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RELIGIOUS HISTORY OF EUROPE TO 1500

The Byzantine Empire, Islam

and the Crusades

Eastern Orthodoxy

Introduction--While the Roman Empire experienced peace and stability from 96-180 A.D. under the rule of the so-called "Five Good Emperors,"  Hadrian, Nerva, Trajan, Antoninus and Marcus Aurelius.  However, with the rule of Commodus, 180-89 A.D., a period of political turmoil, social confusion and military and administrative failure began which lasted most of the third century and was not arrested until the rule of Diocletian and Constantine.  Rome in the third century experienced massive inflation, population flight, failure of municipal government and repeated penetration by German tribes along the northern frontiers.  Despite the draconian efforts of soldier-emperors such as Diocletian and Constantine the decline continued in the fourth and fifth centuries.  Eventually, the Western portion of the empire imploded or collapsed in on itself under the weight of population decline, the decay of municipal government, which was the heart of the Greco-Roman urban civilization, invasion and simply loss of will.  Officially, the end came in 476 A.D. when the last non-barbarian emperor was deposed, but in fact the disintegration of the empire had started at least one hundred years before.

Division of the Empire--One of the techniques employed by Constantine to get a grip on administration of the Empire was to have an eastern and western ruler with respective capitals.  Constantine constructed his capital on the old Greek colony site of Byzantium and in a fit of humility named it after himself, Constantinople.  From this fortress the Eastern part of the empire survived the calamities of the fourth and fifth century, and in fact continued on until Muslim conquest and Crusader exploitation led to its conquest in 1453 A.D.  Further, the division of the Empire into eastern and western portions mirrored a similar division in Christianity.  Eastern bishops considered themselves the administrative heirs of the ancient church and under no obligation to accept the universal claims of the bishops of Rome or Milan.

The East Survives--While the western part of the Empire had ceased to exist by the middle of the fifth century, "augusti" continued to rule from Constantinople.  Roman rule in the west was replaced by several Germanic kingdoms, but the Eastern portion of the empire held fast against barbaric invasion.  It was composed of eastern Mediterranean districts whose cultures pre-dated Rome itself.  With ample manpower, a viable economy, good morale and the impenetrable walls of Constantinople to protect the city from turmoil and conquest, the East thrived and survived.

Byzantine Culture--The eastern part of the Roman empire became known as the Byzantine empire, inasmuch as Constantinople was constructed on the site of an old Greek colony known as Byzantium.  Byzantine culture was a synthesis of three elements:  Rome, Christianity and a combination of Greco-oriental culture.  From Rome the Byzantines got their legal system, bureaucracy and principles of administration.  In fact much of the Byzantine way of life was simple a continuation of the circumstances of the Roman empire in the third and fourth centuries--autocracy, glorification of the emperor, heavy taxes, and tight imperial control of the church all harked back to the policies of Diocletian, Constantine and Theodosius I.  The prevailing mood in Byzantine society and government was self-preservation.  The state was the ark of civilization in a hostile and barbarous world.  It was the political embodiment of the Christian faith and as such had to be preserved at all cost.  This defensive conservative mood was most evident in the bureaucracy that was huge and precedent-bound.  It abhorred change and seldom took risks.  Consequently, the bureaucracy preserved the state and provided needed cohesion even during the reign of emperors who were incompetent or very unwise.

Justinian--One of the early and successful emperors in the east who played a role in ecclesiastical affairs was Justinian (527-65 A.D.).  Justinian was a dominant personality who worked long hours and appointed equally hard working and competent ministers.  He was strongly religious and an accomplished theologian in his own right.  Justinian had lofty ambitions for his domain.  He wanted to rid the government of corruption and inefficiency, to reform the law and to purify the courts.  He also thought it very important to unite all of the eastern churches under orthodox doctrine.  Finally, he wanted to restore the territorial integrity of the empire by winning back the western provinces from the pagan German tribes who had over run them.  In fact these objectives form one integrated plan.  By abolishing doctrinal division and eliminating injustice, Justinian hoped to win God's favor in his campaigns against the Barbarians.  Getting rid of corruption would make the heavy taxes made necessary by war more bearable.  Finally, conquering the barbaric west would make it possible to stamp out heresy, particularly Arianism, which some of the tribes had already embraced.

