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			- PROLOGUE -

			The World Needs Ditch Diggers

			My earliest memories are of the apocalypse. As a child I would sit on my grandmother’s knee as she read scripture from the Holy Bible and bellowed end-times prophecy. While my friends were told fairy tales and legends of heroes and faraway magical places, my stories revolved around fire, ash, blood, and tribulation, great clashes of angels and beasts and the armies of man, all of it culminating in the final battle between God and the Devil for the fate of the world.

			This war dominated every aspect of life.

			Our preachers spent more time on the Book of Revelation than on any other part of the gospel, pounding the pulpit as they prepared us for the blast of trumpets announcing Armageddon. Satan’s minions, they warned, stalked the Earth, some as murderous demons waiting to pounce on susceptible Christians straying from the flock. Others donned disguises. They were our friends at school. They infiltrated our families, our communities, our culture, even our government, their lies punctuating our days and poisoning the airwaves. To let our guard down would be tantamount to spiritual suicide.

			Grandma took the preachers at their word. On Sunday mornings in the 1980s she grabbed the remote control and expertly switched between the many apocalyptic televangelists she loved and the news, where scenes from what she believed was prophecy unfolding played out in striking detail. The center of evil in the world, she had been assured by those same preachers and a bevy of politicians, rested in Moscow; it wasn’t even debatable whether the Kremlin was in league with Satan. The Soviet Union was the kingdom of the Antichrist, she believed. A place of abomination and heresy and terrors.

			Like many others, Grandma had faith the United States was God’s champion in that war. She had played her part in the 1940s by rolling up her sleeves and working in the factories while men like my grandfather fought fascism thousands of miles away. Good had prevailed and would prevail again, thanks to the hard work and sacrifice of people like our family, who sweated on the factory floor, labored in limestone quarries, poisoned their lungs in the depths of the mine shaft, and generally gifted their bodies and fates to the fight. In their own small way, they were martyrs in a religious crusade.

			Back then, the world was still strange and baffling to me. All I knew was that it seemed like there were many different lives to live, and some, like my loved ones, seemed destined to toil and suffer. In some of her brief sojourns away from Revelation, Grandma talked about how someday the meek would inherit the Earth, occasionally stopping to reflect on our lots in life and granting the suffering an air of righteous responsibility, reasoning, with a distinct note of pride, “The world needs ditch diggers.”

			In school it was more of the same. American history was laundered, our books full of smiling cartoonish Native Americans happily handing over the continent and tales extolling the unique virtues of our nation. Sometimes, during emergency drills, as we ducked and covered and lined up in the halls on our knees and buried our heads against the concrete, teachers would talk about disasters sent by God and the Devil, tornados and falling bombs, all while reminding us how lucky we were to be born Christians in the Lord’s chosen nation.

			Growing up in the eighties, I was pumped full of endless propaganda exalting American strength and the splendors of capitalism. My town and my family, with all of their struggles and blemishes, served as proof positive that God was working through the United States. And then, as the new decade arrived, and as the Evil Empire fell, something changed. Our people were laid off. Our factories closed, their windows boarded up; the buildings that had given us a livelihood were left to rust and rot. Stores dotting our modest Main Street shuttered. It was as if God had suddenly cast his judgment and found us lacking.

			Grandma kept stacks of tablets scribbled over with her notes in light, looping cursive, one hand furiously flipping the thin pages of her King James Bible in search of answers while the other guided a pencil. As things changed, she turned more and more to stories of demonic possession and the secret world of magic and miracles. She was frantic to find something in the printed word that gave her direction and knowledge, and as conditions declined, new books appeared detailing the New World Order that explained how God’s chosen nation had been betrayed by its own in service of Satan’s evil plans. Grandma devoured these books in a manic flourish before foisting them upon everyone around her.

			In her search for clues, Grandma cross-referenced the New World Order idea with the Book of Revelation and believed she had found her answers. We were living in the end-times, that much was certain, and surely the evil spirits in the Devil’s employ had managed to find some wayward sinners in the United States to do his bidding. The plan was to destroy the Kingdom of God from the inside out, leaving it vulnerable to attacks and domination, all of it culminating in a one-world government lorded over by the Antichrist himself. A literal hell on Earth.

			Grandma continued buying these books, many hawked by the same televangelists on the TV who were now preaching about the insidious plot between calls for donations. Her bookshelves were swollen with them, the table next to her favorite chair piled high with tabloids from the grocery store checkout detailing an invisible world where monsters walked among us and a secret machinery whirred just under the surface of the material realm.

			She died still believing this conspiracy theory, still desperate to understand why her life had played out as it had. She needed a story to explain it, to make sense of why she had suffered so terribly in the Great Depression, why she had lost friends and family in battles fought in lands she would never see, and why, having won the peace and then war with Satan’s empire, the heavenly kingdom promised to her by preachers and televangelists had failed to materialize.

			

			—

			As a child, I lived and breathed this poisoned reality. The framework of a world filled with magic and monsters was fascinating and granted life a sheen that sparked my imagination. Through the mythology, I crafted for myself a complicated narrative of how the world worked, creating a story for myself in which I was a warrior in a much, much larger war, my every decision, my every thought, another theater in an ongoing battle. It served a purpose but was exhausting and maddening.

			When I would reach my limit or find a snag in the rationality, I asked questions. Of Grandma. Of my teachers. Of my pastors. Of anyone who would listen. The mythology was fine, I could use it and live within it, but there were always things that needed clearing up. Contradictions. Limitations. I wanted to know why the world functioned the way that it did. And when the people answering my questions attempted to explain it, the best they could often offer was to say, “Because that’s the way that it is.”

			Much of life revolves around this concept. We are born into a world that preceded us, with laws and culture and customs and expectations that stretch well into the past. We learn these things through our elders, through our education, and through trial and error as we walk through a life haunted by ghosts. The stories we tell attempt to save order from chaos, most often allowing us to rationalize our own decisions and fates within the larger framework.

			The story of my grandma and my people is tragically common. We live in a moment lousy with conspiracy theories and misinformation because the stories we have been told are losing their gravity and require updates and new explanations. The narrative is getting stranger by the day, with events adding twists and turns, inconsistencies and contradictions, leading to weirder and more convoluted stories.

			Over the past few years I’ve watched family members and my community be radicalized in ways that mirrored what happened with my grandma, but with insidiously modern twists. As some joked about the obviousness of Donald Trump’s lies and the ridiculous nature of QAnon, I witnessed people I love swallow those ideas whole. There was a strangeness to it, a surreal quality, like watching someone trapped in quicksand sink into oblivion and being unable to save them.

			I harbor intense anger toward the charlatans who peddle these alternate realities tailor-made to prey upon the worst instincts and religious upbringing of their targets. The politicians. The conspiracy theorists. The televangelists who bilked Grandma out of what little money she had. Writing this book, I continually returned to my family and neighbors sitting in their pews on Sundays, still aching from their backbreaking labor, tired and anguished, unable to rest because they were kept terrified of sinister forces, and my anger continued to grow.

