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Editor’s Introduction

The Message of the Fathers of the Church is a companion series to the Old Testament and the New Testament Message. It was conceived and planned in the belief that Scripture and Tradition worked hand in hand in the formation of the thought, life and worship of the primitive Church. Such a series, it was felt, would be a most effective way of opening up what has become virtually a closed book to present-day readers and might serve to stimulate a revival in interest in patristic studies in step with the recent, gratifying resurgence in scriptural studies.

The term “Fathers” is usually reserved for Christian writers marked by orthodoxy of doctrine, holiness of life, ecclesiastical approval, and antiquity. “Antiquity” is generally understood to include writers down to Gregory the Great (+604) or Isidore of Seville (+636) in the West, and John Damascene (+749) in the East. In the present series, however, greater elasticity has been encouraged, and quotations from writers not noted for orthodoxy will sometimes be included in order to illustrate the evolution of the Message on particular doctrinal matters. Likewise, writers later than the mid-eighth century will sometimes be used to illustrate the continuity of tradition on matters like sacramental theology or liturgical practice.

An earnest attempt was made to select collaborators on a broad interdisciplinary and interconfessional basis, the chief consideration being to match scholars who could handle the Fathers in their original languages with subjects in which they had already demonstrated a special interest and competence. About the only editorial directive given to the selected contributors was that the Fathers, for the most part, should be allowed to speak for themselves and that they should speak in readable, reliable modern English. Volumes on individual themes were considered more suitable than volumes devoted to individual fathers, each theme, hopefully, contributing an important segment to the total mosaic of the early Church, one, holy, catholic and apostolic. Each volume has an introductory essay outlining the historical and theological development of the theme, with the body of the work mainly occupied with liberal citations from the Fathers in modern English translation and a minimum of linking commentary. Short lists of Suggested Further Readings are included, but dense, scholarly footnotes were actively discouraged on the pragmatic grounds that such scholarly shorthand has other outlets and tends to lose all but the most relentlessly esoteric reader in a semipopular series.

At the outset of his Against Heresies Irenaeus of Lyons warns his readers “not to expect from me any display of rhetoric, which I have never learned, or any excellence of composition, which I have never practiced, or any beauty or persuasiveness of style, to which I make no pretensions.” Similarly, modest disclaimers can be found in many of the Greek and Latin Fathers, and all too often, unfortunately, they have been taken at their word by an uninterested world. In fact, however, they were often highly educated products of the best rhetorical schools of their day in the Roman Empire, and what they have to say is often as much a lesson in literary and cultural as well as in spiritual edification.

St. Augustine, in City of God (19.7), has interesting reflections on the need for a common language in an expanding world community; without a common language a person is more at home with his or her dog than with a foreigner as far as intercommunication goes, even in the Roman Empire, which imposes on the nations it conquers the yoke of both law and language with a resultant abundance of interpreters. It is hoped that in the present world of continuing language barriers the contributors to this series will prove opportune interpreters of the perennial Christian message.

Thomas Halton


Preface

There are many introductions to the world of the early Christians, and anyone writing another one has to justify it. That thought preoccupied me when the editors of The Liturgical Press first asked me to do this book. Every writer has an audience in mind, and I tried to structure this book for an audience that would use it as an introductory text. Some colleagues in my field teach advanced doctoral students who have access to research facilities, who are accustomed to working independently in religious studies, and who can read the original languages, but most of us teach students who plan to be computer programmers, accountants, and physicians, and who have virtually no knowledge of the ancient world. This situation can even apply to people who plan professional careers in religion; for instance, graduate students and seminarians who may be knowledgeable about medical ethics or pastoral ministry but who know little about the first Christians. My experience in adult education in local churches in the Greater Cleveland area has reinforced that impression.

It is obligatory for Early Christian scholars to lament this—and I do—but we must also consider what causes this gap. Although there may be general reasons, such as a declining interest in the past, the more likely reason is that we often do not meet the students where they are. The many questions of my students through the years, as well as those of various church adult education groups, have given me a sense of what may not be familiar to the non-specialist. Therefore, I have tried to focus on the basic questions necessary for historical background, for understanding the now lost world of Early Christianity, and to avoid assuming anything on the part of the reader. Parts of this book may appear too basic for some, but my hope is to make the book available to all, especially to those teaching introductory courses.

For instance, introductions to Early Christianity routinely deal with Greek and Roman philosophical influences on the Christians, such as Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Neo-Platonism, but few deal with the basic questions non-specialists ask: Why did the Christians use philosophy at all? Did it not make everything confusing? Why did they not just stick to the Bible? This book will not overlook questions like that; on the contrary, it will concentrate on them because the question of why Christians used philosophy is more fundamental than a list of which philosophies they used.

Many people often have erroneous views about the early Christians. Thanks to a centuries-old idealization of the first believers, many modern Christians think that their ancient spiritual ancestors were all impoverished, uneducated people from the lowest strata of Roman society. They also often think that the Romans persecuted the Christians from the death of Jesus until some unspecified later time when, for some reason, they stopped. Scholars know how erroneous these views are and how easily we can dismiss them, but we must recall that many people have heard these notions preached to them, have read about them in catechisms or other basic texts, and, worst of all, have seen them verified in films.

