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Introduction

Who Do You Say That I Am?

Jesus once asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” They 

answered that all sorts of stories were circulating—that he was a 

prophet, perhaps Elijah or John the Baptist come back to earth. 

“But,” he asked, “Who do you say that I am?”1 Over the past two 

thousand years, Christians have formulated many different answers 

to this question. Yes, most believe Jesus was a human being, but at 

the same time he was also God, one of the three persons of the 

Trinity. He was both God and man.

But when we have said that, we have raised more questions than 

we have answered, as the basic belief in Jesus Christ demands com

bining two utterly different categories of being. Such a transgres

sion of boundaries puzzles and shocks believers of other faiths, 

especially strict monotheists such as Muslims and Jews. But even 

those Christians who accept the basic concept probably could not 

explain it with anything like the precision demanded by early church 

councils. By those rigorous standards, virtually all modern nonspe

cialists (including many clergy) would soon lapse into grave heresy.2

The Bible is anything but clear on the relationship between 

Christ’s human and divine natures, and arguably, it is just not possible 

to reconcile its various statements on this matter. In the New Testa

ment, Jesus says quite explicitly that he is identical with God: “I and 

the Father are one,” he declares. “Anyone who has seen me has seen 

the Father.”3John’s gospel reports Jesus’ telling the crowd, ‘You are 

from below; I am from above: you are of this world; I am not of this 
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world.” He goes on, “Before Abraham was, I am.” His listeners are 

appalled, and not just because this seems to be an outrageous boast 

of extreme old age. The words that Jesus uses for “I am”—in Greek, 

ego eimi—recall the declaration that God made to Moses from the 

burning bush. We might better translate it as I am . Jesus appears to 

be saying that he is the same eternal God who brought Israel out of 

Egypt, not to mention creating the world. Not surprisingly, the 

crowd tries to stone him for blasphemy. For later readers of the 

Gospels, then, Father and Son must be one and the same.4

But just as we are absorbing that amazing fact, we read on to find 

Jesus stating that he is distinct from God the Father. “The Father is 

greater than I,” he says. When Jesus foretells the end of the worlds 

he admits that the exact timing is unknown either to the Son or to 

the angels, and only the Father knows precisely. If the Son knows 

less than the Father, the two must be different.5

What does it mean to say that Christ was at once God and man? 

Certainly the Jesus of the Gospels seems utterly human—he bleeds, 

he loves, he gets angry, he dies in grotesque agony. Yet somehow we 

have to reconcile that fact with the doctrine of the Incarnation. The 

opening words of the gospel of John identify Christ with the Logos, 

God’s Reason or creative Word:

In the beginning was the Word [Logos], and the Word was with 

God, and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning 

with God.... And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among 

us.6

The Word was made flesh, God became man. But how does that 

Word relate to the man called Jesus? What does the letter to the Co- 

lossians mean when it proclaims that all the fullness of God lives in 

Christ, in bodily form?7

Problems and paradoxes abound. When Jesus arrived in Bethany 

to find that his friend Lazarus has died, he mourned: he groaned in 

the spirit, we are told, and he was troubled. Jesus suffered all-too- 
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human grief, and, as is reported in one of the most famous verses 

of the whole Bible, “Jesus wept.”8 Incidentally, the source of that 

verse is John’s gospel, the same text that reports Jesus’ speaking the 

hair-raising language of I am . But think that text through. Jesus 

wept, so Christ the anointed wept—and, therefore, are we to believe 

that God, the creator and source of all being, really wept? More 

sensationally, how, in fact, had Christ suffered on the cross—had 

God really died? These paradoxes were not concocted by later Chris

tian theologians, working long after the supposedly straightforward 

beliefs of the apostolic age. As early as 110, while the New Testa

ment was still under construction, the great martyr-bishop Ignatius 

of Antioch proclaimed Christ as “God come in the flesh.” Ignatius 

addressed believers, whose hearts were kindled in “the blood of 

God.” God weeping is one thing, but bleeding* Even faithful Catho

lics who accept that the communion wafer is Corpus Christi, the 

Body of Christ, dare not make the leap that would proclaim it the 

Body of God. God and Christ are different.9

Through the first four centuries of Christianity, believers tried 

many ways of resolving these problems of Scripture and logic. Dif

ferent churches—leading thinkers and scholars—varied in the stress 

they placed on Jesus’ humanity or his divinity, and without exercis

ing too much ingenuity or text twisting, they found biblical passages 

that supported all these opinions.10 Some early Christians thought 

that Christ was so possessed by Godhood that his human nature 

was eclipsed. In that sense, we should think of Christ as a manifes

tation of God walking the earth, clothed in human form as a con

venient disguise. The Word took on flesh as I might put on an 

overcoat. So, are we to believe that Christ’s sufferings, all the tears 

and blood, were a kind of playacting or illusion? Others saw Jesus as 

a great man overwhelmed by God-consciousness. Somehow, the 

Spirit of God had descended on him, with his baptism in the Jordan 

as the likely moment of transformation—but the two natures always 

remained separate. Christ, from that perspective, remained chiefly 

human. Some thought the two natures were merged, indissolubly 
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and eternally; others thought the connection was only partial or 

temporary.

So was Jesus a Man-bearing God, or a God-bearing man? Be

tween those extreme poles lay any number of other answers, which 

competed furiously through the first Christian centuries. By 400, 

most Christians agreed that Jesus Christ was in some sense divine, 

and that he had both a human nature (Greek, physis) and a divine 

nature. But that belief allowed for a wide variety of interpretations, 

and if events had developed differently—if great councils had de

cided other than they actually did—any one of these various ap

proaches might have established itself as orthodoxy. In the context 

of the time, cultural and political pressures were pushing strongly 

toward the idea of Christ-as-God, so that only with real difficulty 

could the memory of the human Jesus be maintained. Historically, it 

is very remarkable that mainstream orthodoxy came out so strongly 

in favor of asserting Christ’s full humanity.

And yet it did just that. When most modern churches explain 

their understanding of Christ’s identity—their Christology—they 

turn to a common body of ready-made interpretations, an ancient 

collection of texts laid down in the fifth century. At a great council 

held in 451 at Chalcedon (near modern Istanbul), the church for

mulated the statement that eventually became the official theology 

of the Roman Empire. This acknowledges Christ in two natures, 

which joined together in one person. Two natures existed, “without 

confusion, without change, without division, without separation; 

the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, 

but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and 

coming together to form one person.”11

We cannot speak of Christ without declaring his full human 

nature, which was not even slighdy diluted or abolished by the pres

ence of divinity. That Chalcedonian definition today stands as the of

ficial formula for the vast majority of Christians, whether they are 

Protestant, Catholic, or Orthodox—although how many of those 

believers could explain the definition clearly is open to debate. But 
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as we are told, Chalcedon settled any controversy about the identity 

of Christ, so that henceforward any troublesome passages in the 

Bible or early tradition had to be read in the spirit of those powerful 

words. For over 1,500 years now, Chalcedon has provided the 

answer to Jesus’ great question.

But Chalcedon was not the only possible solution, nor was it an 

obvious or, perhaps, a logical one. Only the political victory of 

Chalcedon’s supporters allowed that council’s ideas to become the 

. inevitable lens through which later generations interpret the Chris

tian message. It remains quite possible to read the New Testament 

and find very different Christologies, which by definition arose 

from churches very close to Jesus’ time, and to his thought world. 

In particular, we easily find passages that suggest that the man 

Jesus achieved Godhood at a specific moment during his life, or 

indeed after his earthly death.

In political terms, the most important critics of Chalcedon were 

those who stressed Christ’s one divine nature, and from the Greek 

words for “one nature,” we call them Monophysites. Not only were 

Monophysites numerous and influential, but they dominated much 

of the Christian world and the Roman Empire long after Chalcedon 

had done its work, and they were only defeated after decades of 

bloody struggle. Centuries after Chalcedon, Monophysites contin

ued to prevail in the most ancient regions of Christianity, such as 

Syria, Palestine, and Egypt. The heirs of the very oldest churches, 

the ones with the most direct and authentic ties to the apostoEc age, 

found their distinctive interpretation of Christ ruled as heretical. 

Pedigree counted for little in these struggles.

