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INTRODUCTION
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Over the past two thousand years, a handful of vulnerable and persecuted Christians—“they were crucified or set on fire,” the historian Tacitus wrote of them  in Nero’s Rome, “so that when darkness came they burned like torches in the  night”—has grown to become the world’s greatest congregation, embracing almost two billion souls.
This book is an attempt to trace the outlines of the extraordinary journey  that Christianity has made since the Cross.
It is a story of fierce and incomparable scope. Christianity has inspired the  noblest and most searching minds. It has produced martyrs whose sufferings have  emulated Christ’s own Passion. It created the first orders of men and women devoted to the sick and vulnerable, the first hospitals and lazar houses. The cathedrals, paintings, music, and sculpture produced by its believers are among the  most sublime artifacts on earth. The great universities, of the New World and the  Old, are Christian foundations.
It has also given succor to the censor, the inquisitor, the slaver, and the witchfinder. It was used to underpin conquest and empire. The burning alive of  heretics was for several centuries another characteristic.
There is something of the wolf to the religion that adores the Lamb, and the  characters to be found in these pages mirror every condition of humanity. There  are crusaders and pacifists, mystics, hermits, jolly friars and joyless puritans, polygamists, flagellants, missionaries both sensitive and crass, misogynists, heroines,  bigots, popes, emperors, and the frankly deranged.
They appear on every continent. Christianity has been a global enterprise  since St. Paul insisted that it must evangelize the Gentiles. Long before the Puritans sailed to settle in the Americas, there were Christians in India and China and  at the court of the Mongol Khan.
The faith has survived many catastrophes, the loss of old heartlands to Islam,  self-inflicted wars of religion, and, more recently, assaults by Soviet and Maoist   Communists. “Christianity is like a nail,” Yemelian Yaroslavsky, chairman of  Stalin’s League of the Militant Godless, complained. “The harder you strike it,  the deeper it goes.” Islamic fundamentalists would do well to reflect on that.
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The mocking of Christ from a  sixteenth-century Calvary in Brittany  in France. Jesus had predicted that he  would be “mocked, and shamefully  entreated, and spat upon” in Jerusalem.  This fulfilled the prophecy in Isaiah of  a Messiah who was “despised, and  rejected of men.” He was “a man of  sorrows . . . wounded for our  transgressions . . . bruised for our  iniquities” who at his death bore “the  sins of many, and made intercession for  the transgressors . . .”
It is expanding briskly in Asia and Africa. Converts in China number in the  scores of millions, proof that, as Tertullian observed eighteen hundred years ago,  “the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church.” Seven in ten Americans continue  to believe that Jesus is the Son of God. Only in Europe and in the surviving  Christian pockets in the Middle East does the faith seem to be in decline.
It is, of course, impossible to do justice to a subject so immense in sweep and  so subtle in detail. I hope, however, to have caught some essence of the faith, its  restlessness and experimentation, its cruelties and kindnesses, and the way in  which—by citing the inspiration of grace or the Holy Spirit—individuals have so  often claimed it for their own.

CHAPTER I
THE CROSS
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Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” cried the dying man. “My God, my God,  why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). This forlorn reproach  was delivered from a hillside on the periphery of the Roman Empire, in a strange tongue unknown to the vast majority of its subjects, by a condemned man of profound obscurity who had an alien   belief in a single God. A darkening sky; a claim that the veil in the Temple of Solomon, far down the slope from the execution ground, was “rent in twain” at the  moment of death; a strange earthquake, mentioned only in Matthew’s gospel,  that split open rocks and opened tombs but did no damage to buildings—the  Father’s response to the crucifixion of the Son was modest even in the Gospels  that proclaimed it.
Human reaction was as muted. The Roman governor who had authorized  the execution—with such extreme reluctance that some Christians later honored  his memory with a feast day—marveled only that Jesus had died so swiftly, in little more than three hours. To the soldiers who carried it out, the crucifixion was  mere routine, a standard punishment for slaves and non-Romans, that ended in  the traditional perk of sharing out the victim’s clothes. The priests who had demanded the death noted with sarcastic satisfaction: “he saved others, himself he  cannot save” (Matt. 27:42). No disciple or relative was bold enough to claim the  body for burial. He had been almost recklessly brave at his trial; they had expected miracles at his death, and none had occurred. They hid their ebbing belief  behind barred doors in the steep streets of Jerusalem.
The painters and sculptors who were to fill the world with his image worked  from imagination alone. No physical description of Jesus was left by any who  knew him; no hint existed of the color of the eyes, the timbre of the voice, the carriage of the head. His age, and the year of his birth and death, is not accurately  recorded. The abbot Dionysius Exiguus, who created our system of dating years  from the conception of Christ, as anno Domini, the year of the Lord, made his   calculations five hundred years later. The abbot estimated that Jesus was born in  the year 753 A.U.C. of the Roman system of dating ab urbe condita, “from the  founding of the city” of Rome. He set this as A.D. 1, with previous years in receding order as “before Christ,” B.C. or A.C. for ante Christum in Latin. But  Matthew’s gospel says that Jesus was “born in Bethlehem . . . in the days of Herod  the King.” Herod is known to have died in 4 B.C., and most modern scholars date  Jesus’ birth to 6 or 5 B.C.1 The dates of his brief ministry—John’s gospel supports  a ministry of two or three years, the others of a single year—and his final journey  to Jerusalem are also uncertain. The crucifixion may have been as early as A.D. 27,  instead of the traditional date of A.D. 33; it is certain only that he died on a Friday in the Jewish lunar month of Nisan, which straddles March and April.
A single incident is known of his childhood; as a twelve-year-old, he went  missing on a visit from his native town of Nazareth to Jerusalem until his parents  found him in the temple, “sitting in the midst of the doctors both hearing them  and asking questions” (Luke 2:46). He may—or may not—have worked as a carpenter in his youth. His public ministry probably lasted little more than two years  at most and seemed fragile and incomplete. His teaching was informal, often in  the open air; his message was literally hearsay, for no contemporary notes were  written down. It demanded an absolute morality and selflessness never expressed  before; it lacked the familiar comfort of an established rite, and he had taught only  a single prayer, the brief formula beginning “Our Father, which art in heaven . . .”
He never formally stated that he was the “Son of God,” an imperial title  claimed in Latin as divi filius by the Roman emperor. He described himself as “the  Son” indirectly and in John’s gospel alone: “Say ye of him, whom the Father sanctified and sent into the world, Thou blasphemest; because I said, I am the Son of  God?” (John 10:36). The Hebrew title of Messiah, or Christos in Greek, was  equally regal; it meant “anointed” and was used of kings whose investiture was  marked by anointing with oil. Jesus refused to directly claim divinity as Christ  when he was asked during his trial: “Tell us whether thou be the Christ, the Son  of God.” “Thou hast said,” he replied (Matt. 26:63–64). His miraculous birth—  the impregnation of his virgin mother by God’s Holy Spirit—is mentioned in  only two Gospels. He himself made no specific reference to it.
