Lecture 1

Jerusalem, Rome and the Mediterranean
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Introduction

When does church history begin?  Do we begin with Jesus announcement of the Kingdom of God, or do we start with the preaching of Paul to the Gentiles?  What about the Jews, and how does the rest of the world fit in with God’s promises to them?  Are there two churches, one for Jews and one for Gentiles, are is there one holy catholic and apostolic Church, universally represented by the Pope, or are there many churches, all of them expressing God’s divine unity in a global diversity?  

1. Major Theological views of the Church

A. It begins with God

· Adam is the son of God, and humanity is connected to God through covenants: Adam, Noah, Abraham, David and Jesus.

· It tells the history of the people of God from the patriarchs, through the prophets, to Jesus. God’s Word culminates in Jesus, but it does not invalidate all that has preceded him. God’s word is fulfilled in Christ, and his Spirit enables us to do the same. 

· Characteristic of the Reformed tradition. The Word of God that is central, and the continuity of God’s salvation history predominates.  

B.  It begins with Jesus Christ

· The church is the mystical body of Christ, thus, the Incarnation and of the Son of God and his birth by the Virgin Mary is the historical center-point of history, where the presence of Jesus on earth began a new age in God’s relationship with the world, reflected even in the way time is dated.  

· Characteristic of liturgical traditions, catholic, orthodox, and Anglican.  

· In this tradition, the Eucharist, or Holy Communion, becomes the central focus of worship, where the Body of Christ is taken, broken, and given, uniting believers in the unity of worship. 

C. It begins with the Holy Spirit

· A view that the Church began at Pentecost, with the promised coming of the Holy Spirit of God empowering the disciples to preach the gospel to the whole world, forming a new humanity, characterized not by race but by the presence of the Holy Spirit, shaping and empowering their lives as witnesses to the world. 

· As new creations with the promised seal of the Holy Spirit, the old has passed away, and all things have become new Among the adherents of this view, the church is diversely gifted by the same Spirit to worship God and witness to the world.  

· Characteristic of Charismatic or loosely protestant churches.

D. Synthesis

· Each of these major views highlight a key feature of the Christian faith, expressed in the mystery of the Trinity: That the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are One God and yet distinct persons in unity.  

· Predomination and co-existence of divergent views in Church History.

· In the early church the Old Testament continuity predominated; Montanists believed in the New Prophecy of the Spirit; Neo-Platonists saw in Logos theology Christ as the wisdom of God.

· In the Middle Ages, the sacramental view of the Body of Christ predominated; the pope administered a world-wide expression of the Body of Christ in the catholic church, Cathars expressed a more Spirit-centered faith, Lollards and Waldensians focused on the Scriptures and its promises as the central unifying creed of faith in God.  

· Today we live in a time where the empowering presence of the Spirit characterizes more than half of all Christians in the world.  And yet, though not as broadly spread, reformed theology is both robust and enduring, while the growth of Catholicism and Orthodoxy are by no means to be disregarded.

· In the end, there is not one expression that is exclusive, as each reflects an experience of God’s presence in the persons of the Trinity, reflecting his nature as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

· Like the mystery of the Trinity, the church is a mysterious unity as God’s Chosen People, the Body of Christ and the New humanity, united, and yet, diverse.  As Bono has sung, “We are one, but we’re not the same”.

· Our task, over the next 8 weeks, will be to untangle just what that means, and try to come to an understanding of why the history of God’s relationship with human beings, especially since the birth of Christ, is so important for us today. 
2. The Mediterranean World

A. Alexander the Great

· In the middle of the fourth century, BC, an obscure Macedonian prince survived the assassination of his father, Philipp of Macedon, and rose to become the greatest conqueror ever know to world history.  

· When Alexander the Great died in Babylon in 323 BC, he left behind him something history had never known, a unified world with a common language, culture, and rule stretching from Europe to India, incorporating Russian tribes and Egyptian peasants, Italian Greeks and Punjabi Hindus.  

· This global culture is described today by historians as Hellenism, or the Hellenistic world.  What made it so unique was that it joined together disparate kingdoms and tribes in a common frame of reference that would continue, in some aspect to the present.  

· Eventually this world split apart being ruled by Romans in the west and Persians in the east, but even then, they always ruled their lands with the presence of the other lurking not too far away in their imaginations.  

· Like today, both east and west, Christian and Muslim, live out their lives uneasily aware of the presence of the other.

B. The Hellenistic World


· The Hellenistic world made it possible for the peoples of the Mediterranean world to exchange ideas, religion, business and even ethnicity.  

· With Greek as the common language of trade and education, cities such as Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, Rome and Carthage became common points of reference for the Mediterranean peoples, more as hubs of a common civilization, then capitals of different nations.  

· Of course, for the average peasant, the chief city of their region was generally all they knew, but fishermen in rural Galilee might still sell their fish as Roman delicacies through traders and middlemen, whether they knew what Rome was or not.  

· In this light, it is perhaps no coincidence that these six cities became the earliest major centers of Christianity.

3. Contributions of Hellenism

A. The Polis


· One of the chief contributions of the Hellenistic world was the construction of a common socio-religious identity built on the shared experience of the polis, the Greek city, from which we get the word ‘politics’.  Wherever Alexander went, he built cities, as Greeks before and after him had done.  