Each side persecuted its rivals when it had the opportunity to do 

so, and tens of thousands—at least—perished. Christ’s nature was a 

cause for which people were prepared to kill and to die, to persecute 

or to suffer martyrdom. Modern Christians rarely feel much sympa

thy for either side in such bygone religious wars. Did the issues at 

stake really matter enough to justify bloodshed? Yet obviously, 

people at the time had no such qualms and cared passionately about 
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how believers were supposed to understand the Christ they wor

shipped. Failing to understand Christ’s natures properly made non

sense of everything Christians treasured: the content of salvation 

and redemption, the character of liturgy and Eucharist, the figure 

of the Virgin Mary. Each side had its absolute truth, faith in which 

was essential to salvation.

Horror stories about Christian violence abound in other eras, 

with the Crusades and Inquisition as prime exhibits; but the intra

Christian violence of the fifth- and sixth-century debates was on a 

far larger and more systematic scale than anything produced by the 

Inquisition and occurred at a much earlier stage of church history. 

When Edward Gibbon wrote his classic account of the Decline and 

Fall of the Roman Empire, he reported countless examples of Chris

tian violence and fanaticism. This is his account of the immediate 

aftermath of Chalcedon:

Jerusalem was occupied by an army of [Monophysite] monks; 

in the name of the one incarnate Nature, they pillaged, they 

burnt, they murdered; the sepulchre of Christ was defiled with 

blood. . . . On the third day before the festival of Easter, the 

[Alexandrian] patriarch was besieged in the cathedral, and 

murdered in the baptistery. The remains of his mangled corpse 

were delivered to the flames, and his ashes to the wind; and the 

deed was inspired by the vision of a pretended angel.... This 

deadly superstition was inflamed, on either side, by the princi

ple and the practice of retaliation: in the pursuit of a meta

physical quarrel, many thousands were slain.12

Chalcedonians behaved at least as badly in their campaigns to en

force their particular orthodoxy. In the eastern city of Amida, a 

Chalcedonian bishop dragooned dissidents, to the point of burning 

them alive. His most diabolical scheme involving taking lepers, 

“hands festering and dripping with blood and pus,” and billeting 

them on the Monophysite faithful until they saw reason.13
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Even the Eucharist became a vital component of religious terror. 

Throughout the long religious wars, people were regularly (and fre

quently) reading others out of the church, declaring formal anathe

mas, and the sign for this was admitting or not admitting people to 

communion. In extreme episodes, communion was enforced by 

physical violence, so that the Eucharist, which is based upon ideas 

of self-giving and self-sacrifice, became an instrument of oppres

sion. A sixth-century historian records how the forces of Constanti

nople’s Chalcedonian patriarch struck at Monophysite religious 

houses in the capital. Furnished with supplies of consecrated bread, 

the patriarch’s clergy were armed and dangerous. They “dragged 

and pulled [the nuns] by main force to make them receive the com

munion at their hands. And they all fled like birds before the hawk, 

and cowered down in corners, wailing and saying, We cannot com

municate with the synod of Chalcedon, which divides Christ our 

God into two Natures after the union, and teaches a Quaternity in

stead of the Holy Trinity.’” But their protests were useless. “They 

were dragged up to communicate; and when they held their hands 

above their heads, in spite of their screams their hands were seized, 

and they were dragged along, uttering shrieks of lamentation, and 

sobs, and loud cries, and struggling to escape. And so the sacrament 

was thrust by force into the mouths of some, in spite of their 

screams, while others threw themselves on their faces upon the 

ground, and cursed every one who required them to communicate 

by force.”14 They might take the Eucharist kicking and screaming— 

literally—but once they had eaten, they were officially in commu

nion with Chalcedon and with the church that preached that 

doctrine.

Battles over Christ’s nature raged far beyond the confines of the 

church itself, and vicious civil wars still reverberated two hundred 

years after Chalcedon. So vital did this question appear, so central to 

the character of faith and the future of Christianity, that partisans 

on either side were prepared to divide and weaken the church and 

empire and risk revolutions and civil wars. In the long term, these 
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schisms led direcdy to the collapse of Roman power in the eastern 

world, to the rise of Islam, and to the destruction of Christianity 

through much of Asia and Africa. Apart from Islam, the greatest 

winner in the conflict was European Christianity, or rather the fact 

that Christianity, for better or worse, found its firmest bastion in 

Europe. So much of the religious character of the world we know 

was shaped by this conflict over the nature of Christ. The main

stream church kept its belief that Jesus was fully human—but at the 

cost of losing half the world.

If religion shaped the political world, then politics forged the 

character of religion. When we look at what became the church’s 

orthodoxy, so many of those core beliefs gained the status they did 

as a result of what appears to be historical accident, of the workings 

of raw chance. In the controversies of the fifth and sixth centuries, 

the outcome was shaped not by obviously religious dimensions but 

by factors that seem quite extraneous. This was not a case of one 

side producing better arguments in its cause, of a deeper familiarity 

with Scripture or patristic texts: all sides had excellent justifications 

for their positions. All, equally, produced men and women who 

practiced heroic asceticism and who demonstrated obvious sanctity. 

What mattered were the interests and obsessions of rival emperors 

and queens, the role of competing ecclesiastical princes and their 

churches, and the empire’s military successes or failures against par

ticular barbarian nations. To oversimplify, the fate of Christian doc

trine was deeply influenced by just how well or badly the empire was 

doing fighting Attila the Hun.

In the long term, the christological debate was setded by one 

straightforward issue: which side gained and held supremacy within 

the Christian Roman Empire and was therefore able to establish its 

particular view as orthodoxy. And that was a pplitical matter, shaped 

by geographical accident and military success. Just because one view 

became orthodoxy does not mean that it was always and inevitably 

destined to do so: the Roman Church became right because it sur

vived. It was all mere chance and accident—unless, of course, we 
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follow a tradition common to Christians, Jews, and Muslims of seeing 

God’s hand in the apparently shapeless course of worldly history.

However remote these conflicts may appear, they involved all the 

vital themes that would so often rend the Christian world in later 

eras, from the Reformation through the Victorian conflicts between 

faith and learning, and on to our own day. Great councils like Chal

cedon were debating such core issues as the quest for authority in 

religion, the relationship between church and state, the proper ways 

of reading and interpreting Scripture, the ethics and conduct de

manded of Christians, and the means of salvation.

Pivotal to these ancient Jesus Wars were the four great questions 

that, to different degrees, have shaped all subsequent debates 

within Christianity. Foremost is the deceptively simple question 

posed by Jesus himself: “Who do you say that I am?” And building 

on this are the three follow-ups: What is the church? By what 

authority do you do this? And, what must I do to be saved? More 

perhaps than in any subsequent conflict within Christianity, these 

debates over Christ’s nature involved the most fundamental reali

ties of faith and practice.
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In approaching the conflicts that rent the Christian world in the 

fifth century, we should from the start be familiar with the basic 

terms—and I should explain why I am cautious about using some 

words.

Much of the religious conflict involved Monophysite opposition to 

what became the empire’s official theology, but the word raises 

some problems. Some enemies of Chalcedon were true Monophys- 

ites in believing Christ had a single divine nature, but others held a 

more moderate position. While they agreed that the incarnate Christ 

had one nature, they held that this was made up of both divine and 

human components. The technical name for this group is Miaphys- 

itesy and their views were once widespread. Miaphysite bodies today 

include Egypt’s great Coptic Church, and the so-called Oriental Or

thodox churches of Syria, Ethiopia, and Armenia. These churches 

reject charges that they are Monophysite, although that is the label 

by which most historians know them.

At least in terms of their technical theology, Chalcedonians and 

Miaphysites can find some common ground, and the modern heirs 

of both schools have reached broad agreement on their theological 

statements. But matters were very different during the savage reli

gious struggles of the fifth and sixth centuries, when differences 

were much more extreme, and when pure Monophysite ideas really 

were commonplace. The popularity of the Monophysite label also 

owes something to rhetorical practice, as each side framed the 



xviii Terms and Definitions

debate in ways that made its enemies look as bizarre and outrageous 

as possible. Today, for instance, an American conservative might 

condemn a liberal as a communist; the liberal in turn might call his 

conservative foe a fascist. In ancient times, Chalcedonians insult

ingly called their Miaphysite opponents “Monophysites,” and that 

name has stuck.

Even historians who thoroughly understand the theological 

issues still refer to the anti-Chalcedonian opposition in Egypt, Syria, 

and elsewhere as Monophysite, although they recognize that this 

term is less than accurate. The great W. H. C. Frend, one of the 

finest historians who studied that era, published a valuable study of 

The Rise of the Monophysite Movement. In this book, I have tried to 

avoid the term Miaphysite because it is unknown outside the realm 

of academic theology. Following Frend’s precedent, I use Monophys

ite, especially for the distinct churches that emerged in the sixth 

century. But as I suggest here, I am aware of the limitations.