At the moment of its extinction, it was inconceivable that his brief life—and  terrible but commonplace death—would inspire a faith of immense power and  complexity; that his simple prayer would be repeated in the very crannies of the  earth; that his name and the cross itself, the ancient instrument of his suffering,  would become universal symbols, of love and redemption and, at times, of bigotry and terror.
The faith did not begin to flow until the third day after death, until the Resurrection.
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JESUS HAD SET out from Galilee on his final journey in the late winter,  meandering southwards toward Jerusalem. His reputation as a miracle worker—  healing the sick, paralytics, and the blind, raising the dead, exorcising demons,  turning water into wine, transforming a few loaves and fishes into food for a multitude—was growing but still largely confined to the towns and fishing villages  round the Sea of Galilee. His life was centered in this backward area, the northernmost region of ancient Israel, its lake set deep beneath mountains in a great rift  running to Africa, seven hundred feet below sea level. It was a turbulent place,  known for its extremists and their apocalyptic visions. “Can any good thing come  out of Nazareth?” a potential follower said doubtfully when he was told where Jesus had grown up (John 1:46). He had few convinced followers, with a core of  only a dozen apostles; they were men of little apparent distinction, and he himself was the son of a carpenter.
The message of gentleness and humility he brought—“love thine enemies  and pray for them that persecute thee”—was at odds with the cruel and imperial  spirit of the age. Herod the Great, king of Judea, had ordered the massacre of all  male infants in Bethlehem shortly after Jesus was born in the city. Whether this  claim in Matthew’s gospel was true or not, it was said with reason to be “better to  be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son”; from his deathbed, having already murdered  two of his sons, the king had commanded a third to be put to death. Herod ruled  by the grace and favor of Roman masters, at the height of their power and majesty.  Their empire embraced the Mediterranean world; its frontiers ran for ten thousand miles, enclosing eighty million people. To the north and west, it traversed  Europe to the coasts of the Atlantic and the North Sea. In the east, it lapped as far  as the Syrian and Arabian deserts; a century before, the great soldier Pompey had  entered Rome in triumph after his conquest of Jerusalem and the Jews.
To the south, in Egypt, a quarter of a millennium of rule by the Hellenistic  Ptolemies had ended within living memory with the suicide of Cleopatra. The  rich granaries of the Nile and the great city of Alexandria had fallen to Rome; the  empire continued westward along the African coastal strip past Carthage until,   after a gap for the Mauritanian desert, it again reached the Atlantic at the edge of  the known world. The first Roman emperor, Augustus, had been deified on his  death and the eighth month was named for him. His spirit was seen to ascend to  heaven from the flames of his funeral pyre, or so it was said; the Roman Senate  had declared him immortal and appointed priests to conduct the sacred rites of  his cult. Jesus had been born in the reign of Augustus; he was now the subject of  Tiberius, the second emperor, the son of a god.
This insignificant young Jew was nevertheless proclaimed by his followers as  the Masiah, Hebrew for the “Lord’s anointed.” As Messiah, he was seen in the  light of generations of Jewish expectation and prophecy, which applied to the nature of his imminent death as well as to his life. The Jews dated their special relationship with God from the days of Abraham, some two thousand years before,  when the Lord had told the patriarch that he would “multiply thy seed as the stars  of heaven and . . . in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because  thou has obeyed my voice” (Gen. 22:17–18). Prophecies of the coming of a Messiah went back for more than a millennium, when God had promised King  David that he would “establish the throne of his kingdom for ever” (2 Sam. 7:13)  under his descendants. Messianic writings were a constant theme in the Psalms  and the Prophets; the “Coming One” was expected to be “of the line of David”  and would be granted “dominion, and glory, and a kingdom that all the peoples,  nations and languages should serve him” (Dan. 7:14). The vision was often martial, of a leader who would defeat the enemies of Israel; hopes of such divine intervention, to expel the Romans, ran high as Jesus neared Jerusalem.
He was not the figure of the unwritten New Testament; he was seen by the eager crowds as the culmination of the Old, a living Messiah fulfilling ancient expectations. “Behold, we go up to Jerusalem,” he told his disciples, “and all the  things that are written by the prophets shall be accomplished unto the Son of  Man” (Luke 18:31). Those things were far from glorious or martial; he predicted  that he would die violently in the city, having first been publicly whipped and  mocked. A purely spiritual Messiah who mirrored this death had been prophesied  by Isaiah in about 735 B.C. This redeemer was to be a suffering servant of humanity, atoning for their sins. His birth would be miraculous, for “a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14).2 His life  would be short and his end violent. “He was despised, and rejected of men; a man  of sorrows,” the book of Isaiah says of him. “He was wounded for our transgressions,  he was bruised for our iniquities: . . . and with his stripes we are  healed. . . . He was oppressed, yet he humbled himself and opened not his mouth,  as a lamb that is led to the slaughter. . . . By oppression and judgement he was  taken away . . . and they made his grave with the wicked although he had done no  violence, neither was there any deceit in his mouth” (Isaiah 53:3–9). As he died,  he bore “the sins of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. . . .”
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WARNINGS OF SUCH a fate were clear throughout the final journey. A  group of Pharisees, strict Orthodox Jews, approached Jesus and told him that  Herod Antipas “would fain kill thee” (Luke 13:31). It was a real threat; Herod  Antipas, a surviving son of Herod the Great, was a known killer of prophets. He  had recently disposed of John the Baptist, a troublesome man in a homemade  shift of camel hair strapped by a leather belt, who had preached the coming of the  Messiah and had described the political establishment of Pharisees and Sadducee  priests and aristocrats as a “brood of vipers.” He lived on locusts and wild honey,  the food of the deprived; he described himself as “the voice of one crying in the  wilderness,” but the poor had listened to his unsettling message. John had baptized Jesus in the river Jordan; as he did so, he saw the Holy Spirit descend on Jesus in the form of a dove, and declared Jesus to be “the Lamb of God, which  taketh away the sins of the world” (John 1:29). He had also denounced Herod’s  marriage to his niece Herodias, for which Herod had him decapitated in the  fortress of Machaerus near the Dead Sea, and presented his head on a salver to Salome, the daughter of his new wife.
Jesus asked the Pharisees to tell “that fox,” Herod, that the threat of death  would not deflect him. He also revealed the place where he would die. “I must go  on my way today and tomorrow and the day following,” he said. “For it cannot  be that a prophet perish out of Jerusalem. O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, which killeth  the prophets, and stoneth them that are sent unto her!” (Luke 13:33–34). He  cured a man of dropsy on the Sabbath, a provocation to orthodox Pharisees for  whom it was strictly a day of rest. He preached to all—“he who hath ears to hear,  let him hear”—and the Pharisees murmured angrily that the crowds who pressed  close to hear him were full of “all the publicans and sinners”; marginals, the discontented, the “publicans,” tax collectors who sat in roadside stalls to levy tolls  from travelers for Herod and the Romans.
