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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

This book is an attempt to tell the story of the early Christian Church in a way which is clear and readable, whilst doing justice to the complexity and diversity of Christianity in the first six centuries CE. This is not an easy task. Frequently, histories of this period try to create a simple narrative of development, steering a direct path through the period despite all the awkward obstacles in the way. Sometimes the motive for such a narrative is pedagogical – to give a clear structure to the bewildering range of evidence. Often, an additional motive is to construct the history of the early Church in such a way as to validate ideas of what the Church is today: thus some histories will emphasize the role of bishops and the sacraments; others will stress the use of Scripture and the rule of faith; still others will point to the development of Christian asceticism. Whatever the motives, however, the effect of composing too simplistic a story of the early Church is that it flattens out the contours of what was a very bumpy and winding road. It can have the tendency to suggest that the end result was somehow inevitable and it can thus fail to take seriously other forms and expressions of Christianity which were held by minorities or which did not survive. More insidiously, it can obscure the way in which early Christianity was deeply indebted to its Jewish origins and continued to be influenced by the intellectual and cultural legacy of pagan Greece and Rome long after the Empire was officially Christian.

Of course, there are also dangers of trying to avoid too easy a narrative structure. The material can become difficult to understand or interpret. The reader can fail to see any connection between the Church of the past and that of the present. More subtly, the author can be accused – with some justification – of stressing the variety of early Christianity in order to defend a more inclusive and diverse understanding of the Church in the present day.

Aware of these difficulties, I have tried in this book to write good history: that is, I have tried to steer a path between the mere accumulation of evidence and the construction of an over-simplified narrative. I have assumed neither that the development of the Church was a purely secular process, nor that it can be explained entirely in theological terms. Finally the book has tried to do justice to the range of Christian beliefs and practices, whilst pointing to the factors which held them together as being distinctively Christian. At root, it does assume that the kaleidoscopic variety of early Christianity can be viewed through a single lens.

What kind of diversity characterized the early Church? Most obviously, perhaps, Christianity changed over time: the beliefs and practices of Christians in the sixth century were different from those in the first, perhaps most markedly in respect to Christianity’s relationship to Judaism. But changes over a briefer time-scale can also be identified: for example, the increasing institutionalization of the Church in its first decades, or the changes that occurred with Constantine’s adoption of Christianity in the fourth century. Besides temporal diversity, however, there was geographic diversity: although Christian communities were often remarkably well connected through letters and travel, nevertheless local traditions of belief and worship proved to be very important. For example, the second-century controversy over the date of Easter (the ‘Quartodeciman’ controversy) and the fifth-century debates about the relation between Christ’s humanity and divinity were each fuelled by strong regional theological loyalties. Thirdly, there was often a variety of opinions and habits apparent even within local communities. This is evident, for example, in the tensions caused by the followers of Marcion and Valentinus in Rome in the second century and the effect of the Arian controversies in Milan and Antioch in the fourth.

There were, then, different expressions of Christianity, yet believers recognized that those who identified themselves as ‘Christian’ should be part of the same Church. The disagreement over the date of Easter was painful precisely because it was felt to be wrong that Christians in different parts of the Mediterranean world were celebrating Easter at different times: there should be one feast for the one community. Varieties of practice and belief within cities or individual congregations caused even more tension: if Valentinus and Marcion had not regarded themselves as Christians alongside others in Rome they would not have presented such a threat to those who argued against them. It was through such arguments that Christians in this period developed the idea that there had to be limits to the variety of belief within Christianity. Out of reasoned controversy came, for example, the systematic exposition of the doctrines of the Trinity and the nature of Christ.

The ‘definitions’ of the Church councils on these matters can perhaps be best understood not as defining the doctrines as such, but as defining the boundaries of acceptable Christian belief. Although Christians within the mainstream Church were agreed that it was necessary to have unity on some matters (for example, that Jesus Christ was both human and divine), it was often unclear how much flexibility there could be about the meaning of such terms as ‘human’ and ‘divine’. Furthermore, there were many theological topics on which disagreement was either willingly accepted or at least tolerated. Although the Church Fathers often wrote about unity of belief, the reality was more like an acceptable variety of belief.

