truth of Christianity because it was the natural religion of mankind. As mankind’s natural religion, it was right, Justin argued, to call great men of understanding, like Socrates, Christians—a humane idea of which Catholics, never severed from the classical world, have always been fond. Marcus Aurelius, too, believed in natural religion, but he would have held that Christianity was part of the truth, not the whole—in other words, the reverse of what Justin held. But the ideas of Justin Martyr and Marcus Aurelius, Stoic philosophers by training, show how pagan and Christian thought were on convergent paths, rather than the divergent ones they are on today (perhaps because today’s pagans are too unphilosophical and ignoble to be Stoics).


But if their philosophies were coming together, in their social conventions Christians stood well outside the Roman mainstream. When it came to sex, for example, Christians, unlike the Romans, were officially against it. Christians, following the teachings of Jesus, St. Paul, and the Church Fathers, thought sex was a powerful distraction from serving God. Then, as now, sex was a major issue dividing contesting views of the world. The Church managed to strike the proper via media. It faced, on the one hand, heretical, puritanical sects—and also Platonist philosophical schools and other cults—that held that the material world was evil and inevitably corrupt. On the other hand, it confronted such practices as ritual prostitution and the usual fornications of the fallen. The Church endorsed neither the puritan nor the profligate. Instead, it upheld the strict moral teachings of Jesus and Paul but did not divorce these teachings from the full body of Christian philosophy or, for that matter, from a right reading of Jesus and Paul. All men were charged to put God first, and some men, like St. Paul, were called to celibacy so as to fully submit themselves to God’s service. Simultaneously, the Church taught that creation was good. It commemorated “the fruit of the vine, the work of human hands.” It remembered Jesus’ fondness for children. It fully embraced the Incarnation—of God becoming man through Mary. Unlike the ascetic sects and heresies, the Church sanctified the goodness of family life.


While officially illegal under Roman law, many Romans practiced abortion and infanticide. In the brave days of the Republic, children were regarded as sources of family pride and honor. Now they were seen as limits on one’s freedom to enjoy the pleasures of the world. The Romans also practiced contraception, which could take a variety of forms, the most drastic of which was marriage to a eunuch. But contraception was denied to the Catholic Christian.16 Life, he was taught, is God’s gift. As Christians were to welcome life’s entrance, so too were they not to trifle with its exit. To the Roman, suicide was a noble act to compensate for failure or dishonor. But the Christian, though he might embrace martyrdom as an imitation of Christ, was forbidden to take his own life because he did not own it; his life belonged to God.


Some put their lives totally in God’s service. In the third century, the monastic tradition developed in the Church, with St. Anthony of Egypt. The monks responded to Christ’s call to follow Him, forsaking all else—material possessions, family, personal ambition—in His service. They were a powerful testimony to the faith and would play an enormous role in saving civilization after the fall of Rome, developing the uniquely Christian culture of the Middle Ages. There were different varieties of monks, but in general they devoted their lives to solitary prayer and study of the Scriptures, gathering together for worship and work.


All Christians—priests, monks, and laypeople—were encouraged in their imitation of Christ by what Catholics call the Communion of Saints. The belief in sainthood goes back to Scripture and to the earliest foundations of the Church. The first saints were the Apostles and the early martyrs, such as St. Stephen. In their missionary work, the saintly Apostles performed miracles, and it was another practice of the early Church to venerate relics connected with the saints. These, too, were often held to have miraculous properties, but they were sometimes honored simply as the remains and effects of great Christians. The lives of the saints also inspired early Christian novels of moral instruction, and artwork that gave visual form—and encouragement—to the faith. But here, as in everything, there were controversies. Was it appropriate to depict God in art, a practice that went against Jewish law? Were icons acceptable, or did they violate the commandment against idolatry? In resolving these issues, the Catholic Church consulted traditional practice and planted itself on the side of art and popular devotion.


Among the bishops of the apostolic Church, there was a need for a Solomon to resolve disputes about standards, practices, and doctrine. That Solomon was Rome. Every non-schismatic Christian church—even the rigorist churches of Africa and the old churches of the East, at Antioch and elsewhere—accepted the bishop of Rome as, at a minimum, primus inter pares (first among equals), to be consulted and often deferred to in the establishment of Christian unity.