The Chalcedonians also pose problems of description. When 

historians look back at that era, they sometimes describe those 

views as Orthodox, but that term is slanted. Literally, it means “right 

teaching,” and, of course, everyone believes that his or her particu

lar views are correct. The main reason we call these opinions ortho

dox is that they were held by the Roman Church and the papacy, 

and over time, that church survived the political disasters that over

whelmed other once-great centers like Antioch and Alexandria. In 

the great debates over Christ’s nature, anti-Chalcedonians also called 

themselves Orthodox, and if matters had worked out differently, 

perhaps that faction would have won out. At least in their own 

minds, everyone is always “orthodox.” English bishop William 

Warburton explained the difference frankly: orthodoxy is my doxy; 

heterodoxy is another man’s doxy.

So what word can we use? Chalcedonian is time-specific: we can’t 

really use it for people who held those views before Chalcedon. 

With some reluctance, then, I will on occasion use the word Ortho

dox or Orthodox/Catholic as the counterpart of Monophysite. In 
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order not to burden the text with distracting quotation marks and 

phrases like so-called, I will use these terms without the caveats and 

qualifications they deserve.
Hoping to avoid simple retroactive judgments, I will also, 

throughout this book, use the terms One Nature and Two Nature 

belief as statements of broad religious orientation. In doing this, I 

hope to describe where people stood in terms of the conflicts of 
the day without necessarily pinning them down to particular fac

tions or movements.

Less critical, but still important, is the language we use for the 

great churches that dominated the Christian world and the popes 

and patriarchs who headed them. From earliest times, church lead

ers became known as bishops, and some gained more exalted tides. 

The bishop of Rome became the pope, but that tide could also be 

used for other bishops, especially the head of the Alexandrian 

church. In this book, the word pope used without further qualifica

tion refers to the pope of Rome.

From the end of the fifth century, the church within the Roman 

Empire was organized around five great patriarchates, namely 

Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. Al

though this structure was formalized only in 451, the idea of great 

sees having patriarchal authority dates back at least to the late fourth 

century. With a littie anachronism, I will on occasion use the word 

patriarch to refer to the bishops who held authority under this earlier 

arrangement.

Since all the events described in this book occurred in the Chris

tian Era, I have not felt the need to specify that they occurred “a .d .” 

or “c .e .” Thus I refer to the year 431, rather than a .d . 431
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The Heart of the 
Matter

May those who divide Christ be divided with the sword, may they be 

hewn in pieces, may they be burned alive!

Second Council of Ephesus, 449

In 449, the leading Fathers of the Christian church met in Ephesus, 

in Asia Minor, to debate pressing theological issues. At a critical 

moment, a band of monks and soldiers took control of the meeting 

hall, forcing bishops to sign a blank paper on which the winning 

side later filled in its own favored statement. The document targeted 

the patriarch of Constantinople, Flavian, one of the three or four 

greatest clerics in the Christian world. Yelling “Slaughter him!” a 

mob of monks attacked Flavian, beating him so badly that he died a 

few days later. So outrageous was the intimidation that the ultimate 

winners in the conflict invalidated this whole council. They repudi

ated it as a Latrocinium—loosely, a Gangster Synod.1

From later history, we know of many episodes when Christians 

would resort to violence, especially against members of other faiths, 

but in this instance, the different sides agreed on so much. Both fac

tions accepted the same Scriptures and the same view of the church 
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and the hierarchy, and both agreed that Jesus Christ was God incar

nate, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity. Where they disagreed 

so violendy was over the nature of Christ. Flavian’s enemies, and 

their monkish militia, believed that Christ existed in a single nature 

in which the divine dominated. They felt that by failing to proclaim 

this truth, by advocating a Christ in Two Natures, Flavian’s party 

had betrayed the core of Christianity. Literally, they thought, Flavian 

had divided Christ.2

From a modern point of view, we are baffled to see such extraor

dinary violence unleashed over what might appear to be a trivial 

philosophical row. Surely, we might think, these debates involved 

overfine distinctions quite as trivial as the proverbial disputes over 

the number of angels who could sit on the head of a pin. Just what 

could have caused such bitter hatred? In fact, the conflict involves a 

paradox that is quite central to the Christian faith. Christians must 

believe that God is wholly human and wholly divine, but it is easy 

for a believer to stray too far in one direction or the other. Either we 

might think of Christ purely as God, in which case he is no longer 

human, has no share in our human experience, and becomes a di

vinity in the sky like Zeus or Thor; or else, in contrast, we focus so 

much on his humanity that we underplay the divine element and 

deny the Incarnation. We would preach a Christ of two natures and 

two minds, literally a schizophrenic being. According to his ene

mies—unfairly and inaccurately—that was Flavian’s sin, and brutal 

violence was the only appropriate response to his gross insult to the 

Son of God.

The violence was unforgivable, and so were all the acts of perse

cution and forced conformity. But in one sense, ancient Christians 

were exactly right to be so passionate about their causes, if not the 

means by which they pursued them. Far from being philosophical 

niceties, the central themes in the religious debates really were criti

cal to the definition of Christianity and to the ways in which the 

faith would develop over the coming centuries. The Christ contro
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versies did, and do, have immense consequences, for culture and 

politics as much as for religion.3

Jesus Wars

In the early centuries of Christianity, very strong forces were pulling 

Christ Godward and heavenward. Across the religious spectrum, 

early prophets and founders usually are exalted over time. In his last 

words, the Buddha commanded his followers to rely on no external 

savior, but within centuries, Buddha had himself become a divine 

transworldly being whose worldly relics were cherished and all but 

worshipped in their own right. Within Christianity, too, the persis

tent temptation has always been to make Christ a divine figure free 

of any human element. Whenever Christianity has been a confident 

faith that dominated empires, believers have commonly imagined a 

fearsome heavenly judge or cosmic ruler, thepantokrator or All-Ruler 

who glared down from the dome of a mighty basilica and whose 

human status was hard to accept.

In more recent times, fictional portrayals of a too-human Christ 

ignite furious responses from those reluctant to imagine a figure too 

involved in worldly concerns. In the 1980s, the image of a Jesus 

married with a family stirred worldwide cries of blasphemy against 

the film The Last Temptation of Christ, So many bristled at any sugges

tion that the founder of the faith might have experienced any 

human passions or weaknesses, any doubts or qualms about his 

mission. Human sexuality apparendy represents a stain that can in 

no way be associated with a purely divine being. Christ moves 

among humanity like a divine tourist.4

And yet, through the centuries, other Christians have fought to 

preserve the human face of Jesus, placing him firmly on earthly soil 

and in human society. Partly, the idea arises from the common 

human need for an accessible divinity, a figure who shares our expe

rience and can hear our prayers. Even the societies that pushed
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Christ so far from human reach created a substitute in the form of 

the loving Mary, virgin and mother. But the concept of a human 

Jesus is vividly present in the New Testament. Believers have never 

forgotten the image of the Galilean who suffered physical agony, 

who knew doubt and temptation, who was the brother and exem

plar of suffering humans. They knew that Jesus wept.5

Over the last two thousand years, Christians have repeatedly 

struggled to resolve this perpetual tension between Christologies 

from above and from below, yet never was the debate more central 

to Christianity than during the councils of the fifth century. For 

some decades it seemed almost inevitable that the church might all 

but abandon its belief in the human nature of Christ and describe 

him overwhelmingly as a divine being.6

The main outline of the story is quickly told. Underlying all the 

intellectual debates were profound rivalries between thè church’s 

great patriarchates, with Alexandria on the one hand and Antioch 

on the other, and with Constantinople as the primary battlefield. 

Antioch stressed the reality of Christ’s human nature; Alexandria 

fought any statement that would separate human and divine. During 

the 420s, the monk Nestorius brought his Antiochene teachings 

with him when he was appointed archbishop of Constantinople, 

and disaster followed. At the First Council of Ephesus in 431, 

Nestorius was condemned for teaching a doctrine of Two Natures, 

of separating the divine and human.7 (See appendix to this chap

ter: The Church’s General Councils.)

