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PROLOGUE

When by Divine decree I was elected to the empire, then amidst the many needs of the
State I was occupied by none more than the need for the Orthodox and true faith of the
Christians, which is holy and pure, to remain without doubts in the souls of all...
Holy Emperor Marcian, Acts of the Fourth Ecumenical Council.

The common subject-matter of these five essays is the civilization and history of
Orthodox Christendom, or Christian Rome, in its Mediterranean homeland. The first
essay outlines the development of the key concept of the “symphony” between the
political and ecclesiastical powers in Christian Rome from the time of St. Constantine
the Great to approximately the year 1000. The second shows how Christian Rome
viewed its relationship with the Orthodox nations inside and outside its bounds in
this same period, and how this relationship worked out in practice. The third
discusses the falling away of the Old Rome in Italy from the New Rome of
Constantinople in the context of the examination of a controversial thesis by Fr. John
Romanides. The fourth describes the decline and fall of New Rome in the last four
centuries of her existence until its conquest by the Turks in 1453. And the fifth
describes the attempt by the Greeks to re-establish the empire of New Rome by
rebelling against the Turks in 1821. The epilogue very briefly discusses the Asia
Minor catastrophe of 1922-23.

Through the prayers of our Holy Fathers, Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on us!

September 2/15, 2014.
East House, Beech Hill, Mayford, Woking, Surrey, England. GU22 0SB.



I. THE BYZANTINE SYMPHONY OF POWERS

“The world,” said Tertullian in the third century, “may need its Caesars. But the
Emperor can never be a Christian, nor a Christian ever be an Emperor.”! He was
wrong. And the fact of his wrongness - the fact, namely, that even the most
powerful, secular and pagan element in Old Roman society, the very apex of its
antichristian system, could be and was converted from blasphemy to piety by the
grace of Christ - changed that society forever, renewing it in the image of the God-
Man, Jesus Christ, Whom the emperors now recognized.

St. Constantine the Great

To an astonishing degree, the transformation of the old absolutist system of
Roman government into the Christian Autocracy that we know as the New Rome,
was the work of just one man - Constantine the Great.

After his victory over the pagans at Rome in 312, Constantine broke with tradition
by refusing to offer sacrifice to the pagan gods. “And because Constantine made no
supplication to evil spirits,” wrote St. Augustine, “but worshipped only the true
God, he enjoyed a life more favoured by marks of worldly prosperity than anyone
would have dared imagine was possible.”? Contrary to many western historians,
who assert that he did not break with paganism for diplomatic reasons, the Emperor
was not slow to ascribe his victory to Christ and the Cross: “In the royal city he
raised this sacred standard and inscribed definitely and indelibly that this saving
sign is the preserver of the Roman Empire and the whole kingdom. But when in the
most crowded place of Rome they raised a statue to him, he immediately ordered
that a long spear in the shape of a cross be put in the hand of his representation and
that the following inscription be written word for word in Latin: ‘By this saving and
famous sign, the true witness of courage, I saved and liberated your city from the
yoke of tyranny, and on liberating it, returned to the Roman senate and people its
freedom, its former glory and its celebrity.””3

He continued to experience the power of the Cross, “the sceptre of kings”,
throughout his reign. Thus “wherever the sign of the cross was shown, enemies
were turned to flight, while the victors pursued them. When the Emperor heard
about this, he ordered the saving sign, as being the most genuine means of victory,
to be transferred to the place where he saw one of his regiments weakening.
Immediately victory was restored to it, because the warriors at the sight of it were
strengthened by a vigour and a power sent from on high.”*

1 Tertullian, in Peter de Rosa, Vicars of Christ, London: Bantam Press, 1988, p. 155.
2 St. Augustine, The City of God, 5.25.

3 Eusebius, On the Life of Constantine, 1, 40.

4 Eusebius, On the Life of Constantine, 11, 7.



In the West the persecution of the Christians was now over. However, in the East
the persecution continued under the Caesar Galerius until his death in 311, and in
the territories of the Caesar Maximinus until 313. In that year St. Constantine met the
new emperor in the East, Licinius, and with him proclaimed an Edict of religious
toleration: “Our purpose is to grant both to the Christians and to all others full
authority to follow whatever worship each man has desired; whereby whatsoever
divinity dwells in heaven may be benevolent and propitious to us, and to all who are
placed under our authority”.> Fr. Alexis Nikolin writes: “The Edict of Milan
decisively rejected many traditions of antiquity. St. Constantine clearly proclaimed
that Christianity is not the property of any particular people, but is a universal
religion, the religion of the whole of humanity. If formerly it was thought that a
given religion belongs to a given people and for that reason it is sacred and
untouchable, now the lawgiver affirmed a new principle: that the sacred and
untouchable religion was that religion which belonged to all peoples - Christianity.
It was obviously not an attempt to bring Christianity under the usual (pagan)
juridical forms, but a principled change in those forms.”®

It was to be a true Renovatio Imperii, renovation of the Empire. As Fr. George
Florovsky writes, “the Age of Constantine is commonly regarded as a turning point
of Christian history. After a protracted struggle with the Church, the Roman Empire
at last capitulated. The Caesar himself was converted, and humbly applied for
admission into the Church. Religious freedom was formally promulgated, and was
emphatically extended to Christians. The confiscated property was returned to
Christian communities. Those Christians who suffered disability and deportation in
the years of persecution were now ordered back, and were received with honors. In
fact, Constantine was offering to the Church not only peace and freedom, but also
protection and close cooperation. Indeed, he was urging the Church and her leaders
to join with him in the ‘Renovation” of the Empire... Constantine was firmly
convinced that, by Divine Providence, he was entrusted with a high and holy
mission, that he was chosen to re-establish the Empire, and to re-establish it on a
Christian foundation. This conviction, more than any particular theory, was the
decisive factor in his policy, and in his actual mode of ruling.””

And yet the Triumph of the Cross proved, paradoxically, that God does not need
Christian kings in order to save the world. They help - they help greatly. But for
almost three centuries from the Resurrection of Christ the Church had survived and
grown in the teeth of everything that Jewish and pagan fury could hurl against her,
and without the help of any earthly forces.

5 Lactantius, On the Deaths of the Persecutors, 48. 2-12.

¢ Nikolin, Tserkov’ i Gosudarstvo (Church and State), Moscow, 1997, p. 27

7 Florovsky, “ Antinomies of Christian History: Empire and Desert”, Christianity and Culture,
Belmont, Mass.: Nordland, 1974, pp. 72, 74.



For, as Metropolitan Philaret of Moscow wrote: “there is benefit in the union of
the altar and the throne, but it is not mutual benefit that is the first foundation of
their union, but the independent truth, which supports both the one and the other.
May the king, the protector of the altar, be blessed; but the altar does not fear the fall
of this protection. The priest is right who preaches that the king should be honoured,
but not by right of mutuality, but by pure obligation, even if this took place without
the hope of mutuality... Constantine the Great came to the altar of Christ when it
already stood on the expanses of Asia, Europe and Africa: he came, not in order to
support it with his strength, but in order to submit himself with his majesty before
its Holiness. He Who dwells in the heavens laughed at those who later thought of
lowering His Divine religion to dependence on human assistance. In order to make
their sophistry laughable, He waited for three centuries before calling the wise king
to the altar of Christ, and meanwhile from day to day kings, peoples, wise men,
power, art, cupidity, cunning and rage rose up to destroy this altar. And what
happened in the end? All this has disappeared, while the Church of Christ stands -
but not because it is supported by human power...”8

Having said that, the conversion of the Emperor to the Church was an event of
the greatest historical significance that brought immeasurable benefits. As Eusebius
of Caesarea wrote: “Divine joy blossomed in all hearts as we saw that every place
which a little whole before had been reduced to dust by the tyrants” wickedness was
now, as if from a prolonged and deadly stranglehold, coming back to life; and that
cathedrals were again rising from their foundations high into the air, and far
surpassing in magnitude those previously destroyed by the enemy. Emperors, too,
the most exalted (Constantine and Licinius) by a succession of ordinances in favour
of the Christians, confirmed still further and more surely the blessings God
showered upon us; and a stream of personal letters from the emperor reached the
bishops, accompanied by honours and gifts of money. Old troubles were forgotten,
and all irreligion passed into oblivion; good things present were enjoyed, those yet
to come eagerly awaited. In every city the victorious emperor published decrees full
of humanity and laws that gave proof of munificence and true piety. Thus all
tyranny had been purged away, and the kingdom that was theirs was preserved
securely and without question for Constantine and his sons alone.”®

In 324, Constantine defeated Licinius and imposed his rule on the East, thereby
delivering Christians throughout the Empire from persecution. Rome was now, not
the persecutor, but the protector, of the Christian people. Nearly three hundred
years after Christ told the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate, that His power came
from God, the reason why God thus favoured Rome became evident...

8 Metropolitan Philaret, quoted in Regelson, Tragedia Russkoj Tserkvi, 1917-1945 (The Tragedy of
the Russian Church, 1917-1945), Paris: YMCA Press, 1977, p. 23.
9 Eusebius, Church History, X, 2, 10.