Fundamental to Rome’s authority was the ability to document the apostolic succession of the Roman See. Between the reign of Nero and the rise of Constantine, the Roman Church was able to trace a line from St. Peter to St. Eusebius—thirty-one bishops over the course of a quarter of a millennium. At least three of the Roman bishops had been martyrs, quite possibly more, because for many of them—given fires, persecutions, an extremely limited written record, and the oral traditions of the Church—we know little beyond their names and dates.


We do know, however, that the first clearly monarchical pope was Anicetus, who held the See of St. Peter from 155 to 166. We know this because we have records of Anicetus attempting to bring a uniform date for the Christian celebration of Easter—something that divided the Eastern and Western Churches. The Western Churches celebrated Easter on Sunday. The Eastern Churches followed a Jewish system of dating and allowed Easter to fall on any day of the week, including what in the Western Church might be marked as Holy Thursday, Good Friday, or Holy Saturday. Though the issue was not resolved, it is interesting that the Eastern bishop Polycarp of Smyrna came to Rome to discuss the matter, rather than Anicetus traveling to Smyrna.


During the pontificate of St. Eleutherus (175–189), the Roman Church promulgated the Apostles’ Creed, the earliest existing summary of the essentials of Christian belief as transmitted by the Apostles.17 The creed is worth reprinting here as a reminder of what early Christians believed to be the basic truths of the faith.




I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried. He descended to the dead. On the third day he rose again. He ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again to judge the living and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen.18





With the election of Pope Victor in 189, the Roman Church gained its first Latin-speaking, rather than Greek-speaking, bishop, marking the ascendancy of the language that would define the universal rite of the Catholic Church, with few exceptions, for nearly eighteen hundred years. To this day, Latin is the Catholic Church’s lingua franca for official documents.


Victor was a strict disciplinarian. To resolve the Easter dispute, which remained unsettled after a series of synods called during his pontificate, he threatened to excommunicate the Eastern Churches. Many bishops felt that Victor had gone too far, contrasting Victor in his tempestuousness with Anicetus, who had been a peacemaker and willing, at the end of the day, to settle for a twofold tradition as the price of unity. But Pope Victor’s brinksmanship showed that Rome did not view itself as primus inter pares, but primus, period, with the right to compel conformity, at pain of labeling others schismatics.


More often than not, however, the bishop of Rome imitated the good shepherd in such interventions, tempering the rulings of the harsh and forgiving the weak. Pope Callistus, whose pontificate ran from 217 to 222, clashed with Tertullian over the readmittance of adulterers, fornicators, and other fallen-away Christians to the universal Church after a suitable penance. Pope Stephen, who reigned from 254 to 257, was a strong defender of papal monarchy and the first Roman bishop to cite St. Matthew’s Gospel as the source of his preeminent authority. He wanted repentant Novatians restored to the Church with a simple laying on of hands, rather than a rebaptism, as the more rigorist African bishops preferred. When Bishop Cyprian of Carthage rallied resistance to the pope’s ruling, Stephen threatened noncompliant churches with excommunication. Stephen’s death and the flames of the Decian persecution that martyred both St. Cyprian and Stephen’s successor, Pope Sixtus II, submerged the controversy in ashes.19 But again, the papacy had intervened on the side of forgiveness, behaving like the father in the parable of the prodigal son, but also asserting its authority as the paterfamilias of the Church.


As the Church entered the fourth century, persecuted and battered, it would soon rejoice at the rise of another leader claiming universal authority—a son of the empire, a witness to Christian persecution, a soldier whose legions robed him in the imperial purple. The emperor Constantine was not a pope, but he was as necessary as anyone to the triumph of Christianity.













CHAPTER 4 CONSTANTINE



The Eastern Orthodox Church calls Constantine a saint and “the Peer of the Apostles.” Most saints don’t order the extrajudicial execution of rivals, but then again most saints don’t lead military empires. There is no denying that it was Constantine who raised Christianity from the catacombs, brought it to the imperial councils, and cracked—as was necessary—contentious bishops’ heads together to resolve the unending and unedifying theological disputes that continually threatened to rend the Church asunder. Sometimes Christianity needs hard men, and it benefited greatly from Constantine.


