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      PREFACE

      A thousand years ago the eerie stillness of what is now the Israeli desert was shattered by the thunderous cacophony of armored horses’ hooves racing to battle. The clash of swords and lances striking armor and shield resounded through the field. Battle cries mixed with the screams of the wounded, the blasts of trumpets, the shouted commands in many foreign tongues. Muslim battled Christian for possession of a strip of land upon which both their religions were founded. Some thousands of miles away in a mountain fastness south of the Caspian Sea in modern Iran, a Persian adept sat wrapped in a rigid posture of meditation while his mind’s eye gazed upon another deadly scene. One of his most trusted disciples, disguised as a Sufi mystic, had just approached the litter of the powerful Seljuk vizier. His dagger plunged into the vizier’s heart seconds before he too was struck down by the guards. Hasan-i-Sabah, the legendary Old Man of the Mountain, must have experienced a moment of relief, since the death of his sworn enemy would lessen the Turkish threat to his headquarters at Alamut. Fate would again smile kindly on the besieged Assassin community as the Seljuk sultan himself passed away within weeks of his slain vizier.

      The richness of the historical truths about the Order of Assassins and the Knights Templar intertwines inexorably with the myths that have stimulated the imagination of so many minds through the centuries. Both the Assassins and Templars were destroyed as heretics some seven hundred years ago. While the Assassins (more properly known as Nizari Ismailis) survive to this day under the leadership of the Aga Khan, the primary period of their history under discussion here was obliterated by their Mongolian and Mameluke conquerors in 1256 and 1273, respectively. They were slandered by Sunni heresiologists who considered them religious criminals and by medieval Christian historians who considered them pagan idolaters. The Templars similarly have no surviving documentary corpus, despite the probability that as a medieval religious order they kept scrupulous records of their doings. The Templars were also written in dark ink by historians of the power structure that had tortured and murdered them and destroyed their Order. Since history is characteristically written by the victors, we make haste at the outset to state that our study is of the vanquished.

      This book begins with an introduction to secret societies in which the mystical secret society is examined and distinguished from both the political conspiracy and the religious hierarchy. The balance of the book is divided into four parts.

      Part 1 attempts a broad overview of the historical conditions in Europe and the Near East from the birth of Christ through the Crusades. Focusing primarily on the West, this overview will help identify the major religious, political, economic, and cultural developments that led to the European invasion of the Holy Land. While some readers may find it overly detailed and seemingly out of place, it will set the stage for some of the complex interactions in the events that follow. Those with a firm grasp of European history may prefer to proceed directly to part 2.

      Part 2 is an investigation of the Order of Assassins. After presenting some of the legendary tales that survive to this day, I undertake a detailed look at Islam from the birth of the Prophet through the birth of the Nizari Ismaili sect. The particular 166-year period of political success in Persia known as the Alamut Imamate is discussed in detail, as is the Syrian Assassin community with whom the Crusaders interacted. Brief highlights of the subsequent history of Nizari survivors through modern times follow.

      Part 3 is a history of the Knights Templar that begins with a close look at the origins of the Order and the Rule initially drafted by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux. The subsequent history of the Order is divided into chapters that correspond to the Crusades in which the Templars fought during the two hundred years since their founding. The destruction of the Order is closely investigated, as is the eternal question of the Order’s guilt or innocence.

      Part 4 is an afterword that briefly surveys the development of the Western esoteric tradition from its roots in prehistory through the eclipse of the pagan Mysteries under the Christian religious hegemony during the six centuries known as the Dark Ages. We then observe the reintroduction of occultism to Europe immediately following the Crusades, a development that continues to the present day. Particular attention is paid to the critical points of convergence between East and West, especially those that may be traceable to the interaction between the Assassins and Templars.

      Appendix 1 presents a modern analysis of the purported Nine Degrees of Wisdom of the Ismaili initiation as the system has been variously posited since at least the tenth century. Appendix 2 offers a new translation of Saint Bernard’s critical letter, In Praise of the New Knighthood, in which he first proclaimed the ideal of the warrior-monk that so inflamed the European psyche in 1136 and forever inspired the mythos of the Knights Templar in Western culture.

      In view of much of the literature that has grown around these two orders, and much occult writing in general, it may be wise to state at the outset that I have taken great pains to avoid speculation and fantasy in this book. Legends are identified as such, and the reader is invited to form his or her own opinion about many of the truly unanswerable questions that are presented here. I believe the legitimate scholarly facts of the histories you are about to read will be sufficient to provide a suitable launching pad for the fights of fancy inherent in the nature of the Assassins and Knights Templar. I hope the reader will accept the difficult challenge of surveying the compressed mass of data and the many unfamiliar names and terms that follow. I especially hope that this effort will be rewarded with a deeper insight into these holy warriors — ostensible opponents, mirror images.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER ONE 

      AN INTRODUCTION TO SECRET SOCIETIES

      The existence of Higher Consciousness is the prime postulate of both religion and the occult. Human beings are separated from their divine nature by the seemingly impassable barrier of the rational mind and ego. Yet we share an implicit awareness that a higher state exists and that we are capable of communion with a source of power far greater than any we can access by physical means. The search for union may well be considered the root motivation of human existence. Merely intellectual attempts to discredit or deny it pale before its universality. In the words of Iamblichus, the fourth-century Neoplatonist, “[A]n innate knowledge of the Gods is coexistent with our very existence; and this knowledge is superior to all judgment and deliberate choice, and subsists prior to reason and 
demonstration.”1

      
        INITIATION

        Legends of a Fall attempt to explain why a chasm exists between the human mind and divine consciousness. This great mystery is a fundamental concern for both religion and philosophy. The existence of such a chasm is, however, simply accepted as a basic premise in esoteric doctrine. The purpose of initiation is not to explain the Fall but to overcome its effects.

        The goal of initiation, the primary “secret” of the wisdom tradition, is gnosis — direct, tangible, personal experience of God within the human body in the here and now. A “gnostic” is one who “knows,” who cultivates the discipline of contact with divine consciousness. Unlike those who follow religions that either seek, guarantee, or threaten their adherents with the presence or absence of an after-death state of grace, the gnostic fully intends to experience grace within his or her lifetime.