			It was in 2015 that I first realized this affliction that troubled my family had become a pressing, existential threat. I was halfheartedly covering the presidential campaign and reporting from rallies, trying to gain some sense of what was to come and generally anticipating a rather lackluster, boring affair. But then it became obvious to me that something sinister was brewing among the developing MAGA movement. My conversations in the crowds at Donald Trump’s rallies were almost exclusively about the conspiracies and evil plots my family held as sacrosanct. And, in believing these stories, the rallygoers were convinced not only that the betrayal was real but that it was high time somebody did something about it.

			There was a general dismissal of the growing danger. Media members and politicians were largely affluent and privileged and out of touch with what was happening on the ground in other parts of the country. When they looked at Trump, they saw a lark, a passing, boorish fad that could boost ratings and drive donations but would eventually burn itself out and give way to something else. They lacked an understanding of religion as possessing the elements I grew up surrounded by, including conspiracy theories and the type of repugnant white nationalism percolating on the political scene. Even as some of us sounded the alarm regarding authoritarian trends fueled by these ideas, it was more or less regarded as hysterical hairpulling.

			Years later, in August of 2017 and following Trump’s election, the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, reverberated through the culture like a thunderclap. Scenes of white nationalists marching with torches and chanting anti-Semitic, fascistic phrases gave way to bloodshed. There wasn’t much use denying that something was very, very wrong in the body politic and that we were heading toward something, even if we remained unsure what it was.

			As this radical Right made itself known, its leaders, its figureheads, and even Trump himself continually referenced a battle over history. The basis of the movement, they claimed, was the preservation of Western civilization, the protection of a long heritage of culture, principles, and philosophy that had created the modern world and raised humankind to unprecedented heights. Progressive voices calling for a reckoning with that history, for reform and the tumbling of statues representing the troubling past, were framed as enemies hell-bent on ruining everything, agents of chaos and evil dead set on destroying America with the help and backing of shadowy elements within and outside the country.

			

			—

			This is, unfortunately, part of an ongoing cycle throughout history. The powerful have continually used this exact same formulation—the outside threat partnering with internal traitors and taking advantage of populations through manipulations and lies—to protect themselves, particularly to protect the white, patriarchal establishment, which relies on these conspiracy theories as a means of diverting populist anger to their enemies and opponents. It is the same song and dance that has inspired wars, genocides, and coups.

			In all of this, the fervor with which the Right reacts to any challenging of their chosen history is telling. Every aspect of that mythology, from its chronicling to its depictions, is guarded fiercely and violently. The entire structure, which they claim serves as the rock-ribbed foundation of the world itself, is actually a flimsy edifice, a house of cards that could collapse with the slightest challenge.

			As I peeled back the layers of domestic history in my book American Rule, I discovered the conventional story of America was a series of lies obscuring manipulation. Strangely enough, this project drew more ire from the Right than my reporting years earlier from those Trump rallies. The backlash was commensurate with the myriad attacks on works that sought a more accurate and honest assessment of America, setting off a reactionary struggle over how the story should be told and who should tell it. Current efforts to destroy public education, vilify accurate histories, and infiltrate local elections speak to this. The anger and fear are palpable. And this propagandized history of America positions the nation as the centerpiece of a larger history of Western civilization, a structure these same people continually trumpet as being under attack and requiring extreme measures to protect.

			To understand where this came from, what it meant, and what it might lead to, I wanted to find my way back to the beginnings of so-called Western civilization and answer some of the questions I had been asking since I was a child.

			Where did these laws that served and protected the wealthy and powerful come from?

			How did society come to function like this?

			When and where did these seemingly intractable conflicts of race and class and sex originate?

			Why had my family labored for generations without reward?

			And how had we arrived at this bizarre moment rife with so much absurdity, contradiction, and danger?

			I started with the same King James Bible my grandma relied on, scanning the same stories she turned to decades ago, stopping at times to admire the notes she’d made on the backs of hymnals and scraps of paper. And then, leaping forward from the prophecies that caused her so many sleepless nights and drove my loved ones to radicalizing propaganda, I traced the history through the centuries, discovering how these stories and their weaponization were used to protect the powerful and subjugate the rest of us.

			The religious dedication to the preservation of the story of not only the United States but all of “Western civilization”—the supposed narrative of how the modern world came to be—is the means by which power shields and hides itself. The conspiracy theories that afflict people like my family, people willing to die and kill for those ideas, serve as a buttressing of that system. This stream of lies is designed to hide the origins of their material lives, consecrate their suffering, and co-opt them as guardians of their own inequality.

			This crisis we are now facing, in which authoritarians and authoritarian movements are gaining power around the world, is many years in the making and these stories are preparing the people I love for insidious solutions, including the destruction of democracy, widespread violence, worsening exploitation, and a final battle between forces that, at first blush, might resemble the armies of good and evil described in Grandma’s old, dog-eared Bible.

			But they are far from supernatural and are all too real.

			

			—

			My journey through the past in search of answers, and in trying to understand this mythical “Western civilization,” begins with the merging of power and Christianity in Rome. The Christian faith, with its monotheistic focus, missionary impulse, reliance on divinely revealed knowledge, and twin, interlocking elements of martyrdom and the utility of power, all of it protected by apocalyptic narrative, was a world-altering development; the decline of the mythology of Rome’s exceptionalism turned Christianity from a persecuted sect to the defining ideology and worldview of the Western world.

			Following Rome’s fall, much of the power in the region resided in centralized Christianity, where religious leaders defined orthodoxy and enforced discipline through subservient monarchs reliant on the endorsement of the church and the teachings of priests who emphasized fealty and terror. In managing this system, internal tensions were redirected at enemies outside through crusades and sanctified wars that gobbled up territory and material resources, all while peasants were continually assured their suffering might be rewarded in the afterlife should they remain faithful and loyal.

			A struggle would emerge between the secular nobility and the church. When the affluent educated themselves in universities in order to carry out administrative functions, they discovered that much of the information they had been fed was fraudulent and reckoned the mythologies could be used to grow their own influence and wealth. Empires grew as exploration enabled colonization—the subjugation of Indigenous people around the world through enslavement and genocide—and tales of white supremacy and future heavenly utopias rationalized the rampant violence.

			A new system of accumulation emerged, giving rise to concentrated wealth that ultimately undermined the feudal system and the sovereignty of kings. Capitalism developed as a means of laundering the treasures extracted by oppression, and with it emerged a system of liberalism intended to move beyond the grasp and violent divisions of religion and prioritize the wishes of an aristocratic class of white men championing their own liberty and freedom while trafficking enslaved people and suppressing supposed lesser elements, including people of color, Indigenous cultures, women, the poor, and vulnerable populations.

			The battle between this liberal order and conservative forces obsessed with rolling back history and reestablishing “natural” hierarchies has dominated history ever since. Wielding the remaining elements of cultural Christianity, including its prophecies of hidden machinations and fear of persecution, conservatives have continually attempted to destroy liberalism, taking advantage of opportunities to crack down on individual liberties and reassert control lost in liberalization, all while liberalism prioritizes private property and the fates of wealthy white men behind the veneer of progress and equality.