His background was romantic. He was born from a one-night liaison between a young Roman officer, Flavius Constantius, and a peasant maid named Helena. Nine years later, Flavius Constantius became governor of Dalmatia, where, unknown to him, his son Constantine was growing up. When two Roman soldiers cuffed the young boy for annoying their horses, Helena rebuked them. They had struck the governor’s son, she said, and as proof she produced Flavius Constantius’s old military cloak. The soldiers reported the incident, and, as in a fairy tale, the governor married the peasant girl and was reunited with his son. By law, the differences in rank between Flavius Constantius and Helena made their marriage less than fully binding. It also limited Constantine’s right to inherit from his father. The Romans termed such arrangements matrimonium concubinatum. The marriage nevertheless brought Helena and Constantine from pig slops to a Roman court and a sudden immersion into learning how to behave as a Roman governor’s wife and son.


While his father became Caesar of the West, Constantine rose in imperial service at the court of Diocletian. Later, as an experienced officer and gentleman—athletic, handsome, and clear-eyed—he joined his father in Britain. When his father died, Constantine’s troops—as was the custom—proclaimed him Augustus. Imperial edict, however, forced Constantine to accept the lesser title and responsibilities of Caesar. He accepted this with a wisdom and good grace that was increasingly rare in Rome’s ambitious, jostling ruling classes and took over his father’s responsibilities, keeping the peace in Gaul, Spain, and Britain and eventually going up against the German tribes. Before he was forty, Constantine was officially recognized as Augustus of the West, and after the battle of the Milvian Bridge, he became senior Augustus, master of Rome and of every province from North Africa to Britain. The new Augustus proclaimed religious freedom and toleration for Christians under the Edict of Milan. By the age of forty-five, he was de facto ruler, the sole emperor, of all Rome’s possessions.


Constantine had nothing to gain by embracing Christianity—a small, unpopular, and persecuted faith. His mother was a Christian,1 and his father had been sympathetic to Christians, but their influence was secondary. It was battle that convinced him—the Christian God delivered him victory at the Milvian Bridge. The new emperor would repay that debt and honor the true God. One of Constantine’s first official acts after the battle was to give the bishop of Rome the Lateran Palace as his official residence. He also created a new battle standard, the labarum, that made Christ’s monogram the symbol of the legions. Constantine’s Augustus of the East, Licinius, though himself a pagan, thought that if the Christian God worked for Constantine it might work for him, and had a quasi-Christian war prayer delivered to his commanders as he moved to crush an imperial rival—a rival who had renewed Christian persecutions.


Battlefield victories, however, were simple compared to resolving what Constantine called the “rabid and implacable hatreds of the obstinate bishops.”2 He viewed episcopal feuds as a disgrace, self-evidently displeasing to God and inviting judgment on the empire. So while he treated the bishops, especially the bishop of Rome, with deference, he trusted his own imperial power to achieve Christian unity. He poured money into the Catholic Church, assured Pope Miltiades that heresy and schism would not be tolerated, and put Caesar’s sword at St. Peter’s service. In a letter to his proconsul Aelianus, Constantine wrote that he would not rest easy until everyone worshipped “the most Holy God… in the rites of the Catholic religion.”3


The Donatists were the immediate disciplinary problem. These hardline churchmen, who considered themselves the “pure,” uncontaminated by the “Traditores,” were especially prominent in North Africa. They denied the authority of the pope and of the synods of Rome and of Arles because nothing would reconcile them to a Church that forgave apostasy. So Constantine resorted to force, with legionnaires transferring Donatist churches to Catholics.


He was harsher with schismatic Christians than he was with Rome’s traditional pagans. As emperor, he was the Pontifex Maximus of state paganism and, as such, a possible future divinity, a status not to be surrendered lightly. While Constantine did not forbid pagan practices, he skirted public disfavor—and, more important, disfavor among the old Roman aristocracy—by making a show of not participating in pagan rituals. Just a few years earlier, he could have been executed on grounds of treason for such non-performance, or a rival with a following among the legions could have challenged him for the purple. But the people were happy and at peace, however shocking it was to have Christianity enshrined as the emperor’s religion.


