
Witnesses of the Light

Walking the Lands of Faith in the Sixth Century

GOSPEL ROAD


Table of Contents

Title Page

Prologue

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Part Two

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Part Three

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Part Four

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Part Five

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Part Six

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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"I Heard This Story on the Road"

People often say that history is the story of kings. Wars and treaties, crowns and swords, conquest and defeat. But the things I encountered on the roads I walked were different. I did not find the real stories in an emperor’s banquet hall. I found them beside a desert campfire, on the stone steps of a crumbling temple, behind the back of a monk kneeling in the rain.

My name does not matter. I am simply a man who walks.

Some people called me a merchant. Others called me a pilgrim. Soldiers at the Persian border suspected I was a spy, and monks in Constantinople said I was a visitor sent by God. I denied none of it. I learned early on the road that footsteps matter more than names.

I begin this story in the year 600, beneath an olive tree in Jerusalem. I sat and called to mind everything I had seen and heard across the decades—the burning streets of Constantinople, the sound of dawn prayers drifting across the Syrian desert, the back of a pope walking among the fallen columns of Rome, monks singing in the mists of Ireland.

I felt I had to write it down. Not as a historian. As a witness.

The sixth century was an age of chaos. The Roman Empire had already crumbled in the west. In the east, a new empire thrashed and strained to reclaim its former glory. Persia pressed in from the east without cease, and from the north came peoples whose very names were strange. Within that chaos, Christianity was not a single voice. It was hundreds of voices—hundreds of faces, hundreds of different faiths.

Was Christ one nature or two? Was his being a blend of the divine and the human, or purely one? That single question split empires, divided families, and sometimes took lives.

I walked between those questions. I tried not to take sides. But anyone who has walked a long road knows how difficult neutrality truly is. Everyone reaches out a hand. Everyone asks the same thing: Whose side are you on?

I gave the same answer every time.

“I am a man who is trying to find out where the light comes from.”

Most of them shook their heads. But some—the wisest ones—smiled.

This is the story of the ones who smiled.
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A Sky Divided

Constantinople, 527–532
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In the Emperor’s City

No one who sees the Bosphorus for the first time has words for it.

I arrived in Constantinople for the first time in the late summer of 527. The city gleamed like a crown set on a hill. Hagia Sophia still stood in its older form—not the magnificent building Justinian would later raise, but the modest church built in the fourth century. Even so, it was overwhelming. I watched a golden cross blaze in the afternoon sun from the deck of my ship.

The docks swarmed with every kind of human being. Merchants shouting in Greek, pilgrims murmuring prayers in Armenian, soldiers barking orders in Latin. The city, true to its role as the navel of the empire, was swallowing everything the world had to offer.

As I unloaded my belongings, I turned to an old man standing nearby.

“What kind of man is the new emperor?” I asked.

The old man glanced at me and lowered his voice.

“You’re new here. You have to be careful how you ask questions. It’s best not to talk about Emperor Justinian just anywhere.”

“Why not?”

“Because even the walls have ears. The emperor wants to know everything. And he wants to control everything—including faith.”

The old man said nothing more and disappeared into the crowd.

Justinian I. His name had already spread across every corner of the empire. The moment his uncle Justin I died, he became emperor, and from the instant of his coronation he carried a single dream: the restoration of the Roman Empire. He would reclaim the lands stolen by barbarians in the west, and unite the world under one law, one emperor, one faith.

It was a beautiful dream. But beautiful dreams so often spill the most blood.

I spent several days walking the city. I listened to people in the markets, in the churches, in the taverns. And I slowly came to understand how different Constantinople was from what it appeared to be on the surface.

The city was split in two.

No—more precisely, it was split into dozens of pieces.

Theologically, people were still fighting over the decision reached at the Council of Chalcedon in 451. That council had declared that Christ possessed both a complete divine nature and a complete human nature simultaneously—two natures coexisting in one person, neither mixed and confused, nor separated and divided.

That was the Chalcedonian position.

But many Christians in Egypt, Syria, and Armenia rejected it. They believed there was only one nature in Christ—a single nature in which the divine and human had been fully and completely united. This was Miaphysitism, often called Monophysitism.

Does it sound philosophical? It does. But it was never merely a philosophical matter.

I found a small inn near the church. The landlord was a middle-aged man named Eutychios, and on the very first evening, as he brought my supper, he said casually:

“Are you Chalcedonian or Miaphysite?”

I hesitated.

“I’m a pilgrim. I’m more interested in bread than in theology.”

Eutychios did not smile.

“In this city, that answer is no answer at all. Everyone has to know which side they’re on. The emperor is Chalcedonian. But the empress is Miaphysite. So this city is Chalcedonian in the daytime and Miaphysite at night.”

He set a loaf of bread in front of me and added:

“Watch yourself. The people who try to stand in the middle are always the first ones to fall.”
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The Debate of Two Theologians

On the fourth day, I happened to witness—or perhaps it was no accident—a debate.

Each morning, theologians and philosophers gathered in a square near Hagia Sophia to argue. It was an old tradition in Constantinople—the heirs of Socrates had claimed this city in place of Athens.

That morning, two men stood at the center of the square.

One was Leontius—a monk from Jerusalem and an ardent defender of the Council of Chalcedon. He was tall with a booming voice, and his hands swept through the air as he spoke. His eyes blazed with the particular radiance of a man who believes he possesses the truth.

The other was Severus—the former Patriarch of Antioch, and one of the most brilliant champions of Miaphysite theology. He had already been stripped of his patriarchate by the emperor, but in theological debate he yielded to no one. Small of frame, white-bearded, quiet of voice. Yet when he spoke, people listened.

“To say that there are two natures in Christ,” Leontius thundered, “is what the Council of Chalcedon clearly defined. This is grounded in the teaching of Scripture and the Church Fathers. To reject it is to reject the Church itself!”

Severus closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them.

“Brother,” he said. His voice was low, but it carried across the whole square. “I am not rejecting the Church. I am simply following what Cyril of Alexandria taught. The nature of Christ flowed together into one, as a river flows into the sea. If you try to separate it back into river and sea, you are dividing Christ himself.”

“There is a distinction, not a division!” Leontius countered. “The divine and human natures can be distinguished, but they cannot be separated. Chalcedon expressed that with perfect precision.”

“How many people can explain the difference between distinction and division using philosophical language?” Severus looked around the crowd. There were merchants, bread-sellers, children. “Explain that difference to them. Will they understand it? Faith is not philosophy. Faith is life.”

The crowd stirred. I could feel that Severus’s words had touched more hearts.

Leontius felt it too. His face hardened.

“Your teaching has been condemned by the emperor,” he said. Something other than theological passion had entered his voice now. “Preaching Miaphysitism in this city is a dangerous business.”

Severus smiled. But it was not a smile of triumph. It was the smile of a man who had suffered long, a man who had already moved beyond fear.

“If truth is dangerous,” he said, “then bearing that danger is what faith means.”

The debate ended there. Soldiers had appeared at the entrance to the square. Severus slipped quietly into the crowd. Leontius was surrounded by his disciples and moved quickly away.

I stood in that place for a long while.

Both men were sincere. Both men loved Christ. So why did that love not bind them together? Why did it tear them apart?

Perhaps that
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