			This capitalist structuring has continually run aground, causing financial meltdowns, monopolistic conditions, vast inequality, genocides, and wars on massive scales. In times of crisis, like the one we are living through now, conservative reactionaries have attempted to reverse time and reaffirm authority, often through propaganda, conspiracy theories, attacks on education and culture, and bloodletting made holy through the lens of established religious mythology.

			History reveals itself in these cycles, and we are witnessing it play out again with recognizable patterns. As capitalism overheats and convulses, the wealthy turn to violent force to protect themselves from populist uprisings. The elements of religious mythology, with all its paranoias and revealed knowledge, are used to radicalize and prepare.

			Once more, we are in the midst of a gathering crisis that stands ready to explode.

			The story that is most commonly told about the United States, how it won its freedom through revolution before rising as the great hope of the world, is itself a religious mythology. It presents a story of a superpower that fights for good and for justice, for the rights of humanity and everything sacred in the world, while obscuring the blood and suffering and injustices that made it so. Eight decades past the fall of the Third Reich, thirty years beyond the end of the Cold War, and now, still navigating the fallout from September 11, America’s mythology of exceptionalism is weakening as it comes to the precipice of something new, the edge of something we can sense if not see clearly.

			Because they were taught America was God’s chosen champion in the battle between Good and Evil, my family believed this uncharted territory was the apocalypse. A final showdown marked by great suffering and hardship that would birth the Kingdom of God on Earth. They had been prepared for years for its arrival, convinced they were soldiers in a righteous army that would stand down the forces of wickedness in preparation for deliverance. They would be betrayed by the Devil’s minions, tortured by his cruelties, and tested by the conditions of the world, but if they swallowed their fear, accepted their lot, and fought with every available fiber of their being, they would be rewarded with paradise.

			The power of America has rested largely on its sway over reality itself. Following the world wars, it grasped control of the capitalist order and the mantle of the foremost benevolent superpower. By wielding the mythologies of Western civilization and white supremacy, a disinfected story of progress and achievement that omits or rationalizes the brutality, and the Christian narrative, the wealthy and powerful have entrenched themselves as the protagonists in this ongoing drama and the protectors of everything won and accomplished.

			Ties between these extremists and white nationalists are anything but coincidental. Under the surface of the glistening façade is pure, unvarnished white patriarchal supremacy. The wealth and laws and traditions encompassed by the phrase “Western civilization,” itself an imaginary construction, are nothing but sanitized expressions of entrenched hierarchy. Time and again, when the systems are challenged, whether through collective action or political and socioeconomic changes, entrenched power turns to these extremists to reinforce discipline and attack their enemies.

			As economic inequality, undeniable racism, and climate change worsen, the authoritarian nature of the system becomes more apparent and less hidden. The powerful would much rather hide behind the veneer of respectability and tolerance and progress while continuing to accumulate wealth and rinsing the blood from their dollars, but the truth is coming into full and horrific focus.

			After being told history had stopped and that the present status quo might last forever, we are awakening with a start to realize we are living in an epochal moment. As we will see, history is filled with these times, where the past order has exhausted itself and is already unwittingly pregnant with its successor. Those who recognize these moments for what they are define the future, and right now, as much of society languishes in the delusion that things are fine or that the current crises will simply pass, individuals and organizations dedicated to rolling back progress and re-forming draconian systems are busily planning and working to shape what will come.

			One such person is a Russian neofascist philosopher named Aleksandr Dugin, who wields substantial influence on both his country’s leaders and reactionary revolutionaries around the world. He is the type of figure I would’ve imagined as a child synthesizing my apocalyptic teachings with tales of horror from Russia. Dugin grasps that we are perched on the edge of an abyss. In his lectures and books, he has laid out his vision for what should come to pass, a return to oppressive traditions and the destruction of the modern world.

			To Dugin, we are inhabitants of a midnight kingdom, subjects of an empire and a secular world nearing its conclusion. His diagnoses and solutions are emblematic of generations’ worth of esoteric tinkering, conspiracy peddling, racist and anti-Semitic worldviews, and the intentional weaponizing of faith and fear in the pursuit of power and profit. Dugin and others like him, including Steve Bannon and a great many politicians, provocateurs, and traffickers of white nationalism and illiberal reactionary forces, see an opening presenting itself in which humanity might be ushered back into the dark of unilateral and unquestionable authority.

			Though many would like to believe Donald Trump’s electoral defeat in 2020 represented a “return to normal,” Trump’s victory was a symptom of a larger disease. The forces that led to his ascent in the first place are consolidating power and gaining momentum by the day. This reality is disturbing, but we can no longer afford to live in delusion or put off this absolute reckoning with these truths.

			To understand fully what we face, what lies in the shadows just beyond our vision, what it could be and, more importantly, what it should be, we must first go back and understand how all of this began. We must work our way through the mists of time and reconstruct how these systems and meanings we inherited came to pass, separate truth from propaganda, and grasp for ourselves how this clock ticking ever closer to midnight was set into motion.

		

	
		
			- CHAPTER ONE -

			By This, Conquer

			The Great Fire of Rome erupted in July of 64 AD, and grew until it consumed everything in its path. Beginning in the merchant district around the Circus Maximus, for six days it raged, racing from one end of the city to another and back again, laying waste to homes, businesses, and temples before it was momentarily snuffed out. Then it reignited and terrorized the Romans for three more days.

			People fled as best they could, many escaping the city to the countryside, carrying their belongings, dragging the injured to safety, while some, demoralized and hopeless from having watched their lives burst into flame, surrendered themselves to the fire. When the blaze relented, more than half of Rome was left in ruins. Dazed survivors wandered the streets, sifting through the ash and collecting the dead in the shadows of “charred vestiges of buildings.”[1]

			It must have felt like the end of the world for a people who believed themselves the pinnacle of human civilization. In becoming an empire, Rome had cultivated the belief that it was the chosen city of the gods, a superior people guided by providence and destined for glory, but even before the fire, that concept had begun to flicker, as for nearly a century Rome had been ruled by the Julio-Claudian dynasty, a series of rulers more and more inept and vicious with each passing generation.

			Now, reigning over an empire of dust, there was the mad emperor Nero.

			Born Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, Emperor Nero was only sixteen when he ascended to the throne in 54 AD. His wickedness was legendary. As emperor, he would reportedly escape his palace in “a cap or a wig, and ramble about the streets in sport,” hunting commoners he could harass, trick, needlessly rob, or murder in cold blood.[2] At public events he reveled in watching his subjects savage one another, instigating bloody and murderous battles by tossing the crowd scraps of food and tokens of wealth.[3] Paranoid, Nero had his opponents, their children, and even his own wife and mother murdered.