Christianity was increasingly manifest in Roman law. Constantine codified Christian practice from the time of the Apostles and made Sunday—the day Christ rose from the dead—the day of rest, appropriating the day from Roman sun worshippers, of whom he had been one. He took the pagan Saturnalia and made it the official date for the celebration of Christmas. He ordered returned all Christian property that had been confiscated during the persecutions, recalled Christians from exile and imprisonment, prohibited branding prisoners on the face on the grounds that man had been made in God’s image, and legislated that slaves could no longer be killed at a master’s whim. He increased public welfare spending, lavished money and property on the Church, and was an assiduous builder of basilicas—including St. Peter’s, which he built over the grave of the Apostle, a site he believed he had found with certainty. Constantine’s basilicas were enormous—capable of holding thousands of worshippers—and decked out in gold, silver, and marble. Such Christian splendor was a statement to the pagans. But Constantine found that he had less trouble from paganism than he had from a turbulent Libyan presbyter. His name was Arius, and he hammered a fissure into Christianity that would not be equaled until the Protestant Revolution, more than a thousand years later.




THE ARIAN HERESY



Arius taught what had been speculated for more than fifty years among Eastern thinkers—that Jesus could not have been fully God, for there was only one eternal God, and that was God the Father. For the faith, this idea had horrific consequences. If Jesus were of a different substance from God, He was like all creation, subject to change and decay, capable of committing sin, and perhaps better described as a prophet than as God. If Christ was not eternally divine, He was what Constantine took himself to be—God’s tool.


Arius defended his position as scriptural and logical in a way that Catholic belief in the Holy Trinity was not. As Arius argued, how could a father not exist before his son? God, the Father, is eternal, with no beginning and no end, but Jesus, the Son, was obviously subordinate, created, and therefore different in kind from God. Arius had more than the presumption of logic on his side. He was an inspiring preacher, and the Arian heresy soon began packing the churches, sweeping up believers, and giving Catholicism its greatest heretical challenge yet—a Christian schism that denied the divinity of Christ on the basis of reason and the Bible.


The bishop of Alexandria tried to convince Arius—through private, personal appeals—to cease preaching what was obviously heresy.4 Arius refused, and at a regional council of North African bishops, he was excommunicated. But Arius did not go quietly into the night. With so much popularity at his back, not only among laypeople—including seven hundred women, self-proclaimed holy virgins, who campaigned on his behalf—but among Eastern clerics, he knew that he could successfully mount a rhetorical army to challenge the supremacy of the Catholic Church. He was a clerical Caesar raising legions to overthrow the papal Augustus in Rome.


Before Protestants made schism and religious subjectivism acceptable, defining orthodoxy fired Christian passions. The Arian heresy ripped through the empire and tore individual families between fidelity to the Catholic Church and the attractions of a new, supposedly more rational doctrine. Soon there were riots among contending mobs—mobs that became gang armies. Penalties of exile and excommunication were inflicted on rival clerics. Under the Arian emperor Constantius II, ecclesiastical murder was sanctioned. The most famous case involved the Catholic bishop of Constantinople, Paul, who was repeatedly deposed and finally exiled, tortured, and then strangled to death, so that his Arian rival Macedonius could supersede him.


In resolving the Arian dispute, ecclesiastical councils were of no use because they could not agree. Some synods confirmed Arianism and others repudiated it. The only institution that stood firmly against Arianism was the papacy. Even after Arius’s death in 336, and after the final defeat of his doctrine within the Roman Empire in 381 at the Second General Council of the Church, it returned in degraded form, because the barbarian tribes overrunning the Western Empire had been converted to Arian Christianity. Its heretical embers continued to glow for the next three hundred years, until completely quenched by the Church of the Middle Ages.