His message was inflammatory and disturbing for those in power: the exalted  were humbled, the humble exalted; the mark of the blessed was to share with the  “poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind”; the beggar Lazarus lay in life at the gate  of the rich man, fed with crumbs, dogs licking his sores, but in heaven he nestled  in the bosom of Abraham while the rich man pleaded with him from hell to “dip   the tip of his fingers in water, and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this  flame” (Luke 16:19–24). In Jericho, Jesus lodged in the house of a chief tax collector, Zacchaeus, a man so despised in the town that he was obliged to quieten a  grumbling mob by promising to repay fourfold any he had defrauded. By now  the travelers were accompanied by “great multitudes,” so thick that Zacchaeus  had been obliged to climb a tree to watch them arrive; the miraculous cure of a  blind man added to the fervor of the onlookers. Jesus, however, predicted no triumph when they reached Jerusalem; instead he had hinted at how he would die.  “Whosoever doth not bear his own cross, and come after me,” he preached, “cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:27).
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THE DISCIPLES “PERCEIVED not the things that were said.” They were exhilarated to arrive at the Mount of Olives, the moist and fertile ridge that overlooked Jerusalem across the Kidron Valley. Jesus bade them go to a nearby village,  where “ye shall find a colt tied, whereon no man ever yet sat: loose him, and bring  him” (Luke 19:30). They found the animal; it fulfilled another prophecy, that of  Zechariah, who had lived 550 years before. “Shout, O daughter of Jerusalem,”  the book of Zechariah foretold. “Behold, thy king cometh unto thee; he is just,  and having salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, even upon a colt the foal of  an ass.” The prophet had predicted, too, the nature of this new king and the  spread of his power; “he shall speak peace unto the nations, and his dominion shall  be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth” (Zech. 9:9–10).
They were thus in a state of high excitement as Jesus rode down the Mount  of Olives and across the stony valley and the brook at its foot, spreading their  clothes in front of the ass. He was greeted with cries of  “Hosanna,” the Hebrew  cry for divine mercy, “Save us, we pray.” Pharisees, mingling with the crowds of  well-wishers, bade Jesus rebuke them for this near blasphemy. “I tell you,” he  replied, “that if these shall hold their peace, the stones will cry out.”
The city was dominated from this approach by the gleaming stone of the  temple complex built recently by Herod the Great. Solomon had built the first Jerusalem temple almost a thousand years before. A courtyard where sacrifices were  made surrounded a vestibule and a “holy place” where priestly rites took place before an altar made of gold and a table bearing the Bread of the Presence offered to  the Lord, twelve loaves freshly baked each Sabbath. At the heart of the temple was  the “holy of holies,” protected by the temple veil, a multicolored curtain of fine  linen. It could be entered only by the high priest and only on the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, a day of solemn fast and sacrifice. This sanctuary housed the  ark of the covenant, the symbol of the presence of God, a chest of acacia wood  overlaid with gold and decorative cherubims, and covered by the mercy seat, a   rectangular slab of pure gold. Rings of gold were fastened to each foot of the ark,  so that it could be carried away in flight like a litter.
The temple was a reminder of the precariousness of the Jews, their exiles and  enslavements, their sense of apocalypse. It had been burned to the ground in 586  B.C., when Jerusalem fell to Nebuchadnezzar and the Jews suffered their Babylonian exile; the sacred treasures were looted and the Bible makes no further mention of the ark. A second temple was built some sixty years later. It weathered  fresh conquerors—Alexander the Great, the Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires,  Parthians, Romans—until its ambitious reconstruction by Herod. The Temple  Mount on which it stood was built up with excavated earth retained by high walls  of hewn stone. The perimeter was lined with colonnades. Inside were a series of  courts. The largest was the Court of the Gentiles, into which non-Jews could enter, though an inscription warned them that the penalty for proceeding further  was death. This gave on to the Court of Women and the Court of Israelites, the  limits of entry for Jewish women and laymen. The Court of Priests surrounded  the temple proper, a massive and ornate building of white stone.
Jesus arrived a few days before Passover, the spring festival celebrating the delivery of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage at the time of Moses. The crush of  pilgrims in the city had transformed the Court of the Gentiles into a thriving  marketplace. Stallholders sold wine and oil, and doves, lambs, and cattle to be  sacrificed on the altar. Relatives of Caiaphas, the reigning high priest, held the lucrative dove-selling concession. Money changers exchanged coins from different  mints into the Tyrian coinage accepted by the temple treasury as offerings and for  the annual half-shekel temple tax.
At once, in a public display of contempt, Jesus “began to cast out them that  sold and them that bought . . . and overthrew the tables of the money changers,  and the seats of them that sold doves” (Mark 11:15). His action extended beyond  the tradesmen to those entrusted as guardians of the temple, the Sadducee priests,  allies of the Herodian and Roman rulers. “It is written, And my house shall be a  house of prayer,” Jesus said, “but ye have made it a den of robbers” (Luke 19:45–  46). The insult directly challenged the Sadducee claim to be spiritual stewards of  Israel. The establishment, the “chief priests and the scribes and the principle  men,” were alarmed as well as aggrieved by the Galilean. Public sympathy was  running dangerously in his favor, for “all the people hung upon him, listening”  (Luke 19:47–48). Evidence was needed before a charge of sedition could be  brought against him in front of the Roman authorities. He was watched carefully  and spies were infiltrated into the crowds “that they might take hold of his  speech, so as to deliver him up to the rule and to the authority of the governor”  (Luke 20:20).
“Tell us, by what authority doest thou these things?” he was asked by the Sadducees. “Or who is he that gave thee this authority?” To claim power from God  could be construed as blasphemy, so Jesus used the rabbinical device of replying  with another question. “The baptism of John,” he asked, “was it from heaven, or  from men?” Since John the Baptist had included the Sadducees in his “brood of  vipers,” they could hardly credit his baptism to God. But neither could they ascribe the baptism to ordinary mortals; if they did so, they realized, “all the people  will stone us, for they be persuaded that John was a prophet” (John 20:6).
A similar attempt was made to tempt him into treason. “Is it lawful for us to  give tribute unto Caesar, or not?” they asked. Luke, in his Gospel, says that Jesus  “perceived their craftiness”; any Roman subject was aware that a negative reply  would prompt an instant death sentence. Jesus asked for a “penny,” a denarius, a  coin of three to four grams of silver, inscribed “Tiberius Caesar son of the divine  Augustus” and bearing his profile. “Whose image and superscription hath it?” Jesus asked. “Caesar’s,” they replied. “Then render unto Caesar the things that are  Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s,” he said (Luke 20:22–25). It  was a political statement of great significance, permitting rulers, including future  Caesars themselves, to declare faith in Jesus to be the official religion of their  states, without compromising their own political supremacy. For the moment it  showed that Jesus was not subverting imperial government.
He was, however, openly seditious in his attacks on the religious establishment. He urged his disciples—“and in the hearing of all the people”—to beware  of the Sadducees, hypocrites who “desire to walk in long robes, and love salutations in the marketplaces and chief seats in the synagogue,” and who “devour  widows’ houses” in their greed and their exploitation of the poor. “For a pretence”  they might “make long prayers,” but in the next life they would suffer the “greater  condemnation” (Luke 20:46–47). He stressed that his mission was for the poor  and humble. He pointed to a woman who followed some rich men to make a donation to the temple treasury, offering a two-mite piece, one of the smallest copper coins in circulation. “This poor widow cast in more than they all,” he said.  “For all these did of their superfluity cast in unto the gifts, but she of her want did cast in all the living that she had” (Luke 21:3–4).