        The Mysteries defuse the exclusivity of the Word so often claimed by 
religion.†1 The individual becomes the knower. “[U]nless you make yourself equal to God, you cannot understand God: for the like is not intelligible save to the like. Make yourself grow to a greatness beyond measure, by a bound free yourself from the body; raise yourself above all time, become Eternity; then you will understand 
God.”2

      

      
        MYSTICAL SECRET SOCIETIES

        Mystical secret societies dedicated to initiation and spiritual liberation have existed in all ages and cultures. From the mythic invocation of the aboriginal tribesman to the ecstatic whirling of the dervish, the aim of these societies is the same — the programmed alteration of individual consciousness within a group setting.

        The closest modern analog to the term “secret society” might be the “special interest group.” People of varied vocations and avocations, from agriculture to zoology, develop forums devoted to their specialties. They communicate via newsletters, the Internet, social clubs, and so on. Members assume at least minimal prior knowledge of the subject matter at hand. Their individual commitment and willingness to explore their chosen field serves as the common denominator by which they interact. The goal of their association is increased personal development within the chosen specialty area, assisted by contact with similarly motivated individuals.

        Members of mystical secret societies share a desire for the attainment of states of higher consciousness through participation in group ritual and the communication of magical and mystical knowledge with others of similar interests — knowledge that, by definition, conveys a sense of awe. The interpenetration of divine and human, the realization of truths that stem from a higher point of origin, the power implicit in that knowledge — all suggest a sense of reverence, even fear, to the generally bewildered consciousness of the “normal” rational mind.

      

      
        DOCTRINES OF MYSTICAL SECRET SOCIETIES

        The most common type of mystical secret society operating within the Western esoteric tradition is the hierarchically structured order. All of the groups to be discussed in this book are (or were) graded organizations. While these groups may vary widely in their particular spheres of activity — pursuing such diverse interests as alchemy, metaphysics, or fraternal work — they all share the following distinguishing characteristics:

        
          	An inner doctrine is at the heart of the secret society. All of the group’s teachings point to the inner doctrine, which is progressively revealed through the initiatory degrees of the society.

          	A hierarchical structure presides over the incremental unveiling of the inner doctrine. As one progresses toward the top of the hierarchy, one presumably knows more than those below. Also, it is assumed of those further up in the hierarchy that loyalty to the society and commitment to its principles have been tested through the years of membership.

          	A set of moral values particularly stresses loyalty to the membership, service to the society, respect for the hierarchy, and aspiration toward the inner doctrine. The patience required for the gradual illumination peculiar to the secret society itself is considered part of its moral teaching.

          	The development of a stable foundation upon which the candidate may continue to build is encouraged by the society’s method of progressively revealing secrets — that is, gradually unfolding the inner doctrine over time and through the degrees of advancement within the hierarchy. The practical value of this style of teaching to the society is that it separates the committed from the merely curious.

          	Oaths required for the receiving of these secrets are standard. Historians of the occult, and some occultists themselves, have scoffed at the majestic and terrible oaths with which the most commonplace knowledge was revealed to initiates. The technique serves to weed out the unfit, however, and to develop the virtue of silence within the fit. During the historical periods discussed in this book, secrecy meant the difference between life and death.

          	A curriculum provides the intellectual and psychospiritual methods by which the candidate is better prepared to understand the inner doctrine. These will include the study of recommended literature and the practice of meditation and ritual.

        

      

      
        TEACHINGS OF MYSTICAL SECRET SOCIETIES

        Numerous time-proven techniques have been developed to transcend the normal, ego-bound state of three-dimensional, emotion-driven consciousness and to achieve experiential knowledge, or gnosis. All the secret societies and spiritual movements surveyed in the following pages have in common a curriculum of instruction. While the details and emphases vary, they all share the following assumptions:

        
          	The existence of Higher Consciousness and the assertion that certain practices and disciplines allow the individual access to higher levels of awareness.

          	The employment of mental and psychic practices, loosely grouped under the term “meditation,” to induce this access. Meditation is the process by which the mind is trained to function free of the distractions of the senses. Meditation may include such things as exercises to achieve stillness of mind, prayer, magical invocation, programmed visualizations, practices of remembrance, astral projection, and so on. There are many variations in the techniques of meditation. At one end of the spectrum, the practitioner will be motionless, locked in silence, with eyes closed. At the other extreme of meditation are the techniques of magick, where the practitioner may be whirling in a dance while intoning sonorous invocations in a room filled with sensory cues to reinforce the one idea of the ceremony.

          	The concept of a physical link to the psyche. Forms of exercise such as hathayoga, as well as rhythmic breathing and dietary regimens, possibly including the ingestion of alchemical composites, are all employed to strengthen and purify the body. Drugs may be used by some systems or prohibited by others. The object of these practices is to limit distractions.

          	The teaching of certain moral or ethical behaviors. These teachings are designed to free the seeker from the mental conflicts and psychic obsessions that inhibit one-pointed effort. Moral values may vary widely. For example, among the sects we will encounter in this book, the Cathars were strictly forbidden the shedding of blood, which, for the Assassin or Templar, was an act worthy of esteem. Any number of the groups discussed herein would look unfavorably upon stealing, yet, to the devotee of the Thug sect in India, stealing was an act of worship to the goddess Kali.

          	Recognition of the value of the intellect. Intellectual studies are part of the Western training for achieving expanded spiritual awareness. The natural facility of the rational mind can be harnessed to align with the spiritual quest. The mind is a key component of the self to be placed in service to the ultimate goal.

          	A sexual doctrine. Sexual codes are included in all spiritual secret societies. Sex is a widely misunderstood means by which consciousness may be raised beyond its normal limitations. The occultist perceives the basic life force as a bioelectrical sexual energy, known to Wilhelm Reich as orgone or to the yogi as kuṇḍalinī. Management of this force is the root of yoga and meditation, its raising and directing the purpose of magick, its purification the goal of alchemy. Sex is the mirror of divine unity manifested as polarity — “divided for love’s sake, for the chance of 
union.”3 Mystics throughout the centuries have taught a great many shades of sexual behavior, ranging from strict ascetic restriction to enthusiastic sensual indulgence. While these techniques may at first glance appear contradictory, they rest upon the common assumption of the sanctity and power of sexual energy.