The great hero in the fight against Arianism was St. Athanasius, the doughtiest Catholic fides defensor of the age, gaining the title “Father of Orthodoxy.” Even the historian Edward Gibbon, though himself a mocking skeptic, wrote that “Athanasius displayed a superiority of character and abilities which would have qualified him, far better than the degenerate sons of Constantine, for the government of a great monarchy.”5 Well educated in the most philosophically sophisticated of cities, Alexandria, Athanasius was a prodigy, ordained (according to his critics) before he was legally entitled to the honor. His liberal education and natural gifts made him confident, quick in argument, brilliant in rebuttal. Unlike so many of his contemporaries, he found Catholic dogma more intellectually compelling than Arian speculation. But this wasn’t an issue of mere intellectual preference; if the deposit of faith were true, defending it was a sacred duty—a duty Athanasius freely accepted. The Arians diligently courted patrons to punish their enemies, and Athanasius suffered exile five times—once under sentence of death. But he never wavered.


He began his career as secretary to the bishop of Alexandria and wrote many books during the course of his life, including a biography of St. Anthony, whom he apparently met. Throughout his exceedingly active career in combating Arianism, he dreamt of pursuing a monastic vocation. For one short period of exile, when he was under threat of execution, he temporarily achieved it. But his life was fulfilled not in the peace of the cloister, but in the battle against Arian heresy.


Constantine and Athanasius made natural early allies. Constantine, like the Church in Rome, scorned lucubrations that challenged Catholic unity. To a practical soldier like Constantine, the Arian controversy was the product of “misused leisure.” He condemned “those who dared with senseless levity to rend the worship of the people into separate sects.”6 Such sectarianism was the temptation of the Devil, who knew as well as any soldier the strategy of “divide and conquer.”


Politically, Constantine had only just forcibly united his empire. In 320, Licinius, the Augustus of the East, began stripping the Church of its rights. He purged believers from his government, demanded sacrifice to pagan gods, burned churches, and sent Christians to slave labor, torture, and death. Like so many rulers to come, Licinius saw the Church as a barrier to his absolute power. In 323, he found a more difficult barrier. Constantine’s legions, flying their Christian battle standard, marched against Licinius, hurling back his soldiers, then crushing his fleet. Constantine advanced to the strategic point of Byzantium (Istanbul), while his son Crispus brought Rome’s navy from the Aegean through the Dardanelles, which divides modern Turkey. Together, they seized the city. At the final showdown, in the battle of Chrysopolis, tens of thousands of Licinius’s men fell before he surrendered to promises of mercy. Constantine held him for a year before ordering his execution, the execution of his wife (Constantine’s half sister), and one of his sons; another son was eventually reduced to slavery. When it suited him in matters of state, Constantine could act without Christian compassion. He proved that most notoriously when he ordered the execution of his own golden son Crispus and his second wife, Fausta, in circumstances that remain unclear.


So Arius had no reason to expect mercy from Constantine. But in this case, the emperor acted through the Church, not via the legions. In 325 he called the Council at Nicea, over which he would preside, paying the costs of every representative coming to do the Lord’s and Constantine’s work. The task was to find agreement on Christian truth. Such agreement would prove elusive.







THE NICENE COUNCIL



Though it was meant to be a universal meeting of the Church, the landmark Council at Nicea was dominated by Eastern bishops, for whom the Arian Crisis was a wild and raging tempest. In the West, clerics by and large remained lambs of the Good Shepherd, flicking their ears at the pesky flies of controversy, but not much troubled by them, content to follow their master’s crook, and ignored the summons to Nicea for an argument that was of no parochial concern. The pope himself remained in Rome, sending as his representative two priests, one of whom was named Vito.7


As the Council began, Constantine made a dramatic gesture. He held up the many accusatory petitions that feuding clerics had submitted to him for arbitration: accusations of heresy; accusations of loyalty to the exiled—and soon to be executed—rival Licinius; accusations of all sorts of misdoing. Constantine announced that he had read none of them, and threw the petitions into a fire. As flames cut through the scrolls, he hoped that his magnanimous example would dissolve the dissensions between Arians, Catholics, and “the Church of the Martyrs,” the last being another sect opposed to forgiving apostatized clerics. It was a nice try, but if he had been a more sophisticated man rather than a plain soldier-politician, he would have known that the Arians and the Church of the Martyrs would not be so easily humbled. And Catholics, of course, would never renounce the Trinity or Christ’s call to forgive penitent sinners.