			This madness defined the late Julio-Claudian dynasty, the initial rulers of the Roman Empire, and set a disastrous tone. Unburdened by the fetters of representative government and held as living gods, the early emperors of Rome engaged in unrestrained brutality. Life in Rome was characterized by wild, extravagant, homicidal passion plays among the elite and an existence of “broken teeth” and repression for common people.[4]

			There is no doubt the culture and lineage that birthed Nero was corruptive. Emperor Caligula, Nero’s uncle, was consumed by “innate depravity” and infamous for his madness.[5] A megalomaniac, he embraced his given role as a living deity at the top of the religious pantheon and declared war on the other gods. Described as “perverse” and a “lover of malice,” he terrorized Rome and its people.[6] While he was “dining or carousing” he would have prisoners tortured and maimed nearby so he could revel in their suffering.[7] In 41 AD, after a reign of terror, he was “hacked to pieces” by his own Praetorian Guard following a play with a mock crucifixion.[8] He was so despised his body was “half burnt” and, in lieu of a proper burial, “had some dirt hastily thrown upon it.”[9]

			Nero carried on Caligula’s despotic legacy and was so distrusted that in the aftermath of the Great Fire rumors spread that he had started the fire himself and planned to destroy Rome so that he could claim “the glory of founding a new city, one that was to be named after him.” An apocryphal legend gained traction that as Rome burned, Nero, a self-styled actor and performer, donned a costume and “appeared on his private stage and sung about the destruction of Troy,” basking in the attention of a crowd and the warm glow of the nearby flames.[10]

			Before the embers had even cooled, Nero surveyed the ruins and planned the construction of his “Golden House,” a massive, decadent palace that would cover a large swath of Rome and stand in testament to his greatness. Suspicion grew that he had personally sacrificed the lives and livelihoods of the people in order to clear the way for his narcissistic project, stirring an environment of distrust and anger similar to the mood when his uncle Caligula had been assassinated and dismembered. To cover his tracks and quell the people, Nero would need to find a vulnerable population upon whom he could lay the blame for the colossal tragedy and mete out violent retribution.

			“To dispel the gossip,” Nero turned to a small cult known as the Christians and “inflicted the most exotic punishments.”[11] Under Nero’s command, members of the cult were “covered with hides of wild beasts” and “torn to pieces by dogs,” while others were crucified and “burned to provide lighting at night.”[12]

			

			—

			Nero’s choice to persecute the Christians was predicated on their position in Roman society. Considered a fringe group obsessed with “perverse and unruly superstition,” the Christians of first-century Rome were outliers and regarded as fanatics and a destabilizing force in the tenuous community.[13] With their religion outlawed, Christians worshipped in secret, prompting outrageous rumors of twisted rituals involving the sacrificing of babies and wild orgies. Romans imagined Christians in catacombs and shadowy spaces, drinking the blood of children “with thirsty lips” before reveling “in the shameless dark with unspeakable lust.”[14]

			Rumors aside, the Christians were seen as disruptive and “a class of persons quite unfit for the intercourse of social life.”[15] As an empire, Rome had sustained societal peace via an intentional blending of cultures that valued pluralism and diversity within its borders. This mixing was best exemplified, and made possible by, the process of religious syncretism, or the merging of religions. As Rome grew in size and scope, uniting disparate peoples and cultures, their religious mythologies were wed as well, their gods and stories intertwining to form a new, cohesive mythology for all people to live within.

			With each military victory, the Romans welcomed their new citizens into the empire and initiated their gods into the bustling pantheon of deities, where they cohabitated peacefully. To expedite cultural absorption, the Romans even constructed altars to “the unknown gods” to come as their territory expanded.[16] When the Christian cult first made its way to Rome, its members were greeted with the news that their god and messiah were more than welcome and that one of the altars for an unknown deity was theirs to claim.

			The system of syncretism and cultural pluralism was reliant on polytheism, or the worship of multiple gods. In Rome, there was scant competition between the many cults, and a citizen could be a member of an assortment of belief systems, picking and choosing their gods depending on the day, engaging in rituals and mysteries and a plethora of public festivals. The only requirement was that the Roman participate in the “state-sponsored emperor worship,” or the imperial cult, and use their sacrifices and prayers with their other gods to bolster Rome’s fortunes.[17]

			Christians had no problem lobbying their god for Rome. Like other Romans, they believed it was the empire “which keeps at bay the great violence which hangs over the universe and even the end of the world.”[18] Much like the Greeks before them, Christians saw themselves as members of a greater civilization constantly troubled by the evil threat of so-called barbarians—an “emotional, cruel, dangerous, polygamous, and incestuous” people, some of whom reportedly practiced “human sacrifice”—who lived just beyond the borders of the empire.[19]

			The term barbarian itself was a creation meant to denote a person outside of “civilization,” or rather someone unprotected by the laws and privileges afforded a citizen. As defined by Professor Rick Altman, it was a means of “distinguishing inclusion from exclusion.” This separation determined everything from who deserved protection and resources to who could be killed without repercussions. In this way, the powerful could alter the perception of reality, including and excluding based on their needs, and either bringing peoples into the fold when terms and expectations were met or excluding them as punishment.

			Christian prayers were laced with appeals to maintain the Roman order, but as a fervently monotheistic religion, Christianity made no room for the worship of the emperor as a living deity. This refusal by Christians to commit to emperor worship made them pariahs and easy targets for Nero’s retribution. Their perceived fanaticism raised suspicion that they might engage in terroristic behavior and set fire to the city in the name of their isolated god. But it is also likely that Christians were not alone in their martyrdom and suffering at the hands of the mad emperor. Some believe it is very possible another cult was punished for the Great Fire alongside the Christians: the cult of Isis.

			A “goddess of immense magical power,” Isis arrived in Rome from Egypt, where she was held as one of the principal deities.[20] The parallels between the cult of Isis and Christianity are extraordinary and speak to the evolution of religion from a mythology of how the natural world operated to promises of a supernatural world that overlaid our own. Through Isis and Christ, followers were “resurrected” and could achieve “salvation” through “baptism.”[21] Like Christianity, the cult of Isis spread by evangelical missionary work orchestrated by a priest class actively seeking to convert believers. It is very likely that the cult of Isis was one of Christianity’s main rivals for religious influence in the ancient world.

			Nero’s punishments—clothing the martyrs in hides and burning them alive—hints at the possibility the persecution was specifically a ridicule of Isis, as that faith featured adherents who idolized animals and included fire as an integral part of their rituals. It is near impossible to know for sure, however, because the historical record is incomplete and information about the cult of Isis and many other religions of ancient Rome was eradicated by Christians after they came to power centuries later. Over time, the cult of Isis was all but destroyed, the goddess Isis herself absorbed into the Christian mythology as an influence on the construction of the Virgin Mary, the mother of the Christian messiah, Jesus Christ.

			The story of how Christianity overtook other faiths and evolved from a persecuted cult on the fringes of society into the official religion of Rome, and eventually the mythology through which the modern world was formed, is the story of how systems of domination are constructed, solidified, and weaponized.

			It is the story of geneses and apocalypses.