The identity of the early Church was by no means exclusively bound up with questions of belief – practice was also hugely important. For this reason, this book has tried to give due weight to aspects of Christian life such as liturgy (especially baptism and Eucharist), the use of Scripture, the response to persecution, the veneration of saints and martyrs, and asceticism. Often, faith and practice influenced each other. For example, the very widespread early use of a three-fold formula in baptism – ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ – influenced the development of the doctrine of the Trinity; conversely, arguments against the Arians about the doctrine of the Trinity had an impact on liturgy, since they condemned those who did not use the three-fold formula in baptism. Similarly, the question of Christ’s relationship to the Father was intertwined with the question of whether one could properly pray to Christ, or whether one should pray to the Father through the mediation of Christ. Just as with beliefs, there were variations in Christian practice over time and space, but also sometimes differences within communities. Congregations at the beginning of this period were divided about the extent to which Jewish traditional practices should be continued; later on, churches were divided over the propriety of venerating Mary as the ‘mother of God’.1 Nevertheless, one can say that all Christian communities in this period depended to a greater or lesser extent on these kinds of practice for their identity as Christian.

For the historian, who must examine those Christians whom many other Christians thought to be beyond the pale, ‘early Christianity’ as a historical phenomenon should also of course include these ‘unacceptable’ or heretical varieties of practice and belief. For this reason, my account has tried to take seriously the claim of people like Marcion, Arius and Nestorius to represent Christian truth – whilst also explaining why the mainstream Christian Church rejected them. Despite the great diversity of faith and practice amongst those who called themselves Christians, it still makes sense to talk of ‘Christianity’ as one phenomenon. Even though there was not a clear set of identical practices or beliefs which all Christian congregations shared (there was no one creed, no one liturgy, not even the same Bible), nevertheless there were enough overlapping resemblances between them to enable one to identify them as Christian.2 Wittgenstein famously observed that one could not isolate a list of properties which define a particular game as a game, but one could recognize a set of overlapping characteristics or family resemblances which enable us to use the same word ‘game’ for a wide variety of practices.3 Similarly, one can use the term ‘Christian’ for a surprisingly diverse collection of people.

The idea of ‘family resemblances’ is particularly appropriate for early Christian communities who traced their inheritance of the Gospel back to the original eyewitnesses of Christ’s life, death and resurrection. Despite their often radically different interpretations of the Gospel the Gnostics and Valentinians, for example, claimed to trace their faith back to the Apostles, just as other Christians did. Their opponents, of course, denied that such groups were the true ‘descendants’ of the Apostles and in effect accused them of being illegitimate offspring. The concept of ‘family resemblances’ also helps us understand the way in which the fiercest arguments can be between those who share a common origin, but who dispute the true ownership of their inheritance, or challenge the way the inheritance has been used. Thus, much of the heat generated by the Trinitarian and Christological controversies was due to the sincere conviction of each side that they were the true inheritors and interpreters of the Christian tradition (‘tradition’ here including Scripture).

In the earlier chapters of the book I often refer to Christian ‘churches’ or ‘congregations’ in order to emphasize the lack of institutional unity. Towards the end of the period, it makes more sense to talk about ‘the Christian Church’, since successive Christian councils had made decisions about matters of Church organization, practice and doctrine and had declared various individuals or groups to be outside ‘the Church’. In this period, the councils considered to be ‘ecumenical’, i.e. applying to all Christians, were those of Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431), Chalcedon (451) and Constantinople (553). But even the Church as defined by adherence to these councils was not as unified as one might expect; furthermore, those ‘outside’ the Church according to the definition of these councils were not necessarily as different as one might expect. There is still, for example, controversy about who was being accused in the condemnations of ‘Origenism’ in 553 and whether they were rightly condemned. Furthermore, there is a strong feeling amongst many Christians today that there should be more consideration in the west towards those Oriental churches who, for various complicated reasons, did not accept the Council of Chalcedon in 451.