After heated counciliar arguments, the Arians were defeated by overwhelming vote and at Constantine’s order were consigned to exile—where, however, they would continue their war against the Church. The Church also formally adopted what we know as the Nicene Creed as a definitive summary of Christian belief. The draft that emerged from the Council specifically and repeatedly condemned Arian assertions. But as the Arian threat became more shadowy, the Creed underwent minor changes and refinements. The Creed gained its near-final form at the Council of Constantinople in 381. Today as recited in Catholic churches around the world every Sunday, it reads:




We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, one in Being with the Father. Through whom all things were made. For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he was born of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered, died, and was buried. On the third day he rose again in fulfillment of the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son. With the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.





A few things should be immediately noted about the Nicene Creed. The first is its continuity with the old Roman baptismal rite of the Apostles’ Creed. There is nothing in the Nicene Creed about which the Apostles would have any doubt. The Creed has merely been enlarged to answer new challenges, misunderstandings, or ignorance—and indeed this is the pattern followed by Catholic doctrinal development. Another thing to be noted is that the Nicene Creed scandalized contemporary biblical literalists by using a non-biblical word—homoousios in the Greek—to describe the consubstantiality of God the Father and God the Son. As a result, some of the literalists became Arians. But the Nicene Church did not limit its understanding of Christianity to Scripture alone.


On other matters, the Council of Nicea resolved the date of Easter by adopting the Western model. This was the work of Constantine, who pointedly broke with the traditional Roman indulgence of Judaism by telling the Eastern Churches that it was wrong to date a Christian celebration on the basis of Jewish customs—the customs of the very people who had rejected Jesus. The Eastern Churches found this argument impossible to counter and succumbed.


With regard to the Church of the Martyrs, its founder and leader, Bishop Miletius, was, with surprising leniency, allowed to keep his title but was denied all episcopal powers. Those he had ordained were to be replaced on their death by orthodox Catholic clergy as appointed by the rightful Catholic bishop. In the meantime, if they wished to continue in their offices they were to be received back into the Church by the laying on of hands.


Miletius, consistent with his puritan beliefs, repudiated the Church’s leniency and cast his lot with the Arians, who were gathering together every schism against the Catholic faith.


The Council also clarified various items of Church discipline, the most interesting of which, in the light of modern controversies, was the Church’s strengthening of the practice of celibacy. The third canon of the Nicene Council prohibits all clergy from living with women unless they are blood relatives, such as a mother or a sister, who will not distract them from a celibate life. Thus the discipline of celibacy, which was in use, if not mandatory, from the days of the Apostles, entered canon law from at least the beginning of the fourth century, though it was not always enforced.


Constantine assumed that after the Council all would be well with the Church. But that was far from the case. Soldiers might accept the verdict of the battlefield—and rival Augusti and their families could be executed, exterminating their threat forever—but contumacious clerics refused to be bound by council, pope, or emperor. Persecution appeared futile, extermination impossible. Constantine cleaved to the Nicene Creed, hoping it would provide the basis for “mere Christianity,” and for Catholics it does.







THE IMPERIAL LEGACY



Constantine remained loyal to the Church even when it cost him in popularity. After the Nicene Council, he traveled to Rome as part of his celebration of twenty years as emperor. There, when he refused to partake in pagan ceremonies, riots erupted and a statue of the emperor was literally defaced by mob-thrown rocks. But St. John Chrysostom reports that Constantine’s response when told the news was to touch his face and say, “I am not able to see any wound inflicted on my face. Both the head and the face appear to be quite sound,”8 an appropriately regal rejoinder. But the antipathy of the pagans in Rome was surely one factor among many in Constantine’s decision to build his own capital, a New Rome, on the banks of the Bosphorus, in Byzantium, the bridge between Europe and Asia, from which he had chased Licinius.


Constantine’s decision to build Constantinople would have profound implications for the development of the Church, aside from the obvious one of underlining the divisions between the Greek-speaking East and the Latin West. Disturbing to Catholic sensibilities might have been Constantine’s adopting the trappings of what to the Roman mind were signs of Eastern despotism—elaborate ceremonials, jewel-studded royal garments, flower-tongued courtiers, and other bows in the direction of the mystical Orient, away from the stoicism of Rome.