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AN INNOCENT REMARK from one of his listeners on the splendor of the  temple—“how it was adorned with goodly stones and offerings”—drew a response. “The days will come,” Jesus replied, “in which there shall not be left here  one stone upon another that shall not be thrown down.” He predicted war,  earthquake, famine, and plague amid “terrors and great signs from heaven.” He  told his followers that they faced persecution and prison; “ye shall be hated of all  men for my sake,” he said, reassuring them that “in your patience ye shall win    your souls.” Jerusalem itself faced days of vengeance, he said, when it would be  surrounded by armies and be “trodden down of the Gentiles,” its people put to  the sword and “let captive unto all the nations”; men would faint for fear before  looking up to “see the Son of man coming in a cloud with power and great   glory” as their redemption drew close. “Heaven and earth shall pass away,” Jesus  said of his ministry on earth, “but my words shall not pass away” (Luke 21:5–33  passim).
The Sadducees, naturally unaware of the virtual annihilation they would suffer when these events indeed took place forty years later, seized on the prediction  of the destruction of the temple, the house of God, as legal evidence of Jesus’ blasphemy. “The chief priests and the scribes sought how they might put him to  death,” Luke stated, “for they feared the people” (Luke 22:2).
It was difficult to arrest him without inciting riots. Each day he taught publicly in the temple, withdrawing at night to lodge in safety on the Mount of  Olives; “and all the people came early in the morning to hear him” (Luke 21:37–  38). In order to seize him “in the absence of the multitude,” it would be necessary for his private program to be betrayed. Judas Iscariot was the treasurer of the  group, who carried the bag of money used to buy supplies and provide donations  for the poor. He was, according to John’s gospel, a thief who “having the bag took  away what was put therein” (John 12:6). Judas now slipped away and “communed with the chief priests and captains” on terms of betrayal. He agreed to deliver Jesus to them for thirty pieces of silver, probably Tyrian shekels, the coins  used in the temple treasury. A shekel was worth four drachma; a drachma contained about 0.1 ounces of silver and was equivalent to a laborer’s daily wage.  Thus, Judas sold Jesus for the equivalent of four months’ pay for a workingman.
That evening, Jesus ate a last supper with his disciples in the city. He did not  reveal where it was to be; a man carrying a pitcher of water led them to a house  belonging to a sympathizer, where a large upper room had been set aside for the  meal. “With desire I have desired,” Jesus said, “to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.” In the traditional meal, a year-old male lamb without blemish was  slaughtered at dusk and its blood smeared on the doorposts and lintel of the  house; it was roasted without breaking its bones, and eaten with unleavened  bread and bitter herbs. The Gospels make only a passing reference to Jesus “sitting at meat” with the twelve disciples. They speak of the bread and wine, in  words now armored by time and faith but used soon enough to condemn Christians for cannibalism. Jesus took the unleavened Passover bread and broke it, and  gave it to the disciples, saying: “Take, eat, this is my body, which is given for you:  do this in remembrance of me.” Then he took a cup of wine and gave it to them:  “Drink ye all of it, for this is my blood of the covenant, which is shed for many  unto a remission of sins” (Matt. 26:27–28). After the meal, all except Judas   crossed the valley below the city to the foot of the Mount of Olives. Jesus prayed  in a garden called Gethsemane, after the Aramaic word for the oil press located  there, perhaps in a small grotto whose cool temperature was suited to pressing  olives. “My soul is exceeding sorrowful, even unto death,” he said. His ministry  was about to end, in apparent failure; one of his few disciples had betrayed him  and another, Peter, the rock on whom he had talked of building his church,  would deny him three times before the dawn cock crowed.
Judas crossed the valley with the chief priests’ men, lighting their way with  lanterns and armed with swords and staves. “Behold, the hour is at hand, and the  Son of man is betrayed into the hands of sinners,” Jesus said. He spoke to Judas  as he came up to him: “Friend,” he said, “do that for which thou art come.” Judas kissed him to identify him to the guards. There was a brief skirmish, during  which one of the disciples—Peter, according to John’s gospel—drew his sword and  cut off the right ear of one of the guards. “Put up again thy sword into its place,”  Jesus told him. “For all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword”  (Matt. 26–52). Jesus was bound and led off in the predawn to the house of Caiaphas, an experienced administrator appointed high priest by the Romans in A.D.  18. Peter followed at a distance.
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The Kiss of Judas, caught by a medieval  stonemason decorating the church at  St. Gilles du Gard in Provence, France.  Heretics were often compared to Judas,  since their doctrines were said to be  equivalent to a betrayal of Christ, and  this was reflected in the terrible  punishments later inflicted on them.
A session of the Sanhedrin, the central judicial authority for the Jews, was  convened to meet in the house at Friday daybreak. Before then, Peter sat at a fire  in the courtyard of the house; three different people asked him if he knew the accused. As he denied it for the third time, a cock crowed and he went away in tears.  The guards amused themselves by blindfolding Jesus, hitting him, and asking,  “Prophesy, who is he that struck thee?” (Luke 22:64. Matthew says that this happened at the end of the trial). The members of the Sanhedrin were drawn from  leading Sadducees and Pharisees; seventy of them assembled with Caiaphas presiding. A number of witnesses gave evidence, the most damning coming from the  last two, who referred to Jesus’ speech on the temple. They quoted him as saying:  “I am able to destroy the temple of God, and to build it in three days” (Matt.  26:61).
“Answereth thou nothing?” Caiaphas asked. Jesus remained silent.
Caiaphas pressed on with the charge of blasphemy. “I adjure thee by the living God,” he demanded, “that thou tell us whether thou be the Christ, the Son  of God.”
“If I tell you, ye will not believe; and if I ask you, ye will not answer,” Jesus  replied, but he added: “From henceforth shall the Son of man be seated at the  right hand of the power of God.” It was enough. Caiaphas tore his own robes, a  traditional sign of grief at proof of the guilt of an accused. “He hath spoken blasphemy,” he told the court. “What further need have we of witnesses?” (Matt.  26:65). He asked what sentence should be passed. “He is worthy of death” was  the reply.