Once Nestorius was crushed, believers in One Nature pushed 

ever harder to establish their teachings, supported by the juggernaut 

power of the patriarchs of Alexandria. In 449, the One Nature 

party managed an effective coup at the Second Council of Ephe

sus—the Gangster Synod—proclaiming their own doctrine and all 

but breaking links with the papacy in Rome. Over the next two 

years, the Orthodox/Catholic made a dazzling comeback. They or

ganized around one text above all, the letter of Pope Leo that 

became known as the Tome. Their political resurrection culminated 
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in the Council of Chalcedon in 451, which accepted the Tome as 
the definitive guide to Christology. Very gradually—over the next 
century or so—Chalcedon became the touchstone of imperial or
thodoxy.8

Some decades after the council, a writer in the Latin West sum
marized Chalcedon’s conclusions in a series of theological proposi
tions, with an unnerving conclusion. After listing Chalcedon’s edicts 
in agonizing detail, the so-called Athanasian Creed (which actually 
had nothing to do with the venerated saint Athanasius) proclaims 
that “This is the catholic faith· which, except a man believe faith
fully, he cannot be saved.” Quite literally, your eternal salvation de
pends on holding a precisely correct faith, which meant the 
definition laid down in 451.9 (See Table 1.)

TABLEI

THE  ATHANASIAN CREED

Furthermore, it is necessary to everlasting salvation that he 
also believe righdy the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.

For the right faith is that we believe and confess that our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God and man.

God of the substance of the Father, begotten before the 

worlds; and man of substance of His mother, born in the 

world.

Perfect God and perfect man, of a reasonable soul and 

human flesh subsisting.

Equal to the Father as touching His Godhead, and inferior 

to the Father as touching His manhood.

Who, although He is God and man, yet He is not two, but 

one Christ.

One, not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh, but by 

taking of that manhood into God.

One altogether, not by confusion of substance, but by 

unity of person.
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For as the reasonable soul and flesh is one man, so God 

and man is one Christ;

... This is the catholic faith, which, except a man believe 

faithfully, he cannot be saved.

SOURCE: J. N. D. Kelly, TheAthanasian Creed (New York: Harper and Row, 1964).

Between them, First Ephesus and Chalcedon shaped Christian 

theology right up to the present day, teaching that no complete 

vision of Christ could omit either the divine or human aspects. 

Christ did not just come from two natures; he existed in two natures. 

As Pope Leo wrote, it was clearly human to be hungry and thirsty, 

to be weary, and to sleep; but Christ was just as evidendy divine 

when he fed the five thousand, walked on the water, and ordered 

the storm to cease. The human Jesus mourned his friend Lazarus; the 

divine Christ spoke words that raised that same friend from the dead. 

Leo concluded, “For His manhood, which is less than the Father, 

comes from our side: His Godhead, which is equal to the Father, comes 

from the Father.” We are so used to the triumph of Chalcedon that the 

phrasing of the Tome seems like a straightforward and even anodyne 

expression of Christian belief. Yet for all its apparent striving to be fair 

and balanced, the Tome met fierce opposition throughout the oldest 

centers of Christian faith.10

What If God Was One of Us?

The battle of the Natures shapes one’s fundamental views of the 

world. Someone who thinks of Christ as wholly divine is hard- 

pressed to see any goodness in the material world and tends to set a 

wholly good spiritual world against a totally depraved material cre

ation. In contrast, those who believe in a human Christ are more 

likely to accept the potential goodness of the material world. Al

though (they hold) that world may now be plunged into sin, then at 

least it can be redeemed. Belief in the Incarnation leads to a sacra
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mental vision. For Leo, denying the Two Natures led to even worse 

theological errors: “their blindness leads them into such an abyss 

that they have no sure footing in the reality either of the Lord’s Pas

sion or His Resurrection. Both are discredited in the Savior, if our 

fleshly nature is not believed in Him.” Material acts redeemed a ma

terial world.11

Ultimately,. the fifth-century controversies focused on the issue 

of atonement, and without that idea, Christianity would have devel

oped quite differently. Christian believers have long argued over the 

meaning of Christ’s death, but whatever their disagreements, most 

churches preach that Christ shared humanity, and that fact allowed 

him to redeem humanity through his sacrificial death. In order for 

redemptive doctrine to make any sense, Christ would have to be 

fully human, in the sense of having a body made of flesh, but 

also of having a human will and mind. As church father Gregory 

Nazianzus wrote, “If anyone has put his trust in Christ as a Man 

without a human mind, he is really bereft of mind, and quite unwor

thy of salvation. For that which Christ has not assumed, He has not 

healed.”12

Yet this association with humanity was precisely what troubled 

the believers in One Nature. Unless Christ were fully divine, they 

argued, his death could not save us. Christ, moreover, had come to 

offer not just salvation, but deification, which remains a potent idea 

in some Eastern churches, including the Orthodox. As the great 

Alexandrian bishop Athanasius declared in the fourth century, the 

Son of God became man so that we might become God, and only a 

truly divine Christ could offer his followers that divinity. That was a 

heady promise.13

The quality of Christ’s humanity also affected the ethical lessons 

that believers took from his life and suffering. At one extreme, a 

One Nature believer like Apollinarius presented Christ as a kind of 

automaton controlled by a Logos from above, so that he could not 

in any real sense face temptation: he could not wrestle with moral 

dilemmas or overcome the seductions of evil. Of course^ implies 
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Apollinarius, God can withstand temptation and resist sin, but what 

good is that to us? If Apollinarius was right, we can respond only by 

worshipping the divine superhero who came to rescue us from the 

dark forces holding the world in bondage. But authentic Two 

Nature adherents, like the third-century Christian Paul of Samosata, 

had a very different message. They taught that the man Jesus 

became Christ when the Spirit of God descended on him, so that 

the purity and sanctity of his life was a major factor in letting him 

become divine. Paul taught that ordinary believers could and must 

emulate Jesus.14

This ethical component was strongly marked in theologians of 

the school of Antioch, who would be on the front lines of the Jesus 

Wars. Although they rejected any crude ideas of the separation of 

the natures, they fought to retain the notion of a human will in 

Christ. In their view, Christ actively resisted temptations and did 

good until he atoned for sin both through his death and by the ex

ample of his good works. By so doing, he showed ordinary people 

the way of salvation and offered the potential for human nature to 

be raised to the level of the divine. To use the title of one of the 

most famous Christian texts ever written, the Imitation of. Christ is 

not just possible but demanded. When modern liberal theologians 

protest that the exalted divine image of Jesus places his ethical 

teachings beyond attainable reach, they are reviving one of the 

oldest debates in Christendom.15

Theology apart, the debates had powerful outcomes for what we 

term the real world—although theologians of the time would un

doubtedly have argued that such a title could only be applied to the 

heavenly realm and not this transient life. The memory of a human 

Jesus has throughout Western history repeatedly driven men and 

women to imitate him, through social activism and political reform, 

not to mention the mystical quest and the arts. In recent times, lib

eration theologies have portrayed a Jesus who so utterly empties 

himself of his divine privileges and honor that he walks the earth as 

one of the very poorest and most marginalized. He is at once an
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exemplar for the poor and their leader in struggles for justice. As 

Charles Sheldon famously argued in his 1897 novel of sweeping 

urban reform, In His Steps, Christians must always ask, “What would 

Jesus do?” Of course, myriad blunders in the history of the churches 

prove they have not always asked that question, or produced an ap

propriate answer. But at least the aspiration never died.

To raise another ethical issue, how do we know how much weight 

to attach to the words of Christ recorded in the New Testament? 

Just who do we hear speaking? Assume for the sake of argument 

that the scriptural text accurately records Jesus’ sayings, which, of 

course, it may not always do. When Jesus tells a parable or utters a 

pronouncement, do those words come directly and literally from 

the mind of God, or are they the thoughts of an individual bound 

by the constraints of his time and place? To take a specific example, 

if Jesus really was speaking with divine authority, then believers 

need to take very seriously the radical division that he proclaims be

tween light and darkness, together with a literal belief in the devil 

and demons. To assert Christ’s humanity is not to undervalue or 

ignore his teachings, but it must make later believers think more 

carefully about the authority those words carry and how they can be 

applied to modern circumstances.