Indeed, long before his defeat of the last tyrant, Constantine had started to
legislate in favour of Christianity with the following decrees: “on the abolition of
pagan games (314), on the liberation of the Christian clergy from civil obligations
and church lands from additional taxes (313-315), on the abolition of crucifixion as a
means of capital punishment (315), on the abolition of the branding of criminals
(315), against the Jews who rose up against the Church (315), on the liberation of
slaves at church gatherings without special formalities (316), on forbidding private
persons from offering sacrifices to idols and divining at home (319), on the
annulment of laws against celibacy (320), on the celebration of Sunday throughout
the Empire (321), on the right of bishops to be appeal judges (321), on banning the
forcible compulsion of Christians to take part in pagan festivals (322), on the banning
of gladiatorial games (325), on allowing Christians to take up senior government
posts (325), on the building of Christian churches and the banning in them of statues
and images of the emperor (325).”10 Constantine also defended the Christians against
the Jews. He ordered the release of all slaves whom the Jews had dared to
circumcise, and those Jews who killed their co-religionists for converting to
Christianity were executed. 11

Among these decrees the one on absolving the clergy from holding civic office is
particularly interesting because it shows the underlying motivation of Constantine’s
legislation: “[The clergy] shall not be drawn away by any deviation and sacrifice
from the worship that is due to the Divinity, but shall devote themselves without
interference to their own law... for it seems that rendering the greatest possible
service to the Deity, they most benefit the state.”12 Some see in this a cynical attempt
to exploit the Deity in the interests of the emperor. But a more reasonable
interpretation is that Constantine was already feeling his way to a doctrine of the
symphony of powers, in which the emperor helps the Church as the defender of the
faith and “the bishop of those outside the Church”, while the Church helps the
emperor through her prayers - all to the ultimate glory of God and the salvation of
men.

Barnes writes: “Constantine allowed pagans to retain their beliefs, even to build
new sacred edifices. But he allowed them to worship their traditional gods only in
the Christian sense of that word, not according to the traditional forms hallowed by
antiquity. The emperor made the distinction underlying his policy explicit when he
answered a petition from the Umbrian town of Hispellum requesting permission to
build a temple of the Gens Flavia. Constantine granted the request but specified that
the shrine dedicated to the imperial family must never be “polluted by the deceits of

10 Nikolin, op. cit., pp. 27-28.

1 L.A. Tikhomirov, Religiozno-Filosofskie Osnovy Istorii (The Religio-Philosophical Foundations of
History), Moscow, 1997, p. 340

12 Quoted in Charles Freeman, “The Emperor’s State of Grace”, History Today, vol. 51 (1), January,
2001, p. 11.



any contagious superstition’. From 324 onwards Constantine constantly evinced
official disapproval of the sacrifices and other cultic acts which constituted the
essence of Greco-Roman paganism: Christianity was now the established religion of
the Roman Empire and its ruler, and paganism should now conform to Christian
patterns of religious observance.”13

“What must have really shocked traditional Romans,” writes Peter Salway, “was
Constantine’s transfer to the Church of certain powers that had always been the
prerogative of Roman magistrates. Even Constantine’s own praetorian prefect,
himself a Christian, was not sure that he had understood the emperor correctly
when Constantine decided that either party in a legal action could have the case
transferred out of the ordinary courts to the local bishop - and that, if necessary, the
secular authorities were required to enforce the judgement. This extraordinary
ecclesiastical privilege did not, admittedly, last, but it sheds an interesting light on
how revolutionary Constantine was prepared to be.”14

How central Christianity was to Constantine’s conception of empire is illustrated
by his words on hearing of the Donatist heresy: “Until now I cannot be completely
calm until all my subjects are united in brotherly unity and offer to the All-holy God
the true worship that is prescribed by the Catholic Church”. Again, when the
Donatists appealed to him against the judgement of the bishops, he said: “What mad
presumption! They turn heavenly things into earthly, appealing to me as if the
matter was of a civic nature.”!> And on the decision of the Council of Arles he said:
“The bishops” decision should be looked upon as though the Lord Himself had been
sitting in judgement.” Thus Constantine separated Church matters from civic
matters and did not subject the former to State law, but on the contrary tried to
conform his legislation to Christian principles. He gave to the Church the full
honour due to her as an institution founded by the One True God, no less than the
Body of the God-Man Himself, and therefore higher by nature than any human
institution, not excluding the Roman Empire itself. Christianity did not simply take
the place of the old Roman religion in the State apparatus; for Constantine
understood that the Christian faith was not to be honoured for the sake of the
empire, or in submission to the empire, but that the empire existed for the sake of the
faith and was to be submitted to it. This was most clearly illustrated at the First
Ecumenical Council in 325, when the emperor took part in the proceedings only at
the request of the bishops, and did not sit on a royal throne, but on a little stool.1

13 Timothy D. Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius, London & Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1981, pp. 212-213.

14 Salway, A History of Roman Britain, Oxford University Press, 1997, pp. 249-250.

15 Actually, the Donatists, having failed in their petition, began to express a similar sentiment:
“What have Christians to do with kings? Or what have bishops to do with the palace?” (Optatus,
Aguainst the Donatists, 1, 22).

16 Metropolitan Anthony Khrapovitsky, “The First Ecumenical Council”, Orthodox Life, vol. 34, Ne
6, November-December, 1984, p. 9.



Later, when he addressed the Council Fathers he demonstrated that for him the
internal peace and prosperity of the Church was even more important that the
external peace and prosperity of the Empire: “Now that we, with the help of God the
Saviour, have destroyed the tyranny of the atheists who entered into open war with
us, may the evil spirit not dare to attack our holy Faith with his cunning devices. I
say to you from the depths of my heart: the internal differences in the Church of God
that I see before my eyes have plunged me into profound sorrow... Servants of the
God of peace, regenerate amidst us that spirit of love which it is your duty to instill
in others, destroy the seeds of all quarrels.”'” Again, to the Fathers who were not
present at the Council of Nicaea he wrote concerning its decrees: “That which has
been established in accordance with the God-inspired decision of so many and such
holy Bishops we shall accept with joy as the command of God; for everything that is
established at the Holy Councils of Bishops must be ascribed to the Divine will.”
Indeed, so obedient was he to the Church that, as I.I. Sokolov writes, “at the First
Ecumenical Council, according to the witness of the historian Rufinus, the Emperor
Constantine said: ‘God has made you priests and given you the power the judge my
peoples and me myself. Therefore it is just that I should submit to your verdict. The
thought has never entered my mind to be judge over you.”18

Constantine saw himself as the instrument of God’s will for the replacement of
false religion with the true: “With such impiety pervading the human race, and the
State threatened with destruction, what relief did God devise?... I myself was the
instrument He chose... Thus, beginning at the remote Ocean of Britain, where the
sun sinks beneath the horizon in obedience to the law of nature, with God’s help I
banished and eliminated every form of evil then prevailing, in the hope that the
human race, enlightened through me, might be recalled to a proper observance of
God'’s holy laws.”1® Whatever Constantine did for the Church he did, not as arbitrary
expressions of his imperial will, but in obedience to the commission of the Church. Thus
the Fathers of the First Council welcomed the Emperor as follows: "Blessed is God,
Who has chosen you as king of the earth, having by your hand destroyed the
worship of idols and through you bestowed peace upon the hearts of the faithful...
On this teaching of the Trinity, your Majesty, is established the greatness of your
piety. Preserve it for us whole and unshaken, so that none of the heretics, having
penetrated into the Church, might subject our faith to mockery... Your Majesty,
command that Arius should depart from his error and rise no longer against the
apostolic teaching. Or if he remains obstinate in his impiety, drive him out of the
Orthodox Church." As Bishop Dionysius writes, "this is a clear recognition of the
divine election of Constantine as the external defender of the Church, who is obliged
to work with her in preserving the right faith, and in correspondence with the

17 5t. Constantine, in Archbishop Seraphim (Sobolev), Russkaia Ideologia (The Russian Ideology),
St. Petersburg, 1992, p. 71.

18 Sokolov, Lektsii po Istorii Greko-Vostochnoj tserkvi (Lectures on the History of the Greek-Eastern
Church), St. Petersburg, 1914, p. 15.

19 Eusebius, On the Life of Constantine, 11, 28.



conciliar sentence is empowered to drive heretics out of the Church."?°

The most famous definition of the relationship between Constantine and the
Church is to be found in two passages from Eusebius’ Life of Constantine, which
speak of him as “like a common bishop” and “like a bishop of those outside”. The
tirst passage is as follows: “[Constantine] was common for all, but he paid a
completely special attention to the Church of God. While certain divergences
manifested themselves in different regions, he, like a common bishop established by
God, reunited the ministers of God in synods. He did not disdain to be present at
their activities and to sit with them, participating in their episcopal deliberations,
and arbitrating for everyone the peace of God... Then, he did not fail to give his
support to those whom he saw were bending to the better opinion and leaning
towards equilibrium and consensus, showing how much joy the common accord of
all gave him, while he turned away from the indocile...”