Often these misconceptions have a denominational base. One can still meet Roman Catholics who think that Jesus crowned Saint Peter the first pope, and he in turn promptly consecrated the rest of the apostles the first cardinals, and they all sailed around the Sea of Galilee like some miniature ecumenical council. Similarly, one can meet fundamentalists who think the only good thing the Church can do is to protect the Bible from the evil clutches of mainline Protestants, and that any doctrinal development subsequent to the completion of the Scriptures is actually the corruption of the biblical truth.

These misconceptions can run deep and often appear in strange places. A colleague of mine, a seasoned biblical archaeologist, appeared on a local Cleveland television talk-show to discuss discoveries in the Holy Land. When he asked the show’s host if he had any questions, the host promptly inquired about the Shroud of Turin.

This book will address some of these misconceptions by considering the historical evidence and the complex nature of Early Christianity.

We must also consider how some ancient topics can be misleading to modern students. For example, scholars know that astrology presented a real challenge to ancient religions—pagan, Jewish, and Christian—but modern students see astrology as some minor diversion printed in the newspapers (next to the comic strips in American ones) or something believed by superstitious people. Naturally they will wonder how something so intellectually trivial could be a rival to major religions. The same is true for magic. This book will make a serious effort to explain terms and concepts whose modern connotations could mislead the reader.

So far I have spoken of topics or questions which may separate the modern non-specialist from the ancient Christians; now let me turn to an approach which I hope will unite them.

Like every “lost world,” the world of the early Christians presents a combination of the foreign and the familiar, the unique and the commonplace. We can see the differences very easily. People on average lived shorter lives than we, they could not communicate quickly or easily with those at a distance, and comparatively few could read or write. On the other hand, they lived lives very similar to ours. They loved and hated, they strove for security, and most worked hard for what they had.

Today, as distances continually shrink and once foreign cultures now seem familiar to us, we are accustomed to the notion that all people on earth share a common humanity. This book will take the point of view that this applies not only to those with whom we now share the globe but also to those who went before us. We will approach the world of the early Christians by treating its inhabitants as people like us, not historical mannequins or museum pieces. We will consider their differences from us, but throughout we will keep to the idea that they were human beings, like us, trying to make their way in life. It is my hope in this book to explain the world of the early Christians, not just to describe it. That is why the book has the title The World of the Early Christians and not The World of Early Christianity.

An introduction, by definition, cannot go into much depth. Furthermore, there are many topics this book simply did not treat, such as sacramental theology. Many good books exist on early Christian topics, including several in The Liturgical Press’ Message of the Fathers of the Church series, which the reader can consult. I can only express my regret to readers whose favorite topic was not included.

Throughout, I have referred to original sources in translation, unless no translation is available. This is in keeping with the book’s focus on the non-specialist who presumably does not read Latin or Greek but who yet may wish to follow up a particular reference. Modern translators generally adhere to high standards, and the reader can consult the translations with confidence. The scholar can always consult the original.

Finally, as a teacher I have often been frustrated with supposedly introductory books which tried to do everything and which I sometimes had to teach around. My hope for instructors is that this book will provide their students with a good introduction to the period but will not push any issue too far, allowing instructors the freedom to develop the topic as best suits their needs in a classroom setting. Since the book will probably be used for the historical background in most classes, I have deliberately avoided discussing topics like liturgy or theology, at least in any depth.

My thanks to my many colleagues in the North American Patristic Society, as well as to the many overseas scholars whose endless researches have helped me to understand the world of the early Christians. My thanks also to the administrators of John Carroll University, particularly Drs. Nick Baumgartner, Frederick Travis, and Sally Wertheim, who provided me with a reduced teaching load to work on this book. My thanks next to the university committee on research and service, chaired by Dr. Wertheim and later by Dr. Joseph Miller, who provided funds to support my work, and to my department chairperson, Thomas Schubeck, S.J., who supported my requests for reduced teaching loads so that I might pursue my research.

Special gratitude goes to Brian Daley, who recommended me to Thomas Halton, editor of the Message of the Fathers of the Church series, to whom I also owe a debt of gratitude. Thanks also to Don Molloy, who meticulously edited the text for The Liturgical Press and made many, many helpful suggestions.

My colleague at John Carroll University, Sheila McGinn, read early drafts of this manuscript; two of my graduate assistants, Christopher Merriman and Megan Bleil, proofread the whole text and offered helpful suggestions. I am glad to acknowledge my appreciation to them. Any defects in the text reside squarely on the shoulders of the author.

As always, my sincerest thanks go to my wife Ellen, a loving spouse and a generous partner, who took the time and energy from her own busy career and personal schedule to allow me time and energy to work on this book.

I dedicate this book to my daughter Amy, a delight to her parents for these twenty-three years.