        

      

      
        HIGHER INTELLIGENCES

        Innumerable myths and legends concern teachers of Wisdom who have appeared throughout history to bring the gifts of civilization and spirituality to a benighted and ignorant humanity. These extraordinary guides and helpers have been variously identified as gods, angels, spirits, extraterrestrials, saints, mahatmas, buddhas, Inner Plane Adepts, ancestors, or just naturally talented geniuses. Advanced antediluvian civilizations such as Atlantis and Lemuria have also been posited.

        Members of mystical secret societies may believe they are in contact with Higher Intelligences who are guiding the societies through invisible channels. These Intelligences are often perceived as having enlisted themselves in support of the secret society in order to share their wisdom with aspirants psychically attuned to the emanation of their energies. The society may then be conceived of by its membership as a three-dimensional manifestation for the evolutionary workings of Higher Consciousness.

      

      
        POLITICAL SECRET SOCIETIES

        A different type of secret society is the political one whose primary goal is worldly power and whose members seek anonymity for these ambitions. At the simplest level of the political conspiracy are such criminal organizations as the Mafia, whose activities, if revealed, would result in prosecution. Revolutionary secret societies, such as the Bolsheviks or the Irish Republican Army, have also been a common phenomenon in political history.

        Far more dangerous, in the opinion of the author, are the internationalist societies of the last hundred years (such as the Bilderbergers, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the Royal Institute of International Affairs) that are patiently and inexorably striving to build a world government. The membership of such groups is composed of politicians, business people, media leaders, and foundation executives who are able not only to shape public opinion, but to define the very terms of public debate. “The great political issue of our times is not liberalism versus conservatism, or capitalism versus socialism, but Statism — the belief that government is inherently superior to the citizenry, that progress consists of extending the realm of compulsion, that vesting arbitrary power in government officials will make the people happy 
— eventually.”4

        The goal of the modern statist is a level of control that surpasses the dreams of empire of the ancient Egyptians, Macedonians, and Romans. The primary building block for this political ideology is the individual willing to enforce his beliefs on others. Motives may range from genuine idealism to an arrogant contempt for the rights of others. The “good of the many” — as interpreted by the self-appointed experts and social planners — will inevitably result in the destruction of the liberty of the 
individual.†2 The incessant modern clamor for “democracy” neglects the fact that the ultimate symbol of uncontrolled majority rule is the lynch mob.

      

      
        HIERARCHICAL RELIGIONS

        Another type of association that merits consideration is the established religion, such as Catholicism, that contains a hierarchical system of power and is founded upon divine revelation. A progressive illumination of the individual, however, is not the rationale for the structure of the Church hierarchy; rather, function, organization, and efficiency are its motivating principles. One accepts more operational responsibility, succeeds at the task, and becomes imbued with greater authority. A cardinal or a pope does not necessarily understand more of the inner doctrine of Christ as he rises within the structure of the Church, nor does an informing gnosis electrify his ascent. Members of the Church hierarchy are no more likely to achieve sainthood than a congregant. For every pope or bishop who has been canonized (ideally, for true spirituality), there exists a lay person — such as Saint Francis of Assisi, Saint Joan of Arc, even our modern Mother Theresa — whose life stands as witness to their embrace of Christ.

        The lines of demarcation between a mystical secret society, a political conspiracy, and a hierarchical religion often appear faint because they have various structural elements in common. For example, political conspiracies and mystical secret societies share secrecy as an operative mechanism. Hierarchical religions and mystical secret societies share graded structures of leadership and the root motivation of spiritual aspiration. The distinction between mystical secret societies and political conspiracies becomes substantially blurred in the case of the Assassins and Templars, as we shall see.

      

      
        CULTS

        Much ink and many broadcast hours were expended on cults during the final decades of the twentieth century. The word cult, according to the Oxford English Dictionary (1933), originally comes from the Latin root cultus, meaning “worship,” and colere, “to attend to, to cultivate, to respect, etc.” It means: “1. Worship; reverential homage, rendered to a divine being or beings. 2. A particular form or system of religious worship esp. in reference to external rites and ceremonies. 3. Devotion or homage to a particular person or thing, now esp. as paid by a body of professed adherents or admirers.” As one example of the latter, the OED gives “The cult of beauty as the most vivid image of Truth.” Since the Jonestown fiasco of the late 1970s, however, the word cult has become a virtually meaningless media term intended to connote religious fanaticism.

        All modern organized religions were originally cults. The chief danger facing a cult and its members today, as always, is that of becoming a target for entrenched interests. The dominant reigning party in any society tends to exterminate cults in a self-serving and self-righteous manner, because cults become both embarrassments to and competitors of the prevailing dogma and social order. This was certainly true of pagan Rome, which persecuted the new Christian cult. When the Christians finally rose to political power in 323, they returned the favor with centuries of violence, culminating in the Inquisition.

        The modern corporate-socialist state, into which the United States is fast plunging, well demonstrated its power by its treatment of the Branch Davidians in 1993. The televised holocaust at the Mount Carmel center outside Waco, Texas, recalled the brutality of the Middle Ages. Like the Assassins, the Branch Davidians were a small religious group outside the norm of society. Like the Knights Templar, their beliefs were shaped by the New Testament. The destruction of the Branch Davidians at the hands of federal police was accompanied by a campaign of vilification and disinformation that rivaled the propaganda of the French monarchy against the Templars and the medieval Sunni establishment against the Assassins.

        The human race still has a long way to travel in its journey toward the Light. And a fair case may be made for questioning the ineluctable reality of humanity’s evolution. The pervasive psychological weakness and endemic dependency of human beings in modern society is a case in point. The rude virtues of yesterday — courage, self-reliance, individual morality — could arguably be considered a more advanced cultural model than today’s collectivist gestalt. A look even further back in time, to the mountain fastness of Alamut, may allow us to share for a moment in the clear-eyed visionary independence of an uncompromising people who refused to surrender their integrity to the demands of their environment.
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      CHAPTER TWO 

      HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE CRUSADES

      Before beginning our inquiry into the Assassins, it will be helpful to examine some of the historical developments that led to the Crusades. The European invasion of the Holy Land in 1095 represented the height of political influence for Christianity, which had risen from being a minor cult within the Roman Empire to a position before which kings and peasants alike trembled. We shall also explore certain broad themes in medieval history and their roots in the Roman Empire, for Rome was the birthplace of feudalism, which provided the context for both knighthood and chivalry. Furthermore, the Roman Empire built the foundation upon which the European nation-states were erected only moments before the inauguration of the Crusades. A review of the schism between Eastern and Western Christianity (also rooted in the Roman Empire) will shed light on the animosity and treachery we shall encounter between Christians during the Crusades, and help explain the many alliances formed between Christian and Muslim. This survey focuses mainly on Europe; the evolution of Islam, crucial to the story of the Assassins, will be explored later.