In steering my path through the first five to six centuries of Christianity, I have chosen a basic chronological structure. But within this I have stressed different themes and places. The reader should not imagine that I think that Rome ceased to be important after the second century, nor that Antioch only began to be a significant Christian centre in the fifth. Similarly, Christian asceticism was important throughout this period, not just in the fourth century. I have aimed to highlight such cities and themes at points in the narrative where they will illuminate my account. In particular, I hope that I have given some sense of place and cultural context, which is often missing from accounts of the early Church, particularly those which focus on the development of doctrine.

I have quoted early Christian writers quite frequently in an effort to convey the vitality of their style, but I have tried to use translations which are both quite recent and as accessible as possible. A chapter-by-chapter bibliography of the sources of these primary texts is included at the end of the book. I have otherwise kept notes and references relatively minimal, giving references to ideas which are controversial or of particular interest, rather than giving evidence for every point. In order to encourage as wide a readership as possible I have tried to refer to those books which will be most accessible and I have therefore chosen to restrict my references to literature in English. I am very aware that any book of this kind stands on the shoulders of previous scholarship and I here gratefully acknowledge the work of those many scholars in my field from whose work I have benefited and whose ideas have filtered into my own teaching and writing.

In Chapter 1 I discuss the character of the early Christian communities in the first few decades after the death of Christ. The chapter examines the factors which were common to the early Christians, for example their fundamental monotheism, their beliefs about Jesus, their use of baptism and community meals. It also deals with the development of leadership in the Church and the gradual formation of the Christian canon of Scripture. The issue of Christianity’s relationship to Judaism is also considered.

Chapter 2 begins by assessing the Christian experience of persecution in the second century, using as evidence some first-person accounts (both Christian and pagan) and some third-person Christian accounts of early martyrs. The rest of Chapter 2 together with Chapter 3 contains an account of three kinds of early Christian writing which need to be understood in the light of the Christian experience of persecution: that is, apology (defences of Christianity against pagans), works written against Jews or ‘Judaizers’, and works written against Christian heretics. Here I focus in particular on the thought of Justin Martyr, Marcion, Valentinus, Irenaeus and Melito.

In Chapters 2 and 3 the geographical focus is on Rome; in Chapter 4 this moves east to Alexandria and south to Carthage. With Antioch, these were the great cities of the early Roman Empire. Two sketches of Alexandria and Carthage form the backdrop to a more detailed discussion of two great theologians, Origen and Tertullian. The emphasis in this chapter is partly on understanding their theology and explaining how they tried to solve various problems. But attention is also paid to the kinds of works they wrote, in order to emphasize how, even at this relatively early stage, educated Christians were beginning to develop a self-confident and distinct Christian literary culture.

Chapter 5 deals with one of the important turning-points in the relationship between ‘Church and Empire’: the final phases of persecution and the rise to power of Constantine. It concludes with an account of the controversy surrounding Arius and his doctrine of Christ, including a discussion of the first ecumenical council, called by Constantine at Nicaea in 325.

