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THE I.B.TAURIS HISTORY OF THE

CHRISTIAN CHURCH

Since the first disciples were sent out by Jesus, Christianity has been of its essence a missionary religion. That religion has proved to be an ideology and a subversive one. Profoundly though it became ‘inculturated’ in the societies it converted, it was never syncretistic. It had, by the twentieth century, brought its own view of things to the ends of the earth. The Christian Church, first defined as a religion of love, has interacted with Judaism, Islam and other world religions in ways in which there has been as much warfare as charity. Some of the results are seen in the tensions of the modern world, tensions which are proving very hard to resolve – not least because of a lack of awareness of the history behind the thinking which has brought the Church to where it is now.

In the light of that lack, a new history of the Christian Church is badly needed. There is much to be said for restoring to the general reader a familiarity with the network of ideas about what the Church ‘is’ and what it should be ‘doing’ as a vessel of Christian life and thought. This series aims to be both fresh and traditional. It will be organized so that the boundary-dates between volumes fall in some unexpected places. It will attempt to look at its conventional subject matter from the critical perspective of the early twenty-first century, where the Church has a confusing myriad of faces. Behind all these manifestations is a rich history of thinking, effort and struggle. And within it, at the heart of matters, is the Church. The I.B.Tauris History of the Christian Church seeks to discover that innermost self through the layers of its multiple manifestations over twenty centuries.


SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

Against the background of global conflict involving interfaith resentments and misunderstandings, threatening ‘religious wars’ on a scale possibly unprecedented in history, Christians and the Christian Church are locked in internal disputes. On 2 November 2003, a practising homosexual was made a bishop in the Episcopal Church in the United States, America’s ‘province’ of the Anglican Communion. This was done in defiance of the strong opinion in other parts of the ‘Communion’ that if it happened Anglicanism would fall apart into schism. A few years earlier there had been similar rumblings over the ordination of women to ministry in the same Church. A century before that period, the Roman Catholic Church had pronounced all Anglican ordination to the priestly or episcopal ministry to be utterly null and void because of an alleged breach of communion and continuity in the sixteenth century. And the Orthodox Churches watched all this in the secure conviction that Roman Catholic, Anglican and all other Christian communities were not communions at all because they had departed from the truth as it had been defined in the ecumenical Councils of the first few centuries. Orthodoxy alone was orthodox. Even the baptism of other Christians was of dubious validity.

Those heated by the consecration of a ‘gay’ bishop spoke on the one side of faithfulness to the teaching of the Bible and on the other of the leading of the Holy Spirit into a new world which knew no discrimination. Yet both the notion of faithfulness to Scripture and the idea that Jesus particularly wanted to draw the outcasts and disadvantaged to himself have a long and complex history which makes it impossible to make either statement in simple black-and-white terms.

One of the most significant factors in the frightening failures of communication and goodwill which make daily headlines is a loss of contact with the past on the part of those taking a stand on one side or another of such disagreements. The study of ‘history’ is fashionable as this series is launched, but the colourful narrative of past lives and episodes does not necessarily make familiar the patterns of thought and assumption in the minds of those involved. A modern history of the Church must embody that awareness in every sinew. Those embattled in disputes within the Church and disputes involving Christian and other-faith communities have tended to take their stand on principles they claim to be of eternal validity, and to represent the will of God. But as they appear in front of television cameras or speak to journalists the accounts they give – on either side – frequently reflect a lack of knowledge of the tradition they seek to protect or to challenge.

The creation of a new history of the Church at the beginning of the third millennium is an ambitious project, but it is needed. The cultural, social and political dominance of Christendom in what we now call ‘the West’ during the first two millennia made the Christian Church a shaper of the modern world in respects which go far beyond its strictly religious influence. Since the first disciples were sent out to preach the Gospel by Jesus, Christianity has been of its essence a missionary religion. It took the faith across the world in a style which has rightly been criticized as ‘imperialist’. Christianity has proved to be an ideology and a subversive one. Profoundly though it became ‘inculturated’ in the societies converted, it was never syncretistic. It had, by the twentieth century, brought its own view of things to the ends of the earth. The Christian Church, first defined as a religion of love, has interacted with Judaism, Islam and the other world religions in ways in which there has been as much warfare as charity. We see some of the results in tensions in the modern world which are now proving very hard to resolve, not least because of the sheer failure of awareness of the history of the thinking which has brought the Church to where it is now.