Byzantine Accomplishments--Justinian accomplished his objectives.  By 553 A.D. large parts of the west had been restored to imperial rule.  At Justinian's bidding a large number of talented lawyers assembled the mass of legal precedents, judicial opinions and imperial edicts that made up the legacy of Roman law.  They arranged it into a vast systematic collection known as the Corpus Juris Civilis ("the body of civil law").  It was the vehicle by which Roman law returned to Western Europe in the twelfth century to challenge Germanic legal custom.  Byzantine merchants, in possession of a stable and valuable currency eagerly sought by others, traded down to the Red Sea and across to the Indian Ocean.  Aided by this wealth, a distinctive Byzantine civilization developed embracing art, architecture, religion and government.  While Western Christendom was on the verge of a long regression in social, economic and political life characterizing the early Middle Ages, the Byzantine Empire was experiencing a "renovatio" a rebirth and renewal of great creativity and glittering accomplishments.

Reform of the Church--In this context Justinian was zealous in trying to reform the church.  In fact it dominated his perspective.  He tried to suppress simony, ensure that worthy bishops and clergy were elected, and see them lead exemplary lives.  In 529 A.D. Justinian purged the aristocracy and convicted many who had secretly practiced pagan rites.  The main goal in ecclesiastical reform, however, was religious uniformity throughout the empire.  By 527 A.D. Justinian's aims were set.  He was determined to base the empire's faith on the decrees of the orthodox councils and the harmony of the Five Patriarchs.  No one would be allowed to serve in government who held to religious error.  Right belief would be the condition of admission to state service and the teaching professions, property inheritance, and most of the common rights of citizenship.  All this was true, despite the fact that Justinian was a Latin who enjoyed the common bond of Latinity with the Roman Pope Agapetus (535-56 A.D.), a very subtle and learned Byzantine theologian, and an accomplished student of Scripture.  In his heart he leaned towards Monophysitism, particularly the Aphthartodocetism (the earthly body of Jesus was in its nature incorruptible) of Julian of Halicarnassus.  Publically, however, Justinian in his political judgment was a Chalcedonian who knew that his policy of recon-quest in the West depended upon adherence to the great ecumenical councils.  Justinian also intended to make every conceivable effort to reconcile the Monophysites, but in the last resort the results of Chalcedon would not be abandoned.

The Monophysite Church 519-31 A.D.--To some contemporaries the Chalcedon-Monophysite controversy boiled down to a single letter "K" rather than "N"--"out of two natures" (ek duo physeon) rather than "in two natures" (en duo physesin).  Yet, in Justinian's reign despite his considerable theological learning and the open loyalty of Monophysite leaders to Byzantium, the two sides moved further apart than ever to the point of creating two rival churches.  The architect of the Monophysite system was Severus, patriarch of Antioch (512-18 A.D.).  He died about twenty years later in exile in Egypt.  An aristocratic Greek born in Pisidia, his theological legacy was to the Syrian Jacobites.  Native Syrians supported him, but the majority of Greek city dwellers were against him.  He was a monk and an enormously busy man of affairs and administrator of his diocese.  Strangely, Severus was opposed to the creation of a separate Monphysite hierarchy, but nonetheless found himself consenting to the development of a presbytery and then a Monophysite episcopate.  In exile in Antioch he became the leader of a rival church.  Severus based his theology on his understanding of Scripture and the Church Fathers, especially Cyril.  Like Cyril he used "physis" and "hypostatis" as synonyms to express the individuality of Christ.  He conceded that one could conceive of the duality of the human and divine natures.  But "out of" these natures came the one incarnate nature of Christ, with one source of activity, the divine word.  So, even though Christ's works were varied and included performing miracles as well as ordinary human activit-ies, they were the work of a single nature activated by a single energy.

Enemies--Inevitably, Severus' teachings coupled with his tactless personality and personal rigidity made him enemies.  His domain (Antioch) was very poor and began to disintegrate.  While he was popular around Chalcis ad Belum and other Syrian speaking areas, in western Syria where Greek cities dominated Severus's name was anathema.  Bishops and monks in this area appealed to Pope Hormisdas against Severus, and he was forced to flee in 518 A.D. to Alexandria.  Inasmuch as Severus kept in touch with his supporters through emissaries, events led to the establishment of a Monophysite hierarchy and a permanent division in the Byzantine world between Chalcedon and Monophysite positions.  After a Monophysite council in 530 A.D. there would be two churches and two hierarchies in the Empire, one approved by the Emperor under the Chalcedon perspective and the other Monophysite.