Abbreviations

ca. from the Latin circa meaning “about” or “around”; scholars use this when they are uncertain of the exact dates, for example, Hilary of Poitiers (born ca. 315).

d.  placed before a date to indicate that the person discussed died in that year.

fl.  from the Latin floruit, meaning “flourished”; scholars use this when they do not know a person’s dates of birth and death but do know when she or he was prominent, for example, Optatus of Milevis (fl. ca. 370–380) means that he wrote his most important works probably between 370 and 380.

Collections of original sources in translation and reference works cited frequently in the text*:


	ACW	Ancient Christian Writers

	ANF	The Ante-Nicene Fathers

	EECh	Encyclopedia of the Early Church

	EEXty	Encyclopedia of Early Christianity

	FC	Fathers of the Church

	MFC	Message of the Fathers of the Church

	NPNF	The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers



*Full bibliographic references are provided in the bibliography.

Biblical citations are from the New Revised Standard Version.


Chapter One

Who Were the Early Christians?

1. What Does the Term “Early Christians” Mean?

Scholars use the term “Early Christians” to refer to the followers of Jesus who lived from the first century to approximately the sixth. The term derives from the three-fold division scholars make of Christian history into Early, Medieval, and Modern, that is, the period approximately coterminous with Christianity’s life in the Roman Empire, the period extending from the end of that empire to the Reformation, and from the Reformation until today.

This designation, while chronologically convenient, has serious weaknesses and can be misleading. For instance, it clearly reflects a Western Christian view. In the fifth century, the Roman Empire had split into two halves, Eastern and Western, with two dominant languages—Greek in the East and Latin in the West—two emperors, and, increasingly, two cultures. (Even this view can be misleading, since fifth-century Romans still spoke of one empire.) The Western half consisted of Italy, Spain, Britain, Gaul (modern France), the Low Countries, some parts of Germany, and North African provinces, which would include modern Morocco, Algeria, Libya, and Tunisia. Although tribal dialects survived (Celtic in Britain, Punic in North Africa), the official language of this area was Latin. This part of the empire fell to invading Germanic barbarians in the fifth century; in 476 a barbarian named Odovacar deposed the last Western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, and, in the views of most scholars, this marked the end of the Roman Empire in the West.1 By the sixth century in the West, the medieval world was largely coming into being, and thus Early Christianity had come to an end.

The problem is that the Eastern part of the Roman Empire did not come to an end. The Eastern empire consisted of Greece, much of the Balkans, Asia Minor (modern Turkey), Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and Libya, areas for the most part untouched by barbarian invasions. Indeed, in the sixth century, the Roman emperor Justinian (527–565) invaded and reconquered some parts of the West ruled by the barbarians. Western scholars call Justinian a “Byzantine” emperor, but he considered himself a Roman, as would his subjects. Thus the designation of Early Christianity as being coterminous with the Western empire, or lasting until the Middle Ages began, overlooks the continued existence of Christianity in the Eastern Mediterranean in an imperial framework.

On the other hand, the Eastern empire lost large parts of its territory to the Muslim Arabs in the seventh and eighth centuries, so that even though the empire survived, it differed considerably from the earlier empire. Thus, many scholars would claim that the designation “Early Christianity” applies just as readily to the Eastern as well as to the Western branch of Christianity.

This discussion introduces us to an important concept in the study of history, that is, the role played by historical designations. These designations can impose artificial breaks in history or, contrarily, artificial unity where none existed. Furthermore, we must recognize that scholars apply these distinctions upon people who would not recognize them. For example, the early Christians certainly did not know that they were “early,” just as the medieval Christians did not know they were “medieval.” Historical designations provide helpful chronological divisions, but they occasionally leave the impression that at a certain time some voice from on high announced that the Early Christian period was over and the Medieval one had begun. Clearly some elements of life remained unchanged; farmers still got up with the sun and went to bed with the darkness. In their daily lives, many people would recognize no difference between Early and Medieval, thus the terms create an artificial distinction. On the other hand, if the farmers lived under barbarian kings but their grandparents had lived under Roman emperors, those farmers would recognize the distinction.

In this book we will use the common historical designations, but with the allowance that these must always be taken with the proverbial grain of salt. Having taken that grain of salt, let us use a common historical designation, pre-Constantinian and post-Constantinian, that is, before and after the reign of Constantine (306–337), the first Christian emperor. Before his reign, the Christians often found themselves subject to suspicion and occasionally to persecution; during and after his reign, the Christians were the dominant group in the empire.

2. Where Did They Live?

In general, the early Christians lived within the confines of the Roman Empire, and thus the study of them has emphasized the Greco-Roman nature of the Church. But there were Christians outside the empire—in Armenia, Ethiopia, Persia, and Ireland. One early Christian writer, the North African Tertullian (ca. 160–ca. 220) claimed that there were Christians in Britain beyond Roman territory.2 Regrettably, we know little about most of these groups, certainly in comparison with what we know about the Christians in the empire. Furthermore, the vast majority of Christians were Romans, and studying them gives a far more reliable picture of Early Christianity than studying groups beyond the imperial frontiers; but it is important that we recognize that Early and Imperial Christianity are not equivalent terms.

[This discussion has led to another question: How do we know anything about the early Christians? We will treat this in chapter two.]