Such a history has of course purposes more fundamental, more positive, more universal, but no less timely. There may not be a danger of the loss of the full picture while the libraries of the world and its historic buildings and pictures and music preserve the evidence. But the connecting thread in living minds is easily broken. There is much to be said for restoring as familiar to the general reader, whether Christian or not, a command of the sequence and network of ideas about what the Church is and what it should be doing as a vessel of Christian thought and life.

This new series aims, then, to be both new and traditional. It is organized so that the boundary-dates between volumes come in some unexpected places. It attempts to look at the conventional subject matter of histories of the Church from the vantage-point of the early twenty-first century, where the Church has confusingly many faces: from Vatican strictures on the use of birth-control and the indissolubility of marriage, and the condemnation of outspoken German academic theologians who challenge the Churches’ authority to tell them what to think and write, to the enthusiasm of Black Baptist congregations in the USA joyously affirming a faith with few defining parameters. Behind all these variations is a history of thought and effort and struggle. And within, at the heart of matters, is the Church. It is to be discovered in its innermost self through the layers of its multiple manifestations over twenty centuries. That is the subject of this series.
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Preface

A modern history of the Church must embody the patterns of thought and assumption in the minds of those involved in the life of the Church at the time in question. There are perennial and repeating questions which challenge the Church generation by generation, but there have also been questions peculiar to each age. Matters which demand discussion in one period leave little mark on the fabric of another. It is, to later eyes, remarkable that the early creeds contain no statement on the relationship of Bible and Church, and puzzling to find God’s creation of ‘things visible’ being stressed.

The launch of a new history of the Church at the beginning of the third millennium is a bold enterprise, and perhaps nowhere is it needed more than in the description of the development of the Church and its life and thought in the period after the end of the ‘early Church’ in the ancient world. The cultural, social and political dominance of Christendom in what we now call ‘the West’ during the period from about 600 to 1300 made the Christian Church a shaper of the modern world in respects which go far beyond its strictly religious influence. There may not be a danger of the loss of the full picture while the libraries of the world and its historic buildings and pictures and music preserve the evidence. But the connecting thread in living minds is easily broken. There is much to recommend making it possible for general readers, whether or not they are Christian, to get a sense of the various conceptions about the Church (and the events and occurrences leading up to those ideas) which unfolded during this defining period, and place them within a framework of understanding.

The era from the end of late antiquity to the high Middle Ages was the formative period for the doctrine of the Church. It was also a determinative period in the practical resolution of the endless difficulties of running the Church locally, in a society which had its own developing ideas about the holding of property and obedience to secular law. There is a wealth of discussion and commentary and also of episodes and human histories, pictures and buildings, which illustrate the new difficulties and the way they were identified and approached.

With the overall purpose of pointing up the aspects which have become constitutive for the modern framing of the issues, within the context of the events of these medieval centuries, this new history of the Church in the period 600–1300 seeks to trace in a series of topically focused chapters the story of devotional and theological thought and of ecclesiastical and pastoral life.
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AHDLMA


	
Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du môyen age





	
CCCM


	
Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Medievalis
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Corpus Christianorum Series Latina
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Bernard of Clairvaux, Opera omnia, ed. J. Leclerq, C.H. Talbot and L.M. Rochais (Rome, 1967–77), 8 volumes
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INTRODUCTION

Out of the Ancient World

Changing ideas of multiculturalism

Europe was formed by two great empires, that of ancient Rome and the perhaps even more complex and sophisticated ecclesiastical ‘empire’ of the medieval Christian Church – which might, if it was honest, have had to confess to increasingly imperialist ambitions of its own by the end of the period covered by this book. Even at the beginning of our period the Church was perforce left to do a good deal of the practical administration which the secular government was increasingly unable to carry out. A thousand years on, it was confidently challenging the secular authorities for ‘world supremacy’. The balance to be struck was a fine one, and not easily maintained. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) reminds Pope Eugenius III that he should above all see the Church of which God had made him supreme as the ‘mother’ (mater) not the ‘mistress’ (domina) of all other churches and himself not as the lord of other bishops but as one of them, a brother-bishop.1 Nevertheless he is the one responsible for the well being of the Church in all the aspects of its life.2 As the vicar of Christ on earth, he has to put into operation in the world the principle of Psalm 49.1: ‘The world is the Lord’s and its fullness’, and that of Numbers 24.18: ‘All the world shall be his possession’.