Efforts at Reconciliation 531-36 A.D.--Justinian was alert to this danger and tried to reconcile the warring parties.  Justinian organized dialogues and discussions between representatives of the two sides, but the results were inconclusive.  In June 536 A.D. Justinian issued an edict banning Severus and other Monophysite leaders and their supporters from Consteantinople and all the great cities of the Empire and order copies of Severus's writings to be burned.  The results of Chalcedon were proclaimed in most cities.  John of Ephesus reported that some Monophysite supporters were burned alive or imprisoned.  In Egypt, however, the tough policy failed.  The monastaries there were Monophysite and played a considerable role in the rural economy of the country.  They were extremely wealthy and employed large numbers of sharecroppers who leased seed, equipment and paid a perpetual rent to the monastaries.  The economic and religious interdepen-dence of the peasants and monasteries prevented Chalcedon ideas from moving outside the large towns into rural Egypt.  Further, there was a long-lived Monophysite episcopacy in Egypt which sur-vived the crisis and provided effective leadership.

Monophysite expansion--Monophysite ideas spread to Armenia and Ethiopia, where they survived the onslaught of Islam.  From 540-70 Monophysite missionaries, despite imperial efforts to stop them, spread the ideas throughout the empire.  Various attempts, some quite complicated, some involving Western intervention and mediation, were made to heal the split, but none were successful.  Monphysitism would plague many future emperors who would alternatively persecute and then try to reconcile the warring parties.  Similarly, the last fifteen years of Justinian's reign were times of disillusionment and disaster.  His efforts to reclaim the west proved costly, draining off limited financial resources and troops.  Justinian built fortresses to protect reclaimed areas at considerable costs.  The vast confederations of nomadic peoples who roamed about the edges of the empire north, east and south slowly gained the upper hand.  In most respects, then, the "Reconquista" was an expensive failure.  Still, Justinian's accomplishments were enormous and massive.  They would stand the empire in good stead for centuries to come.  Roman law had been codified for all time, far-flung trade in luxuries and necessit-ies flourished, there was a magnificient artistic tradition in Byzantium and a religious orthodoxy capable of exposition and defense by skilled and subtle-minded theologians.  In short there was a Byzantine civilization with which imperial subjects, whether clergy or laity, orthodox or Monophysite, could identify.

Retrenchment and Revival--In the final years of Justinian's reign his vastly expanded but somewhat overextended empire faced great problems.  A devastating plague swept across Byzantium and Western Europe in 541-43 and recurred sporadically for the next two centuries.  Eventually, this crippled the Byzantine economy.  Further, a great flood of Slavic peoples and Bulgars ravaged the Balkans.  In 561 the Avars, warlike nomads from Asia, settled on the Danube and subjugated the Slavs and Bulgars.  In turn the Avar state threatened Byzantium.  In the face of such threats Byzantium barely hung on the reconquored areas in Italy and along the Adriatic coast.  By the 690s Byzantine North Africa fell to the Muslims, and the Visigoths took over Byzantine territory in southern Spain.  Justinian's successors were forced to abandon his ambitious reclamation and re-conquest policies around the Mediterranean.  They had to turn their backs on the West to face a severe threat from the north.  During the reign of Heraclius (610-41) Persian armies occupied Syria, Palestine and Egypt, and in 626 Constantinople barely withstood a furious assault and siege of Persians and Avars.  Heraclius eventually defeated the Persians, and then proceeded to reclaim the Balkans, but shortly thereafter the Muslim armies exploded out of Arabia to tear Syria, Palestine and Egypt from Byzantine control.  They put Constantinople in grave danger many times, especially in 717-18, when a dogged Byzantine defense probably saved southeastern Europe from Muslim suzerainty.