To Catholics in the Western Empire, such Eastern embellishments were more than mere Persian symbolism. The rise of Constantinople and the Eastern court would establish a rivalry between the secular and papal thrones. In the West, after the fall of the Western Roman Empire, the papacy would fill the void of secular leadership. It would assert papal supremacy—God’s law—over secular law. It would proclaim the independence of Church from state. It would uphold the pope as the sanctifier and final check on the power of kings, his power resting on the deference of a uniformly Catholic culture.


In the East, the rise of Constantinople would inaugurate the beginnings of what has been called Caesaropapism, of imperial supremacy over the Church, which would be the rule in Orthodox Christianity from the New Rome’s Eastern, or Byzantine, Empire—until it was overrun by Islam in the fifteenth century.9 In the West, Caesaropapism would not develop until after the Reformation, and then in the more muted form of the Anglican church and the various Lutheran or Calvinist churches established as the state religion by European monarchs.


Some have argued that Constantine’s legacy is mixed, that his support for Christianity came at the price of severely compromising the Church by making its operations part of imperial policy. But this seems carping. Without Constantine’s defending sword, the Church faced the prospect of endless persecution. Without Constantine’s taking a hand in Church affairs, providing common sense, the threat of force, munificent sums, and marvelous basilicas, the Arian controversy or any of the virtually innumerable other heresies might, in combination, have fractured the Church into near nonexistence.


Constantine began the creation of a Christian empire, furthering Christ’s call to the Apostles to bring the faith to all the peoples of the world. It was to Constantine’s great delight that even delegates from outside the empire attended the Nicene Council. The model for a Christian society was taking shape. For believers, it was now obvious that the best form of rule was when cross and sword, crozier and scepter, worked in unison. Constantine provided the starting point for the divine right of kings as the guardians of a Christian world until liberal, secular democracy altered the equation by making religious indifference the paramount value.


There are other aspects of Constantine’s life important to the development of the Church. One was his attitude to pagan art. He was not an iconoclast. When he built his New Rome, he brought fantastic pagan statuary to his eponymous capital to give it grandeur. It was a typically Roman attitude—at variance, perhaps, with his religious profession—but it was a view largely accepted by the Catholic Church, which, though it preferred to co-opt pagan art for Christian purposes, never saw a conflict between truth and beauty. Constantine’s enjoyment of sumptuous art certainly showed in the imperial accounts. His enormous building program of splendid churches, a new imperial city, and Christian-inspired welfare spending for widows, orphans, the sick, and the poor meant painfully high taxes.10 But with high taxes came Christian-inspired law granting legal rights to slaves, abolishing gladiatorial exhibitions, prohibiting crucifixion, and closing down pagan temples that were hideaways of sexual immorality—immorality, that is, as defined by Christian terms. While pagans in general were tolerated, Christian heretics, at least those groups that were small in number, were not. Their writings were burned, their churches consecrated to the Catholic faith.


For Constantine, however, the issue was not necessarily doctrine—which he did not profess to understand beyond adherence to the Nicene Creed—but unity. The Arian-Catholic division within the Eastern half of the empire was so profound that even an apostolic city like Antioch had a Catholic and an Arian bishop. The Arians were strenuous lobbyists for Constantine’s support, attempting to convince him that Arianism should be the unifying religious principle of his empire. As Arian influence flared—even within his own court—he felt pressured to appease it. The focus of Arian hostility became a single man: Athanasius. The Arians believed that if the leading defender of Catholic orthodoxy could be discredited, they would finally win Constantine to their side. Among other crimes, the Arians accused Athanasius of ordering the murder of Arsenius, a bishop from the schismatic Church of the Martyrs, which had become allied with the Arian insurgency. A synod was called to establish Athanasius’s guilt, and Constantine sent the Eastern Empire’s highest-ranking praetorian prefect, his half brother, Dalmatius, to observe and investigate.


The chief piece of evidence at the trial was a shocker—the fire-blackened hand of Arsenius, which was passed around for all to see and touch. Athanasius stood before the synod knowing it was disposed against him, but he had a masterstroke. He produced a witness whose face and hands were hidden. He threw back the hood and lifted the sleeves, shouting, “Has God given any man more than two hands?”11 For before the synod stood Arsenius.