Under Roman rule, the Sanhedrin could impose a death penalty only with  the agreement of the Roman governor, who was able to halt proceedings at any  time on his own initiative, and only soldiers under his command could carry out  the sentence. Jesus was thus taken in front of Pontius Pilate, the fifth Roman to  govern Judea since its conquest by Pompey. Pilate was a hard-minded man; Judea  was an important posting, for it acted as a buffer between marauding Parthians  and the granaries of Egypt, and its governor was expected to deal ruthlessly with  any signs of rebellion by its turbulent people. The Romans allowed the Jews considerable religious freedom, accepting their refusal to worship the emperor, a   capital offense elsewhere, and allowing the Sanhedrin to arbitrate on Jewish religious affairs in Judea; but Pilate had offended their sensibilities by bringing into  the city military insignia and shields with the name and image of the emperor  Tiberius on them, thus defiling the temple in orthodox eyes. He had also financed the building of an aqueduct with money confiscated from the temple  treasury, and had set troops in plain clothes to stab and club demonstrators in the  protests that followed. He was little loved. Luke’s gospel speaks of “the Galileans  whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifice” (Luke 13:1), probably during such a melee; Pilate’s contemporary, Philo, a Jewish philosopher from Alexandria, wrote of his “venality, his violence, his thefts, his abusive behavior, his frequent executions of untried prisoners and his endless savage ferocity.”1
He proved, however, unwilling to have Jesus put to death. The prisoner was  led to his palace; the chief priests and other accusers remained outside, lest they  defile themselves by entering a place with images of the pagan emperor. From  here, they told Pilate that Jesus was “perverting our nation, and forbidding to give  tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.” There was no evidence of revolt to justify the first claim; that Pilate ignored the second charge, the  most serious in Roman eyes, suggests that he knew it to be false. The third seems  merely to have amused him.
“Art thou the King of the Jews?” he asked. Jesus responded with his own  question: “Sayest thou this of thyself, or did others tell it thee concerning me?”
“Am I a Jew?” the Roman responded. “Thine own nation and the chief  priests delivered thee unto me. What hast thou done?”
Jesus replied that, if his kingdom had been of this world, his followers would  have fought to prevent his trial; “but now is my kingdom not from hence.” Pilate  again asked him if he were a king. “To this end have I been born, and to this end  am I come into the world,” Jesus explained of his mission, “that I should bear witness unto the truth.”
“What is truth?” Pilate said to him (John 18:33–38).
The remark was ironic, not accusatory. Pilate followed it by going outside to  tell the Sanhedrin members that: “I find no fault in this man” (Luke 23:4). This  made the accusers “the more urgent”; they said that Jesus was stirring up the  people throughout all Judea, “beginning from Galilee.” Luke’s gospel claims that  Pilate seized on the mention of Galilee to refer the case to Herod. As a Galilean,  Jesus came under the jurisdiction of Herod, who was in Jerusalem for the  Passover. Herod had faced serious unrest after the beheading of John the Baptist,  and he had no desire to become involved in the Jesus affair. When the prisoner  was sent to him, he and his soldiers “mocked him, and arraying him in gorgeous  apparel sent him back to Pilate” (Luke 23:11). The other Gospels make no mention of Herod, but they detail a further attempt by Pilate to spare Jesus.
It was a custom for the governor to release a prisoner in celebration of the  Passover. “Will ye that I release unto you the king of the Jews?” he asked. The  crowd shouted for him to release a “notorious prisoner” named Barabbas. As to  Jesus, they “cried out exceedingly, ‘Let him be crucified’ ” (Matt. 27:22). Those  words are important; they are identical in Matthew (Matt. 27:22) and Mark  (Mark 15:14); in Luke they are “they shouted, saying, ‘Crucify, crucify him’ ”  (Luke 23:21) and in John: “they cried out, saying ‘Crucify him, crucify him’ ”  (John 19:6). In Matthew, Pilate then washed his hands—a Jewish ritual of purification, not a Roman custom—and then said, “I am innocent of the blood of  this righteous man: see ye to it” (Matt. 27:24). At this, “all the people answered  and said, his blood be on us, and on our children” (Matt. 27:25). The cries of  “crucify him” and the supposed admission of blood guilt were to echo down the  centuries in Christian violence against Jews.
Pilate then had Jesus scourged with whips; the soldiers plaited a crown from  the leaves and thorns of the akanthos plant and placed it on his head in mocking  imitation of the victory crowns awarded Roman emperors. They dressed him a  purple robe, the mark of royalty, colored with an expensive dye made from the  Mediterranean snail. “Hail, King of the Jews!” they said, slapping him.
Pilate returned to the crowd. “I bring him out to you,” he said, “that ye may  know that I find no crime in him.” Jesus was led out of the palace, in crown and  robe. “Ecce homo!” Pilate said. “Behold the man!” The crowd was not appeased by  the flogging and humiliation of its victim. The chant resumed: “Crucify him,  crucify him.” Pilate again refused. He may have done so through dislike of the  priests; Philo believed that he had brought the imperial shields into the city “with  the intention of annoying the Jews rather than of honoring Tiberius.” But he may  also have been genuinely sympathetic to Jesus. Matthew’s gospel says that his wife  urged him not to judge Jesus, and that he “took water, and washed his hands before the multitude, saying, I am innocent of the blood of this righteous man.” He  was shown as such in early Christian tradition, described as “a Christian before  his own conscience”;2 Pilate was to be honored with a feast day by the Ethiopian  Church and his wife by the Greek Orthodox.
A decisive point was now reached. The crowds outside the palace shouted a  warning to the governor: “If thou release this man, thou art not Caesar’s friend;  everyone that maketh himself a king speaketh against Caesar” (John 19:12). It  was a shrewd blow. Pilate was vulnerable to any charge of disloyalty to the emperor. His patron Lucius Sejanus, an ambitious prefect of the Praetorian Guard,  had secured his appointment. Sejanus had later been strangled on suspicion of  plotting to overthrow the emperor. His body had been thrown to the Roman  mob, who vented their spite on it for three days before hurling it into the Tiber;  since it was a nicety of Roman custom not to execute a virgin, his little daughter  Junilla had been raped before she was killed. These were brutal times; if word of  the case reached Rome, with its reference to “not Caesar’s friend,” Pilate’s life as  well as career might be at stake. As soon as Pilate “therefore heard these words,”  he had Jesus brought out and sat down on the judgment seat in the Gabbatha, the  paved courtyard outside the palace.
“Shall I crucify your king?” he asked the priests.
“We have no king but Caesar,” they replied. Jesus was delivered to them to be  crucified. It was by now “about the sixth hour,” or midday.

[image: image]
BLASPHEMERS AND REBELS in ancient Israel were typically put to death  by stoning—“and all the men of his city shall stone him with stones, that he die”  (Deut. 21:21)—and their bodies were sometimes hanged from a tree as a warning. Crucifixion had come with the Greeks. It was one of Alexander the Great’s  preferred methods of execution, and the Seleucid emperors who followed him  had crucified Jews who resisted Hellenistic culture. It had remained in constant  use. Alexander Jannaeus, the warlike high priest who had ruled Judea a century  before Jesus, had crucified eight hundred Pharisaic rebels from the single town of  Bethome.3 The Romans adopted it for general crimes by slaves and non-Romans—Spartacus and the remnants of his army of rebel slaves and gladiators  had been crucified—and occasionally for citizens found guilty of treason. They  refined it from the original simple stake on which the victim was impaled, adding  a horizontal beam, placed at the top of the upright, or slightly below it in the  form of the traditional Latin cross.3
Spared no humiliation, the condemned man was usually flogged and then  forced to carry the crossbeam to the place of execution, where it was hoisted onto  the waiting shaft. A single nail was used to pierce the victim’s feet.4 This nail was  then driven, not into the upright shaft itself, but into a small board of olive wood  that served to keep the feet together. The forearms—not the hands, which would  tear free—were nailed into the crossbar. A small horizontal board was often attached to the cross below the hips to support the body and prolong the death  agony.