      
        THE BIRTH OF CHRISTIANITY

        The Near East has functioned as the birthplace of numerous religions and spiritual movements, including the world’s three great monotheistic faiths: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Prior to the inception of these, dating back to prehistory, the indigenes have worshipped such deities as Oannes, Osiris, Enki, Adonis, Dionysus, and Attys, among others. As a well-worn trade route, the Holy Land has traditionally been an area of unusual religious and cultural cross-fertilization. For millennia, it has also been the scene of nearly constant political upheaval.

        In 143 B.C.E. Simon Maccabee began the Jewish conquest of Palestine, and there he established the kingdom of Judea. The Romans completed their conquest of the Greek empire by 63 B.C.E. and annexed Judea to Syria. After a Jewish revolt in 43 B.C.E., the Romans reestablished Judea under King Herod. Although Jewish himself, Herod was hated because he sought to Romanize the realm. He was, however, able to complete a magnificent restoration of the famed Second Temple. (The First Temple had been built by King Solomon in the mid-tenth century B.C.E. and housed the mysterious Ark of the Covenant. Solomon’s Temple was destroyed in 587 B.C.E. when the Babylonians, under King Nebuchadrezzar, conquered Jerusalem. In 538 B.C.E., King Cyrus II of Persia defeated the Babylonians and allowed the Jews, led by Zerubbabel, to return to Jerusalem, where they completed the Second Temple in 515 B.C.E.). Upon Herod’s death in 4 B.C.E., Jewish nationalists revolted. Extensive Roman reprisals caused immense suffering. Another rebellion in 70 C.E. resulted in the destruction of the restored Second Temple and the death of an estimated 600,000 to 1,200,000 Jews at the hands of the army of the Roman caesar Titus.

        The decades of Roman occupation kindled Jewish messianic hopes. The Messiah would end the reign of evil, subdue the heathen, and bring forth the acceptance of Jewish Law and the Jewish God by all peoples on earth. Poverty, disease, and injustice would disappear. The Final Judgment would cast the evil into Hell, while the righteous would be rewarded with unending bliss.

        Thus, the story of Christ fit seamlessly within the framework of the time: His messianic mission, healing powers, performance of miracles, and moral teaching through parable, and the example he provided by his religious faith, echoed the intense spirituality of Palestine. Whether Jesus was a solar myth, the apotheosis of Jewish eschatology and messianic hope, a historical master of the spiritual path, a Jewish revolutionary, or the Son of God, the Christian religion continues to exert a powerful influence two thousand years after his birth.

        The Mediterranean world at the time of Christ was alive with astrologers, magicians, clairvoyants, healers, fortune-tellers, interpreters of dreams, saints, and wonder-workers. The Egyptian and Palestinian deserts were home to numerous ascetics living either in solitude or in monastic communities. The pagan Mystery religions had prepared the way for the acceptance of Christ. The dying god whose sacrifice redeemed the community, who was resurrected from the grave, and who, from his kingdom in the afterlife, could act as the intercessor between humanity and the cosmic, impersonal deity was a familiar figure. The Eucharistic Mass had been a feature of the Greek Mysteries of Eleusis. The Egyptians worshiped various trinities, taught the doctrines of a last judgment and personal immortality, and worshiped a divine mother and child. The cult of the Great Mother Cybele, as well as the cult of Isis, were spread throughout the Mediterranean. The great battle between God and Satan had long been a tenet of Zoroastrian dualism. Deified emperors such as Julius Caesar, and god-men such as the Pythagorean philosopher and miracle worker Apollonius of Tyana, gave credence to the idea of apotheosis. Among the most important new faiths of the Roman Empire in the first century C.E. was the worship of the Persian deity Mithras, son of Ahura Mazda (the god of light), who battled his antagonist Ahriman (god of darkness). Mithras came to mediate in favor of mankind. His birth was celebrated on December 25, and his worship included the consecration and consumption of wine and bread. Mithraic eschatology included the belief in a final judgment over which Mithras presided, eternal damnation of unclean souls in the realm of Ahriman, and the union of the pure with Ahura Mazda in his heavenly realm.

        Saint Paul (died ca. 65) carried the teachings of Jesus to the pagan world. Paul’s preachings of the physical resurrection of Jesus, his appearance to his disciples following his crucifixion, his ascension to Heaven, and his promise of eternal life to those who accepted him met with little resistance. The apostolic miracles and healings performed in Christ’s name further spread the faith. After the aforementioned Jewish revolt in the year 70, the young Christian cult, indifferent to political concerns, severed its remaining ties with Judaism.

        Despite periodic episodes of violent persecution during the next three centuries, Christianity spread rapidly through the dying Roman Empire. This may more accurately be interpreted as an effect of Rome’s decay rather than a cause. The degeneration of the pagan faiths at this time caused Christianity to be seen as an inspiring model of moral behavior. Christian theology, like its Jewish parent, spoke of an ever watchful and judgmental deity who demanded moral behavior. Its teaching of equality and compassion, self-restraint and forgiveness, and the ennobling example of the love and self-sacrifice of its savior were widely embraced.

      

      
        EARLY CHRISTIANITY

        The early years of Christianity were a period of chaotic, experimental, and anarchistic religious creativity. By 384, eighty separate Christian sects could be found in the Roman Empire. Certain heresies developed at this time that will figure largely in Templar history. Among these was the agape, or love feast. Greek and Roman Christians would gather for the Sabbath sacramental dinner in which wine and bread would be blessed as the blood and body of Christ. Then the “kiss of love” would be exchanged among the faithful. Contemporary historians complained that these gatherings frequently degenerated into orgies. By the third century the agape had disappeared from mainstream Christianity.