In the second passage the emperor receives the bishops and says that he, too, is a
bishop: “But you, you are bishops whose jurisdiction is within the Church: I also am
a bishop, ordained by God to oversee those outside the Church.” Eusebius
immediately explains that Constantine’s “bishopric” here consisted, not in liturgical
priestly acts, but in “overseeing [eneokonel] all the subjects of the empire” and
leading them towards piety.?!

So the emperor was not really a bishop, but only like a bishop, being like the
pastors in both his missionary and supervisory roles. And he excelled in both. Thus,
on the one hand, he responded vigorously to St. Nina’s request that he send bishops
and priest to help her missionary work in Georgia, and on hearing that the
Christians were being persecuted in Persia he threatened to go to war with that state.
And on the other hand, he convened numerous councils of bishops to settle doctrinal
disputes throughout the empire, acting as the focus of unity for the Church on earth.

The emperor’s role as a focus of unity within the Church did not mean that he was
thought to have power over the Church. Thus when St. Athanasius the Great was
condemned by a council at Tyre that considered itself "ecumenical", and appealed to
the Emperor Constantine against the decision, he was not asking the secular power
to overthrow the decision of the ecclesiastical power, as had been the thought of the
Donatists earlier in the reign, but was rather calling on a son of the Church to defend
the decision of the Holy Fathers of Nicaea against heretics. Of course, being mortal,
Constantine was not always consistent in the execution of his principles (as when he
refused Athanasius’ appeal). But the principles themselves were sound, and he was
always sincere in trying to uphold them.

The emperor as focus of unity was especially needed when the Church was

20 A. Tuskarev, Tserkov’ o Gosudarstve (The Church on the State), Staritsa, 1992, p. 75.
21 Eusebius, On the Life of Constantine, 1, 44; 1V, 24.
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afflicted by problems that affected the whole Church, and needed a Council
representing the whole Church to solve them. Such, for example, were the problems
of Arianism and the Church calendar, both of which were resolved at the First
Ecumenical Council. Since the Church herself, contrary to the assertions of later
papist propagandists, lacked a “bishop of bishops” having ecumenical jurisdiction,
only the emperor could carry out this co-ordinating function. He alone had the
ecumenical authority necessary to compel the bishops from all parts of the empire to
meet together in Synods, and remain there until decisions were agreed upon. And he
alone could then see that these decisions were put into practice.

There has been much controversy, especially in the Protestant West, over the
sincerity of Constantine’s conversion to Christianity, on the one hand, and the value
of his revolution in Church-State relations, on the other. On both scores the
Orthodox Church has had no doubts. Whatever sins or inconsistencies, in faith or
works, that Constantine committed during his life, these were washed away in his
baptism, which he received on his deathbed. And since then there have been many
witnesses to his glory in the heavens. As for the revolution in Church-State relations
which he, and he alone, effected in the face of enormous difficulties, it is almost
impossible to overestimate its beneficial impact, both in his lifetime and for centuries
afterwards. Even if the new “symphony” in Church-State relations brought with it
certain new temptations and dangers, this was in the nature of the fundamentally
unstable relationship between the Church and the world that “lies in evil”.

Although Constantine was not baptized until he was on his deathbed??, and never
received a visible Christian anointing, the Church has always believed that he
received the invisible anointing of the Holy Spirit: “Thou wast the image of a new
David, receiving the horn of royal anointing over thy head; for with the oil of the
Spirit hath the transcendent Word and Lord anointed thee, O glorious one.
Wherefore, thou hast also received a royal sceptre, O all-wise one, asking great
mercy for us.”?

St. Constantine died at midday on Pentecost, 337, and was buried in the church of
the Holy Apostles amidst the sepulchres of the twelve apostles. For in his person the
Church had indeed found an “equal to the apostles”. In his reign the process of
converting the world that began at Pentecost reached its first climax...

22 Florovsky writes that one of the reasons why he delayed his baptism “was precisely his dim
feeling that it was inconvenient to be “Christian” and “Caesar’ at the same time. Constantine’s
personal conversion constituted no problem. But as Emperor he was committed. He had to carry
the burden of his exalted position in the Empire. He was still a ‘Divine Caesar’. As Emperor, he
was heavily involved in the traditions of the Empire, as much as he actually endeavoured to
disentangle himself. The transfer of the Imperial residence to a new City, away from the
memories of the old pagan Rome, was a spectacular symbol of this noble effort” (op. cit., p. 73).
23 Menaion, May 21, Mattins for the feast of St. Constantine, sedalen.
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The Pagan and Heretical Reaction

The transformation of the pagan despotism of Old Rome into the Christian
Autocracy of New Rome on the model of the Israelite Autocracy was a gradual,
piecemeal process, with many reverses along the way. Just as Constantine himself
did not immediately become a baptized Christian after his vision of the Cross at the
Milvian Bridge, but was baptized only on his deathbed, so the pagan governmental
structure did not become Christian overnight. It was not until the reign of Gratian
that the Emperors abandoned the pagan religious title of pontifex maximus, and the
Senate was forbidden to offer incense on the altar of the goddess Victor. And official
paganism still retained some of its rights until Theodosius” decrees late in the fourth
century.

Some of the successors of Constantine, especially in the East, tried to revive the
pagan Roman idea of the Emperor as supreme ruler in both religious and secular
affairs, and to treat the Church as no more than a department of State. This pagan
reaction began already in the reign of Constantine’s son Constantius. He had been
Orthodox, but converted to the Arian heresy, believing that Christ was not the pre-
eternal God but a created being. Consequently, St. Athanasius, who had previously
addressed him as “very pious”, a “worshipper of God”, “beloved of God” and a
successor of David and Solomon, now denounced him as “patron of impiety and
Emperor of heresy,... godless, unholy,.. this modern Ahab, this second Belshazzar”,
like Pharaoh, worse than Pilate and a forerunner of the Antichrist.?4 For, as he wrote
to Constantius: “Judgement is made by bishops. What business is it of the
Emperor’s?”25

Another bishop who spoke out against Constantius was St. Hilary of Poitiers. “It
is time to speak,” he begins; “the time for holding my peace has passed. Let Christ be
expected, for Antichrist has prevailed. Let the shepherds cry, for the hirelings have
fled... You are fighting against God, you are raging against the Church, you are
persecuting the saints, you hate the preachers of Christ, you are annulling religion;
you are a tyrant no longer only in the human, but in the divine sphere... You
mendaciously declare yourself a Christian, but are a new enemy of Christ. You art a
precursor of Antichrist, and you work the mysteries of his secrets.”2¢

Constantius’ heretical cast of mind made it easier for him to assume the place of
Christ as head of the Church. Thus at the Council of Milan in 355, he said: “My will
is law”. To which St. Osius of Cordoba, replied: “Stop, I beseech you. Remember that

24 5t. Athanasius, in J. Meyendorff, Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions, Crestwood, N.Y.: St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1989, p. 36. In his History of the Arians (77) Athanasius also calls him
“’the abomination of desolation” spoken by Daniel”.

%5 St. Athanasius, History of the Arians, 52; P.G. 25, 756C.

26 St. Hilary, in F.W. Farrar, The Lives of the Fathers, Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1889,
vol. I, p. 617.
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you are a mortal man, fear the Day of Judgement, preserve yourself pure for that. Do
not interfere in matters that are essentially ecclesiastical and do not give us orders
about them, but rather accept teaching from us. God has entrusted you with the
Empire, and to us He has entrusted the affairs of the Church. And just as one who
seizes for himself your power contradicts the institution of God, so fear lest you, in
taking into your own hands the affairs of the Church, do not become guilty of a
serious offence. As it is written, give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is
God’s. We are not permitted to exercise an earthly role; and you, Sire, are not
authorised to burn incense.”

At about this time, the Persian King Sapor started to kill the clergy, confiscate
church property and raze the churches to the ground. He told St. Simeon, Bishop of
Seleucia and Ctesiphon, that if he worshipped the sun, he would receive every
possible honour and gift. But if he refused, Christianity in Persia would be utterly
destroyed. In reply, St. Simeon not only refused to worship the sun but also refused
to recognize the king by bowing to him. This omission of his previous respect for the
king’s authority was noticed and questioned by the King. St. Simeon replied: "Before
I bowed down to you, giving you honour as a king, but now I come being brought to
deny my God and Faith. It is not good for me to bow before an enemy of my God!"
The King then threatened to destroy the Church in his kingdom... He brought in
about one hundred priests and about one thousand other Christians and killed them
before the saint’s eyes. The saint encouraged them not to be frightened and to be in
hope of eternal life. After everyone had been killed, St. Simeon himself was
martyred.?’