The victim died of suffocation, a process that could take several days; executioners sometimes broke the victim’s rib cage and legs to cut short his suffering.  The onset of suffocation produced intense thirst, while the weight of the body in  its arched position caused excruciating pain. A high fever and convulsions, which  wracked the whole body, accompanied the thirst of the final stages.
Roman custom and Jewish law demanded that the execution take place outside the city, at a place called Calvaria in Latin, or, in Greek, Golgotha, “the place   of the skull.” It probably took its name from a rocky outcrop in the shape of a  skull. The ruin and rebuilding of Jerusalem were to make it difficult to identify  the site with accuracy. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre was built three hundred years later over a rock pile at what had become the traditional place of Golgotha, now in the west part of the Old City.5
John says that Jesus carried his own cross to Calvary, but in the other Gospels  his guards forced a visiting Jew from North Africa, Simon of Cyrene, to carry it.  Jesus was nailed to it, between two other condemned men, with a board above his  head that read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. The crowd waited for him to die,  encouraged by his helplessness to mock him as the pseudo-Messiah. His mother  Mary watched, with the “disciple . . . whom he loved,” who may have been John  himself; Jesus said to Mary, “Woman, behold, thy son!” (John 19:26). The soldiers on execution duty shared out his clothes; this was to be claimed as evidence  that the prophecy in Psalms was fulfilled:
“The assembly of the evil-doers have enclosed me;
They pierced my hands and my feet . . .
They part my garments among them,
And upon my vesture do they cast lots.”
(Psalms 22:16–18)

Sometime after noon “a darkness came over the whole land until the  ninth hour,” about 3 P.M. At about this time, Jesus cried out, “Eli, Eli, lama  sabachthani?” In response to his thirst, the soldiers brought him “a sponge full  of vinegar upon hyssop,” hyssop being the marjoram plant, fragrant and  aromatic with a volatile oil sometimes used to flavor wine. They put it to his  mouth.
“When Jesus had received the vinegar, he said, ‘It is finished,’ ” John wrote,  “and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” The two other men were still  alive. Because a body could not remain on the cross on the Sabbath, the soldiers  broke their legs to finish them off. They found Jesus to be dead; such treatment  was thus unnecessary and, like the Passover lamb and the righteous of the Psalms,  he kept “all his bones, not one of them is broken” (Psalms 35:20). A soldier  pierced his side with a spear to make sure.
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THE ACCOUNTS OF the crucifixion make no attempt to exaggerate the  event. Men died often enough on the cross and Jesus went more easily than many. He died in little more than three hours; Pilate did not believe he could have gone  so swiftly, and “marvelled if he were already dead” (Mark 15:44). His disciples,  fearing their own arrest, were not with him. Instead, his agony was watched  “from afar” by Mary Magdalene, a devoted follower from whom he had cast out  devils (Mark 16:9), and by other women who had followed him on the journey  from Galilee.
Since early times Jewish custom had demanded that a body be buried on the  day of death. This applied even to those “accursed of God” who had been hanged  on trees after execution; “his body shall not remain all night upon the tree,”  the ancient book of Deuteronomy demanded, “but thou shalt surely bury him the  same day” (Deut. 21:23). A burial was normally a public event during which the  body was washed and anointed with spices, and family and friends, together with  professional mourners who were “skilful of lamentation,” accompanied it to the  grave “wailing in all the broad streets . . . Alas! alas!” (Amos 5:16).
No disciple or relative was brave enough to bury Jesus. His body was saved  from a common grave for criminals by Joseph of Arimathea, a devout Jew and secret follower of Jesus. He was a wealthy man with the social self-confidence to go  boldly to Pilate and ask him for the body. The governor granted it to him. Helped  by Nicodemus, another high-ranking sympathizer, Joseph took the body down  from the cross and carried it to a garden. Here he had hewn out a rock to make a  tomb for his own eventual use. He anointed the body with aloes and myrrh,  wrapped it in a linen cloth, and placed it in the tomb. He was watched by Mary  Magdalene and “the other Mary,” the mother of James. Then he “rolled a great  stone to the door of the tomb, and departed” (Matt 27:60).
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THE PHYSICAL JESUS was dead and buried; the affair seemed closed. No  written accounts of his life appeared for at least thirty years. When they did, the  biographical detail was fragmentary and sometimes contradictory. At his birth,  for example, only Matthew’s gospel mentions the wise men who came from the  east to worship the infant. The shepherds who came to the Bethlehem manger after an angel brought them “good things of great joy” appear only in Luke. Jesus  made nothing of his mother’s virginity, while John treats it in purely metaphysical terms—“born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man,  but of God” (John 1:13)—and Mark does not mention the birth at all.
What emerged of his life was set deeply into Old Testament prophecies familiar only to Jews. There were communities of Jews in the major cities of the   eastern empire, and in Rome itself, but they were a race apart, hostile to intermarriage, clinging to their own culture and sacred writings, and to a single god,  Yahweh.6 This belief in one god and their expectation of a Messiah were shared  by no others in the empire.
The Romans were tolerant of cults and deities among their subjects and had  adopted many themselves, particularly from the Greeks. They worshiped great celestial gods whose names survive in the planets—Jupiter, god of the sky, Mars, god  of war, Venus, goddess of love and beauty—and the humbler local spirits of the  tree groves and springs. So many gods did the Romans accept, indeed, that their  success in war was sometimes attributed to their ability to draw upon them all.  Their human manipulation, however, was obvious; auguries were tailored to fit  the wishes of the powerful, and priesthoods were exploited for social and political  ends. The apotheosis of emperors, eventually extended to empresses, added fresh  cynicism. The process was supposedly posthumous; the dying Vespasian remarked  that he felt himself becoming a god, whilst Caracalla, as he ordered centurions to  murder his brother, remarked brutally that the victim would have the consolation  of divinity. Cautious subjects, however, often referred to the aeternitas of their  rulers while they were still living. Religion had little moral content; it was more a  matter of insurance than conviction. It was, too, an entertainment. In a world  without weekends, cult festivals were great local events, eagerly anticipated; new  robes were worn, noble families mingled with the poor in procession, girls of marriageable age showed themselves off, bands struck up dances, hymns were sung.  The blood sacrifice of an animal—an ox, a piglet—provided a moment of solemnity and then, when it had been roasted, a meal for the participants.
Christ demanded absolute belief in a single God, and he was himself the sacrifice. Such concepts were alien to the Gentile world, or so it seemed. Only the  Jews were equipped by custom and culture to comprehend him and only they  could enable his word to survive. They had responded to him on his last journey  to Jerusalem. As a rule, they now rejected him. It was from among the few exceptions that the new religion was born.