        Early Christianity was also open to influence from other faiths. For example, Greek philosophy introduced numerous doctrinal variations to Christianity that would also bear fruit as future heresies. And Gnosticism easily adapted Christian language into its rich mix of Greek and Oriental thought. In the second century, Gnostic Christian philosophers such as Basilides (who conceived the Gnostic formula of the Supreme Deity known as Abraxas), Valentinus, and Bardesanes taught emanationist doctrines that placed the Christ figure within a recognizable pattern of cosmic spiritual hierarchies. The Gnostic preacher Marcion was excommunicated when he denounced the God of the Old Testament as an unforgiving tyrant opposed to Christ’s gentle message. He taught that Jehovah’s role was to imprison man in a material body, while Christ could provide spiritual liberation. Marcion also stated that Christ’s crucified body was a mere phantasm.

        One of the greatest challenges to the new faith arose in 242, when the Persian mystic Mani of Ctesiphon proclaimed himself messiah. He divided the world into good and evil, darkness and light. He identified the earth as the kingdom of darkness under the reign of Satan. The only hope for man lay in intense ascetic practices by which he could remove the shackles of the dark force from his soul and arise to the kingdom of light. After thirty years of preaching, Mani was crucified and his body stuffed with straw by the Persian authorities on the recommendation of Magian religious leaders. His martyrdom fueled the spread of Manichaeism.

        As Christianity continued to mature, the Church grew from a community of believers who chose their own priests, deacons, and acolytes to a more complex and stratified organism. Ecclesiastical councils, or synods, developed during the second century to help regularize the religion. By the third century, only bishops were allowed to attend these councils, and their judgments determined all matters of faith and policy. Early spiritual enthusiasm had led to numerous scriptural variations and apocryphal revelations. The standardization of the Bible became an important second-century development. Incompatible elements of mysticism were neatly excised from the canon. The exclusive right of bishops to ordain priests followed next. The concept of sin became an ever more obsessive concern. By the late second century the practice of the Mass was widely instituted, recalling the eucharistic rites of pagan Mystery religions. The sacraments of baptism, communion, confirmation, penance; the rite of marriage; the cleansing of extreme unction at death; and the ordination of priests were all instituted at this time.

        The early church fathers of the second and third centuries, like Ignatius of Antioch, Tertullian of Carthage, and Clement and Origen of Alexandria, built the doctrinal philosophy of Christianity into a sophisticated theology that resulted in increasing numbers of well-educated converts. The new religion was growing at an astonishing rate. Historian Norman Cantor estimates that there were as many as fifteen million Christians in the Roman Empire by the end of the third century, totaling some twenty-five percent of the 
population.1

        Patriarchs reigned over aggregate sees from their seats in Constantinople, Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome. The power of the Church gradually shifted from its base in Jerusalem and became more decentralized. Through the second and third centuries, Rome became the preeminent Christian center in the West. The Patriarch of Rome was known as the “pope,” or “father.” The doctrine was advanced that the Roman church had been founded by Peter, who had received Christ’s appellation as the “rock” upon which His church would be built. According to this interpretation, the Roman patriarch should reign supreme as Christ’s vicar on earth. This belief has been the unquestioned reality of Western Catholicism ever since. By the beginning of the fourth century, Rome counted one hundred thousand Christians and produced the first Latin translation of the New Testament. By the fifth century, the supremacy of the Roman bishop, or pope, was fully established in the West. The pope stepped into the leadership void left by the powerlessness of the late Western Roman emperors. While the Roman state continued its decline, the Roman Catholic Church grew.

        An often bitter rivalry sprung up between the Eastern patriarch in Constantinople and the Western patriarch in Rome after the division of the Roman Empire by Diocletian at the end of the third century. By the year 300, Asia Minor was the leading center of Christianity and the majority of its citizens were adherents of the new faith. In 303, Armenia became the first country to adopt Christianity as the state religion. In 451, the ecclesiastical Council of Chalcedon proclaimed that the authority of the bishops of Rome and Constantinople were equal. The struggle between Eastern and Western Christianity is examined in greater detail later.

      

      
        THE DECLINE AND DEATH OF ROME

        When the Roman god Mars was overcome by the beauty of a sleeping vestal virgin, he fathered the twins Romulus and Remus, who grew to manhood and built their kingdom on the hills of Rome in 753 B.C.E. Thus is the legendary derivation of one of the greatest and longest-lasting empires the world has yet known. At its peak, Rome spanned the European continent and beyond. It included Spain in the west and the British Isles in the north, reached throughout North Africa in the south, and extended to most of Asia Minor in the east.

        From Rome we inherit the concept of republican government, in which a barrier is provided to the autocratic rule of the king on the one hand and the democratic excesses of the majority on the other. Rome separated the legislative and executive powers and included a system of checks and balances that later found expression in the American Constitution. Rome imbued Western civilization with a body of law that stimulated economic, scientific, and cultural growth by its protection of property and individual achievement. Rome’s commercial activities facilitated cross-cultural communication on a hitherto unknown scale. Roman civilization preserved the philosophic genius of Greece and Egypt, trained generations of students in its widespread educational system, and built roads, bridges, aqueducts, and other vast public structures. Having flourished as the home of innumerable pagan faiths, Rome became the birthplace of the Christian Church, whose civilizing influence is unequaled in history.

        The Roman Republic began in 509 B.C.E. with the overthrow of the last king of the Tarquinian dynasty. A group of noble families formed a senate through which the state was governed. Two consuls were appointed by the senate and functioned as the executive branch. Their terms of office were limited to one year. After four centuries, the country was ravaged by the Social Wars of ca. 91–88 B.C.E., when a series of military leaders or warlords arose who denied the authority of the senate. They became dictators who ruled through strength of arms. A triumvirate was formed in 60 B.C.E. of the three most powerful Roman generals, Pompeii, Crassus, and Julius Caesar. After the death of Crassus, Caesar and Pompeii warred for control. Julius Caesar emerged victorious and was proclaimed dictator for life by the senate 
in 44 B.C.E.†3 In 27 B.C.E., the senate declared Caesar’s nephew Octavian as augustus. The Roman Empire had replaced the Roman Republic.