Christ the divine, or Christ as divine-and-human? The best way 

of. understanding the two approaches is to think what each side 

thought it would lose if its opponents triumphed. For each, the cen

tral idea of the faith was the title Emmanuel, God with us. Each in its 

way feared any theology that would impair human access to the full

ness of the divine, but each viewed the solution in quite different 

ways. For Antiochenes, a One Nature creed that made Christ thor

oughly divine uprooted him from humanity and removed him from 

any sense of human identification. Such a statement also raised the 

monstrous absurdity of God the Creator suffering and dying, of 

being “passible,” in theological terms. One Nature believers, in con

trast, wanted to guarantee the intimate solidarity linking God to 

humanity. This linkage must be a total union, rather than just a
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conjunction or association. They feared weakening the image of 

Christ so that he became anything less than a manifestation of God 

within us. Aspiring to the same goal, the two sides chose very differ

ent roads.16

Living Christ

In other ways, too, preserving the human aspects of Christ pre

vented the divine withdrawing to an alien and unimaginable super

natural realm. If Christ was the human Jesus, he was born in a 

specific time and place and was a Jew. Even Leo, who so despised 

Jews and Judaism, stressed that Jesus was absolutely rooted in his 

Hebrew ancestry and in the world of the Old Testament. The gene

alogies quoted in the Gospels, those long lists of begats that send 

modern readers to sleep, decisively proclaimed Christ’s human 

status. Chalcedon wrecks any attempt to de-Judaize Jesus.

Each side, likewise, offered a different way of reading the Bible. 

Alexandrians worked from a Greek philosophical tradition and used 

the scriptural text to illustrate their conclusions. Every word and 

line of the Bible became an allegory bearing a spiritual truth, which 

might or might not have any connection with actual historical events 

in first-century Palestine. Nestorius, in contrast, had his roots in An

tioch, which read the scriptural text in terms of historical events, to 

be expounded and commented upon. When you read the Gospels 

in that way, it is hard to avoid the idea of a human Christ, the man 

who wept. The definitions of Chalcedon reasserted the real rather 

than symbolic nature of biblical truth.17

Just as central to the story is the struggle to preserve the feminine 

face of the divine. Driving much of the fifth-century controversy 

was the astonishing rise of the cult of the Virgin Mary and the 

boast that she was literally Mother of God. Pagans mocked these 

claims to create a new goddess, but many Christians, too, were of

fended. Some thought that the concept of Mother of God was ab
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surd—as Nestorius asked, shockingly, was God really present in the 

world as a two-month-old infant?—while others rejected any at

tempt to undercut the deity of Christ at any stage of his earthly life. 

On this point at least, One Nature believers agreed wholeheartedly 

with the Orthodox/Catholic church, and Marian devotions flour

ished. Egyptians especially had a potent devotion to the Mother of 

God, who is the subject of a magnificent tradition in early art, and 

the Coptic Monophysite church has had a long love affair with 

Mary.18

Stressing the human Jesus also permitted the development and 

growth of Christian visual art, and thereby of much of Western 

culture. We easily forget just what an extraordinary phenomenon 

this visual tradition was. Monotheistic religions are often deeply sus
picious of visual art^ whether of sacred figures or of the human 

form as such. Pardy, this reflects a fear of idolatry, but it also shows 

reluctance even to attempt to reproduce holy forms. Although that 

restraint is not universal—at various times in history, both devout 

Muslims and Jews happily painted human beings—it is widespread. 

Christianity could certainly have followed a similar path, and various 

movements through the centuries have practiced iconoclasm, the 

smashing of images. Yet Christian visual art survived, with the over

whelmingly rich depictions of Christ’s humanity, all the images of 

the child with his mother, of the teacher, and of the crucified 

victim.

Losing Half the World

The way these councils are remembered tells us a great deal about 

how Christian history is written and, by extension, the history of 

other great causes or movements. We often hear the complaint that 

winners write history, but the situation is in fact worse than that. In 

practice, historians write retroactively from the point of view of 

those who would win at some later point, even if that victory was 
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nowhere in sight at the time they are describing. That is certainly 

what happens when we identify Chalcedon as the final triumph of 

orthodoxy.19

Accounts of early Christianity make the year 451 a decisive break, 

a vital transition from the ancient origins of the faith to its medieval 

millennium. But such an account ignores the century or so after 

Chalcedon when that particular school of thought might easily have 

been reversed. Between 451 and the 540s, Chalcedonians and their 

enemies rose and fell in their power at the Roman court, and there 

were periods of several decades when Monophysites controlled not 

just the empire but most of the main bishoprics and patriarchates. 

Focusing on 451 misses the long centuries after Chalcedon had se

cured recognition as the empire’s official creed, but when in many 

lands—in Egypt, Syria, and Palestine—Chalcedonians were at best 

a suspect minority. Debates over the nature(s) of Christ were still 

vividly active in 650 or 800. And in much of the world, those battles 

ended in crushing victory for Chalcedon’s foes. The result wasn’t 

even close.

Despite the theological slogans of the time, Christ was not di

vided; but the Christian world certainly was, irreparably. Now, Chris

tian divisions as such were not new. At least since the aposdes left 

Jerusalem, at no point in Christian history has one single church 

plausibly claimed the loyalty of all believers to the exclusion of rival 

institutions. In the mid-fourth century, perhaps half of all Chris

tians belonged to some group that the Great Church regarded as 

heretical or schismatic, and new splits continued to form.20 Viewed 

historically, a denominationally divided world is not an exceptional 

circumstance for Christians, but the conventional norm. Dilemmas 

of interchurch conflict and cooperation go back literally to the 

foundation of the faith.

But post-Chalcedonian splits were on an unprecedented scale. 

Sustained resistance to official doctrine spawned two vast and endur

ing movements that the winning party would call heretical, respec

tively the Nestorians and Monophysites, and each has left remnants 
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up to the present day. In terms of historical tradition and continuity, 

those churches have a far better claim to a connection with the an

cient sources of the faith—in terms of geography, culture, and lan

guage, not to mention ethnicity—than do the upstart communities 

headquartered in Rome and Constantinople.21 Within a century or 

so after Chalcedon, the Christian world fragmented into several 

great transcontinental divisions—Orthodox/Catholic, Monophysite, 

Nestorian, and Arian. Although each church agreed fully with its 

neighbors in essentials, each declared itself to be the one and only 

true church and did not acknowledge the credentials of other 

bodies or share communion with them. Already by 550, Christen

dom was quite as divided as it would be during the great early- 

modern split between Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox.

Back to the Catacombs

The history of these dissident Eastern churches makes us rethink 

what we assume about the political trajectory of Christianity. Ac

cording to a familiar cliché, Christianity changed utterly after it 

made its great alliance with the Roman Empire under Constantine, 

the devil’s bargain in which the church sacrificed principles for 

earthly poSver and wealth. But in fact, Chalcedon forced the historic 

mainstream core of the church to forsake that Roman alliance, and 

it rapidly reverted to the antistate opposition that is perhaps the 

natural state of Christianity. After the twin shocks of 431 and 451, 

much of the most advanced and sophisticated Christian thought 

and culture in the East went underground politically.

Egypt illustrates this story. Alexandria—and the realm of Egypt 

beyond it—had an excellent claim to a dominant role in Christian 

life and thought, as the source of much of the faith’s intellectual 

strength and growth. It would be quite feasible to write an Egypt

centered history of the first five or six hundred years of Christian

ity. Christians there lived under a hostile state apparatus from 

apostolic times until the grant of toleration in the fourth century, 
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and they shared state power from 312 until the 450s. But the 

Monophysite majority coexisted peacefully with Roman regimes 

only sporadically over the next century or so, and imperial Chris

tian forces often persecuted them. Those Christians who followed 

Chalcedon were slightingly dismissed as Melkites or Emperor’s 

Men, apostates and time-servers. And although Egypt’s churches 

enjoyed peace from the seventh century, that was only within the 

constraints of a Muslim-dominated state. At no point over the last 

fourteen centuries has Egypt’s Coptic Church enjoyed much more 

than grudging toleration.22

Looking back at its long history, Egypt’s Christians only knew 

state favor for a fleeting interval, and a similar story could be told of 

Syria, that other ancient center of the faith. From 542 to 578, the 

greatest leader of the Monophysite church was Jacobus Baradaeus, 

whose nickname refers to the rags he wore to escape the attention 

of imperial authorities constantly on the watch for this notorious 

dissident. Translating his name as “Hobo Jake” would not be far off 

the mark. Instead of living in a bishop’s palace, he remained ever on 

the move, wandering from city to city. He roamed between Egypt 

and Persia, ordaining bishops and priests for the swelling under

ground church. His career, in other words, looked far more like that 

of an early apostle than a medieval prelate, and there were many 

others like him. Numerically, Jake won far more converts than Paul 

of Tarsus, and he covered more ground. The heart of the Christian 

church never left the catacombs, or if it did, it was not for long.23

That story tells us a great deal about the nature of Christian loy

alties in the centuries after the Roman Empire’s conversion. If your 

emperor or king was formally Christian, then self-preservation 

alone dictated following his lead, so that we need not think that 

church members actually had any high degree of knowledge or 

belief in the new faith. But if the church was itself in deadly oppo

sition to the state, and faced actual persecution, then people had no 

vested interest whatever in belonging to it—quite the contrary. Why 

risk your life by following Hobo Jake? Through most of the Middle
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East, and for long centuries after Constantine’s time, then, people 

followed these dissident churches for exactly the same reasons that 

their ancestors would have adhered to the beliefs of the earliest 

Christian communities. They followed because they thought they 

would obtain healing in this world and salvation in the next; because 

they wanted signs and wonders; and because the ascetic lives of 

church leaders gave these figures a potent aura of holiness and cha

risma. Ordinary Christians followed not because they were told, but 

because they believed.