This shows that the Fathers and Martyrs of the Church recognized the authority
of kings and emperors only so long as they did not persecute the Church of God. At
the same time, non-recognition did not necessarily mean rebellion. Thus although
the Fathers could not look upon a heretical emperor such as Constantius as an image
of the Heavenly King, they did not counsel rebellion against him, but only resistance
against those of his laws that encroached on Christian piety. However, when Julian
the Apostate (361-363) came to the throne, passive resistance turned into active, if
not actually physical, attempts to have him removed. Thus St. Basil the Great prayed
for the defeat of Julian in his wars against the Persians; and it was through his
prayers that the apostate was in fact killed, as was revealed by God to the holy
hermit Julian of Mesopotamia.?® Again, St. Basil’s friend, St. Gregory the Theologian
wrote: “I call to spiritual rejoicing all those who constantly remained in fasting, in
mourning and prayer, and by day and by night besought deliverance from the
sorrows that surrounded us and found a reliable healing from the evils in
unshakeable hope... What hoards of weapons, what myriads of men could have

27 St. Demetrius of Rostov, Lives of the Saints, April 17.
28 Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, 111, 19; V.A Konovalov, Otnoshenie Khristianstva k Sovetskoj
Vlasti (The Relationship of Christianity to Soviet Power), Montreal, 1936, p. 35.
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produced what our prayers and the will of God produced?”? Gregory called Julian
not only an “apostate”, but also “universal enemy” and “general murderer”, a traitor
to Romanity as well as to Christianity®’, explicitly denying that his was a power from
God and therefore requiring obedience: “What demon instilled this thought in you?
If every authority were acknowledged as sacred by the very fact of its existence,
Christ the Savior would not have called Herod ‘that fox". The Church would not
hitherto have denounced ungodly rulers who defended heresies and persecuted
Orthodoxy. Of course, if one judges an authority on the basis of its outward power,
and not on its inner, moral worthiness, one may easily bow down to the beast, i.e.
the Antichrist, ‘whose coming will be with all power and lying wonders” (II
Thessalonians 2.9), to whom “power was given... over all kindred, and tongues, and
nations. And all that dwelt upon the earth shall worship him, whose names were not
written in the book of life of the Lamb” (Revelation 13.7-8).”31

This raises the question: what made Julian the Apostate so much worse than
previous persecutors and unworthy even of that honour and obedience that had
been given to them? Two possible answers suggest themselves. The first is that
Julian was the first - and last - of the Byzantine emperors who openly trampled on
the memory and legitimacy of St. Constantine, declaring that he “insolently usurped
the throne” .32 In this way he questioned the legitimacy of the Christian Empire as
such - a revolutionary position very rare in Byzantine history. If, as Paul Magdalino
suggests, “each emperor’s accession was a conscious act of renewal of the imperial
order instituted by Constantine the Great,” and “the idea of each new ruler as a new
Constantine was implicit in the dynastic succession established by the founder of
Constantinople”?3, then Julian’s rejection of Constantine was clearly a rejection of the
imperial order as such. In this sense he was an anti-emperor as well as an anti-christ.

That this is how the Byzantines looked at it is suggested by what happened at the
death of Julian and the accession of the Christian Emperor Jovian in 363: “Themistus
assured the people of the city that what they were getting, after Constantine’s son
Constantius and Constantine’s nephew Julian, was nothing less than a reincarnation
of Constantine himself.”?* Jovian's being a “new Constantine” was a guarantee that
he represented a return to the old order and true, Christian Romanity. From this

2 St. Gregory, First and Second Words against Julian.

30 St. Gregory, First Word against Julian, 35; Second Word against Julian, 26.

31 5t. Gregory, quoted in the Encyclical Letter of the Council of Russian Bishops Abroad to the
Russian Orthodox Flock, 23 March, 1933; translated in Living Orthodoxy, #131, vol. XXII, Ne 5,
September-October, 2001, p. 13.

32 Cf. St. Demetrius of Rostov, Lives of the Saints, October 20, the life of the Great Martyr Artemius
who, significantly, had been a witness of the appearance of the Cross to St. Constantine at the
Milvian bridge. Another soldier martyred by Julian, St. Eusignius of Antioch, rebuked him citing
the shining example of St. Constantine (Lives of the Saints, August 5).

33 Magdalino (ed.), New Constantines: the Rhythm of Imperial Renewal in Byzantium, 4th-13th
Centuries, Aldershot: Variorum, 1994, pp. 2, 3.

3¢ Magdalino, op. cit., pp. 3-4.
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time new Byzantine emperors were often hailed as new Constantines, as were the
Christian kings of the junior members of the Christian commonwealth of nations.

A second reason for ascribing to Julian an exceptional place amongst the
forerunners of the Antichrist was his reversal of Emperor Hadrian’s decree in 135
forbidding the Jews from returning to Jerusalem and, still worse, his helping the
Jews to rebuild the Temple, in defiance of the Lord’s prophecy that “there shall be
left not one stone upon another that shall not be thrown down” (Mark 13.2).

By a miracle of God the rebuilding of the Temple was forcibly stopped. St.
Gregory the Theologian tells how the Jews enthusiastically set about the rebuilding.
But “suddenly they were driven from their work by a violent earthquake and
whirlwind, and they rushed together for refuge to a neighbouring church... There
are some who say that the church doors were closed against them by an invisible
hand although these doors had been wide open a moment before... It is, moreover,
affirmed and believed by all that as they strove to force their way in by violence, the
fire, which burst from the foundation of the Temple, met and stopped them; some it
burnt and destroyed, others it injured seriously... But the most wonderful thing was
that a light, as of a cross within a circle, appeared in the heavens... and the mark of
the cross was impressed on their garments... a mark which in art and elegance
surpassed all painting and embroidery.”35

But if Julian had succeeded, then, wondered the Christians, what would have
prevented him from sitting in the Temple as God - that is, from becoming the
Antichrist himself? And so it is from this time, as Dagron points out, “that the face of
each emperor or empress is scrutinized to try and recognize in it the characteristic
traits of the Antichrist or of the sovereigns, good or bad, who precede his
coming...”36

The Fathers were no less bold in their claims on Orthodox emperors. Thus St.
Basil the Great wrote: “The Emperors must defend the decrees of God”.3” And
according to St. Gregory the Theologian: “The law of Christ submits you [emperors]
to our power and our judgement. For we also rule, and our power is higher than
yours. In fact, must the spirit bow before matter, the heavenly before the earthly?”38
Again, St. John Chrysostom wrote: “The priesthood is as far above the kingdom as
the spirit is above the body. The king rules the body, but the priest - the king, which
is why the king bows his head before the finger of the priest.”3° And again: “The

% St. Gregory, in Marjorie Strachey, Saints and Sinners of the Fourth Century, London: William
Kimber, 1958, p. 78. St. Ambrose of Milan and the fifth-century Church historians Socrates,
Sozomen, Theodoret and Rufinus all confirm St. Gregory’s story.

36 Gilbert Dagron, Empereur et Prétre (Emperor and Priest), Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1996, p. 167.
37 St. Basil, Rule 79.

38 St. Gregory, Sermon 17.

39 St. Chrysostom, On the Priesthood.
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Church is not the sphere of Caesar, but of God. The decrees of the State authorities in
matters of religion cannot have ecclesiastical significance. Only the will of God can
be the source of Church law. He who bears the diadem is no better than the last
citizen when he must be reproached and punished. Ecclesiastical authority must
stand firmly for its rights if the State authorities interfere in its sphere. It must know
that the boundaries of royal power do not coincide with those of the priesthood, and
the latter is greater than the former.”4 Finally, we read in a fourth-century
document: “The king occupies himself only with military matters, worrying about
war and peace, so as to preserve the body, while the bishop covers the priesthood of
God, protecting both body and soul from danger. Thus the priesthood surpasses the
kingdom as much as the soul surpasses the body, for it binds and looses those
worthy of punishment and forgiveness.”4!

Kingship and Tyranny

A clear example of the heavenly refusing to bow down before the earthly was
provided by St. John Chrysostom in his relations with the Empress Eudoxia. In 403 a
silver statue of the empress was erected in Constantinople, before which the public
games were performed. “These,” writes Socrates Scholasticus, “John regarded as an
insult offered to the Church, and having regained his ordinary freedom and
keenness of tongue [after his first exile], he employed his tongue against those who
did these things... The empress once more applied his expression to herself as
indicating marked contempt towards her own person: she therefore endeavoured to
procure the convocation of another council of bishops against him. When John
became aware of this, he delivered in the church that celebrated oration beginning
with: “Again Herodias raves, again she is troubled, again she dances, and again she
desires to receive John’s head on a platter’.”42

A still clearer example of this new assertiveness of the Church towards the
Empire is provided by the relationship between the Emperor Theodosius the Great
and St. Ambrose, Bishop of Milan. Theodosius was probably more disposed to
accede to the desires of the Church than any Emperor since Constantine. Thus in 380
he decreed that everyone should become a Christian: “It is Our Will that all the
peoples We rule shall practice that religion which the divine Peter the Apostle
transmitted to the Romans. We shall believe in the single Deity of the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit, under the concept of equal majesty and of the Holy Trinity.
We command that those persons who follow this rule shall embrace the name of
Catholic Christians. The rest, however, whom We adjudge demented and insane,
shall sustain the infamy of heretical dogmas, their meeting places shall not receive
the name of churches, and they shall be smitten first by divine vengeance and

40 St. Chrysostom, quoted in M.V. Zyzykin, Patriarkh Nikon (Patriarch Nicon), Warsaw, 1931, part
L p. 68.

41 Apostolic Constitutions, XI, 34.

42 Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, VI, 18.
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secondly by the retribution of Our own initiative, which We shall assume in
accordance with divine judgement.”43

While only a general, Theodosius had had a vision of St. Meletius, Bishop of
Antioch, investing him with the imperial robe and crown. So, on seeing him at the
Second Ecumenical Council in 381, the emperor ran up to him, “and, like a boy who
loves his father, stood for a long time gazing on him with filial joy, then flung his
arms around him, and covered eyes and lips and breast and head and the hand that
had given him the crown, with kisses”#* - a striking image of the new, filial
relationship between Church and Empire. Never before, and not again until the
Muscovite tsars of the seventeenth century, was this relationship to be so clearly
promulgated.

