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​Introduction: The Sanctified Edge of Violence
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There is a tendency, persistent and understandable, to imagine the saints of Christian history as figures defined entirely by mercy. The popular image is a familiar one: a gentle intercessor, arms open, face tilted toward heaven, radiating a kind of luminous benevolence that makes the world seem less brutal than it is. This image is not wholly false. Many saints were healers, teachers, and consolers of the poor. But it is, without question, incomplete. And the incompleteness is not accidental. It is the product of centuries of careful editorial work carried out by institutions with a considerable interest in what gets remembered and what quietly disappears.

The historical record, examined without that institutional lens, tells a considerably more complicated story. It is a story in which men and women later elevated to the altars of Christendom burned temples, issued curses, preached wars, enforced orthodoxy with their fists, and sanctioned massacres with the authority of divine mandate. It is a story in which violence was not a scandal to be explained away but a mode of engagement with the sacred that an entire theological tradition had already prepared the ground for. The saints examined in these pages did not commit their more severe acts in spite of their holiness. In the understanding of their own times, they committed them because of it.

This book is not an attack on sainthood, nor is it a work of anti-religious polemic. The author has no interest in prosecuting the dead for offences judged by standards they would not have recognized. What this work attempts, rather, is a serious examination of a largely underexplored dimension of hagiographic history: the degree to which force, destruction, cursing, and sacred severity were not aberrations within the tradition of Christian sanctity but consistent and theologically coherent expressions of it. The question this book asks is not whether these acts occurred. The documentary record is sufficiently robust on that point. The question is what they meant, and what they continue to mean, when the long habit of institutional forgetting is set aside.

The twelve figures examined here have been selected because each represents a distinct mode of holy severity. They are not assembled simply because they were violent men and women, which would produce a sensational catalogue of little analytical value. They are assembled because each one illuminates a different mechanism by which force and sanctity were made to coexist: the theological, the political, the psychological, the symbolic, and the institutional. Together they form something like a complete anatomy of the subject. Individually, each study can be read as a case study in how a tradition that proclaimed peace as its foundational ethic repeatedly found ways to accommodate, celebrate, and ultimately canonize the exercise of force.

The theological groundwork for this accommodation was laid early and did not require much invention. The Hebrew Bible, which the Christian tradition inherited as its Old Testament, was not short of divine violence. The God who flooded the earth, consumed Nadab and Abihu with fire, ordered the destruction of Canaan, and struck Uzzah dead for steadying the ark was not a figure who made severity seem theologically impossible. The New Testament introduced a substantial complication, of course. The figure of Christ as presented in the Gospels was a healer, a forgiver of enemies, and an apparent critic of retaliation. The famous injunctions to turn the other cheek and love one's enemies could not simply be erased. But they could be interpreted, qualified, contextualized, and applied selectively. Christian theology proved remarkably adept at all of these operations.

The Pauline epistles introduced a distinction between the old and new dispensations that would prove useful to later apologists for sacred force. The writings of the early Church Fathers, particularly Augustine of Hippo in the late fourth and early fifth centuries, developed the concept of just war and refined the conditions under which violence could serve legitimate spiritual ends. By the time of the First Crusade in 1095, the theological infrastructure for mass holy violence was not only in place but had been elaborated with considerable sophistication. This is the intellectual atmosphere that the opening sections of this book examine in some detail, because without it, the saints who follow cannot be properly understood.

To treat any of these figures as simple hypocrites, men and women who professed peace and practiced violence in craven defiance of their own beliefs, would be historically irresponsible. Some of the most distinguished scholars of medieval Christianity, among them Peter Brown, Caroline Walker Bynum, and Lester Little, have demonstrated at length how thoroughly the categories of sacred authority, bodily discipline, divine power, and communal violence were integrated in pre-modern Christian thought. Severity was not a failure of religious life in this period. In many of its manifestations, it was considered one of its highest expressions. To understand the saints examined here, one must enter a world in which that was not a paradox but a proposition that commanded widespread theological assent.

The method employed in this book is historical rather than devotional or prosecutorial. Each study opens with a documented or well-attested episode from the saint's life or legend, proceeds through the cultural and theological context necessary to make sense of it, examines its political and institutional dimensions, and closes with a reflection grounded in the available evidence rather than anachronistic moral judgment. Primary sources are engaged directly wherever possible. The hagiographies of Sulpicius Severus, the chronicles of Gregory of Tours, the letters of Bernard of Clairvaux, the early biographies of Teresa of Avila, the conciliar records surrounding the Council of Nicaea, and a range of other foundational documents have been consulted and, where relevant, cited.

A word on the sources themselves is warranted. Hagiography as a genre presents challenges that are distinct from those encountered in other forms of historical writing. Its purpose was never biography in any modern sense. It was edification. The holy life, as described by a hagiographer, was constructed according to a set of topoi, or conventional literary motifs, that shaped what could and could not be said about a saint. Miracles followed patterns. Confrontations with demons and heretics were scripted by precedent. This does not mean hagiographic accounts are useless as historical sources. It means they must be read with a particular kind of attention: not only for what they report, but for what they select, what they omit, what they emphasize, and what generic pressures are shaping the narrative at any given moment. Where there is a substantial gap between the hagiographic record and other forms of historical evidence, that gap is noted and examined.