WinningNew Worlds

Besides its religious significance, the fifth-century crisis changed the 

shape of global political history. Chalcedon gave an enormous 

boost to the power and prestige of those growing parts of the 

church in new and emerging areas—roughly speaking, in Europe— 

at the cost of the older heartlands of faith. A new emerging 

Christian world broke away from an older Christendom, the two 

separated by what critics saw as troubling theological innovations. 

Modern observers might draw parallels to the contemporary 

movement of the Christian center of gravity from Europe and 

North America to the global South.

The ancient geographical shift dramatically increased the power 

and prestige of the popes of Rome, slowing efforts to raise other 

centers to equal or greater status. Chalcedon and its aftermath con

secrated the power of the Roman church, crippling potential rivals 

elsewhere, above all at Alexandria. Chalcedon, in fact, marks the real 

beginning of the medieval papacy.

The political victory of faith made-in-Rome meant that Europe’s 

emerging Christianity would develop in intimate alliance with the 

Roman Empire and with the Western successor states, rather than 

(as in the East) returning to the catacombs. In consequence, Eu

rope’s churches kept alive the vision of a Christian empire, an inti

mate church-state alliance. This would be a poEtical manifestation 
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of the City of God, which they repeatedly tried to recreate in prac

tice. So wedded were Westerners to the vision of a Christian empire 

that, when the real Roman Empire lost influence, the popes in

vented a whole new structure in the form of Charlemagne’s Frank

ish regime. Europeans had to live with the consequences of that 

decision for a thousand years.24

The split within ancient Christianity prepared the way for outside 

powers who would exploit intra-Christian divisions—first^ the Per

sians, and eventually the Muslims. Without the great split, the rise 

of Islam would have been unthinkable. Without the religious crisis, 

Islam could not have stormed into the political near-vacuum it 

found in the seventh century, into an empire where most Eastern 

subjects—Monophysite and Nestorian—rejected their Orthodox/ 

Catholic emperors. So alienated were the Christian dissidents that 

few were prepared to resist Muslim invaders, who promised (and 

practiced) tolerance for the diverse Christian sects. In its earliest 

phases, the new faith offered a clean break from the historic cycle 

of violence and persecution that had so disfigured late-antique 

Christianity. Islam, in contrast, offered toleration, peace, and an en

viable separation of church and state.25

A modern observer might see in this process a warning about the 

dangers of mixing church and state. The Christian world could only 

know peace when government was definitively removed from the 

business of making and enforcing religious orthodoxy, after which 

competing churches could coexist happily under a regime that de

spised its subjects impartially. Yet dissident churches ultimately paid 

a catastrophically high price for their freedom from Orthodox 

Christian control. Whatever dissident Christians thought initially, 

the new Muslim power had its own very different values and objec

tives and worked effectively to implement them.

Although the process took centuries, Christianity ultimately faded 

in the lands that fell under Muslim power. To illustrate the scale of 

the ruin that overcame the ancient churches, we recall that the fifth

century struggles involved a war for dominance between the sees of 
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Rome, Alexandria, Antioch, and Constantinople, and that war had 

clear winners and losers. Yet today the last three of those cities are 

now in countries overwhelmingly Muslim in population and tradi

tion, with Christian minorities barely hanging on. Ephesus itself 

now stands in the western portion of the Muslim land we call 

Turkey, which is almost Christian free. Chalcedon and its aftermath 

so divided the Christian East that its ruin was inevitable.26

Modern believers should take from this historical experience 

quite different lessons, and certainly not simplistic alarms about the 

supposed threat from Islam. Communities should not become so 

obsessively focused on their internal feuds that they forget what 

they have in common and fall prey to far more substantial external 

dangers that they have been too blinkered to notice.

Imagining Other Worlds

What ultimately became accepted as Christian orthodoxy was ham

mered out in a process that was painfully slow, gradual, and often 

bloody. This conflict was marked by repeated struggles, coups, and 

open warfare spread over centuries. It is easy to imagine another 

outcome in which the so-called Orthodox would have been scorned 

as heretics, with incalculable consequences for mainstream political 

history, not to mention all later Christian thought and devotion.

We might even say that the later history of Christianity depended 

not just on any one person, but on one horse, the one that stum

bled in 450, causing the death of the pro-Monophysite emperor 

Theodosius II. Only forty-nine at the time of his death, he could 

easily have reigned for another twenty years. That “might have 

been” is intriguing because, had he lived, the history of the world 

would have been quite different. If Theodosius had not died, there 

would have been no Chalcedon, and in that case, the Western, Eu

ropean, Catholic part of the empire'might have been the one to 

slide into secession over the following century. That was the direc

tion in which events so often seemed to be moving.27
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We can imagine a counterfactual universe in which the schism 

between Rome and the East occurred in the fifth century, not the 

eleventh, and papal Rome never recovered from subjection to suc

cessive waves of barbarian occupiers. By 450, much of the old West

ern empire was under the political control of barbarian warlords 

who were overwhelmingly Arian Christians, rather than Catholics. 

Perhaps the papacy might have survived in the face of Arian perse

cution and cultural pressure, perhaps not. In the East, meanwhile, 

the Monophysite Roman Empire would have held on to its rock

solid foundations in a faithfully united Eastern realm that stretched 

from Egypt to the Caucasus, from Syria to the Balkans. This solid 

Christendom would have struggled mightily against Muslim new

comers, and conceivably, they would have held the frontiers.

Later Christian scholars would know the fundamental languages 

of the faith—Greek, Coptic, and Syriac—and they would have free 

access to the vast treasures surviving in each of those tongues. Latin 

works, however, would be available only to a handful of daring re

searchers willing to explore that marginal language with its puzzling 

alphabet. Only those bold Latinists would recall such marginal fig

ures of Christian antiquity as Saints Augustine and Patrick. In con

trast, every educated person would know those champions of the 

mainstream Christian story, Severus of Antioch and Egypt’s Aba 

Shenoute.28 In this alternate world, the decisive turning point in 

church history would have been not Chalcedon, but Second Ephe

sus, which we today remember as the Gangster Synod, the Council 

That Never Was. And the One Nature would have triumphed over 

the noxious errors of the Dyophysites, the Two Nature heretics.

If only because of the other paths that could so easily have been 

taken, these debates give the mid-fifth century an excellent claim to 

be counted as the most formative period in the whole history of 

Christianity. Much recent writing stresses the earlier Council of 

Nicea (325) as the critical moment in defining the beliefs of that 

faith, the critical dividing line between early and medieval Christian

ity. In reality, the struggle even to define core beliefs raged for cen- 
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furies beyond this time and involved several other great gatherings, 

any one of which could have turned out very differently.

In many modern accounts, too, the church’s history is portrayed as 

a steady move toward the otherworldly aspects of faith, toward seeing 

Christ as a heavenly redeemer rather than a prophet or a mystically 

minded social teacher. For Elaine Pagels, for instance, part of this 

process involved replacing the cryptic gospel of Thomas with the in

carnational text of John (“In the beginning”). Thomas, she suggests, 

is for seekers and mystical inquirers, while John is for the devoutly 

unquestioning faithful. Meanwhile, some think, the canon of the New 

Testament became more rigidly defined in order to support Jesus’ 

steady ascent to Godhood. In this scholarly vision, the democratic, 

egalitarian, and Spirit-filled Jesus movement of the earliest times atro

phied into the repressive, bureaucratic Catholic Church of the Middle 

Ages: Christ pantokrator overwhelmed the human Jesus. For many writ

ers, Nicea marks the tragic end of a glorious phase in the history of 

Christianity and the commencement of something grimmer.29

The more we look at the two hundred years or so after Nicea, 

though, the shakier this perception must become. Arguably, fourth

century councils like Nicea marked the point When Jesus Became God, 
to quote scholar Richard Rubenstein—but that was the easy part. 