The Christians did not occupy the entire empire at once. The New Testament, particularly the epistles of Paul and the Acts of the Apostles, which deals largely with Paul, emphasizes the expansion into Syria, Asia Minor, and Greece. Most scholars believe at least two (Luke and Matthew) and possibly all of the gospels were written in Syria, and, in the Book of Acts, Luke makes Antioch a second center of Christianity after Jerusalem, and a missionary center as well. Paul also reached the city of Rome, although both Acts and the Epistle to the Romans make it clear that Italy had Christians before Paul got there. Ancient Roman tradition, accepted by almost all scholars, claims that Peter also came to Rome.

Luke tells us (Acts 15:36-41) that after Paul and Barnabas argued about whether to take Mark (the traditional author of the second gospel) on another missionary journey (Paul felt that Mark had let him down on a previous journey), the two apostles split up, with Paul returning to Asia Minor and Barnabas taking Mark with him to Cyprus. We know nothing of their success there; we simply know that there were Christians on Cyprus in the first century.

Other evidence for the geographical spread of first-century Christianity is scattered and fragmentary. In Romans 15:24 Paul says he plans to go to Spain. Did he get there? A Roman Christian document, the First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians, written circa 95, says that Paul “traveled as far as the Western boundary,”3 but scholars are still doubtful that Paul did indeed get to Spain.

Although bibles list the Second Epistle to Timothy as Paul’s, scholars have demonstrated that a disciple of his wrote it in his name, probably around the year 100. In 2 Timothy 4:10 “Paul” says that his co-worker Crescens has gone to Gaul (modern France), and although we cannot accept a Pauline commission for Crescens, this may reflect a historical reality, that Christians were in Gaul by the year 100. But the word “Gaul” does not appear in all manuscripts of 2 Timothy [see chapter five to learn how the early Christians wrote books]; many manuscripts read “Galatia,” which is in Asia Minor and which Paul himself had evangelized and to whose community he had written a letter. Scholars are understandably reluctant to put the first Christians in Gaul.

Several New Testament books, especially the Acts of the Apostles, indicate extensive Jewish-Christian interaction, and it is clear that the first Christian missionaries followed the path of the Jewish Diaspora, that is, of the Jews who lived outside their traditional homeland. This has led scholars to argue that missionaries probably went to the great Egyptian port city of Alexandria, which had a sizeable Jewish community; they reason logically that if missionaries were going to the ancient equivalent of “dots on the map,” that is, to small towns in Asia Minor, certainly some would have gone to the large Jewish community in Alexandria. Since the Alexandrian Jews practiced a form of biblical exegesis called allegory [see chapter five], which appears in the Epistle to the Hebrews (late first century), scholars believe that this epistle makes a case for Early Christianity at Alexandria.

Finally, a variety of legends survive about the activities of early Christians. Some date from the Middle Ages and reflect the desire of the medieval Western Churches to give themselves a historical pedigree as old as the Mediterranean Churches. Thus we find the British claiming that Joseph of Arimathea, after he had buried Jesus (John 19:38), migrated to Britain to the site of Glastonbury Abbey. The French claimed that Lazarus, with his sisters Martha and Mary, settled in Gaul; Dionysius the Areopagite, after his conversion at Athens by Paul (Acts of the Apostles 17:34), traveled to Paris, where the pagan barbarians martyred him. The Spaniards believed that the apostle James had migrated to Spain and was buried at the appropriately named Santiago da Compostela. There is nothing inherently impossible about any of this: the Roman conquest of Britain began in earnest in 43, so Joseph could conceivably have gone there; Gaul and Spain had been Roman provinces well before Jesus’ life, and Joseph, Lazarus, Martha, Mary, Dionysius, and James could easily have traveled to these places. But because something could have happened does not mean that it did happen, and it is best to treat these traditions as legends.

One legend sent Christianity east rather than west, the story that the apostle Thomas traveled to India. Christianity possibly reached India circa 200, and the so-called Thomas Christians of India claim descent from him. Another legend sent the faith north to Edessa (modern southeastern Turkey); the Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea (d. 339) preserves a letter supposedly sent by Abgar, king of Edessa, to Jesus, inviting him to come to his city. Jesus declines but sends the apostle Thaddeus to evangelize the area. Thaddeus (Addai in Syriac, the language spoken in Edessa) succeeded brilliantly and even evangelized in southern Armenia. Scholars do not accept the historicity of either of these accounts.4

The number of Christians grew considerably in the second century, and the evidence becomes fuller. The first-century bases remained secure and indeed were strengthened, but new areas were heard from, such as North Africa, Egypt south of Alexandria, and Gaul. Debatable evidence places Christianity in Spain in the second century, but the first solid evidence of Christianity there dates to the mid-third century. The great Anglo-Saxon historian, the Venerable Bede (d. 735), tells us that the British king Lucius wrote Pope Eleutherius (ca. 174–189) to ask to be converted, but he is repeating a legend; most likely Christianity got to Britain in the early third century.5 Finally, although scholars do not accept the legends of Thomas and Abgar, Christianity had reached Edessa circa 200 as well as Persia and probably Armenia; even India is a possibility.