        By the turn of the second century C.E., however, Rome was in her death throes; Rome’s four-century decline lasted longer than the life of many nations. From the Age of Augustus forward, the autocratic power of the emperor increased as the rule of law and republican principles progressively gave way to tyranny. The emperor became estranged from the senate — the traditional root of Roman power — while he cultivated the favor of the lower classes through public handouts. The lost vitality and self-indulgence of this period proved no match for the aggressive barbarian spirit in the surrounding provincial territories. Late Rome’s addiction to abortion and infanticide was, in part, responsible for her falling birthrate. This decline in births was especially ill timed because it accompanied the decimation wrought by the bubonic plague during the third and fourth centuries. It is estimated that the empire lost twenty percent of its citizens between 250 
and 400.2 The catastrophic effects of all this led to an abandonment of farmlands throughout Italy.

        Neighboring barbarian tribes, generically identified as Germans, demanded Roman territory to house their expanding populations. The Germans were a primitive nomadic people, initially from Scandinavia, whose polytheistic religion included elements of animism, human sacrifice, divination, and the sacred kabbalistic alphabet known as runes. Warrior chieftains ruled, maintaining loyalty through successful conquest and the resulting opportunity for plunder. German kings were generally elected by tribal councils. The Germans also made use of a primitive jury system to judge accused criminals. In spite of these democratic institutions, the German tribes had no concept of a state or citizenship, no system of reciprocal responsibilities between leaders and the common people, such as that on which the Roman state had thrived. In time, German warriors took over the Roman army. German farmers became the Roman agricultural class. The provincial territories prospered as Rome grew more weary.

        The overall decline of Rome was mirrored by the decrease in patriotism. The glory of the Roman Republic had long been exemplified by its concept of the citizen-soldier-legislator. A large percentage of the citizens of the republic were small farmers, ready and willing to leave their plows and take up arms in defense of their country. Lucius Quinctius Cinncinatus embodied this ideal when he answered the call of duty and led the Romans to victory in 458 B.C.E., then returned to the simplicity of his farm immediately thereafter. Citizenship was a privilege in republican Rome, as was the honor of service in the Roman military, which was reserved exclusively for citizens.

        As the dictatorship characteristic of the imperial period continued, however, this citizenship requirement was no longer the case. Rome evolved the concept of the professional soldier. Military service became a career path for ambitious citizens who saw it as a stepping-stone to the position of governor and senator. In time, the same would apply to ambitious provincials. Roman citizenship also became progressively less exclusive, until 212 C.E., when the emperor Caracalla (r. 198–217) declared that all free men within the borders of the empire were automatically Roman citizens in order to increase his tax 
base.3 Soon after, during the reign of Gallienus (253–68), the political breakdown of the Roman state had reached an unprecedented level of chaos. Uprisings, betrayals, and calls to civil war had so decimated the empire that Gallienus was forced to bar Roman senators from positions of command within the 
army.4 The increasingly alienated Roman citizen had little interest in a supportive personal relationship with the state. Middle-class Romans avoided military service. Provincial recruits and slaves swelled the ranks of the Roman army. By the year 200, German soldiers may have comprised five to ten percent of the army. By 400, they numbered as high as fifty 
percent.5

      

      
        THE IMPORTANCE OF DIOCLETIAN

        Diocletian (r. 284–305) formally divided the empire in 285. He judged Rome a dangerously indefensible locale and moved his capital to Nicomedia in Asia Minor, several miles from Byzantium. While the senate still met in Rome, the seat of government had been removed from Italy. In 286, Diocletian appointed a comrade-in-arms, Maximian, coemperor of the West, although Diocletian retained veto power over him. The two emperors, known as augusti, each had a caesar beneath him who was his primary aid and designated successor. Thus the unitary rule of the Roman Empire was formally divided into a quaternary power, and the role of the senate was largely bypassed.

        During the previous fifty years, the office of emperor had been declining in power and prestige. Diocletian attempted to reverse this trend by reinstituting emperor deification and embracing the oriental model of courtly behavior. He proclaimed himself the embodiment of Jupiter, divinely ordained to lead.

        Diocletian created the conditions that were to result in the feudal system. He built the central management of the economy to a stranglehold of administrative expense and bureaucratic inefficiency. His policies of taxation so demoralized the wealthy that they abandoned their properties and left Rome for the countryside. Italy lost its manufacturing base to foreigners. The government mints had been debasing the coinage for over two decades, which resulted in gross inflation. Peasants were forced by imperial decree to remain on their farms. They were considered so intrinsically bound to the land that they were transferred along with property ownership. Diocletian enforced the same policy on industrial workers.

        Under Diocletian, the conflict between Rome and Christianity was further exacerbated. Christian refusal to acknowledge the superiority of the emperor and the state had long strained the characteristic tolerance Rome showed to earlier faiths. The Romans viewed Christians as shrinking from the duties of good citizenship and patriotism and resented their aloofness. Christians believed their loyalty was to God and avoided interaction with what they perceived as the evils of Roman society. Their neglect of the Roman gods had long caused them to be blamed for many ills that befell the state. Their antimilitaristic stance, in the midst of the very real dangers to which Rome was increasingly exposed, further caused them to be viewed with hatred.

        By 303, Roman hostility against Christianity came to a head, and Diocletian was persuaded to launch a full-scale persecution that lasted eight years. Churches were destroyed throughout the empire, property was confiscated, and an estimated fifteen hundred Christians were killed. Many more, including the bishop of Rome, recanted their faith. So severe were the Diocletian persecutions that the sympathies of the pagan population were aroused. In 311, the government relented and an edict of tolerance was put forth.

      

      
        CONSTANTINE AND CHRISTIANITY

        On October 27, 312, the day before the great battle against his chief rival, Maxentius, for control of the West, young Constantine had a vision in which a flaming Christian cross was revealed as the sign under which he would conquer. On the morning of the battle, he dreamed that he should paint the sign of an X surmounted by a P on the shields of his soldiers. (This sign is known as the Christogram, the Greek monogram of Christ formed from the first two letters of the Greek word christos, chi and rho.) Constantine triumphed and entered Rome as the undisputed emperor of the West. By 324, he seized control of the Eastern Empire as well, establishing himself as sole emperor. The long-awaited political victory of Christianity had arrived.