The fifth and sixth centuries had to tackle the far more stressful task 

of preventing Jesus from becoming entirely God. Many lives would 

be lost in the process, and at least one empire.30

By What Authority?

The Jesus Wars tell us much about how Christianity has developed 

over time and, by extension, how other world religions evolve as 

they confront new circumstances. Many of the issues are perennial, 

not least the enduring question of how churches determine the ac

ceptable limits of Christian belief.

Assuming that people disagree over matters that seem essential, 

just how do they decide which side is right, which is closer to the 
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mind of God? How does the church make up its own, all-too- 

human mind? Societies change, circumstances change, ideologies 

change, especially within a global church that contains so many 

separate cultures and political traditions and which is in daily con

tact with other faiths. It’s natural for a church living in a particular 

society to accept the standards prevailing in the wider community, 

whether these involve issues of gender and sexuality, property and 

slavery, war and peace, religious tolerance or bigotry. Christian 

teaching in one part of the world evolves according to the standards 

of the wider society, while believers elsewhere fear that the faith is 

being compromised beyond recognition. Over time, churches in dif

ferent nations and continents inevitably draw apart.

So how does a church ensure conformity, at least to the extent 

that each regional entity acknowledges the full Christian credentials 

of its counterparts elsewhere? This kind of question remains very 

much alive in modern-day disputes over gender and sexuality within 

various denominations, in the global Anglican Communion, but also 

among Catholics, Lutherans, Methodists, and Presbyterians.

For a modern audience, used to centuries of religious diversity 

and toleration, the stress on maintaining conformity seems unnec

essary. Today it seems obvious that when different sides are thor

oughly estranged, they should agree on an amicable separation. 

They should form their own denominations, agreeing to differ 

peaceably, and live in mutual respect. Yet that option was just not 

available in the early church, and not simply because Christians then 

were in any sense morally inferior to their descendants. Central to 

Christian thought—Catholic, Monophysite, or Nestorian—was the 

concept of the church as the undivided body of Christ. If a body 

was not united, then it was deformed, mutilated, and imperfect, and 

such terms surely could not be applied to the body of Christ.

The Eucharist was the material symbol or sacrament of this 

united body. However much worship practices differed around the 

world—and the differences were spectacular—one could only share 

communion with fellow Christians who held a correct view of
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Christ and the core of theological truth. If colleagues deviated from 
that, then they suffered anathema or condemnation, followed by 
excommunication. The word anathema was very potent, and it even 
had violent implications. Greek translations of the Old Testament 
use this term to describe the total condemnation or annihilation of 
a city, such as Jericho, where God commands the Israelites to mas
sacre “everything that breathes.” A person under anathema was 
equally cut off from both the church and civil society.

To be “in communion” meant sharing a basic core of assump
tions that drew the line between being a true member of the body 
of Christ, and not being. This issue resurfaces regularly today, when 
many liberal Christians see no problem in taking communion in 
other churches as a sign of good will and fellowship but are dis
mayed by the rigidity of some churches. This kind of restriction is a 
running source of grievance at Catholic funerals, where liberal 
priests will invite all comers to participate fully in communion, to 
the horror of more orthodox believers. But in this matter, it is the 
harder-line churches who reflect the views of the ancient church, 
with their exalted view of communion as the symbol of belonging 
and unity. You are who you eat bread with.31

The Church's Mind

Pressures toward uniformity grew after the empire officially ac

cepted Christianity in the fourth century. Just as all limbs and organs 

formed one human body, so there must be one organic church, one 

hierarchy, with its different regions operating in harmony and shar

ing communion—or so ran the theory. Over time, though, disputes 

and new questions arose within the Great Church, and doctrine 

needed to develop and advance in such a way that different factions 

did not condemn one another for forsaking the faith.

No one individual or group had the power to settle such disagree

ments: no single church leader or patriarch held universal authority. 

Conflicts rending large sections of the Christian community had to 
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be resolved by general statements of the whole body of the church, 

in the form of councils, an idea that first appears in the Jerusalem 

gathering of the apostles described in the book of Acts. If the 

church was a body, then these councils served, however imperfectly, 

as its rational mind;

Through the early Christian centuries, local councils met regularly 

at diocesan and regional levels, but by the fourth century we see the 

first gatherings that sought to be universal or ecumenical. The idea 

presented many challenges. In the very earliest days of the church, it 

might just have been possible to gather all Christian believers to

gether in one setting to decide an issue, but that option was simply 

not feasible when Christians ran into the millions. Instead, there had 

to be an assembly of some broadly representative gathering of 

bishops and higher clergy, drawn from as wide a sampling of the 

Christian world as was feasible. That has something in common 

with the principle of a modern opinion poll or survey, although 

with a supernatural justification. Councils represented the voice of 

the church as guided by the Holy Spirit, and once an assembly had 

spoken definitively on given issues, its pronouncements claimed ab

solute authority.32

In reality, councils rarely bore much resemblance to the intended 

pattern of collective holiness and usually looked more like the very 

worst of American political-party conventions. In studying the 

church councils of this era, certain themes come to mind, including 

Christian charity; restraint; common human decency; a willingness 

to forgive old injuries, to turn the other cheek. None of these fea

tured in any of the main debates. Instead, the councils were marked 

by name-calling and backstabbing (both figurative and literal), by 

ruthless plotting and backstairs cabals, and by a pervasive threat of 

intimidation.33

Human sinfulness apart, several specific reasons ensured that the 

councils would be so messy, so violent, and, ultimately, so divisive. 

One structural problem was that no commonly accepted principle 

determined who should or should not appear at councils, no guide
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line that gave a right of attendance to Bishop X or Bishop Y Even 

if such a plan existed, it would have been made almost useless by 

the infrequency with which councils met and the rapidly changing 

circumstances within the empire that made some areas more or less 

powerful over time. Between 325 and 680, only six councils were 

acknowledged as ecumenical, or possessing worldwide authority, far 
too few and infrequent for any individual or group to develop any 

kind of institutional memory.34
A council should be large in the sense of at least some hundreds 

of participants—318 bishops reputedly attended Nicea—but no 
written constitution specified a minimum number of participants, 
or how they should be chosen. Nobody even knew how many bish
ops held power at any given time. A common guesstimate in the 

440s was that the Roman Empire contained 1,200 bishops, a 
number that usually surfaced rhetorically in a sentence such as, 
“How dare you, one man, set yourself against 1,200?” But as some 
regions, particularly North Africa, massively overproduced bishops 
in terms of the overall population, that rough figure was an under
estimate. Nor did it include bishops from beyond the Roman 
realms, for instance from Ethiopia or Persia. So was a council legiti

mate if it had 200 members? 150? What about 50? No official 
quorum existed. Did the council have to include representation 

from every region of the Christian world, or just those for whom 
travel was geographically feasible? That last factor really mattered in 

an age when the roads and sea routes were playgrounds for barbar
ian raiders, for Huns, Vandals, and Goths.

Nor did any established plan explain just how the Holy Spirit 

would make his or her intentions known through the voices of the 

gathered bishops. The idea of voting and claiming a majority was 

as familiar an idea in the fifth century as it is today, but voting 

commonly took the form of acclamation. Groups of participants 

shouted for particular causes, probably with slogans and chants 

prearranged in caucuses. No definite lines separated a church 

council from a street demonstration. Moreover, it was never clear 
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whether Christology was to be settled on the basis of a simple ma

jority or some kind of supermajority. Even after a decisive vote was 

taken, the council still had to seek ratification from the emperor, 

which introduced splendid new opportunities for lobbying and in

fluence peddling.

This infuriating lack of precision explains the generally chaotic 

nature of proceedings, when respective parties mobilized large 

numbers of their own followers, while disqualifying rival delega

tions. Even if a council voted in a particular way, dissidents were 

quite capable of establishing a rival minority council of their own, 

voting as they thought fit, and sending that decision to the emperor 

for approval. Decisions generally involved condemning rivals or 

subjecting them to anathemas, and after some councils—especially 

First Ephesus—an observer needed flash cards to trace who exactly 

had excommunicated or deposed whom.