By the third century the process of expansion had largely halted, except for Britain, where the first solid evidence of Christianity appears, along with the first conclusive evidence of the new religion in Arabia (the Roman province) and beyond Rome to the Persian Empire, although it may have been in those places before then. The real geographical change had become the growth of the Christians in areas such as North Africa, Syria, and Italy. The Christians had become a recognizable group within the Roman Empire; a sad testimony to this was the first empire-wide persecution of them by the emperor Decius (249–251).

The fourth century saw enormous changes in the geography of Early Christianity. When the emperor Constantine I (the Great) converted (ca. 319) and began to favor the Church, Christian missionaries evangelized at will and effected mass conversions. By the end of the century, some areas had become completely Christian (one town in Asia Minor requested that the emperor free them from all taxation because every person in the town was Christian). Some areas, like Italy, continued to be pagan strongholds, but Rome had by then become a Christian empire. Two more non-Roman areas received Christian missionaries, Georgia and Ethiopia, as did the barbarian Gothic tribes that had begun to occupy the northern Balkans.

Only two more areas remained to be Christianized in this period. The Irish received a bishop, Palladius, in 431, but he was sent by Pope Celestine I (422–432) to Christians already living there; how they got there no one knows. Finally, circa 540, two rival missions from Constantinople reached the African kingdom of Nubia, the area now known as southern Egypt and northern Sudan.6

This section started with the question “Where Did They Live?” The answer clearly depends upon the time at which we are looking, but in general Christianity continued to spread and to sink roots throughout the Roman Empire and sometimes beyond as it moved through the centuries.

Although the Christians could be found all over the ancient Mediterranean world, they initially inhabited the cities.7 This resulted largely from the natural desire of the early missionaries to reach as many people as possible and because the roads and sea routes went from city to city, just as today international flights go from Paris to London but not from a small Alpine village to a small Appalachian one. As an area became increasingly Christian, the faith spread to the rural regions.

The initial urban character of Christianity has inadvertently survived in several languages. The word “pagan” now means an ancient person who was neither a Jew nor a Christian, but originally it meant someone living in the countryside. From the Latin paganus come words like the French paysan and the Italian paisano, both meaning “peasant,” that is, one who lives in the countryside. English has a parallel: the word “heathen” refers to one who lives on the heath, that is, in the country.

3. What Do We Know About Their Daily Lives?

We cannot accurately gauge the size of the earliest Christian communities; for that matter, scholars cannot accurately gauge the size of the general population of most Roman cities and provinces. In the middle of the third century, the Church of Rome had a staff of forty-six presbyters, seven deacons, and almost a hundred other staffers who served 1,500 widows and other needy persons. Some scholars have estimated that this could reflect a Christian population of approximately 30,000.8 Helpful as this is for so important a Church as Rome, it still tells us little, because there were Christians in Rome before Paul and until the end of our period—what was that Church’s population in the first or sixth centuries? And what about all the others? The science of demographics (studying peoples) depends upon numbers, and these are largely unavailable for the ancient world.

Although some Christians, like “Barnabas,” author of a second-century epistle, considered themselves distinct from the Jews and Gentiles, most Christians lived lives like those of other Roman citizens. We can easily follow the cinematic version of Early Christianity and see nothing but persecutions, but this is simply wrong. As the brief history of Early Christianity in chapter seven will show, the persecutions were not ongoing affairs, but rather often broke out because of local factors. Until the empire-wide attack by Decius in 250, there were large provinces that were virtually untouched by persecution, such as Spain and probably Britain, while in other provinces where there had been persecutions, such as Gaul, the persecution was limited to a small area, such as the one at Lyons circa 177. In sum, many Christians lived and died in peace during an era widely believed to be one of constant persecution. And, of course, after the conversion of Constantine and his conquest of the entire empire (323), Roman persecution of Christians ceased.

We should correct another modern, idealizing misperception, that of Christians, confident in faith, singing psalms as they head off to face the lions. Not only were the Christians not persecuted constantly, they did not want to be. Thomas More made famous the saying “This is not the stuff of which martyrs are made”—although, ironically, he did die as one—but it could be applied to the early Christians. Although there are a few cases in North Africa when Christians forced themselves on the pagan authorities, Christians, in general, like any people, wanted to live in peace. The bishops, the leaders of the ancient Church, agreed and denounced the practice of intentional martyrdom. When Constantine offered the Church the hand of peace, the bishops grabbed for it and the people gladly went along. The Christians amply demonstrated their willingness to suffer and, if necessary, to die for their faith, but they wanted to be good citizens of Rome. To use a modern parallel, who would want to belong to a religion that would make him or her an enemy of the state? In some cases, such as the Stalinist Soviet Union, this was necessary, but people would have preferred to be both good Christians and good citizens.