· Greek cities followed a similar pattern that was replicated wherever they appeared, adding a degree of homogeneity to the Mediterranean world.  

· The center of public life in the Greek polis was the Agora, around which political and religious building predominated.  This was later adapted by the Romans as their forum, or by moderns as the public square.  

· In the middle was a citadel, or an acropolis, for defence of the city in times of war.  Most cities were walled about as well, very often they were situated along harbours or major trade routes.  For public entertainment there was the theatre, where the famous plays of Sophocles entertained Greeks in the leisure hours, and for the daily business of life, there was the market-place with porticoes, shops and store-houses for the day to day commerce of city life. These four elements are found in every polis. 

· At the heart of city life was religion, since the ancients drew no hard and fast lines between religion and politics, much like the Middle East today.  

· Temples to various gods existed in the cities, but each one had its ‘patron saint’, so to say, such Demeter in Ephesus, Apollo in Delphi, Bellopheron in Pergamon, and Athena in Athens.  

· Thus, Paul incurred the wrath of the Ephesians for threatening the worship of their city patron Demeter/Diana.

· The Greek polis appeared everywhere throughout the Mediterranean, and as city-states gave way to the kingdoms of the successors to Alexander, these cities became centers of regional life and culture.  

· A new idea, a new deity, a new product in one city might now be imported and adapted around the Mediterranean in multiple ways.  A common culture was emerging into which Christianity would be born.

4. Rome
A. Romanitas


· While Hellenistic culture made travel and trade easier for Egyptians, Phoenicians, Greeks and Romans, it was the advent of Roman rule in the Mediterranean that transformed the loosely interactive Hellenistic world into a unified, well-disciplined Empire.

· Mythically founded by the descendants Annaeus fleeing Troy, Rome looked back to the fratricidal twins Remus and Romulus as their ancient prototypes.  

· Perhaps this explains their warring ethos as a people, and their need to always subjugate the ‘other’, whether Carthaginian, Greek, or most dangerously, the Christian.  

· Rome first defeated their neighbours the Etruscans, and then their nemesis the Carthaginians, led by Hannibal, but it was the invasion of Rome by Celts in the third century that set the tone for their foreign policy.  

· Rome began to conquer its neighbours in order to provide buffer-zones to protect Rome from a repetition of the celtic sacking of their city.  They began expanding east to protect themselves against the greek empires of Alexander’s successors, and under Julius Caesar, they expanded to the west, finally conquering the celts of Gaul and civilizing them into a Roman province.  

· But with safety on the outside, Romans had more time for internecine battles domestically, and from 133 to 27 BC, Romans fought a series of fratricidal civil wars, ending with the victory of Octavian over Marc Antony at the battle of Actium overlooking Philippi.  

· Since much of the civil war occurred outside of Rome, where their super-armies fought it out on foreign soil like the mythological Titans and gods of  greek lore, the whole Mediterranean world breathed a sigh of relief at the end of hostilities.  

· The province of Asia amended their calendars to begin with the birthday of Octavian, now named Augustus, and he was hailed by many in the east as the incarnation of Zeus, bringing the good news of peace to all humanity.  It seemed a new age was dawning.

5. Jerusalem

A. Jewish Religion

· While the Mediterranean world had been transformed by Greek culture and reorganized by Roman military might, religion was still a matter of local preference.  

· We saw how each Greek city had their own patron gods, and even regions might be characterized by a mystery religion, such as the cult of Isis and Ossiris from Egypt, or Attis and Cybele from Phrygia.  

· For the Jews in Jerusalem, these were dumb idols, but for the Romans who ruled them, they merely worshipped their own local deity, in their own local Temple: Zeus Sabazios.

· Jerusalem had been the center of Israelite religion since the reigns of David and Solomon, and in spite of invasions and deportations, Jerusalem remained the physically inviolable place of reverence for the Jews. 

· After the return of exiles under Ezra and Nehemaiah, the Temple was rebuilt, but religious life was always under the rule of the Greek kings.  

· For a while, the Jews ruled themselves under the Hasmonean kings who had defeated Antiochus IV, Daniel’s desecrator of the Temple, but in 62 BC they were subdued by Pompey the Great. 

· After the death of king Herod in 4 BC, Judea was parcelled out into districts, and finally ruled by an imperial procurator from 26 to 36 AD named Pontius Pilate.

B. Jews under rule


· The Jews endured these foreign rulers and their own profligate kings with the hope of a coming messiah, who would deliver them from their enemies, and establish his global reign from Mt. Zion, ushering in an age of peace and prosperity, such as the one envisioned by Isaiah.
·  Jewish hopes began to be expressed in apocalyptic literature which envisioned more than just political liberation, but an end times metaphysical and religious cataclysm in which the whole world would be shaken.  
· By the first century AD, Zealots were preparing for revolution, and self-appointed prophets were leading crowds into the desert to await the messiah, or to form communities like the Essenes at Qumran.  
· The new age that the Greek world was embracing under Augustus seems to have inspired a sense of destiny among the Jews, as hopes burned bright for a messiah who would deliver them from the yoke of Roman subjugation.  Jerusalem would be the city of destiny, and from her Temple, the rivers of God would flood the world with righteousness, as Ezekiel had foreseen.
· Jerusalem, Rome, and the Mediterranean world would be the context in which the message of the Jesus and the first communities of faith to call themselves the ‘church’ would play their part in what we know call the history of the Church