But if Theodosius thought that the Church would now always support him, as he
supported the Church, he was to receive a salutary shock at the hands of the great St.
Ambrose of Milan, “the most influential churchman in Christendom” according to
John Julius Norwich, “~ more so by far than the Pope in Rome, by reason not only of
the greater importance of Milan as a political capital but also of his own background.
Member of one of the most ancient Christian families of the Roman aristocracy, son
of a Praetorian Prefect of Gaul and himself formerly a consularis, or governor, of
Liguria and Aemilia, he had never intended to enter the priesthood; but on the death
in 374 of the previous bishop, the Arian Auxentius, an acrimonious dispute had
arisen between the Orthodox and Arian factions in the city over which he, as
governor, was obliged to arbitrate. Only when it finally emerged that he alone
possessed sufficient prestige to make him equally acceptable to both parties did he
reluctantly allow his name to go forward. In a single week he was successively a
layman, catechumen, priest and bishop.”4

Now in 388 some Christians burned down the local synagogue in Callinicum
(Ragga), on the Euphrates. Theodosius ordered it to be rebuilt at the Christians
expense. However, St. Ambrose wrote to him: “When a report was made by the
military Count of the East that a synagogue had been burnt down, and that this was
done at the instigation of the bishop, You gave command that the others should be
punished, and the synagogue be rebuilt by the bishop himself... The bishop’s
account ought to have been waited for, for priests are the calmers of disturbances,
and anxious for peace, except when even they are moved by some offence against
God, or insult to the Church. Let us suppose that the bishop burned down the

43 The Theodosian Code XV, 1, 2; in Stevenson, J. (ed.), Creeds, Councils and Controversies, 1966, p.
160. In 392 the Emperors Theodosius, Arcadius and Honorius decreed that pagans should “forfeit
that house or landholding in which it is proved that [they] served a pagan superstition” (The
Theodosian Code XV1, 10, 2).

4 Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, V, 7, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series, volume 111,
Oxford and New York, 1892, p. 135.

4 Norwich, Byzantium: The Early Centuries, London: Penguin, 1990, pp. 112-113.
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synagogue... It will evidently be necessary for him to take back his act or become a
martyr. Both the one and the other are foreign to Your rule: if he turns out to be a
hero, then fear lest he end his life in martyrdom; but if he turns out to be unworthy,
then fear lest you become the cause of his fall, for the seducer bears the greater
responsibility. And what if others are cowardly and agree to construct the
synagogue? Then... you can write on the front of the building: “This temple of
impiety was built on contributions taken from Christians’. You are motivated by
considerations of public order. But what is the order from on high? Religion was
always bound to have the main significance in the State, which is why the severity of
the laws must be modified here. Remember Julian, who wanted to rebuild the
temple of Jerusalem: the builders were then burned by the fire of God. Do you not
take fright at what happened then?... And how many temples did the Jews not burn
down under Julian at Gaza, Askalon, Beirut and other places? You did not take
revenge for the churches, but now You take revenge for the synagogue!”4¢

“What is more important,” he asked, “the parade of discipline or the cause of
religion? The maintenance of civil law is secondary to religious interest.”4” And he
refused to celebrate the Divine Liturgy until the imperial decree had been revoked.
Theodosius backed down...

St. Ambrose’s views on Church-State relations were squarely in the tradition of
the Eastern Fathers quoted above: “The Emperor is not above the Church, but in the
Church,” he wrote. “If one reads the Scriptures, one sees that it is bishops who judge
Emperors.”#8 He showed an awesome courage in the face of State authority. He
knew from his experience as a governor, as well as from his Christian faith, how
weak emperors really are. As he wrote: “How miserable even in this world is the
condition of kings, how mutable the imperial state, how short the span of this life,
what slavery sovereigns themselves endure, seeing that they live not according to
their own will but by the will of others” .4

St. Ambrose strikingly combined the ideals of the political and ecclesiastical rulers
as described by St. John Chrysostom: “Fear induced by the leaders does not allow us
to relax from lack of care, while the consolations of the Church do not allow us to fall
into despondency: through both the one and the other God constructs our salvation.
He both established the leaders (Romans 13.4) so as to frighten the bold, and has
ordained the priests so as to comfort the sorrowing.”>

46 St. Ambrose, Letter 40, quoted in Sergius Fomin and Tamara Fomina, Rossia pered Vtorym
Prishestviem (Russia before the Second Coming), Moscow, 1994, vol. I, p. 69.

47 Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews, London: Phoenix, 1987, 1995, p. 164.

48 St. Ambrose, in Michael Grant, The Fall of the Roman Empire, London: Phoenix, 1997, p. 156.

49 St. Ambrose, Epistle 29, 18; quoted in Norwich, op. cit., p. 101.

50 St. Chrysostom, Sixth Sermon on the Statues. Cf. St. Ephraim the Syrian: “From the Empire -
laws, from the priesthood - absolution. When both are soft, it is not good, and when both are
cruel it is hard. Let the first be strict while the second is merciful, in the mutual understanding of
each other’s task. Let threats and love be mixed! Let our priests be merciful, and our emperors
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Ambrose displayed these qualities again in 390, when a riot took place in
Thessalonica that led to the murder of several magistrates. The Emperor Theodosius
ordered the execution of the perpetrators. But there was no trial, and many innocent
as well as guilty were killed, perhaps as many as seven thousand.

“News of this lamentable calamity,” writes Theodoret, “reached Ambrose. The
emperor on his arrival at Milan wished according to custom to enter the church.
Ambrose met him outside the outer porch and forbade him to step over the sacred
threshold. “You seem, sir, not to know,” said he, ‘the magnitude of the bloody deed
that has been done. Your rage has subsided, but your reason has not yet recognised
the character of the deed. Peradventure your Imperial power prevents your
recognising the sin, and power stands in the light of reason. We must however know
how our nature passes away and is subject to death; we must know the ancestral
dust from which we sprang, and to which we are swiftly returning. We must not
because we are dazzled by the sheen of the purple fail to see the weakness of the
body that it robes. You are a sovereign, sir; of men of like nature with your own, and
who are in truth your fellow slaves; for there is one Lord and Sovereign of mankind,
Creator of the universe. With what eyes then will you look on the temple of our
common Lord - with what feet will you tread that holy threshold, how will you
stretch forth your hands still dripping with the blood of unjust slaughter? How in
such hands will you receive the all-holy Body of the Lord? How will you who in
rage unrighteously poured forth so much blood lift to your lips the precious Blood?
Begone. Attempt not to add another crime to that which you have committed.
Submit to the restriction to which God the Lord of all agrees that you be sentenced.
He will be your physician, He will give you health.’

“Educated as he had been in the sacred oracles, Theodosius knew clearly what
belonged to priests and what to emperors. He therefore bowed to the rebuke of
Ambrose, and retired sighing and weeping to the palace. After a considerable time,
when eight months had passed away, the festival of our Saviour’s birth came round
and the emperor sat in his palace shedding a storm of tears.”5!

At this point Rufinus, controller of the household, proposed that he ask Ambrose
to revoke his decision. The emperor did not think Rufinus would succeed; “for I
know the justice of the sentence passed by Ambrose, nor will he ever be moved by
respect for my imperial power to transgress the law of God.” Nevertheless, he
eventually agreed that Rufinus should make the attempt.

severe! Let us praise Him Who gave us this double hope!” (A. Muraviev, “Uchenie o
Khristianskom Tsarstve u prep. Efrema Sirina” (“The Doctrine of the Christian Kingdom in St.
Ephraim the Syrian”), Regnum Aeternum, Moscow, 1996, p. 74) St. Ephraim also wrote about
rulers: “For he (the leader) is the servant of God, since through him is accomplished the will of
God on the righteous and the lawless” (Interpretation of the Epistle to the Romans).

51 Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, V, 17.
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Ambrose was scathing to Rufinus: “Your impudence matches a dog’s,” he said,
“for you were the adviser of this terrible slaughter.” And he said he would rather die
than allow the emperor to enter the church: “If he is for changing his sovereign
power into that of a tyrant, I too will gladly submit to a violent death.”

Here we find a very important difference between the concepts of true
sovereignty, basileia, and the unlawful power of the usurper, tyrannis. Such a
distinction was not new. Aristotle had written: “There is a third kind of tyranny;
which is the most typical form and is the counterpart to the perfect monarchy. This
tyranny is just that arbitrary power of an individual which is responsible to no-one
and governs all alike, whether equals or betters, with a view to its own advantage,
not to that of its subjects and therefore against their will.”52

The Holy Fathers developed this idea in a Christian context. Thus St. Basil the
Great said: “If the heart of the king is in the hands of God (Proverbs 21.1), then he is
saved, not by force of arms, but by the guidance of God. But not every one is in the
hands of God, but only he who is worthy of the name of king. Some have defined
kingly power as lawful dominion or sovereignty over all, without being subject to
sin.” A strict definition indeed! And again: “The difference between a tyrant and a
King is that the tyrant strives in every way to carry out his own will. But the King
does good to those whom he rules.”>?