In fact, they would have wanted to be more than just good citizens; they would have wanted to fit in. With the exception of out-and-out misanthropes, most people want to get along with others, to be included in parties and picnics and outings. We may safely assume that the early Christians wanted to get along with their pagan and Jewish neighbors; and even when there were no overt and legal persecutions, the Christians probably suffered discrimination or petty annoyances—quiet resentment, discreet silence when others learned they were Christians, suppressed giggles at their belief in a crucified carpenter who is the Son of God. One can imagine anxious Christian children asking their parents “Why are we different?” “Why aren’t the other children allowed to play with me?”—the same type of discrimination visited upon Jews in later eras in Christian societies.9 On the Palatine Hill in Rome there survives a wall-scratching of a crucified donkey and a man in front of it, with the inscription “Alexamenus worships his god.”10

Thus we may safely assume that they shared many of the concerns of their pagan and Jewish fellow citizens; we can further assume that certain secular concerns brought them closer to non-Christians than to Christians. Modern sociological studies can demonstrate that middle-class Jews, Catholics, and Protestants have more in common with one another than with wealthy or impoverished co-religionists, and no doubt a Christian day laborer identified more with a Jewish or pagan co-worker—performing back-breaking tasks for little money—than with a wealthy Christian aristocrat secure on an estate. The Acts of the Apostles tells us that the apostle Paul and his co-workers Priscilla and Aquila (18:3) were tentmakers, and that his convert Lydia was “a dealer in purple cloth” (16:14). There was no Christian way to make tents or sell purple cloth; these Christians would have shared all the labor and reward of their tasks to the same degree as pagans and Jews.

In spite of a frenetic missionary career, Paul clearly took part in the life of the Mediterranean towns, and he almost certainly enjoyed it despite the challenge. Luke repeatedly showed him preaching in the marketplace, the center of the ancient social world. He constantly engaged in a give-and-take with his audience, which pleased them. As Luke observed of Paul’s hearers in Athens, “Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new” (Acts 17:21).

Ancient people of all religions would have worried about their economic futures, taken pride in their children’s accomplishments, been titillated at the scandals of the imperial court, and striven to be happy. Inevitably, the Christians were different in some ways, often in important ways, but we will seriously misunderstand them if we treat them solely as a race apart.

As for their social status, later generations of idealizing Christians have rhapsodized and romanticized the first Churches as communities of the poor, the enslaved, and the other marginalized groups, but this again is simply wrong. The gospels identify Jesus’ father as Joseph, a carpenter (Matt 13:55), hardly a rich man but one with a marketable skill. Jesus’ immediate followers included fishermen, that is, men with occupations similar in status to that of Joseph, and two of them, the sons of Zebedee, came from a family that owned its own boat and hired men to work it (Mark 1:20). Another, Matthew, was a tax collector (Matt 9:9). Several wealthy women followed Jesus’ movement, including the wife of Chuza, steward of King Herod (Luke 8:3). Even allowing for the debatable historicity of some of the gospel material, we can see that Jesus’ immediate disciples came from a variety of social classes, albeit mostly what we would today call the lower middle class.

The earliest converts likewise came from diverse social strata. The Acts of the Apostles speaks of mass conversions, such as 3,000 in one day (2:41). We need not accept the exact historicity of that account to see that social lines would be crossed by such a conversion. John Mark’s mother owned a house in the city of Jerusalem and had a maid (12:12-13), while Paul was a tentmaker (18:3). Roman tradition identifies Domitilla, a cousin of the emperor Domitian (81–96), as a Christian who was exiled for her faith circa 95; if this tradition is accurate, Christianity had reached the highest social station within sixty years of Jesus’ death.11 Around 115, Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, who was being sent to Rome to be thrown to the beasts, so rejoiced in his coming martyrdom that he asked the Roman Christians not to prevent his death.12 Safely assuming that they did not plan a commando raid to rescue him from his guards, we can say this implies that the Roman community had enough influence or money to mitigate his sentence.

In general, the ancient sources do not say much about people’s status. The Christian sources tend to emphasize the achievements of bishops or theological matters, and the pagan sources often emanate from aristocratic circles, with little interest in non-aristocrats. Occasional hints about their work survive, for example, the ceiling mosaics in the fourth-century church of Santa Costanza in Rome show peasants leading an ox-cart filled with grapes while other peasants stomp the grapes in a large vat. Other hints appear in sermons, when preachers attempt to relate doctrinal matters to people’s lives.

Further evidence that all the early Christians were not impoverished communitarians comes from the quality of the New Testament literature. Before the twentieth century, many scholars assumed the gospels to be historical accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry, but modern scholarship has demonstrated clearly that these are sophisticated theological documents, reflecting considerable education and literary skill on the part of the evangelists. This does not mean that the evangelists were wealthy or noble, but it does mean that they had sufficient education to produce such works.

What did the early Christians do for a living? Literally, everything, although this depended upon where they lived and, to an extent, at what point in history we ask this question.

As we noted earlier, Christianity moved initially into the cities of the Greco-Roman world, and many of the occupations of the Christians reflected that urban environment; for example, we know of wine merchants and shoemakers. As Christianity penetrated into the countryside, the occupations naturally reflected the new geographical circumstances; for example, many Christians in North Africa grew olives and operated oil presses. When the Roman Empire became Christianized in the fourth century, many of the nobility converted, and the social status of the Christians rose considerably. Simultaneously, the conversion of the nobility often led to an increased conversion of their slaves. [On Christian attitudes toward slavery, see chapter six.]