The Conversion of the Slavs--The Empire withstood these assaults and preserved Constantinople, Asia Minor and the Balkans for Eastern Christendom.  This preserved for Medieval Europe the three great cultures:  Christian, Byzantine and Islamic.  Further, it enabled Western Europe to develop in relative isolation from Muslim predators.  From 867-1056 A.D. Byzantium went from defense to expansion under the so-called "Macedonian" emperors.  They regained much important territory and subsidized Christian missionary expansion to the north.  Specifically, the Macedonian emperors established once again firm Byzantine control over the Slavs and Bulgars.  Basil II "the Bulgar-Slayer (976-1025 A.D.) was the most celebrated of the dynasty, campaigning year after year in the Balkans, demolishing a Bulgarian army in 1014 A.D. and then crushing all resistance to Byzantine imperial rule.  At the same time beginning around 850 A.D. political and religious acculturation to Byzantine ideas began in the Balkans in earnest.  Missionaries such as Saint Cyril and Methodius, "the Apostles to the Slavs," evangelized tirelessly among the south Slavs and Russians.  Byzantine missionaries devised a Slavonic alphabet, reputedly Cyris and Methodius, to make possible a Slavic vernacular Bible and liturgy.  So, the Slavonic written language and the Slavonic Church came into existence side by side.  Eventually, Byzantine evangelism brought Russia and much of the Balkans into the Orthodox Church and the sphere of Byzantine culture.  Interestingly, the Slavonic alphabet is known today as the Cyrillic alphabet after St. Cyril.

Conversion of Russia--The rise of the Macedonians emperors was concurrent with the rise of Russia far beyond the boundaries of the Byzantine empire.  In the ninth and tenth centuries trade flourished between the Empire and the northern shore of the Black Sea.  This linked the Empire to the vigorous trade of the Viking world.  Swedish Vikings probed deep into Russia in the ninth century and set up a base in the Russian trading center of Novgorod, ruling the native Slavic population and later intermarrying with it.  In the tenth century the Novgorod ruler took control of the strategic Russian trading community of Kiev that became the nucleus of the first important Russian state.  The Macedonian emperors maintained good relationships with Kievan Russia.  Through a combination of circumstances--the conversion of Olga, grandmother of Prince Vladimir of Kiev, possibly in 954-55 A.D.; the marriage of Anne, sister of Basil II to Vladimir; Vladimir's military aid to Basil II; and Russian capture of the Byzantine outpost of Chersonesus in Crimea along the Black Sea--Vladimir, ruler of Kiev after 980 A.D., adopted Christianity around 987 or 988 A.D., and his people quickly followed.  Some scholars believe that Kiev had experience with Christianity as early 867 A.D., though this is debatable but possible.  Since there were very few clergy to explain the new faith, and the dogma of the Church was far beyond the grasp of a bewildered population, progress of the faith was no doubt quite slow.  What missionaries under Vladimir's patronage could not accomplish by persuasion, they no doubt accomplished through force.  Conversion against the will and convictions of many meant Christianity came to Russian only superficially and nominally.  In the course of the eleventh century Kievan Russia disintegrated politically, and in the thirteenth century it came under Mongol rule. The Christian-Byzantine culture, however superficial and essentially pagan it probably was, survived intact.

Larger Historical Pattern--The conversion of Kiev was part of a larger historical pattern of Christian expansion in Europe in the tenth century.  Christendom spread rapidly throughout Europe to the Baltic Slavs, Poland, Hungary, Denmark and Norway.  Only a few remote places, such as Lithuania, held out.  Vladimir's decision was an extremely important choice.  According to legend the Russians rejected Islam because it prohibited alcohol--for "drink is the joy of the Russian"--and Judaism as the faith of a defeated stateless people, and chose instead the liturgy and faith of Byzantium.  The story has a larger meaning than poking fun at Russians.  Russia lay at a cultural crossroads and had contacts not only with the Byzantine world and other Christian states but also with the Moslem state of the Volga Bulgars and other more distant Moslems to the southeast as well as the Jewish Khazars.  In effect Vladimir chose to become the eastern flank of Christendom rather than an extension of non-Christian European civilization.  By choosing Christianity, Vladimir opened itself wide to highly developed Byzantine culture.  Kievan art, literature, law, manners and customs experienced a fundamental Byzantine transformation.  The church played a role in Russia similar to its institutional function elsewhere in Europe.  It eventually permeated Kievan society and culture.  It gave the Kievan prince and state a strong ideological basis, a greater sense of unity and at the same time emphasized links with Byzantium and the rest of Christendom.

Russia and Europe--Furthermore, allegiance to Byzantium determined or helped to determine much of the subsequent history of Russia.  Russia remained outside the Roman Catholic Church isolating Russia from the rest of Europe and its Latin civilization.  It helped inspire Russian suspicion of the West and fueled the tragic enmity between the Russians and Poles.  With an understandable Slavic rite Byzantine Christianity in Slavic garb eventually brought religion close to the Russian people and gave a powerful impetus to the development of a national culture.
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