			

			—

			Only four years after the fire, Nero’s reign collapsed into paranoia and bloodshed. Having wreaked havoc on Rome, the emperor realized even his staunchest allies had abandoned him. He believed that around every corner lurked assassins readying to dispatch him, as had been his uncle Caligula’s fate. Desperate, Nero fled Rome in disguise and escaped to a villa, where he dug his own grave and prepared to meet his fate. In June of 68 AD, Nero believed he heard the “swift-heel’d steeds” of his would-be assassins and either committed suicide by plunging a dagger into his throat or ordered one of his last remaining companions to do it for him.[22] The mad emperor died as his blood soaked the dirt.

			But Nero was so despised and infamous that his demise was only the beginning of his story. After his escape and death, rumors spread that he had faked his death and was amassing troops for an all-out assault on Rome. There were tales of court “astrologers” who had warned the emperor he would be “deserted by all the world” but would find power in “the East” and “the kingdom of Jerusalem.”[23] Still others believed Nero’s malevolence was stronger than mortality and that evil itself would resurrect him from the grave.

			Called the Nero Redivivus legend, this story was so powerful that several “counterfeit Neros” appeared with claims to his legacy.[24] These imposters emerged from the far borders of the empire and hypnotized populations with stories of resurrection. They looked like Nero, performed like Nero, and in one case a false Nero roused enough of a following that it nearly escalated to the point of war. But the Nero Redivivus legend wasn’t purely a Roman or civic legend. Among persecuted Christians, there were prophecies he would return as well, “making himself equal to God” before a final battle where the Christian god would “prove him naught.”[25] One such telling of this story has been immortalized in the Book of Revelation in the Christian Bible and has had unbelievable repercussions on human civilization for millennia.

			Prepared by an unknown author who has come to be called “John of Patmos,” the Book of Revelation was composed as a letter to the Christian churches of Asia Minor near the turn of the second century. The letter seems to be an address on Christian persecution under the rule of Emperor Domitian, who demanded his subjects refer to him as “master” and “god,” and served as a warning against Christians succumbing to the imperial cult. It swims with lush and apocalyptic imagery, painting a portrait of a final battle between good and evil.[26] That climax is teeming with memorable characters and moments, including the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the Whore of Babylon, horrid beasts and monsters, plagues and celestial judgments, and the final victory of God over his eternal antagonist Satan, resulting in the Devil being hurled into a “bottomless pit” for a thousand years before rising again and being “cast into a lake of fire burning with brimstone” for the rest of time.[27] In the aftermath, John of Patmos promised, devout and loyal Christians would be rewarded with “a new heaven and a new earth.”[28]

			Due to the persecution of Christianity and the dangers of openly criticizing Rome, Revelation is coded, and its intentions are unclear as to whether it is a prophecy for a future event or a metaphor-laden account of contemporary occurrences. What seems clear is that Nero plays an integral role as a blasphemous “beast” who rises from the sea, wounded “by a sword” and yet resurrected, with an identifying number of “six hundred threescore and six,” the number “666,” which, in Hebraic gematria, was understood to represent the deposed emperor.[29]

			Three centuries after Nero’s death, early Christian scholars like Augustine of Hippo believed that Nero possibly represented the legendary “Antichrist,” or Satan’s profane answer to the messiah Jesus, saying many Christians believed he would rise from the dead and be “restored to his Kingdom.”[30] Similar legends held that “Beliar, a great angel,” would “descend . . . in the form of a man, a lawless king, the slayer of his mother.”[31] St. Victorinus wrote that Nero was the Antichrist and that God would send him as a punishment “worthy” of the worst unbelievers, “namely the Jews and those who persecute Christ.”[32]

			Apocalypticism was a carryover from the Jewish tradition that came to define the Christian faith and perpetuated its consolidation of power. As had been the case with the writings of the Old Testament, Christian apocalyptic narratives arose from “a situation of crisis” and served as a means to spur action and propagate faith.[33] Primarily a “minority phenomenon,” these apocalypse narratives highlight the actions of the majority and warn that the current “course leads to perdition.”[34] The stories are predictably similar and feature a “present age” under the control of Satan and ripe for the rise of an Antichrist while a renewal of faith promises a “glorified” future.[35]

			The Christian and Jewish faiths differed on the question of the presence and influence of embodied evil in the scope and trajectory of the world. While Jewish thought tended to view Satan as “a symbol of the tendency to evil within humanity,” the Christians believed they were engaged in an active and dire war against the literal personification of evil.[36] This battle defined Christian mythology and was a worldview based on “transcendent reality” divorced from empirical evidence and based on “visions” and faith.[37]

			This mindset drew a violent line between Christianity and its “pagan” contemporaries. Polytheistic religions were defined, as noted by Walter Burkert, by their “absence of religious demarcation and conscious group identity,” while the burgeoning monotheistic mythology depended upon them.[38] Pagan gods in a syncretic system helped in the formulation of an open, pluralist society. Monotheistic Christianity, with its apocalyptic mission, considered anything besides a homogenous society ordered by its own tenets and beliefs as evil and a direct path to Satan conquering the world.

			It would have been one thing had the monotheism of Christianity simply precluded believers from worshipping other deities, but the god of the Jewish and Christian faiths was a “jealous god” who demanded followers “not bow down” to other gods and ordered them to “overthrow them, and quite break down their images.”[39] The Bible is filled with such commandments, orders to “destroy their altars, break their images, and cut down their groves: For thou shalt worship no other god; for the Lord . . . is a jealous God.”[40]

			Monotheistic Christianity thrived on the act of demonization, which not only set its own faith apart and above its competitors but painted them as engaged in an evil scheme on behalf of Satan and hastening the end of the world. If pagans and polytheists were allowed to carry on unabated, it would mean certain disaster and the triumph of supernatural evil. In this way, Christians cast themselves as the ultimate arbiters of right and wrong, a responsibility that found them “beset by perceived enemies both outside and within.”[41]

			Using invented concepts like supernatural forces and the looming consequence of an eternity spent in punishment in hell, Christians manufactured a mythology entitling them to dominion over society, while anyone who refused to join them would necessarily be dispatched for the good of the world. To this end, the Bible promised a cosmic reckoning at the end of time wherein God, as judge, would “separate” the faithful from the wicked, reward the good with an immortal kingdom, and order the disbelievers “into everlasting fire.”[42]

			Over the centuries, as Rome suffered one setback after another and the imperial cult lost its grip over the realities of its people, the Christian doctrine and system of hierarchies gradually replaced the decaying order and draped its worldview over the flagging Roman myth. That Christianity won out over rivals like the cult of Isis can be explained by how its worldview aligned more with Roman values and how it girded traditional hierarchies.

			Roman society was extremely stratified, relying on a strict divide between humiliores, the common people, and honestiores, the privileged who enjoyed wealth and status.[43] These existences were similarly composed of in-groups and out-groups and constituted wholly separate spheres. Common people were mostly frozen in their station and subject to cruelties and humiliations, while the elite were respected and protected from punishments unbecoming their status. It was necessary, in order to protect this hierarchy and social order, to shift from a mythology where the most powerful were deemed superior by the gods to one where those holding “divine truth” and the favor of a monotheistic god enjoyed a “natural” advantage.