There were some occupations that Christians in general avoided, such as acting, which moralists considered disreputable because actors supposedly led notoriously lewd lives. Despite the common belief that the early Christians were pacifists, there are accounts of Christian soldiers who found no conflict between their faith and their occupation; these included so famous a saint as Martin of Tours (d. 397). Many Christians who objected to military service did so not because of what soldiers did but because they often had to pledge themselves to the gods or perform some act of fealty that Christians considered idolatrous. Most Christians would have been grateful for the security that Roman arms provided, and they would have recognized the need for a strong military to defend the frontiers.13

After the conversion of Constantine, the Christians strongly supported the empire and its armies. St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) greatly admired monastic life, but when a Roman military governor had decided to leave his calling and become a monk, Bishop Augustine, worried about barbarian attacks on North Africa, talked the governor out of his vocation.14 By that time most of the Roman military officers were Christian, and the threat of idolatry had passed, but it is significant that Christians generally saw nothing inherently wrong with military service. There were, however, some Christians, such as the great Alexandrian theologian Origen (ca. 185–ca. 253), who held pacifist views.

4. Entertainment

Even the most driven person must relax occasionally, and we will now ask how the early Christians spent their leisure time. No one in the ancient world wrote specifically about this, and we must garner the information from a variety of sources, but a general picture can emerge. Since people choose their leisure activities, these can sometimes tell the historian quite a bit about them. Just as the question of immorality affected Christian views on the military, it impinged also on the lives of the Christians in the areas of socialization and entertainment.

The Romans enjoyed the public baths, and every city worth its name had such a structure; remains of these survive today, the most obvious being the English city of Bath, named after the Roman remains. These were often extensive, with a swimming pool, latrines, exercise rooms, and a sauna; some of the larger ones even had lecture halls and museums. They formed a focus of community life, and the public ones were open to all citizens, although men and women had separate bathing houses.

For many Romans, the baths served a social function, and the public nakedness of the baths did not concern them. But some Christian moralists, especially the North African Tertullian (ca. 160–ca. 220), considered the baths breeding places of immorality, especially homosexuality, which the Christians considered unsavory. This disapproval caused some Christians to avoid the baths, although many apparently did not heed the moralists. Significantly, even when the empire became Christian, the baths continued to be popular; the great preacher John Chrysostom (ca. 350–407) railed against them to his congregations in Antioch, who listened politely and still went to the baths.

Maybe Christians could claim that the moralists treated the baths too strictly and that they were essentially harmless public gathering places, but no one could defend the morality of the gladiatorial games. These originated in the third century B.C.; the word “gladiator” comes from gladius, the Latin word for sword, because the initial combatants carried swords. As these games became popular, other weapons were introduced, such as the net and trident. The gladiators included prisoners of war, condemned criminals who obviously had nothing to lose, slaves specifically purchased to be gladiators, and even some men who did it for the money, a variation on the idea of a mercenary soldier.

Not surprisingly, the Christians considered the gladiatorial games a form of legalized murder, and Christian moralists condemned them roundly. When the Christians came to rule the empire in the fourth century, they put an end to the games. In fact, we do not know how many Christians actually went to such games; furthermore, it would be a mistake to think that all pagans enjoyed them.

The Roman populace could also see spectacles in which men fought against wild animals, such as lions or bears. While moderns would consider that cruelty to animals, there is no evidence that Christian moralists considered it immoral. People could also go to athletic contests.

Christian attitudes toward the theater were more ambivalent. Scholars have been able to find echoes of Greek and Roman plays in Christian writings, and there is no doubt that many Christians attended the theater. Some Christian moralists considered the plays immoral, not because the characters often included the pagan gods—indeed, possibly the reverse, since the playwright often reduced the gods to mere elements in the play and sometimes held them up to ridicule—but rather because of the play’s values. Augustine tells us that the Roman playwright Terence “brought on to the stage a worthless young man citing Jupiter as a model for his own fornication.”15 It is unfortunate that our information derives largely from moralists and not from the (probably) many Christians who were loyal to their faith and yet saw nothing particularly wrong with an evening at the theater.

The question of Christian attitudes toward the theater brings up the question of the attitude toward pagan literature in general. In an age before television, videocassette players, compact disc players, and interactive computers, literate people considered reading the prime form of entertainment. Romans had some marvelous works from which to choose—Homer, Sappho, Virgil, Martial, Catullus, and many others from what we now call classical literature because, in Western education, these books formed the basis of classroom instruction. There is no doubt that Christians read them; as with the dramas, scholars have had little difficulty finding many citations from pagan authors in Christian writers. According to the Acts of the Apostles, these writers include Paul the Apostle (Acts 17:28). Tolerant authors such as Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 220) genuinely enjoyed pagan literature and quoted it comfortably in their religious works. But as the empire became more and more Christian, moralists again raised the question of pagan and/or immoral influence upon Christians. Two prominent figures of the late fourth and early fifth centuries illustrate this well.