Since Julian revived paganism and made himself a pagan priest, he was a tyrant
comparable to the apostate kings of old, like Ahab and Manasseh, and was
destroyed by God. St. Ambrose followed in this tradition and asserted: a tyrant is a
ruler who attempts to disobey or dominate the Church. And St. Isidore of Pelusium
wrote: “If some evildoer unlawfully seizes power, we do not say that he is
established by God [the definition of a true king], but we say that he is permitted,
either in order to spit out all his craftiness, or in order to chasten those for whom
cruelty is necessary, as the king of Babylon chastened the Jews."5*

52 Aristotle, Politics, IV, 10.

53 St. Basil, in Fomin & Fomina, op. cit., pp. 66, 102. The difference between a king and a tyrant is
also implicit in the Church services. Thus: “Caught and held fast by love for the King of all, the
Children despised the impious threats of the tyrant in his boundless fury” (Festal Menaion, The
Nativity of Christ, Mattins, Canon, Canticle Seven, second irmos). Again the implication was that
the pious worshippers of the true King will reject the threats of tyrants.

St. Ephraim, in the first of his Hymns against Julian, makes a similar distinction: “The royal
sceptre governed men and cared for cities and chased away wild animals; the opposite was the
sceptre of the King who turned to paganism. The wild animals saw it and were glad...” (Hymns
against Julian, 1, 1. Translated in Samuel N.C. Lieu, The Emperor Julian: Panegyric and Polemic,
Liverpool University Press, 1986, p. 105)

54 St. Isidore, Letter 6 to Dionysius.
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Ideas about Kingship

Before attempting to answer the question: what kind of state was the Christian
Roman Empire?, let us remind ourselves of some of the different concepts of
kingship in ancient times. “In every people,” writes the French linguist Emile
Benveniste, “we can observe that special functions are attributed to the ‘king’.
Between royal power in the Vedas [of India] and Greek royal power there is a
difference which comes out when we compare the following two definitions: In the
Laws of Manu the king is characterized in one phrase: ‘the king is a great god in
human form’. Such a definition is confirmed by other utterances: ‘there are eight
holy objects, objects of veneration, worship and good treatment: Brahman, the holy
cow, fire, gold, melted butter, the sun, the waters and the king (as the eighth)’. This
is opposed by the definition of Aristotle: ‘the king is in the same relationship with
his subjects as the head of a family with his children’. That is, in essence, this
despotism in the etymological sense of the word was a master of the house - a
complete master, without a doubt, but by no means a divinity....

“For the Indo-Iranians the king is a divinity, and he has no need to attach legality
to his power by using a symbol such as a sceptre. But the Homeric king was just a
man who received royal dignity from Zeus together with the attributes that
emphasized this dignity. For the Germans the king’s power was purely human.”%

So Rome, according to Benveniste, tended towards the oriental, despotic, god-
man model of kingship. However, there was always a tension, in the early pagan
Roman Empire, between the earlier, more democratic and aristocratic traditions of
Republican Rome and the later, more despotic traditions adopted by Augustus from
the East (especially Cleopatra’s Egypt). Only by the time of Diocletian, in the late
third and early fourth centuries, had the oriental, despotic tradition achieved clear
dominance.

But the Christian Roman emperors beginning with Constantine had more than
Greco-Roman traditions to draw on: there were also the traditions of Israel. They
had as models for imitation not only the pagan Greek and Roman emperors, such as
Alexander and Augustus, but also the Old Testament kings, such as David and
Solomon. In the end, a creative synthesis was achieved, which enabled the Christian
Roman emperors to look back to both David and Augustus as models and
forerunners. And into this synthesis went a third element: St. Paul’s teaching that the
Roman emperor was “the servant of God” (Romans 13.4), the King of kings, the Lord
Jesus Christ - Who chose to become a man as the Son of David and a taxpayer as the
subject of Augustus.

% Benveniste, Slovar” Indoevropejskikh Sotsial nikh Terminov (Dictionary of Indo-European Social
Terms), Moscow: “Univers”, 1995, quoted in Fomin and Fomina, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 48, 49.
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However, the tension between the pagan (Roman) and Christian (neo-Roman or
Byzantine) elements of this synthesis continued to trouble the empire for centuries.
G.A. Ostrogorsky writes: “The Byzantine State structure was not created by
Christian Byzantium itself. It was created, first and above all, by the Roman Emperor
and pagan Diocletian, and secondly, by Constantine the Great, who stood on the
boundary between the old and the new Rome, between paganism and Christianity.
This circumstance determined the destiny of Byzantium. According to their State
consciousness, the Byzantines always remained Romans; they proudly called
themselves Romans right up to the 15t century, on the eve of the fall of the Empire.
Moreover, they knew no other name for themselves. But in spirit - and the more so
as time passed - they were Greeks. But at the same time and first of all they were
Christians. Transferred into the sphere of another culture, the form of Roman
Statehood served as a vessel for the Greek-Christian spirit. No less than the
Byzantine people, and still more, did the Byzantine Emperors feel themselves to be
Romans - the heirs and successors of ancient Rome, right up to Augustus. With the
form of Roman Statehood they absorbed also all the prerogatives and attributes of
Imperial power in ancient Rome. But to these prerogatives there also belonged the
prerogative of the first-priesthood. The Emperor was not only the supreme judge
and army commander, but also the Pontifex Maximus; the religious life of his
subjects was subject to him as a part of public law. In ancient Rome, where the State
religion was the cult of the genius of the divine Emperor, this was completely
natural. In Christian Byzantium such a position, it would seem, was unthinkable.
Further development also demonstrated its impossibility, but not a little time passed
before the new spirit broke through the ways of the old traditions. The very title
Pontifex Maximus was removed only half a century after the Christianization of the
Empire (by an Edict of the Emperor Gratian in 375), while the remnants of the first-
hierarchical character of Imperial power were visible for longer.... This viewpoint
was not eastern, but simply typical of the given period, and was based not on
Byzantine, but on ancient Roman ideas. At that time it was inherent both in the East
and in the West; in the Middle Ages it lost its power both in the West and in
Byzantium. And it is important that it lost its power in the East in proportion as the
Byzantine principles began to triumph over the Roman...”>¢

One idea that was to prove critical in defining the status of the emperor was that
of the earthly king as being the image of the Heavenly King. Though pagan in origin,
immediately after the Christianization of the empire this idea was borrowed and
modified by Christian writers, who purified it of the tendency, so natural to pagan
thought, of identifying the earthly and the Heavenly, the image and its archetype.
Thus St. Cyril of Alexandria wrote to the Emperor Theodosius II: “In truth, you are a
certain image and likeness of the Heavenly Kingdom” .57

56 Ostrogorsky, “Otnoshenie Tserkvi i gosudarstva v Vizantii” (“The Relationship of the Church
and the State in Byzantium”); quoted in Fomin and Fomina, op. cit., pp. 103-104.
57 St. Cyril, quoted in Fomin and Fomina, op. cit., vol. I, p. 72.
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The first Christian to use this comparison was Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, who
wrote of St. Constantine: "The kingdom with which he is invested is an image of the
heavenly one. He looks up to see the archetypal pattern and guides those whom he
rules below in accordance with that pattern.” “The ruler of the whole world is the
second Person of the All-Holy Trinity - the Word of God, Who is in everything
visible and invisible. From this all-embracing Reason the Emperor is rational, from
this Wisdom he is wise, from participation in this Divinity he is good, from
communion with this Righteousness he is righteous, in accordance with the idea of
this Moderation he is moderate, from the reception of this highest Power he is
courageous. In all justice one must call a true Emperor him who has formed his soul
with royal virtues, according to the image of the Highest Kingdom.”>8

Already in the first three Christian centuries the Roman Empire had been
regarded as the providential creation of God for the furtherance and strengthening
of His rule on earth. Now that the emperor himself was a Christian and was acting
in such a successful way to spread the faith throughout the oikoumene, the idea that
his earthly kingdom was a reflection of the Heavenly Kingdom was readily
accepted. But this is no way implied the spiritual subjection of the Church to the
Empire. And when the emperor began to support heresy and persecute the
Orthodox, his “image status” was immediately lost. At no time more than in the
fourth century do we find Christians bolder in their confession against false
emperors, or more prepared, as we have seen, to emphasize the superiority of the
Church to the Empire...

Understood in a Christian way, the idea of the emperor as the image of the
Heavenly King excluded both the pagan idea of the despotic king-god-man and the
equally pagan idea of democratism. Thus Eusebius: “The example of monarchical
rule there is a source of strength to him. This is something granted to man alone of
the creatures of the earth by the universal King. The basic principle of kingly
authority is the establishment of a single source of authority to which everything is
subject. Monarchy is superior to every other constitution and form of government.
For polyarchy, where everyone competes on equal terms, is really anarchy and
discord. This is why there is one God, not two or three or even more. Polytheism is
strictly atheism. There is one King, and His Word and royal law are one.”>?