The twelve saints collected here range across more than a thousand years of Christian history and several distinct cultural and geographical contexts. Nicholas of Myra belongs to the early fourth century and the eastern Mediterranean world of late Roman Christianity. Martin of Tours belongs to the fourth and fifth centuries, to Gaul, and to the volatile encounter between Roman Christianity and surviving pagan practice. Simeon Stylites belongs to the Syrian ascetic tradition of the fifth century. Patrick belongs to the fifth century, to the British and Irish edges of the Roman world, and to a legendary tradition so thoroughly accumulated over subsequent centuries that the historical figure has become almost impossible to recover. Olga of Kiev belongs to the tenth century and to the extraordinary violence of the early Rus political world. Benedict of Nursia belongs to the sixth century and to the monastic tradition that his Rule would define for much of subsequent western Christianity. Bernard of Clairvaux belongs to the twelfth century and to the full flowering of high medieval crusading ideology. Dominic belongs to the early thirteenth century and to the first systematic attempt to create an institutional apparatus for the suppression of Christian heresy. Teresa of Avila belongs to the sixteenth century, to Spanish Catholicism, and to a tradition of mystical experience in which the vocabulary of violence and annihilation was applied not to external enemies but to the interior landscape of the soul. George belongs to legend more than to documented history, and it is precisely this quality that makes the examination of his story the most overtly symbolic in the book.

Each of these figures was, by the standards of their own tradition and their own era, genuinely and seriously holy. This book does not dispute their spiritual authority or diminish the genuine depth of their religious commitment. What it examines is the relationship between that holiness and the modes of force, severity, and sanctified destruction with which it was expressed. The claim made here is not that these saints were secretly or shamefully violent. The claim is that within the Christian tradition as it actually existed, across fifteen centuries, sanctified violence was not an anomaly. It was a grammar. And these twelve figures were among its most eloquent speakers.

The closing study turns outward from individual biography to the institutional mechanisms by which the Church has decided, across the centuries, which acts of force are worthy of veneration and which are simply crime. The canonization process is, among other things, an act of interpretation and selection. It edits the historical record, amplifies some aspects of a life, and allows others to recede into silence. The study of what has been edited out of official memory, and why, reveals as much about institutional power as the study of what has been preserved. The final argument makes this explicit and examines what the overall pattern of these twelve cases suggests about the relationship between sacred authority and the capacity for destruction.

None of this is comfortable material. It should not be. The discomfort is precisely the point. A tradition of sufficient age and complexity will contain within it the full range of human possibility, including the darkest. The Christianity examined in these pages was not a simpler or more primitive version of the faith that later superseded it. It was in many respects more sophisticated, more intellectually ambitious, and more willing to confront the implication of its own premises than later, more domesticated, versions would prove to be. The saints in these pages lived at the edge of what their tradition believed. And at that edge, mercy and severity were not opposites. They were, in certain terrible and fascinating ways, the same thing.

That argument will be made slowly, carefully, and with as much honesty as the evidence permits. It begins where any serious examination of sacred violence must begin: with the theology.

All translations from Latin and Greek sources are the author's own unless otherwise indicated.
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​One: The Theology of Holy Wrath
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In the year 385, a Spanish bishop named Priscillian was executed at Trier on the orders of the usurper emperor Magnus Maximus. The charge was sorcery. The theological motivation was heresy. It was the first time a Christian had been put to death by a Christian government for doctrinal error, and the reaction among the Church's senior figures was not uniform outrage. It was divided. Ambrose of Milan and Martin of Tours protested. Others did not. And within a generation, the killing of heretics had acquired theological defenders of considerable intellectual power. Within two centuries, it had acquired institutional machinery. What happened in that interval was not a corruption of Christian theology. It was a development that Christian theology had, from its very origins, made possible.

To understand how sacred violence became thinkable within a tradition that claimed the Sermon on the Mount as foundational, it is necessary to begin not with the acts of individual saints but with the intellectual structure that made those acts intelligible. The saints examined across these pages were not, by and large, men and women who simply abandoned their principles when convenience demanded it. They were operating within a theological framework that had absorbed, rationalized, and in many cases actively celebrated the use of force in the service of the sacred. That framework did not arrive fully formed. It was built, argument by argument, across four centuries of doctrinal refinement, and its construction reveals a great deal about the internal tensions that Christian theology has always carried.

The starting point must be the scriptural inheritance itself, because the problem of divine violence in the Hebrew Bible was one that no serious Christian theologian could avoid. The God of Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, and Joshua was a God of frequent and spectacular destruction. The flood that killed virtually every living creature on earth. The plagues visited on Egypt. The command to exterminate the Canaanites without mercy. The death of Uzzah, struck down instantaneously for the seemingly minor offence of touching the Ark of the Covenant to prevent it from falling. The incineration of Nadab and Abihu for offering unauthorized fire before the Lord. These were not marginal episodes in the tradition that early Christianity inherited. They were central texts, read aloud in communities, interpreted in sermons, and taken with complete theological seriousness.

The Marcionite heresy of the second century had attempted to resolve this problem by the radical expedient of declaring the God of the Old Testament to be an inferior deity distinct from the Father revealed by Christ. Marcion's solution was clean and, to a certain kind of mind, appealing. It removed the theological embarrassment of divine violence by exporting it to a different god. The Great Church rejected Marcion comprehensively, and the rejection was not merely institutional. It was argued on theological grounds by writers including Irenaeus of Lyon and Tertullian of Carthage, both of whom insisted on the unity of the God of both Testaments. That insistence had consequences. It meant that the violence
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