			In another instance of Christian principles supporting deeply ingrained Roman values, the Christian faith was stringently patriarchal. In the creation myth of the Garden of Eden, after the first woman, Eve, ruins paradise and damns humanity to an existence of pain and suffering, the mother of the human race is told that her husband, Adam, and all subsequent men “shall rule over thee,” setting a tone for patriarchal domination based in theological law.[44] While the cult of Isis held that women were equal to men, Rome had been founded on the principle that women were “expected to conform themselves entirely to the temper of their husbands” and to exist as “necessary and inseparable possessions.”[45]

			The cult of Isis and Christianity were similar, but their distinctions determined much of the fate of history as Christianity’s tenets converged with Rome’s economic and political interests. While the cult of Isis stressed a symbiotic relationship between humanity, animals, and the environment, Christians believed they had been given unquestionable authority over nature, having been told by their god they had “dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth,” which allowed humanity to plunder resources and bend nature to its will.[46] And while the cult of Isis “did not allow room for any quarrel between science and religion, any prudery about sex,” or “discrimination and segregation,” Christianity relentlessly warred against knowledge as an assault on God, shamed individual expression, and provided the theological framework for the intentional oppression of vulnerable peoples.[47]

			Several features of Christian monotheism made it especially potent as a replacement mythology for the imperial cult of Rome as the mythology lost its luster and appeal. The creation of in-groups and out-groups inspired by divine intention, with a system of supernatural rewards and punishments to entice fealty and stave off disruptions, meant that Rome’s fragile order could be revitalized. The existence of divine truth that lay beyond the realm of the senses meant objective reality could be discarded by possessors of heavenly revelation. This “revealed truth,” wielded by supposed prophets of the Christian god, was more authoritative than “deceitful evidence,” which was treated as “seduction” on behalf of “false gods” like Satan and his demonic horde.[48]

			This invention created a manipulatable weapon in the form of revelation. Individuals claiming godly inspiration or a direct channel to the creator of the universe could wield unquestionable power in the name of a holy mission, legitimizing great acts of persecution, all of it in the higher service of defeating evil before it destroyed human civilization.

			

			—

			The Roman Empire fell on hard times in the third century. A destabilizing series of crises hit, including a pandemic that left the cities strewn with carcasses; climate change that ravaged agriculture and drew so-called barbarians, or more accurately refugees, to the edge of the territory; and rampant political instability and infighting. With this chaos, the influence of the imperial myth, that Rome and its leaders were divinely endowed, lost much of its remaining sheen.

			As Christians gained in power, many began blaming them for the decline. The philosopher Porphyry, part of a consortium of polytheistic leaders who recognized the growing danger of Christianity, laid responsibility directly on the cult, blaming their insistence on monotheism for the gods’ disfavor, saying the deities who had protected Rome were “no longer dwellers among” the Romans and that “no one has seen any succor for the people while Jesus is being honored.”[49]

			From their beginnings worshipping in the shadows and being suspected of unfathomable cruelties, Christians had become fixtures in Roman society by the third century. Members of the faith served in the government and military and held positions of authority. That would change as the fourth century began and Emperor Diocletian, spurred by his assistant emperor Galerius, carried out widespread and systematic persecution. Diocletianic persecution was vicious. Beginning with an edict to “tear down the churches to the foundations, and to destroy the sacred Scriptures by fire,” Diocletian wanted Christians “degraded” and “deprived of their liberty.”[50] They were barred from public life, intimidated, and subject to brutal torture and executions. Christians were “tormented with the rack and excruciating scrapings,” some “suffering decapitations, some the torments of the flame,” the violence so extensive and exhausting that Diocletian’s executioners were often “wearied with slaughter” and their weapons so well used they grew “blunted.”[51]

			In this way, Diocletian believed he might spur a renaissance in Roman culture by reestablishing polytheistic and imperial worship and destroying the “exclusivity” and “novelty” of the Christian faith.[52]

			Instead, Diocletian made the Christians martyrs.

			Over centuries of persecution, Christians cultivated a sense of nobility in suffering. In fact, their faith, founded on the suffering and persecution of their messiah, Jesus Christ, was predicated on the concept of martyrdom. Though stories of Christian persecution are often exaggerated for effect and political purposes, as early as the second century, Christians were described by their own leaders as possessing a “pathological yearning for martyrdom” that would “glorify Him who suffered” so that they might experience salvation.[53] The push by Christians to martyr themselves and offer their lives so that they might be gifted holy favor was so intense that a Roman official, wary of granting fervent Christians the deaths they so deeply desired and demanded, exclaimed, “You wretches, if you want to die, you have cliffs to leap from and ropes to hang from.”[54]

			By seeking martyrdom and continually telling a story of persecution, Christians were able to portray themselves as holders of an unconquerable divine truth so potent and so undeniable that even the leaders of the Roman Empire were desperate to snuff it out. By pursuing their religion in the face of discrimination, Christians grew in moral stature.

			Though Galerius had played a crucial role as an enforcer of Diocletianic persecution, he changed his stance on Christianity during his time as emperor. As he lay dying, Galerius passed the Edict of Serdica, granting Christianity the status of religio licita, which had previously been granted to the Jewish people. The decree cited the “great numbers” who “still persist in their opinions” as reason to end the abuse, requesting that they “offend not against good order” and that they “pray to their God for our welfare.”[55]

			Whether the Christians honored the request to appeal to God on behalf of Rome or not, the empire continued to languish. Because Rome had left its republic behind in favor of totalitarian rule, succession became a point of contention, and the state was racked with internal fighting and civil war. It wasn’t until 312 AD that Rome was again reunited under the reign of a single emperor named Constantine.

			Constantine met his rival Maxentius on October 28 for the Battle of the Milvian Bridge, which would determine who would become the sole leader of Rome. Constantine’s forces prevailed and Maxentius drowned in the Tiber River. His corpse was recovered and his head “torn from his body” to be used as a trophy by Constantine’s triumphant army as they entered Rome before being “mounted on a pike” and subjected to public scorn and continual disfigurement.[56] Constantine took his seat as the emperor of Rome and attempted to reunite the empire.

			The story of how Constantine managed to wrest control from Maxentius has been the subject of intense scrutiny and debate ever since. Seizing on Constantine’s eventual conversion to Christianity and his shows of support for the faith, Christians have propagated the legend that on the eve of the Battle of the Milvian Bridge, Constantine saw “a vision in the skies of a cross inscribed with the words, ‘By this, conquer,’ ” and that “the following night Christ had appeared to him in a dream bearing the same sign.”[57] In this telling, Constantine ordered his men to adorn their shields with the likeness of the Christian cross and fashioned his own standard glorifying God.