Even those Fathers who insisted most on the inferiority of the State to the Church
accepted that the State could only be ruled by one man - although, according to
Roman conceptions, the monarchy need not be hereditary. Thus St. Basil the Great
wrote: "Even the king of the birds is not elected by the majority because the temerity
of the people often nominates for leader the worst one; nor does it receive its power
by lot, because the unwise chance of the lot frequently hands over power to the last;
nor in accordance with hereditary succession, because those living in luxury and

58 Eusebius, Oration in Honour of Constantine.
59 Eusebius, Oration in Honour of Constantine.
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flattery are also less competent and untaught in any virtue; but according to nature
one holds the first place over all, both in its size and appearance and meek
disposition."®® Again St. Ambrose of Milan wrote: “One God, one empire, one
emperor.” 6!

K.V. Glazkov writes that St. Ephraim “noted that God’s unity of rule in the
Heavenly Kingdom and Caesar’s unity of rule in the earthly kingdom destroy
polytheism and polyarchy... The holy hierarch Gregory the Theologian remarked
that there exist three basic forms of rule: monarchy - rule by one man, which
contains in itself faith in one God or, at least, in a highest God; polyarchy or
aristocracy - the rule of the minority or of the best, which is bound up with
polytheism; and, finally, the power of the majority, which St. Gregory calls anarchy
(democracy), which goes hand in glove with atheism. The saint affirmed that the
Orthodox venerate monarchy insofar as it imitates the unity of God, while polyarchy
presupposes a scattering of His might, a division of His essence amidst several gods.
And, finally, anarchy, the rule of the people, theologically includes within itself the
atomization of God’s essence, in other words, power is so fragmented that it
becomes almost impossible to attain to the very existence of God.”¢?

This teaching of the fourth-century Fathers on the significance of autocratic power
was confirmed, over four centuries later, by St. Theodore the Studite: "There is one
Lord and Giver of the Law, as it is written: one authority and one Divine principle
over all. This single principle is the source of all wisdom, goodness and good order;
it extends over every creature that has received its beginning from the goodness of
God..., it is given to one man only... to construct rules of life in accordance with the
likeness of God. For the divine Moses in his description of the origin of the world
that comes from the mouth of God, cites the word: 'Let us create man in accordance
with Our image and likeness' (Genesis 1.26). Hence the establishment among men of
every dominion and every authority, especially in the Churches of God: one
patriarch in a patriarchate, one metropolitan in a metropolia, one bishop in a
bishopric, one abbot in a monastery, and in secular life, if you want to listen, one
king, one regimental commander, one captain on a ship. And if one will did not rule

60 St. Basil the Great, Hexaemeron 8.

61 St. Ambrose, quoted in Archimandrite Luke, “Church, Monastics, Empire”, Orthodox Life, vol.
56, Ne 4, p. 11.

62 K.V. Glazkov, “Zaschita ot liberalizma” (“A Defence from Liberalism”), Pravoslavnaia Rus’
(Orthodox Russia), Ne 15 (1636), 1/14 August, 1999, pp. 10, 11; Sacred Monarchy and the

Modern Secular State, Montreal, 1984, p. 4; St. Gregory, Sermon 3, 2. The exact words of St. Gregory
are: “The three most ancient opinions about God are atheism (or anarchy), polytheism (or
polyarchy), and monotheism (or monarchy). The children of Greece played with the first two; let
us leave them to their games. For anarchy is disorder: and polyarchy implies factious division,
and therefore anarchy and disorder. Both these lead in the same direction - to disorder; and
disorder leads to disintegration; for disorder is the prelude to disintegration. What we honour is
monarchy...” (Sermon 29, 2).
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in all this, there would be no law and order in anything, and it would not be for the
best, for a multiplicity of wills destroys everything."63

The idea that monarchy is the natural form of government because it reflects the
monarchy of God, was a new concept of great importance in the history of ideas. The
pagan states of the Ancient World were, for the most part, monarchical. But none of
them believed, as did the Christians, in a single God and Creator. Moreover, as often
as not, they invested the king with divine status, so that no higher principle or
source of authority above the king or emperor was recognized. In the Christian
empire, on the other hand, sacred and secular power were embodied in different
persons and institutions, and both emperor and patriarch were considered bound
by, and subject to, the will of God in heaven.

Of course, there were real dangers in attributing too exalted an authority to the
emperor, and some of the iconoclast emperors earned the epithets “beast”, “tyrant”
and “forerunner of the Antichrist” in Byzantine liturgical and hagiographical texts
when they tried to revive the pagan idea of the king-priest. However, in spite of their
constant struggle to prevent the emperors invading their sphere, the Byzantine
patriarchs continued to assert the independent and sacred authority of the anointed
emperors. They pointed to the examples of Kings David and Solomon, who, while
deferring to the priesthood, were nevertheless quite clearly the leaders of the people
of God in a more than purely political sense.

The same predominance was enjoyed by the emperors in Byzantium. In
Byzantium, therefore, writes Dagron, “the Old Testament has a constitutional value.
It has the same normative character in the political domain as the New Testament
has in the moral domain...”%

The Sanctity of Kingship

We have seen that the great fourth-century bishops of the Church, in both East
and West, vigorously upheld the sovereignty of the Church in “the things that are
God’s”. This led in some cases to serious conflict with the emperors. Thus Saints
Athanasius and Basil and Gregory had to defy the will of Arianizing emperors in the
East, as did Saints Osius and Hilary and Ambrose in the West; while St. John
Chrysostom reproached the Empress Eudoxia and suffered banishment for his
boldness.

However, there were several emperors who were conscientious in protecting the
rights of the Church - the western emperors Arcadius, Honorius and Valentinian III,
for example, and the eastern emperors Theodosius I and II. The latter sent emissaries

63 St. Theodore, The Philokalia, volume IV, p. 93; in Sobolev, op. cit., pp. 46-47.
64 Dagron, op. cit., p. 70.
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to the Council of Ephesus, at which Nestorius was condemned, instructing them not
to interfere in the arguments about the faith. For it was not permitted, he said, for
any of them who was not numbered among the most holy bishops to interfere in
Church questions.

But as the fifth century wore on, and the chaos caused by the heretics increased,
the emperors were called upon to take a more active role in Church affairs. Some
“interference” by them was even sanctioned by Canon 93 (Greek 96) of the Council
of Carthage in the year 419: “It behoves the gracious clemency of their Majesties to
take measures that the Catholic Church, which has begotten them as worshippers of
Christ in her womb, and has nourished them with the strong meat of the faith,
should by their forethought be defended, lest violent men, taking advantage of the
times of religious excitement, should by fear overcome a weak people, whom by
arguments they were not able to pervert”. As an ancient epitome of this canon puts
it: “The Emperors who were born in the true religion and were educated in the faith,
ought to stretch forth a helping hand to the Churches. For the military band
overthrew the dire conspiracy which was threatening Paul.” ¢

That the Emperor, as well as the hierarchs, was required to defend the faith can be
seen in the life of St. Hypatius of Rufinianus: “When Nestorius had left for Ephesus,
and the [Third Ecumenical] Council had assembled, on the day when he should be
deposed, Saint Hypatius saw in a vision that an angel of the Lord took hold of Saint
John the Apostle, and led him to the most pious Emperor [Theodosius II] and said to
him, ‘Say to the Emperor: “Pronounce your sentence against Nestorius”.” And he,
having heard this, pronounced it. Saint Hypatius made note of this day, and it was
verified that Nestorius was deposed on that very day...”¢”

St. Isidore of Pelusium declared that some “interference” by the emperors was
necessary in view of the sorry state of the priesthood: “The present hierarchs, by not
acting in the same way as their predecessors, do not receive the same as they; but
undertaking the opposite to them, they themselves experience the opposite. It would
be surprising if, while doing nothing similar to their ancestors, they enjoyed the
same honour as they. In those days, when the kings fell into sin they became chaste
again, but now this does not happen even with laymen. In ancient times the
priesthood corrected the royal power when it sinned, but now it awaits instructions

65 Zyzykin, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 69-70. However, Theodosius II, contrary to his instructions to
others, interfered heavily, and to the detriment of the truth, in the “robber council” of Ephesus in
449. Later examples of emperors who occupied a scrupulously neutral approach with regard to
the debates of the bishops include Constantine IV at the time of the Sixth Ecumenical Council in
680-681 and Basil I during the “Photian” and “anti-Photian” councils of 869-870 and 879-880
(Dagron, op. cit., p. 305).