The Christian Church became in intention a ‘world religion’ from the earliest days when, as the Acts of the Apostles records (Acts 15), the young Church took the decision that it was going to see itself as something distinct from Judaism. That line of thought had clearly not grown less ambitious by the twelfth century. Equally clearly it had been affected by the changed priorities of a later age. But there are many kinds of world-picture, and part of the interest and importance of the period covered by this book lies in the shifting of assumptions and expectations, the jostling for space and position and the rationalizations which followed. These were the centuries during which the doctrines of the Church and of the sacraments were fully worked out in the West, with new institutional structures unknown to the age of Constantine, when papal primacy was asserted and anti-clericalism and anti-establishment dissidence emerged.

Within this institutional ‘power structure’ modest pious lives could be led, and with its established position in society the Church served as a protective shell for ordinary Christians. But it also actively controlled their lives. Moreover the Church in the West defined itself in many respects by its power-relationship with the secular world. Church–state relations lay at the heart of Bernard’s advice to Pope Eugenius. This was most notably a phenomenon of the Western end of the old Roman Empire. There were plenty of moments when the Patriarch of Constantinople quarrelled dramatically with the Emperor. Nevertheless in the Greek-speaking East the medieval politics turned out to be different in flavour, and so was the ecclesiastical ‘lifestyle’.

For some centuries it was the Greek which predominated. The major ‘ecumenical’ councils of Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451) may have been described as ‘universal’, but they all took place at the eastern end of the Mediterranean and were attended mainly by the Greek bishops. Christian writers arose at both ends of the Roman world in the first Christian centuries, some thinking and preaching and writing in Greek, some in Latin. While the Empire lasted the Church was busy giving its own account of both the Greek and the Latin ways of thinking through a series of ecumenical Councils and writings by individuals. But as we shall see, Greek and Latin traditions took off down different tracks when the Roman Empire collapsed and a gulf opened between Latin and Greek speakers so that the two halves of the old Empire effectively ceased to talk to one another except when they had a disagreement to resolve. The Church in the Eastern half of the former Roman Empire tended to protect its old ways and thus a corresponding gulf opened up in theological thinking between East and West.

The young Church grew to its medieval maturity in what we should now call a multicultural society, but one which did not necessarily share modern assumptions about the way distinct cultures should work out their differences. The constructions the Romans placed on the endeavours of the conquered Greeks had had the effect of transforming them into something which was useful to their own ‘Latin’ world. Rome had thus successfully absorbed and communicated the culture of ancient Greece, subtly changing it in the process. The relationship between the two halves of the culture of the classical world went on colouring the history of the Church throughout the Middle Ages, and the layering of these influences continued for many centuries. ‘We cannot now read Pope’s Iliad without feeling the English eighteenth century descend like a thick curtain between us and Homer’s Greece’, regretted Dorothy Sayers as she struggled to translate the thirteenth-century Dante for the twentieth century.3

Once an educated population ceased to be to some degree bilingual at the end of the Roman Empire, as happened during the fifth and sixth centuries, communication of the subtleties of Christian belief met practical impediments. It had never been easy to translate Greek ideas directly or literally into Latin. The languages were different in style and character as well as in vocabulary and grammar. Bilingual education was a great help here, a monoglot population distinctly disadvantaged, whichever language they were born to.

At its best, the Roman Empire had the virtues of its own most highly regarded citizens. These were the ‘Ciceronian’ virtues of justice, prudence, temperance and fortitude which made its military might potent but kept it under control.4 It remained for some centuries a protective oppressor, generally maintaining good order for its conquered peoples. Yet it was no more altruistic and enlightened than any more recent imperialist power. In rather the way the modern West has exploited Third






The idea of a ‘religion’ in the Middle Ages
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