			Though Constantine was exceedingly more tolerant of Christians than his predecessors before his own conversion to the faith, he had been historically polytheistic, with a public preference for the sun god Sol Invictus, symbols for which adorned many of the emperor’s seals and monies. Contradictory reports held that Constantine claimed to have received a vision from the solar god Apollo, not Jesus, offering “laurel wreaths” and promises of “victory.”[58]

			In early 313 AD, Constantine released the Edict of Milan, a declaration that stated a belief that “Christians and all men” should have “the freedom to follow religion, whichever one each one chose, so that whatever sort of divinity there is in heavenly regions may be gracious and propitious to us and to all who live under our government.”[59] Instantaneously, the emperor became the object of love and fealty from Christians around the empire and was lauded as being divinely inspired. Legends grew that he had even retrieved the very cross that Jesus Christ had died upon and used the nails driven into his flesh as “bridle-bits and a helmet” so that they might protect him in his godly crusades.[60]

			Like kings and prophets of the Bible, Constantine was transformed into a divine agent with whom God had chosen to share his sovereignty. Suddenly, the merging of power with the cult of Christianity revealed a new function and feature of the form. When relegated to the minority within a society, Christians could rely on their martyrdom as proof of conviction and apocalypticism as a means of undermining the majority. When aligned with the state, Christians could look to their leaders as divine agents, backed by the will of God and nearly as infallible, incontestable, and holy as Christ himself.

			Though Constantine would only convert at the end of his life, the empire used Christianity and its potent mythology to replace the dwindling imperial cult. Faith in Rome and its emperors had all but vanished in the crises of the third century, and monotheistic religion made for a heady substitution. By combining the empire with a religion that held itself above all others and featured a system of rewards and consequences that transcended earthly matters, Constantine was able to briefly reunite the empire.

			But Christianity was far from done dividing the world between the holy and the wicked. A battle over the very nature of the faith raged between rival sects and called into question whether Christianity was actually monotheistic or secretly polytheistic. The Arian sect believed that “God alone” was divine, and in contrast to Jesus Christ was “without beginning, unbegotten, and eternal,” meaning the Father and the Son were separate entities.[61] This nod toward a division between God and Christ posed a unique problem for early Christians who recognized the potential of monotheism and its particular strengths in regard to winning converts and establishing authority.

			To solve the problem, Constantine met with Christian leaders at the First Council of Nicaea in 325 AD. Upon arriving, Constantine found himself surrounded by Christians who had suffered unbelievable agonies at the hands of prior emperors, men who had been tortured and imprisoned in official persecutions. According to Christian legends, the emperor redeemed himself and the state of Rome by lowering himself to the station of these men, seeking their forgiveness, and, in one case, kissing “the empty eye sockets of a blind old man whose eyes had been gouged out by imperial torturers.”[62] Inside, Constantine presided over a council that ruled on church division, establishing an orthodox faith that considered God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit as inseparable, and creating a new in-group and out-group between the “true believers” of the Christian faith, as outlined by official doctrine and backed by Roman power, and heretics straying from orthodoxy. This determined that “divine truth” and “prophecy,” so integral to the claim of authority, remained the possession of a chosen few and prevented adversarial prophets from challenging the establishment.

			As much as the Christians believed Constantine to be divine, he was of course still mortal. In 337 AD he fell deathly ill and traveled for treatment to Helenopolis. There, he sought out Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, engaged in a hurried Christian education, “laid aside his purple” royal attire for a simple white baptismal robe, and was washed of his sins.[63] Following his death, Eusebius of Nicomedia supposedly discovered a hidden “will” authored by the late emperor, revealing that he had been “poisoned” and demanding that “his murderers be punished.”[64] The list of murderers, conveniently, included all of Constantine’s possible heirs save for his three sons, who were favored by the church, legitimizing a murderous purge of their rivals.

			The church quickly used its mythology to immortalize Constantine and create, in Rome, a new Christian empire. Chief among the propagandists was Eusebius of Caesarea, the originator of much of the church’s official history. To cleanse the history of Rome’s persecutions and embrace the empire, Eusebius positioned the persecution as “God’s rebuke to the Christians for dissensions within the church,” laying the blame for centuries of suffering at the feet of the newly minted heretics and creating a need to continue limiting their influence.[65] The evil visited upon Christians by Rome was surely the result of these betrayals, but also the work of Satan, the “evil-loving demon,” who had worked in concert with past wicked emperors, “impious tyrants,” and “profane rulers.”[66]

			Constantine’s legacy was necessary to cement the relationship between Christians desiring power and the empire that had largely conquered Europe. In this effort, Eusebius lionized the emperor, calling him “God’s servant,” comparing him to Jesus Christ and Moses, and likening his rise to the creation of the universe by God himself, describing it as “a light” in “the dense and impenetrable darkness.”[67] He praised his support of Christianity and emphasized his achievements, all while ignoring damning evidence of impiety, such as Constantine’s poisoning of his son Crispus and murdering his wife Fausta by imprisoning her in a hot bath.

			Those cruelties were buried in favor of retelling the myth of the Milvian Bridge, where the battle with Maxentius, whom Eusebius now framed as an Antichrist engaged in “sorcery” and dissecting pregnant women and babies “for magic purposes,” was now likened to the apocalyptic showdown between good and evil in the Book of Revelation.[68] Eusebius made it clear that neither Sol Invictus nor Apollo had revealed himself to Constantine but that “Christ of God appeared to him” following a vision of “a cross of light . . . bearing the inscription CONQUER BY THIS.”[69] In this new mythology, written for the church and adopted as orthodoxy, Constantine grew into a “heavenly messenger of God . . . distinguished by piety and godly fear.”[70]

			A direct relationship between the church and the empire had been established, both in the public sphere and in the church’s own mythology. Rome and its emperors became divine agents, earning their sovereignty through God and his supposed will by fighting the battle between divine good and supernatural evil. But Christianity’s seizing of the reins of power was only the beginning, as the existence of other religions and challengers to Christian dominance meant the church was still under attack by evil forces as long as there remained a single nonbeliever.

			

			—

			Constantine’s embrace of Christianity brought it into the fold of Roman social life but did not establish it as the state religion of the empire. His decrees made it clear other faiths should “be made welcome” and that it was “one thing voluntarily to undertake the conflict of immortality, another to compel others to do so from fear of punishment.”[71] In the emperor’s view, Christians had picked the right faith, but there was still room for a variety of faiths and mythologies to exist within the borders of the empire.

			That would change.

			After Constantine’s death and the conspiratorial purge, his sons split responsibilities and the empire was divided once more. His son Constans took a hard-line stance in 341 AD regarding religious tolerance, declaring, “Let the superstition cease, let the insanity of sacrifices be abolished.”[72] Thus began a path to Christianity as the state religion of Rome, made official in 380 AD with the Edict of Thessalonica, which painted nonbelievers of the Christian faith as “foolish madmen” and “branded” them “with the ignominious name of heretics.”[73]

			Though often hidden, the persecution that resulted from Christianity gaining power in Rome was horrific, widespread, and undeniably vicious. It was made possible by the Christian belief in divine truth and divine agents, as well as the apocalyptic mindset that posited every event in the natural world was a result of the supernatural battle between good and evil. Christians had long believed polytheistic worshippers had been duped by satanic manipulation, their gods and goddesses serving as traps to lure people astray, their devotees “helpless victims of demonic delusion.”[74] The pagan temples in Rome represented “centers of demonic activity,” and to let them stand would not only imperil their safety but serve as an affront to their god.[75]

			To remedy this, mobs of roving Christians would “attack temples with sticks and stones and bars of iron” before engaging in the “stripping of roofs, demolition of walls, the tearing down of statues and the overthrow of the altars,” all while the priests and adherents watched in silence lest they be torn to shreds.[76] When the Christian horde had wrecked the temple and helped themselves to any of the treasures, they moved on to the next target.