66 The Seven Ecumenical Councils, Eerdmans edition, pp. 488, 489.

67 St. Hypatius, in Holy Transfiguration Monastery, “The Seat of Moses”, quoted in The Life of our
Holy Father Maximus the Confessor, Boston, 1982, p. 65.
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from it; not because it has lost its own dignity, but because that dignity has been
entrusted to those who are not similar to those who lived in the time of our
ancestors. Formerly, when those who had lived an evangelical and apostolic life
were crowned with the priesthood, the priesthood was fearful by right for the royal
power; but now the royal power is fearful to the priesthood. However, it is better to
say, not ‘priesthood’, but those who have the appearance of doing the priestly work,
while by their actions they insult the priesthood. That is why it seems to me that the
royal power is acting justly...”® Such “interference” was justified, in St. Isidore’s
view, because “although there is a very great difference between the priesthood and
the kingdom (the former is the soul, the latter - the body), nevertheless they strive
for one and the same goal, that is, the salvation of citizens”.®

Emperors had to intervene especially when heretics became violent - as when the
Monophysite heretic Dioscuros murdered St. Flavian. Thus it was the decisive
intervention of the new Emperors Marcian and Pulcheria that made possible the
convening of the Fourth Ecumenical Council in 451 which anathematized the
Monophysite heresy. For, as Marcian said at the Council: “When by the decree of
God we were elected to the kingdom, then amidst the very many needs of the State,
there was no matter that occupied us more than that the true and Orthodox faith,
which is holy and pure, should remain in the souls of all without doubts.””0

Imperial “interference” was welcomed by the bishops at such times. Thus St. Leo,
Pope of Rome, wrote to the Emperor Marcian: “I have learned that although the
impious Eutychius is in exile as he deserves, in the very place of his condemnation
he is still more desperately pouring out many poisons of blasphemies against
Catholic purity, and, in order to ensnare the innocent, he is with the greatest
shamelessness vomiting that which the whole world was appalled at in him and
condemned. And so I think your grace with complete justification ordered that he be
sent to a more distant and remote place.””! Again he wrote to Emperor Leo I: “You
must unceasingly remember that Royal power has been entrusted to you, not only
for administering the world, but also and in particular to rule the Church.”72

At such times, when the bishops were betraying the truth, the pious emperors
stood out as the representatives of the laity, which, as the Eastern Patriarchs were to
declare in their encyclical of the year 1848, is the guardian of the truth of the Church.
At such times they were indeed higher than the clergy, if not by the grace they had
received, at any rate in view of the fact that the clergy had forsaken their vocation
and trampled on that grace they had received. At such times, the emperors were
indeed images of the Heavenly King, their vocation being, like His, to witness to the

68 St. Isidore, Tvorenia (Works), Moscow, 1860, vol. 3, pp. 400, 410.
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truth. For as the King of kings said to Pilate: “You say that I am a king. For that I was
born, and for that I came into the world, to witness to the truth” (John 18.37).

It was in this sense that St. Leo the Great wrote to the Emperor Theodosius II that
he had “not only the soul of an Emperor, but also the soul of a priest”. And for the
Emperor Marcian he wished “the palm of the priesthood as well as the emperor’s
crown”.” For, as Dagron points out, “the emperor could not remain neutral. He was
the guarantor and often the principal architect of the unity of the Church. Thus the
Orthodox or heretical council unanimously celebrated the sovereign ‘guarded by
God’ by giving him without niggardliness the title of “teacher of the faith’, ‘new
Paul’, ‘equal to the apostles, illumined like the bishops by the Holy Spirit’. At the
end of the fourth session of the council held in Constantinople in 536, the bishops
expressed the conviction of all in declaring that, ‘under an Orthodox emperor’, the
Empire had nothing and nobody to fear; and Patriarch Menas concluded: ‘It is fitting
that nothing of that which is debated in the holy Church should be decided against
the advice and order [of the emperor].” It is in this context that one has to
understand the at times highly rhetorical expressions often applied to the rulers.
Dagron again: “The distinction between the two powers was never as clearly
formulated as while there was a disagreement between them. When there was
concord or the hope of harmony, the celebration or hope of unity carried the day.
Nobody found anything wrong when the synod that condemned the heretic
Eutyches in Constantinople in 448 acclaimed Theodosius with the words: ‘Great is
the faith of the emperors! Many years to the guardians of the faith! Many years to the
pious emperor, the emperor-bishop (Tw apyxiepel BaaoiAel).” The whole world is
equally agreed, a little later at the Council of Chalcedon, in acclaiming Marcian as
‘priest and emperor’, at the same time as ‘restorer of the Church, teacher of the faith,
New Constantine, New Paul and New David’. At the same time Pope Leo
congratulated Theodosius II, and then Marcian, on the sacerdotalis industria, on the
sacerdotalis anima, and on the sacerdotalis palma with which God had rewarded
them, and he declared to Leo I that he was inspired by the Holy Spirit in matters of
the faith.” Except during periods of tension, the adjective sacerdotalis was part of
the formula of the pontifical chancellery for letters addressed to the emperors of
Constantinople. The composers of elegies were not behindhand, in the West as in the
East. Procopius of Gaza underlined that Anastasius had been elected to be a bishop
before being named emperor, and that he reunited in himself ‘that which is most
precious among men, the apparatus of an emperor and the thought of a priest’;
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Ennodius of Pavia (473-521) proclaimed Theodoric to be ‘prince and priest’;
Venantius Fortunatus, in the second half of the 6t century, called Childebert I
‘Melchisedech noster, merito rex atque sacerdos’; towards 645 and anonymous
panegyric characterised Clotaire I as quasi sacerdos; Paulinus, bishop of Aquilea, in
794 encouraged Charlemagne to be ‘Dominus et pater, rex et sacerdos’. To justify the
canonization of a king, they said that he had been led during his reign acsi bonus
sacerdos. We are in the domain of rhetoric, but that does not mean that they could
say anything and break the taboos. Even if the words have a metaphorical and
incantatory meaning, even if their association distilled a small dose of provocation,
there was nothing abnormal in affirming that the ideal emperor was also a priest.””>

Justinian the Great

And so by the time Justinian the Great ascended the throne in the early sixth
century, the Gelasian doctrine of a strict demarcation of powers between the
Emperor and the Church was giving way, in both East and West, to a less clearly
defined Leonine model in which the Emperor was allowed a greater initiative in the
spiritual domain, and was even accorded a quasi-priestly status. This enhanced
status was used by him in his ambitious aim of reuniting the Christian world, parts
of which had seceded from the Empire for religious reasons. Thus the Western
Church had broken with Constantinople because of the Monophysitism of the
Emperor Anastasius, and Italy was under the sway of barbarians; while the Semitic
and Coptic parts of the Eastern Empire had fallen into Monophysitism or
Nestorianism.

Justinian pursued his aim in two ways: in the West, through war and a mixture of
concessions and pressure on the papacy, and in the East, by intensive theological
negotiations with the heretics (led by himself).

In relation to Old Rome he was successful. Under Belisarius” generalship Italy
was reconquered for the Empire, and “the ancient and lesser Rome,” in Michael
Psellus” words, was returned to the dominion of “the later, more powerful city”. A
Byzantine governor ruled Northern and Central Italy from Ravenna; Byzantine titles
were lavished on the Roman aristocracy; and the Pope commemorated the Emperor
at the liturgy.”® Tactfully, Patriarch John Kappadokes of Constantinople continued
to recognize the primacy of the see of Old Rome’”’, and Pope John II responded by
exalting the emperor as high as any western bishop had ever done: "The King's
heart is in the hand of God and He directs it as He pleases' (Proverbs 21.1). There lies
the foundation of your Empire and the endurance of your rule. For the peace of the
Church and the unity of religion raise their originator to the highest place and
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sustain him there in happiness and peace. God's power will never fail him who
protects the Church against the evil and stain of division, for it is written: 'When a
righteous King sits on the throne, no evil will befall him' (Proverbs 20:8).”78

The negotiations with the Monophysites in the East were less successful.
Nevertheless, the union, however fleeting, of the five ancient patriarchates of Rome,
Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem in one Orthodox Church under
one right-believing Emperor, was a great achievement. And there could be little
doubt that the single person most instrumental in achieving this union was the
emperor himself: if the five patriarchates represented the five senses of the Body of
Christ on earth, then the head in which they all adhered - again, on earth - was the
emperor.

This unity was not achieved without some pressure, especially on the Roman
patriarchate. However, writes Meyendorff, “without denying the dangers and the
abuses of imperial power, which occurred in particular instances, the system as such,
which been created by Theodosius I and Justinian, did not deprive the Church of its
ability to define dogma through conciliarity. But conciliarity presupposed the
existence of a mechanism, making consensus possible and effective. Local churches
needed to be grouped into provinces and patriarchates, and patriarchates were to act
together to reach an agreement valid for all. The empire provided the universal
Church with such a mechanism...”7?

Thus, as in Constantine’s time, the emperor acted as the focus of unity of
quarrelling Christians. The importance of this function was recognized by all - even
by the heretics.

In consequence, as L.A. Tikhomirov points out, even when a Byzantine emperor
tried to impose heresy on the Church, “this was a struggle that did not besmirch the
Church and State power as institutions. In this struggle he acted as a member of the
Church, in the name of Church truth, albeit mistakenly understood. This battle was
not about the relationship between the Church and the State and did not lead to its
interruption, nor to the seeking of any other kind of principles of mutual
relationship. As regards the direct conflicts between Church and State power, they
arose only for particular reasons, only between given persons, and also did not relate
to the principle of the mutual relationship itself.”80
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