        Constantine was concerned with enforcing regularity of doctrine in order to prevent political divisiveness among his religious allies. He would accept no interference from theological disputes. One such that faced him almost immediately was the Donatist schism of 315. Donatus, the bishop of Carthage, criticized the behavior of many bishops during the Diocletian persecutions. He stated that if a bishop had compromised his oaths or recanted his beliefs because of the persecution, his further religious activities were rendered null and void. In other words, the spiritual condition of the individual who administered the sacraments was more important in the eyes of God than the sacerdotal office he held. Not surprisingly, many Church leaders vigorously disagreed. The supporters of Donatus countered by establishing a rival ecclesiastical hierarchy that was soon stamped out by Constantine, although the Donatist heresy would continue to resurface.

        The greatest contemporary challenge to the unity of the Church, however, was the Arian heresy. Arius was an Egyptian priest who stated in 318 that Christ was neither the same as nor coeternal with God the Creator. Instead, Christ was the first created being and reigned as Logos. The Holy Spirit was created by the Logos and was thus even further from consubstantiality with God. The idea that God ruled the heavens and earth by creating successive emanations to handle various tasks was very much in line with the philosophic thought of the day — and is a key to many of the religious ideas that will be found in this book. Arius’s supervising bishop, Alexander, vigorously protested against the emanationist doctrine and ordered Arius to cease his teaching. Arius refused. While Constantine considered the matter “quite trifling and unworthy of such fierce 
contests,”6 he was forced to deal with it. The intellectual battle raged so violently that pagan theater dramatized the controversy to mock Christianity.

        In 325 Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea. Three hundred and eighteen bishops attended along with many lower clergy. Athanasius, archdeacon under Alexander, successfully argued for the doctrine of the Trinity. He forced Arius to admit that if Christ was a created being, he was liable to sin. The matter was resolved when all present, with the exception of Arius and two bishops, signed the statement known as the Nicene Creed — drafted with the aid of Constantine. Arius was anathematized by the council and exiled by the emperor. His books were ordered burned and their possession became a capital offense. Constantine financially rewarded the attending bishops after their work was finished. The Council of Nicaea celebrated the marriage of church and state, whose child would become the Dark Ages.

        In 324, Constantine officially founded the city of Constantinople (modern Istanbul) on the site of the ancient city of Byzantium. He spared no expense in building this lavish testimonial to his embrace of Christianity and the end of paganism. He also built the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem over the site said to be the Savior’s tomb and to contain a fragment of the True Cross on which Jesus had been crucified. Yet the first Christian emperor was less than a saint. For example, in 326 he ordered the execution of his first wife, his son, and his nephew for reasons that remain unclear. On his deathbed in 337, Constantine summoned the bishop Eusebius to administer the sacrament of baptism and so cleanse him of mortal sin.

      

      
        AFTER CONSTANTINE

        Three and one-half centuries of despotism had destroyed the civic virtue that was once the strength of Rome. The ethical degeneration of late Roman society presaged our modern plunge toward secular humanism and moral relativism. Apathy and indolence replaced the patriotism and love of liberty that had motivated the hard men who built that admirable republic. Those who now sought political office were attracted to collecting the graft that had become attendant on government service. The lust for empire placed impossible demands on the army, which remained logistically overstretched and a constant drain on the economic resources of Roman society. Productive middle-class citizens supported a legion of tax collectors who redistributed income into the hands of the extremely rich, the extremely poor, and the corrupt and inefficient bureaucracy. Population decline among the overburdened productive sector led to an inequality of population density in favor of immigrants. Increasing lawlessness and excessive taxation caused many free peasants to abandon their independence and willingly submit themselves to the protection of wealthy landowners. This trend continued to encourage the development of feudalism.

        The last breath of paganism came during the short reign of Constantine’s nephew Julian, “the Apostate,” who held the throne from 361 to 363. Julian was imbued with the faith and asceticism of that rare soul who achieves spiritual greatness. He viewed Christianity as a hateful religion. He sought to restore the former glories of paganism with all of his power. Julian established a church with himself at the helm. Although generally tolerant of Christians, he denied them all state privileges and demanded the return of funds and property seized by Constantine. Julian was killed in battle at the age of thirty-two during an attempted conquest of Persia, thus ending any hope for reversing the tide of the victory of Christianity.

        In 390, Christianity enjoyed a new political triumph. The Roman emperor of the East, Theodosious I, “the Great,” had murdered seven thousand citizens of Thessalonica as punishment for killing his governor. Refused admission to the Church, he finally consented to be stripped of all royal insignia and to seek forgiveness for his sins in an act of public contrition imposed by Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, later canonized. In 392, Theodosious issued an edict banning paganism in the Roman Empire. In 394, he quelled a retaliatory pagan revolt and religious tolerance officially ceased to exist in the Roman Empire.

        The persecution of Gnostics, pagans, and Jews ensured no philosophic rivalry to Christian ideological consolidation. In 391, an angry Christian mob destroyed the priceless Alexandrian library. This dealt a major blow to the intellectual spirit of paganism. Heresy became a catchall term for religious speculation. It would be several centuries before the power to turn this policy into mass murder was achieved, but rehearsals for the Inquisition were well under way.

        In 410, weakened and frightened, Rome fell to the raw fury and vigor of Alaric and his army of Goths. The effete, luxury-loving Romans were no match for the rugged Germanic tribes. In 455, Rome was sacked again by the barbarian Vandals. In 472, the German armies achieved political control of the Western Roman Empire. Goths, Huns, Picts, Celts, Angles, Visigoths, Saxons, Jutes, Teutons, Franks, and Ostrogoths overwhelmed the remains of Roman culture and civilization. Latin, the linguistic high-water mark of Rome, became a dead language. Its dilution by the tribal tongues of Rome’s many conquerors resulted in the Romance languages of modern Europe.

        In the Eastern Empire, the situation was quite different. The Byzantine emperor, ruling over the remains of the Roman Empire from his capital at Constantinople, was the wealthiest and most powerful Christian ruler in Europe during the Middle Ages, despite the vast cultural differences that seemed to place him so far from the West. The Eastern emperor Justinian (r. 527–65) codified the laws and statutes enacted since Constantine. The Code of Justinian was a milestone in the history of Western jurisprudence, regularizing and normalizing what had been a patchwork of tradition, fiat, and interpretation. It became the basis for the twelfth-century revival in both civil and ecclesiastical law in all of Europe except England. The centralized power of the monarchy recognized by the Justinian code proved an ideal model for the rise of medieval kingship.