			This persecution wasn’t reserved for polytheists. As soon as Christians gained a foothold, they turned on their Jewish brethren, calling them “diseases of the soul,” unclean, and possessed of “shamelessness.”[77] Their synagogues were compared to pagan temples “where worship of demons was practiced.”[78] In a harrowing turn of events, the Christians, who had been accused of child sacrifice and blood rituals in their early days, leveled the accusations against the Jews, claiming they had “polluted themselves with blood” and trafficking rumors of child abuse, saying Jews “had seized a Christian boy . . . [and] bound him to a cross” and “scourged the child until he died under their hands.”[79]

			By “means of torture,” pagans, Jews, and even Christians outside the established state orthodoxy were converted to the religion.[80] In some cases, religious leaders “wrenched open the mouths of recusants and physically compelled them to receive communion.”[81] Church elders called for the “dying limbs of idolatry” to be lopped off and for the world to be rid of nonbelievers.[82]

			The widespread persecution was addressed by Bishop Augustine of Hippo, who minted what would come to be known as the concept of “righteous persecution,” or justified oppressive, tyrannical behavior. Because Christians held divine truth and faced an omnipresent threat from Satan, they were vindicated in assaulting, murdering, and stealing from their neighbors and rivals. In fact, Augustine posited that persecution by Christians was meant to deliver the persecuted “from their ruinous madness” and help them “recover their right minds.”[83] In this twisted worldview, a distinction was drawn between “unrighteous persecution,” which was anything done by “the impious” against “the church,” and, in contrast, righteous persecution, “which the Church of Christ inflicts upon the impious” in “the spirit of love.”[84]

			Augustine’s reasoning was based on the concept that society was sick because it had not come to embrace Christianity in totality. He likened disbelievers to a delirious patient who needed to be “restrained, like the fever-stricken, with the shackles” of Christianity and urged followers engaging in persecution against non-Christians to treat them like disobedient children “struck in love, not in hatred.”[85]

			Under this logic, Christians were justified in committing any atrocity, be it the physical and violent compelling of nonbelievers to convert, the razing and looting of temples, or the torture and murder of heretics. Tragically, they took the persecution they had suffered as an oppressed cult and turned it on the rest of the world, enabled by the full force of the Roman Empire. In the words of a Christian monk called to task by authorities for an all-out assault on and looting of a temple, there was “no crime for those who have Christ.”[86]

			The Christians attacked any remnants of so-called pagan culture, an invention by the Christians themselves, including the bastions of knowledge that had constituted the pinnacle of human achievement. The Christian impulse to destroy any traces of secular scholarship was rooted deep in the faith, stemming from the origin story of the Garden of Eden, in which Adam and Eve infamously betrayed God’s command not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. To rectify this ancient mistake, Christians lashed out at any and all works representing “barbarous and atheistic arrogance” and were ordered to avoid “strange and diabolical” texts, including the vast stores of amassed knowledge in the sciences.[87] They attacked libraries, burning books and smashing all traces of progress in the name of their lord. Philosophers and scientists were “tortured, burned alive and beheaded” or else driven underground and hunted as heretics.[88] Histories detailing pre-Christian Roman civilization were erased. The destruction of art was, as journalist and historian Catherine Nixey puts it, “on a scale never before seen in human history.”[89]

			The Roman Empire had embraced Christianity as a means to stave off its decline, but in doing so it had given authority to a fanatical cult that sought to use the authority of the empire to establish dominion over humanity. As a result, Christians raged against their fellow citizens, legitimizing their wanton destruction as self-preservation, and were actively annihilating civilization itself.

			

			—

			In 380, Emperor Theodosius made Christianity the state religion and looked the other way as Christians looted temples and terrorized the pagans. In 390 AD, however, he oversaw the senseless killing of thousands in putting down a revolt in Thessalonica, a crime met with nearly universal scorn, including within the Christian church; luminary Bishop Ambrose of Milan refused to give the emperor communion until he repented for his sins. The confrontation between the head of the Roman state and the church highlighted a shift that had occurred in post-Constantine Rome. The imperial cult that had held sway over society had been completely supplanted, as the authority of emperors was now granted by God on high and the supreme emperor was a divine agent in a religious hierarchy. Eventually, Theodosius relented and engaged in public penance for his crimes, appearing at Ambrose’s cathedral sans his imperial robes.

			Later, after Theodosius had died in 395 AD, Ambrose presided over his funeral with the emperor’s ten-year-old son, Honorius, at his side. In contrast to their earlier public bout and in spite of his butchery, Ambrose insisted that Theodosius had been incredibly holy and that his repentance had involved the fallen emperor weeping openly in the church, where he “prayed for pardon with groans and with tears.”[90] The performance had a purpose. The succession was endangered by Honorius’s young age, and Ambrose wanted to ensure the church maintained the control it had gained under his father’s rule. Ambrose praised Theodosius as having been favored by God and helped by miracles. Over and over again, the bishop appealed to the mourners to see Theodosius in his son while firmly placing Christianity as the driving force of society.

			Ambrose succeeded in securing the succession, and Honorius became the emperor of the Western Roman Empire and ruled with the assistance of the general Stilicho. Under Stilicho’s leadership, Rome experienced a tense but somewhat stable stalemate with tribes outside the border until the young Honorius was duped by a minister named Olympius, who convinced Honorius that Stilicho’s loyalties belonged to the barbarians and that a larger conspiracy was afoot that might end the emperor’s reign. Over time, Stilicho was undermined, those around him were massacred, and eventually the general himself was executed. With Stilicho dead, Roman troops began exterminating the families of the barbarians who served in the Roman military machine, inspiring tens of thousands of troops to defect to the armies of Alaric I, leader of the Visigoths.

			In August of 410 AD, Alaric and his army laid siege to Rome. During the siege, desperate Romans begged for the reinstatement of pagan rituals, laying blame for the siege on the “wrath of the gods” for “the abandonment of the old religion.”[91] Even Pope Innocent I, the head of the Catholic Church, begged for the rituals to be held

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/DuttonDLogoCR.jpg
||

DUTTON







OEBPS/images/9780593185247_cover.jpg
A HISTORY OF POWER
PARANOIA, AND
THE COMING CRISIS

JARED YATES SEXTON

L3

5
P T O £\






OEBPS/images/9780593185247_title_page.jpg
THE
MIDNIGHT
KINGDOM

A HISTORY OF
POWER, PARANOIA,
AND THE
COMING CRISIS

JARED YATES SEXTON

TTTTTT