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ON THE THIRD day after the crucifixion, Mary Magdalene and the other  Mary came to the tomb with the aromatic spices used to hide the smell of putrefaction. The stone guarding the entrance had been rolled away and the tomb was   empty. The women saw a dazzling vision which asked, “Why seek ye the living  among the dead?” The angel said that Jesus was risen from the dead, and as they  went back to the city, Jesus appeared to them. “Fear not,” he said. “Go tell my  brethren that they depart into Galilee, and there shall they see me” (Matt. 28:9–  10). They ran in fear and joy to tell the eleven surviving apostles; Judas had committed suicide in remorse for his betrayal, or was about to do so.7
The men were cowering in a house “for fear of the Jews” (John 20:19), unnerved by the execution. They were in no mood to hear hysterical reports of a resurrection, which they dismissed as “idle talk” (Luke 24:11). Women alone had  shown the courage and faith to watch Jesus die; they were the first witnesses of the  risen Christ. The men now went to Galilee; there, for forty days after his Passion,  the living Jesus presented himself to them—spoke with them, ate with them—  before he was “carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:51).
It was, for them, absolute evidence that he was Christ. “Reach hither thy finger,  and see my hands,” he said to doubting Thomas of the wounds of his crucifixion.  “Reach hither thy hand, and put it into my side; and be not faithless, but believing.”  Thomas replied simply and without compromise: “My Lord and my God.”
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THE DEATH ON the cross was the end of a prophet. The Resurrection was the beginning of a new religion, for it was the evidence of Christ’s divinity; but  the event that gave the faith its defining human essence—that enabled men to  call upon Christ’s authority in its interpretation and structure—was still some  days off. The period of the apostles’ contact with the resurrected Christ before his  ascension into heaven was brief. He “showed himself alive after his passion by  many proofs appearing unto them by the space of forty days,” according to Acts; he  was then “taken up, and a cloud received him out of their sight” (Acts 1:3 and 9).  His reappearance, and the establishment of his Kingdom on earth, was imminently expected, but it did not occur.
His followers were left only with a memory and an inspiration. They inherited his extraordinary message, of the terrestrial passage of the divine, of redemption, the forgiveness of sins, deliverance from the power of darkness, eternal life.  They had the example of his Passion; within a few years, several among them had  followed him to their own executions. They had his admonition to future generations: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his   cross, and follow me. For whosoever should save his life shall lose it; and whosoever shall lose his life for my sake shall find it” (Matt. 16:24–25). But those words  themselves, so harsh and compelling, were not written down for more than half a  century; and then, not by the apostle Matthew, to whom the Gospel in which  they appeared was attributed, but by an anonymous Greek speaker probably living in Syria.
On the first Ascension Day, Christians had no book of their own, only the  Old Testament of Judaism. They had no laws other than the ancient Mosaic  Laws. The commandments revealed to Moses were said to have been engraved  upon tablets of stone; Muhammad was to leave his believers a formal framework  of faith in the Koran, most or all of which was written down during his lifetime.  Christians had no such certainties. They had no defined creed, no forms of worship, no liturgy. They lacked a priesthood and hierarchy. “Feed my lambs . . .  tend my sheep” (John 21:15–16) was Christ’s only reported instruction on the  immense task of creating a church; “thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build  my church” (Matt. 16:18) was the only indication of hierarchy. They had no  buildings, no funds, and unlike Muhammad, Christ left no political testament  and had levied no taxes. Their infant faith had no name. They called it simply  “the Way,” and themselves saints, brothers, or disciples. Indeed, when the word  “Christian” was coined, by pagans, it was as a term of abuse. They had no firm  guidance on questions that at times would come to obsess them, on the celibacy  of priests, the use of icons and images, the adoration of the Virgin, the predestination of souls. Christ had made no mention of the authority of the pope or the Church of Rome, for neither existed. Fundamental issues of belief—the nature of  Christ himself, whether it be human, or divine, or both; the relationship of the  Son to the Father—were unresolved. The Trinity was to become a core of Christian doctrine, though the term appears nowhere in the New Testament.
Believers had, perforce, to fill these great voids, and they did so with a will.  Where there had been no texts, they wrote with such vigor that more than two  dozen gospels appeared in the next two centuries. They then defined which were  orthodox—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and which were apocryphal; it was  not until 382 that the complete text of the canonical books of the Old and New  Testaments were authorized. Some refused to accept the canon as closed; Joseph  Smith founded the Church of the Latter Day Saints in 1830 upon the new Book  of Mormon, as revealed to him in upstate New York. Liturgies were created, laws  framed, hierarchies designated. Men adjudicated on what was true to the faith,  and what merited excommunication from it. Ultimately, they would burn alive  those whom they judged to be deviants.
But on what grounds could mere men and women, subject to every manner  of sin, prey to vanity, greed, and arrogance, to lunacy itself, thus interpret the divine purpose? “Tell us, by what authority doest thou these things?” the Sadducees  had asked of Christ. “Or who is he that gave thee this authority?” Christ had his  authority from God, so Christians believed; but what of themselves? 
[image: image]
With a sound like the “rushing of a  mighty wind,” and “tongues . . . as of  fire,” the Holy Spirit poured down at  Pentecost to sit upon the apostles and  the Virgin. This was a key moment in  the faith, for it established the belief  that individual Christians could be  touched by divine inspiration.  Pentecostal churches and the modern  charismatic movement are based on the  first Pentecost, seen here in Titian’s  E fusion of the Holy Spirit.
On the fiftieth day after the Last Supper, and ten days after the Ascension, an  apparent answer to this profoundly troubling dilemma was received. The apostles  were gathered at Jerusalem for the Jewish feast of Pentecost, so Acts record, when  “suddenly there came from heaven a sound as of the rushing of a mighty wind.”  This marked the arrival of the Holy Spirit, the divine force which had conceived  Christ, which had descended on him at his baptism in the form of the dove, and  which had directed his life. It was accompanied now by tongues of fire. “It sat  upon each one of them,” Acts continues. “And they were all filled with the Holy  Spirit, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.”  They spoke in the language of “every nation under heaven.” Some onlookers  mocked them, and said that they were filled with new wine. Peter responded that  they were not drunk—“it is but the third hour of the day”—but were fulfilling  the words of the prophet Joel. “And it shall be in the last days, saith God,” he  quoted, “I will pour forth of my Spirit upon all flesh. And your sons and your  daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men  shall dream dreams. . . .” (Acts 2:1 passim).
To the Jews, the Holy Spirit had been ruah, the “breath” or “wind” of God.  To Christians, it was to become the Third Person of the Trinity, with the Father  and the Son; it was the alter ego of Christ, its presence equivalent to his own. At  Pentecost it descended upon the infant church and the apostles; it was the fulfillment of Christ’s promise that his followers would “be clothed with power from  on high” (Luke 24:49). They were so powerfully endowed with it that they could  convey it to others through the laying on of hands. It was a continuing force, the  Godhead’s permanent representative on earth, the means through which authority descends from the Lord to the faithful.