        Justinian declared Christianity the sole legal faith of the Roman Empire. He stipulated that the Church was subservient to the emperor. In 529, he closed the doors of the Neoplatonic academies in 
Athens.†4 Justinian rebuilt Constantinople, undertaking one of the most ambitious architectural enterprises in history and establishing the Byzantine style of art, a creative fusion of Roman, Greek, Oriental, and Christian antecedents. His cathedral of Santa Sophia still stands as the greatest achievement of Byzantine architecture.

        On the other hand, Justinian’s obsession with reuniting the Roman Empire severely weakened the Byzantine Empire. His armies invaded Italy, now under the domination of the Ostrogoths, ostensibly the emperor’s loyal regents. Justinian’s campaigns caused immense suffering in Italy as the Ostrogoths mounted a strong defense that lasted three decades. In order to win the alliance of the pope, Justinian launched a persecution against the Christian Monophysites of Egypt and Syria. Justinian’s persecution so alienated this sect from Constantinople that when the Muslim conquerors arrived some decades after, they were welcomed as the lesser of two evils.

        Monophysites believed Christ had only one nature, that he was altogether divine despite the fact that he took on incarnation and experienced the human cycle of birth, suffering, and death. This belief was in sharp contrast to the Nestorian heresy, which had been formally condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431. The Nestorians believed Christ was actually two persons, one divine and one human. Roman Catholic doctrine, officially proclaimed at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, stated that Christ had two natures, one human and one divine. Thus the two extreme positions were regarded as heresy while the middle position was sanctioned as official doctrine. The denial of Christ’s humanity would reappear in the medieval Cathar heresy.

        Persian military expansion brought war to the Eastern Empire in the last half of the sixth century. The seventh century opened with invasions by northern tribes, such as the Avars and Slavs, tempted by the emperor’s focus on Persia. In 614, the Persian king Khosrow II declared war on Byzantium and a holy war against Christianity. Persian armies sacked Jerusalem and massacred some ninety thousand Christians. The Church of the Holy Sepulcher was burned and the fragment of the True Cross carried to Persia. The conquests of Alexander the Great nearly a thousand years earlier were avenged as Persia briefly reclaimed its ancient power and glory. The Byzantine emperor Heraclius was finally able to regroup his forces and defeat Khosrow in 628. Khosrow’s son made peace with Heraclius, yielding back Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Asia Minor, and western Mesopotamia and returning the fragment of the True Cross. Heraclius rebuilt the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. He was later able to defeat the Avars.

        Exhausted by battle, neither the Persians nor the Eastern Romans were ready for the appearance of the Prophet Muhammad and the faith of Islam he founded in 622, a religion of the Book spread by the sword. The ferocity of the Muslim warrior in battle was exceeded only by his single-minded purpose — to achieve glory in the eyes of Allah. By 640, the Eastern Roman Empire had lost Syria, Egypt, and North Africa to Islam. The persecution of the Jews launched by Heraclius had alienated many citizens of Alexandria, Antioch, and other Mediterranean cities and caused them to welcome the more tolerant Muslim conquerors. The Muslims attempted to take Constantinople from 673–78, and again in 717, but were driven back both times. Constantinople stood up against a third Islamic campaign launched in 960. (In anticipation of one of the most important psychoreligious themes of the Crusades, the Byzantine emperor Nicophorus unsuccessfully entreated the patriarch Polyeuctus to promise martyrdom to Christian soldiers who died in battle against the Muslims.)

      

      
        CHRISTIANITY AND THE DARK AGES

        The sixth century marked the beginning of the Dark Ages in western Europe. While the Byzantine Empire generally prospered, despite its loss of territory, western Europe spent the six centuries after the death of Justinian in chaos, war, cultural degeneration, superstition, ignorance, and poverty. The majority of western Europe, including Italy, Gaul (modern France), and Spain, had fallen to the barbarian tribes who had earlier overtaken Rome. Plague and famine decimated Europe. By 550, Rome, which once had a population of one million people, was reduced to forty thousand souls, half of whom were maintained by papal alms.

        Life was harsh and brutal. The peasantry, although free, were poor, uneducated, and politically impotent. Skin disease was epidemic because of the Church’s prohibition against nudity and bathing. Lice and similar vermin tormented all, regardless of social 
class.7 By the beginning of the seventh century, literacy was reserved for the clergy. Science, medicine, and literature were replaced by magic, superstition, and religious texts. Eighty percent of the population during the Dark Ages never moved more than ten miles from their place of birth. As a result of poor nutrition and medicine, the average life expectancy was thirty years, while the average height for men was not more than five feet three inches. Throughout the ninth and tenth centuries, Europe endured a perpetual state of war, decimated by continuous aggression from Scandinavian, eastern European, and Germanic tribes, as well as Muslims. Savagery and faith, ignorance and piety, agriculture and aggression — this mixture embodied the intellectual stagnation of the Dark Ages.

        The rude and unlettered barbarian tribes who had eclipsed the rule of the Roman Empire were led by the Roman Church. The Church provided the glue by which these scattered tribes became a united force capable of protecting the Continent against the military expansion of Islam and the Oriental hordes. Its priests, bishops, and monastic communities provided political as well as spiritual leadership among far-flung and isolated towns and villages. Ecclesiastical councils served as courts of justice. Christian monasteries preserved learning and literacy. Norman Cantor estimates that ninety percent of those who attained literacy between 600 and 1100 received their education in a monastic 
school.8 The Church extended the hand of charity to the poor and suffering.

        On the other hand, the Church was responsible for inculcating pernicious doctrines that infested Europe for centuries. Original sin was no mere philosophical or religious speculation. The concept of sin informed the entire social, political, and legal structure. Since the human condition was fallen to begin with, justice was, by definition, impossible. Social improvement was not a goal. This was a reversal of earlier Jewish beliefs in the goodness of God and the possibility of reformation of society through adherence to the Divine. To the medieval Christian, life was a test and trial in preparation for death. If one were good, the joys of Paradise followed the loss of the body. The soul-chilling horror of eternal torment in Hell awaited the wicked. Suffering cleansed and purified the soul in preparation for its after-death reward. Contrition
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