The fourth century was an extraordinarily fertile time for Christian theology, particularly in the east. Chapter 6 looks at this period from the perspective of doctrinal theology, with a particular focus on Athanasius (from Alexandria), the Cappadocian theologians Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa, and finally Ephrem, who worked in Nisibis and Edessa at the eastern borders of the Roman Empire and who wrote in Syriac. Prompted by the idea that all the theologians in Chapter 6 thought that beliefs about Christ were intimately connected with the practice of discipleship and the imitation of Christ, Chapter 7 deals with early Christian asceticism. The distinction between doctrinal theology and devotional or ‘spiritual’ writing is an artificial one in this period and is particularly thin in a writer like Ephrem. Chapter 7 looks at the motivations behind the Christian ascetic life and its development in individual (hermit) and community-based forms in various parts of the Empire. Again there is an emphasis on the idea that although there were many family resemblances between different Christian ascetic traditions, there were also huge variations in practice. For example, the chapter discusses the dramatic privations of the Syrian pillar ascetics and the more moderate, although undoubtedly still rigorous, Cappadocian monasticism. There were very different degrees of ascetic seclusion, ranging from almost complete isolation in the desert, through semi-organized groups of hermits, to monastic communities. There were even married men and women who stayed at home and fitted ascetic discipline into the warp and weft of their daily lives. The chapter concludes with an assessment of some bishops who combined a profound commitment to ascetic practice with a very public and city-based life in the service of the Church.

Chapter 8 begins with setting one of those bishops – Ambrose – in context in the city of Milan. This brief study forms the basis for a more detailed examination of Augustine, who identified his time in and around Milan while Ambrose was bishop as the pivotal moment in his life. Augustine’s theology is studied from several different perspectives, with the aim of trying to clarify his main themes and identifying his most important texts. Chapter 9 has a similar structure, moving from a sketch of Antioch at the time of John Chrysostom to a historical and theological study of the controversies over the nature of Christ which dominated debate in the churches of Antioch, Alexandria and Constantinople in the middle decades of the fifth century. It concludes with a discussion of the Council of Chalcedon and the Christology of Leo, Bishop of Rome.

In the fifth century, the stability of the Roman Empire suffered greatly from the growing strength of ‘barbarian’ tribes (many of whom were Christian, albeit Arian). The very varied impact of these incursions on different parts of the Empire and the very uneven acceptance of the decisions of Chalcedon among Christian congregations, means that it is very difficult – indeed undesirable – to draw a neat and tidy conclusion to this period of Christian history. The final chapter therefore assesses the state of the Empire and the state of Christianity in the sixth century, returning to the theme with which the book began: the ‘contained diversity’ of Christianity, impossible to define by a set of clearly defined doctrines or rituals, but possible to identify through a series of closely intertwined family resemblances. By the end of the sixth century, although there were marked differences and many painful separations, the Christian family existed as the many communities ultimately gathered together by their faith in and their commitment to follow Jesus Christ.

This book represents a step away from most of my previous writing and in its preparation I have had a great deal of help, for which I am most grateful. First, I should particularly like to thank the series editor, Gillian Evans, who persuaded me to write the book and who encouraged me, with a great deal of patience, through my various hesitations on the way. My editor at I.B.Tauris, Alex Wright, has also been a source of much enthusiasm and energy.

I am grateful to Andrew Gregory and David Taylor for advice on general themes and bibliography at a very early stage of the project. Over the past years, I have benefited immensely from the wisdom of John Barton and Christopher Tuckett on matters biblical, although I have not consulted them on any specific aspect of this book. Several of my colleagues at Exeter have read various chapters and commented very helpfully on them: many thanks to David Horrell, Alastair Logan and Mike Higton (who attempted to teach me to write shorter sentences). Siam Bhayro and Louise Lawrence have provided very helpful bibliographic advice and ideas. Any idiosyncrasies that remain are my own responsibility. Collectively, my department at Exeter has been both a willing sounding-board for various interpretations and explanations and a seemingly endless fount of encouragement, enthusiasm and cups of coffee (thank you especially to Francesca Stavrakopou-lou).

Many thanks are due to my husband Piers, my children Lydia and Eva, and my parents for putting up patiently with a book which should have been finished by Christmas but lasted past Easter. Piers, as always, has valiantly read every word and I have benefited immensely from his historian’s sensitivity to the balance between narrative and evidence.

Finally, this book is dedicated with much love and respect to my parents-in-law, Peter and Carole. I hope you enjoy my attempt at un peu d’histoire.
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