Thus was created the fateful human link with the divine. “If any man is in  Christ, he is a new creature,” the apostle Paul wrote some two decades later. “The  old things are passed away; behold, they are become new” (2 Cor. 6:17). The  Christian was indeed a new creature, whom Paul was actively molding as he  wrote, and he was one who, by calling upon the unverifiable inspiration of the  Spirit, was thereby able to redefine himself and his faith at will. Paul had done so,  transforming himself from a rigorous and orthodox Jew into a prime founder of  the faith he had persecuted as a young man. He had not known the living Jesus,  but this did not inhibit him, for, as he wrote, “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ  Jesus made me free from the law of sin and of death” (Rom. 8:2). He had, too, a  further power that was believed to emanate from the deity, that of God’s grace,  which impelled those who received it to righteousness. Paul said that he felt set  apart at “the good pleasure of God, who separated me, even from my mother’s  womb, and called me through his grace.”
Others, throughout the lengthening history of the faith, would claim that  same grace or Spirit as the source of their ideas and strivings. They might do so at  the peril of their lives, for they were seen to be tampering with God himself; or  they might invoke it in order to take the lives of others, who failed to share their  interpretation of its desires, for Christ had said: “whosoever shall speak against the  Holy Spirit, it shall not be forgiven him, neither in this world, nor in that which  is to come” (Matt. 12:32). They were propelled by certainty for they believed that  their actions reflected the will of God. The individual who was brushed by grace  was justified, in his own eyes at least; and this human claim to direct intimacy with  the divine, behind which both noble and vile causes have found shelter, was established by the apostles within a few days of Christ’s withdrawal.
This essence of the faith—a cause of its perpetual restlessness, of its energy,  curiosity, experimentations, schisms, and heresies, of its countless sects, of the  vengeful orthodoxies and wild idealisms to which it remains so uniquely prone—  was present at birth. From the moment of the first Pentecost, Christianity was  vulnerable to mortal man.

CHAPTER II
THE MASTER BUILDER:  Paul
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Yea, the hour cometh, that whosoever killeth you shall think that he  offereth service unto God” (John 16:2). With these words Jesus had  warned his disciples of coming danger, yet fresh idealism sustained  them after Pentecost. They sold their possessions to give to the  poor, urged their listeners to accept the “Prince of life” who had   been delivered up to Pilate, and performed “many wonders and signs” (Acts  2:43). Peter healed a lame man in front of a Jerusalem crowd, telling them that  the miracle was not of his doing, but came from faith in Jesus. He appealed to  them to accept the “Prince of life” whom they had delivered up to Pilate. Repent,  he said, “that your sins may be blotted out” (Acts 3:19). The divine power made  its deepest impression, however, when it killed rather than cured. A man named  Ananias and his wife Sapphira sold a plot of land as a gift for the needy, but they  held some of the money back; in thus betraying the Holy Spirit, according to  Acts, they were both struck dead.
A “great fear came upon all that heard it” (Acts 6:5); in a fever of preaching  and expectation of the imminent Second Coming of Christ, five thousand converts were claimed, but such popularity, or notoriety, alarmed the guardians of  the temple. The apostles were arrested, ordered “not to speak in the name of Jesus” (Acts 5:40), and publicly flogged; they were freed from prison, or so it was  said, only when an angel opened the gates. Stephen, a Greek-speaking Jew with a  fiery temper, was the first disciple to die. Orthodox Jews were worried that “the  Way,” as the movement remained known, was spreading from native-born Hebrews to Stephen’s Hellenists, who came from the Greek cities to the north. Informers reported that Stephen had prophesied that Jesus would return and  destroy the Temple, thus repeating part of the blasphemy that had led three or  four years before to the crucifixion.
Stephen was wildly unrepentant when he was tried in front of the Sanhedrin. He said that the temple was of no account, since God does not dwell  in buildings made by man. “Ye stiffnecked and uncircumcised in heart and  ears,” he told his judges, “ye do always resist the Holy Ghost; as your fathers  did, so do ye.” He called them “the betrayers and murderers” of Christ (Acts  7:52). As they “gnashed on him with their teeth” in their fury, he looked up  and said that the heavens had opened to him, and that he could see Christ  standing on the right hand of God. At this further blasphemy, the members  of the Sanhedrin “stopped their ears and rushed upon him.” He was taken  out of the city to be stoned to death as the Law of Moses demanded. He  knelt as the missiles struck him; dying, he cried, “Lord, lay not this sin to  their charge” (Acts 7:51–60). The cloaks of the stone-throwers, taken off to  free their arms, were guarded by a young man named Saul.
The stoning was a watershed, perhaps a godsend, for it drove the small  and strange new sect out of the land of its birth and into the wider world  at a moment when its beliefs were still unformed. It provided it with its  protomartyr, too, an emblem of endurance to death; and Stephen’s judicial  execution as a blasphemer confirmed the fracture with Judaism. Making  progress among the Jews in the city was slow and perilous. If Stephen was  prepared to die for his faith, Orthodox Jews like Saul were ready to kill to  protect theirs. A wave of persecution broke over Jerusalem, and Christians  fled to the more tolerant cities to the north in their diaspora. They took the  message of the risen Christ with them—“they that were scattered abroad went  about preaching the word” (Acts 8:4)—and they introduced it to the Gentile  world which, over time, it would transform.

[image: image]
THE CATALYST WAS the young zealot Saul. Like Stephen, Saul was a  Hellenist Jew whose two names—he was Paul in Greek—reflected the mixed cultures in which he was raised. He was born at Tarsus, “no mean city” as he  described it (Acts 21:39), the capital of the Roman province of Cilicia, a  lively and cosmopolitan place known for linen weaving and intellectual  debate. Once visited by Cleopatra in a burnished royal barge, it lay on a river  a few miles inland from the southeastern coast of Asia Minor. Saul’s parents  were strict Orthodox Jews who spoke Hebrew in the house. His father, most  likely a tent maker, was prominent enough to be a Roman citizen. Saul was  fully at ease in Greek, writing it with style and vigor, but he was devoted to  his Jewish inheritance and may have studied at the synagogue in Tarsus before  moving to Jerusalem for the final stage of his education. Here, God” (Acts 22:3), he was tutored by Rabbi Gamaliel,8 the leading rabbinical  teacher of the day. A strict and devoted Pharisee, Saul breathed “threatening  and slaughter” (Acts 9:1) against Christianity and its followers, tricking secret  sympathizers into blasphemies, giving evidence at trials, and leading house-to-house searches for suspects. “zealous for    
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St. Paul is felled from his horse and  spreads his arms with wonder and  pleading in Caravaggio’s painting of his  conversion on the road to Damascus.  Paul both shaped the theology of the  faith and ensured its survival by taking  it into the Gentile world. He found  himself “in perils from my  countrymen, in perils from the  Gentiles, in perils in the city, in perils  in the wilderness”; he was beaten,  snakebitten, and shipwrecked, but  before he was martyred, he had  inspired and browbeaten a Church into  existence.
Not satisfied with his work in Jerusalem, he volunteered to go to Damascus  to track down Christians who had fled there; “if he found any that were of the  Way, whether men or women,” he was to bring them back in chains for sentence
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