While his opponents screamed witchcraft, Athanasius explained that the Arians and their allies had sent Arsenius into hiding so that they could launch these false and malicious charges. His truth telling was greeted in the usual manner—by a riot. A Roman officer rescued him, just as a Roman officer had rescued St. Paul at the Temple in Jerusalem.


The Catholic bishop made another extraordinary appearance, this time before the emperor himself, surprising Constantine while he rode from Constantinople. Athanasius demanded a hearing before the emperor—for his definitive judgment—where he could defend himself against incessant Arian charges. His request was granted, but prior to the trial Constantine received word that a gathering of Eastern bishops had condemned Athanasius and pronounced the Church of the Martyrs and the Arians in full communion.


Wanting no more trouble from his Eastern clerics, Constantine sent Athanasius into exile—but it was a soft exile that put the brave defender of the Catholic Church at the court of the Caesar of the West, Constantine’s son, Constantine II. This exile would have long-lasting effects for Church history, strengthening Catholic orthodoxy in the West and leaving the East in contentious feuds and confusion about the divinity of Christ, the nature of the Trinity, and loyalty to the Apostolic See in Rome.


As a further sop to the Eastern bishops and to his pro-Arian court advisers, Constantine agreed to interview Arius as a step toward lifting his excommunication. The emperor demanded that Arius swear before the judgment of God that he was of the true faith, as written in the Nicene Creed. Arius did so, and Constantine ordered that he be accepted back into the Church. There was, however, a serious hitch. The aged bishop of Constantinople, Alexander, told the emperor that he could not offer communion to a man who was so obviously a heretic and had done so much to destroy the unity of the Catholic faith.


As ever, Constantine dismissed such scruples and ordered that on Sunday, Arius receive communion. Bishop Alexander secluded himself in prayer, begging God to preserve the sanctity of his church from the heretic and to bring His divine will down upon Arius. On Sunday, as Arius strolled happily toward the church, accompanied by friends, he was suddenly doubled over with pain. He died, on gore-slicked tiles, in a public restroom. His death was an immediate news sensation, with the city’s churches rejoicing that the heresiarch was dead. No act could have done more to shore up Constantine’s Catholic faith than this. To Constantine, God’s hand was in everything. It had led him to victory at the Milvian Bridge. It had made him sole emperor and defender of the faith. Now it had struck down a religious troublemaker from whom he had explicitly required an oath of fidelity to the Creed, an oath that Arius had taken, apparently, without true belief.


Constantine died seven months later. He was officially received into the Church on his deathbed, an act of prudence from a man who feared he would be called to do unchristian things as emperor. With baptism a one-time sacrament to wash away sins, Constantine wanted to receive it after the danger of further sin had passed. He told his confessors that he originally hoped to be baptized in the River Jordan. But now it was too late. The bishop presiding at the baptism was Eusebius of Nicomedia. If the Arians had ultimately not won Constantine to their side, one of their supporters nevertheless was the bearer who brought him into communion with the faith.


With Constantine dead, the empire suffered from his crucial mistake of dividing the imperial realms among his family. It seems odd that one who so understood the need for religious and political unity should have willingly sown familial divisions over succession to the purple, but such was the case. In the West, the ruler of Britain, France, and Spain was Constantine II, friend of Athanasius and soon-to-be imperial defender of the Church. Young Constans was an obvious subordinate for Constantine II, as he held Italy and North Africa. In the East, Constantius II held sway, his domains stretching from Egypt to Iraq and swinging west to incorporate parts of Turkey, where he faced Dalmatius, who inherited Constantinople and Greece. Constantine’s nephew, Hannibalianus, was given a portion of Asia Minor, which made him a tool to be used by either Dalmatius or Constantius II. All Roman history pointed to the impossibility of this arrangement ending in anything other than civil war. By dividing the empire into five parts, Constantine ensured that such a civil war would not be easily resolved. Perhaps he was hoping that its complexity would force a balance of power and a precarious peace. If so, this occasionally idealistic soldier-statesman betrayed a disconcerting innocence about the ways of men. It was not long before the legions began buckling on their shields.
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