Jerome (ca. 342–ca. 420) loved classical literature, especially the Latin orator Cicero. He clearly benefited from this love because he became a great Latin stylist. But Jerome had what the modern world would call a conversion experience, in his case a dream. He saw himself caught up before the heavenly throne, and he heard a voice asking him to identify himself. He said, “I am a Christian,” but the voice angrily rebuked him, saying “You are a Ciceronian!”16 Jerome then decided to reform his reading habits and to abandon his addiction, but, as his former friend and later enemy Rufinus of Aquileia (ca. 335–410) liked to point out, traces of classical literature continued to appear in Jerome’s writings. But Jerome’s condemnation of secular literature did have an impact on later generations of Christians.

Jerome’s younger contemporary, Augustine, went through the same difficulties. In his Confessions,17 he condemns much pagan literature as vanity, that is, emptiness, because it cannot lead to God; but he simultaneously admits that his reading of Virgil’s Aeneid so moved him that he wept over the death of Dido. The attractiveness of this literature annoyed him; he wept for Dido but did not weep for himself when he sinned against God.

Augustine, however, had a more practical bent than Jerome. Rather than condemn pagan literature outright, he found a place for it in the lives of Christians. Although Christian intellectual life will be discussed in chapter five, we will note here that Augustine recommended the reading of pagan works if they would aid in the understanding of the Bible. While this most obviously applied to historical or philosophical works, Augustine, who read perhaps more carefully than anyone in history, recognized that a reading of pagan literature could give one a sense of written expression and meaning that would be valuable in understanding the Scriptures. Through that entrance, the Christian who wished to read classical literature could probably drive a truck, but Christians did heed Augustine’s guidelines.18

The siren lure of pagan literature never quite died down, however, because at the end of the sixth century, Gregory I the Great, pope from 590 to 604, wrote an angry letter to an Italian bishop who was, in the pope’s eyes, too fond of pagan literature for a bishop. But even Gregory had to admit that every educated person needed to know something of the classics.19

As for Christian literature, that which survives is largely ecclesiastical, that is, written by Christians for Christians. There remains little evidence of “popular” Christian writing, that is, writings intended primarily to entertain rather than to instruct or inspire religiously. There were exceptions. Falconia Proba (fl. ca. 350–360), one of few Christian women writers whose work has survived, composed a biblical cento, that is, a new poetic work made by taking complete or half lines from another poem. Strange as it sounds to the modern mind, this was a widely recognized literary device of the day. Proba’s cento of 694 lines deals with the Creation story down to the Flood and then with Jesus’ redemptive activity. Juvencus (fl. ca. 325–350) composed a biblical epic, a paraphrase of the gospel, in imitation of the great Latin poet Virgil.

We should also note that many Christians enjoyed the genuine literary character of much inspirational writing, such as the poems of Prudentius (348–405) and Paulinus of Nola (351–431). Furthermore, Christian writers such as Ausonius (ca. 310–ca. 395) and Claudius Claudianus (d. ca. 404) wrote poetry with a distinctive non-Christian flavor, such as panegyrics for the emperor and even some mythological pieces. Two particularly exciting works were Athanasius’ Life of Saint Antony and Sulpicius Severus’ Life of Martin of Tours, vivid accounts of the monks’ battles with the devil.

One entertainment the Christians absolutely favored was chariot racing, and nowhere was this truer than in the most Christian of cities, Constantinople. Constantine I built that city (literally, the polis [city] of Constantine) to be a Christian capital, with none of the pagan heritage of ancient Rome. The city contained famous churches, hordes of monks and clergy, a populace obsessed with theology (the city hosted ecumenical councils in 381 and 553), and the Hippodrome, where the best charioteers in the empire vied for the traditional fame and fortune. So identified were the citizens with chariot racing, that the different team supporters (what moderns call fans) considered their allegiance to the Blues or the Greens to be almost political. Emperors resident in Constantinople, especially in the fifth and sixth centuries, had to keep close watch on the activities of these factions, which could often become dangerous; but, tellingly, the imperial family had its own box at the Hippodrome. If the emperor were present, he presided over the races—much the way modern presidents and prime ministers take pride in the achievements of Olympic athletes from their countries—and he, too, would have enjoyed the excitement; and maybe, like the other fans, he would have made the occasional wager.

We may thus say that the early Christians relaxed the way most of their pagan fellow citizens did, except that Christian teachers warned about excessive participation in activities that might harm faith or morals. It is difficult to say how rigorously the vast body of Christians took these admonitions; that these admonitions appear generation after generation suggests that the majority of Christians took most entertainment less seriously than did their leaders. But these warnings at least caused the Christians to think twice about what they did.

The early Christians came from all parts of the Roman world and much of the non-Roman world; they worked in all fields except those considered morally harmful; they tried to relax after a hard day’s work. They wanted to be good citizens, and they wanted their neighbors to like and respect them. They were sinners, but they hoped to do better. This could be said of most people in any period of history.
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