That process—or rather, lack of process—gave quite as much 

power to the imperial family and to imperial officials as to patriarchs 

or bishops. Any account of the Jesus Wars would begin with the 

great patriarchs, with pivotal church figures such as Leo of Rome or 

Cyril of Alexandria and their counterparts at Antioch and Constan

tinople; but making the final decisions were the emperors, Theodo

sius II and Marcian. And besides them, at least as important would 

be the empresses and princesses of the day. This meant, above all, 

the empress Pulcheria, whose alliance with a succession of barbar

ian generals gave her effective control of the Eastern Empire for 

thirty years, while Galla Placidia long dominated the West. Hardly 

less significant was Eudocia, a poet and rhetorical genius in her own 

right and the sponsor of the Monophysite movement after its defeat 

at Chalcedon. Without these and other royal women, neither side 

could have long existed or competed. Pulcheria, above all, was vital 

to defining what became Christian orthodoxy. Without her personal 

and constant intervention, the struggles at First Ephesus and Chal

cedon would certainly have taken different courses. The church was 

giving her no more than her due when it proclaimed her a saint. On 
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the other side, the freestanding Monophysite church could not have 

survived without the patronage of the sixth-century empress Theo

dora.35

All the theological rows had immense political consequences. All 

the great councils involved a confrontation between the great patri

archal sees, each represented by a prelate who went on to become 

either a great saint and father of the church, or a condemned here

tic. Several of these church leaders, also, represented a particular 
tradition of political power, and indeed of monarchy. As the Roman 

Empire crumbled, older patterns reasserted themselves, so that 

Alexandrian patriarchs like Cyril thought of themselves and acted 

like—literally—ancient pharaohs or Ptolemaic god-kings. Leo and 
the Roman popes saw themselves as successors of the ancient 

Roman emperors, the patriarchs of Constantinople as leaders of a 
Christian theocracy. The theological rows make no sense except in 
terms of this clash of self-images, as the shades of monarchies 
past and future tried to secure their supremacy as the legitimate 

successors of a fading regime. Ephesus and Chalcedon were battles 
for the political future as much as a war for eternal truth.

Violent Faith

Bishops debated theological points in the incense-filled back rooms 
of the councils, but their decisions had a deadly impact in the streets 

and villages, where ordinary laypeople were convinced that the es

sential core of Christian belief was at stake. What might to us seem 

like philosophical niceties drove ordinary people to the point of 

wishing to kill, torture, or expel their neighbors. The potential for 

violence and persecution existed at a far earlier stage of Christian 

development than many believe, certainly in the time of the early 

church rather than the Middle Ages. The councils led to outrageous 

violence in many parts of the empire—to popular risings and coups 

’d’état, to massacres and persecutions. Only with difficulty did im

perial forces maintain their hold on whole regions of the empire, 
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especially such prosperous but disaffected territories, as Egypt and 

Syria.36

Nor was violence confined to intra-Christian struggles. Histori

ans have often commented on the growth of intolerance in the 

church after it achieved official status within the empire, how it 

became ever more hostile toward heretics, pagans, and Jews. But it 

is especially in the years of the great councils, between 410 and 460, 

that the level of intolerance rises frighteningly. This story is both a 

direct outcome of the theological debates, and its natural outcome. 

Pulcheria, who saved orthodoxy in 451, was also the driving force in 

a violent campaign against Jews, which foreshadows the anti-Semitic 

persecutions of the European Middle Ages. Adding to the “medi

eval” feel of some of these events—the religious violence and big

otry, the anti-Semitism and fanaticism—the ruling dynasty through 

the era of Ephesus and Chalcedon, including Pulcheria herself, was 

of Spanish origin. While no one would suggest any kind of ethnic 

determinism, it is curiously appropriate that the Christian world of 

the fifth century looks so much like the time of Torquemada, the 

notorious Grand Inquisitor.37

When historian Edward Gibbon described the turbulent re

sponse to the Council of Chalcedon, he expressed astonishment 

that such savagery could erupt “in the pursuit of a metaphysical 

quarrel.” But powerfully justifying violence was a factor that mod

erns often ignore and which goes far beyond mere metaphysics. It 

also makes nonsense of attempts to distinguish religious from non

religious motivations. The vast majority of people at this time, edu

cated and ignorant, believed in providential views of the world. 

They believed that wrong conduct or heretical belief stirred God to 

anger, and that such anger would be expressed in highly material 

terms, in earthquake and fire, invasion and military defeat, famine 

and pestilence. Unless evildoers or wrong-believers were sup

pressed, society might perish altogether. In order to destroy those 

malevolent groups, activists took steps that look worldly, political, 

and cynical, but we can never truly separate those political acts from 
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their compelling underlying motivation, which was supernatural. 

However historians may use the term, no “secular world” existed 

independent of church and religion, and the Roman state, pagan or 

Christian, never was secular in any recognizable modern sense. Nor 

was there any such thing as “just politics.”

The Monopoly of Violence

But even if religious believers are outraged by some deviant creed, 

then or now, that does not of itself mean that violence will ensue. 

Rather, violence occurs when the state has neither the will nor the 
ability to restrain highly motivated private groups. This condition 
might arise from extreme state weakness and the breakdown of 

public institutions, but state agencies might consciously decide to 
ally with private groups. In either case, the state loses what sociolo

gist Max Weber famously described as its monopoly of violence, 
and the consequences for political stability can be dreadful. Vio
lence breeds violence, without any external forces to bring it to an 

end.
This is what happened in the fifth century, when the forces of 

church and empire were still unsure about the appropriate limits of 

each other’s power. Yes, the empire was Christian, and church lead
ers should be accorded all due prestige and favor. But where exactly 

did their power end in terms of suppressing paganism or fighting 

religious rivals? By 400, emperors gave very mixed signals about just 
how far they were prepared to let church authorities go in terms of 

serving as agencies of government, with the powers of coercion 

and enforcement that this involved. However hard dedicated civil 

officials tried to keep the peace at councils, they faced a losing battle 

when the imperial court failed to back their decisions.38

Meanwhile, radical new religious currents transformed ideas of 

the basis of power, giving vast authority to charismatic religious 

leaders. In the new Christian vision, the rejection of sexuality and 

the material world led God to grant amazing supernatural power to 
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his chosen followers, and these gifts were best manifested in visions 

and healing miracles. Potentially, this strength outmatched any 

amount of force that the secular world could deploy against it. The 

thousands who abandoned worldly society—the monks and her

mits—became the heroes and role models for those who could not 

bear to make the full sacrifice. And far from challenging this alterna

tive world of spiritual power, with its parallel hierarchies, worldly 

leaders sought rather to imitate it. Even the imperial family now as

pired to goals of world rejection and celibacy, and they listened 

carefully to the pronouncements of saints and visionaries.

By the fifth century, bishops and other Christian leaders could 

mobilize an impressive amount of muscle to promote their causes, 

making them powerful independent political actors. The church 

became not so much a state within a state, as a parallel state mecha

nism. Bishops commanded the absolute loyalty of their faithful 

clergy and other followers, much as secular lords and patricians 

could rely on their clients. Monks especially served as private mili

tias, holy head-breakers whom charismatic bishops could turn out at 

will to sack pagan temples, rough up or kill opponents, and overawe 

rival theologians. These were not rogue monks or clergy gone bad, 

but faithful followers of the church, doing exactly what was ex

pected of them over and above their disciplines of prayer, medita

tion, and healing. When cities or regions divided along lines of 

theology or faith, rival bishops and monks literally fought for domi

nation in the hills and on the streets.39

Driving extremism was the concept of honor. Throughout the 

centuries, ideas of honor have often served as an underappreciated 

component of religious conflict, and not just within Christianity. 

Looking at the conduct of some church institutions in these years, 

it is tempting to draw half-joking parallels to modern criminal or 

terrorist organizations—at times, the patriarchate of Alexandria 

did behave like the Sopranos. But such a comparison is more plau

sible than it may appear, in that both in ancient and modern times, 

Mediterranean societies were cemented together by certain cultural 
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themes: clientage and patronage, honor and revenge, devotion to 

family and clan. Honor and family dominated social relations in dif

ferent regions of the Roman Empire, and in extreme circumstances 

these had to be defended by force. Much of everyday life revolved 

around a constant series of honor challenges, ripostes, and one-up

manship. People struggled to assert the honor of their group and, 

hardly less important, inflict shame upon rivals. If we do not under

stand the ritualized forms of blood feud and vendetta, we stand no 
chance of comprehending Mediterranean and Near Eastern societ

ies, whether in the fifth century or the twenty-first.

Although monks and clergy pledged to renounce those ideas of 
personal honor as meaningless vanity, they easily transferred these 

loyalties to institutions. This might mean a new loyalty to the church 

as a whole, or to a particular see or monastery, and clergy fought for 

that church or religious' house with all the zeal they might earlier 

have applied to defending the honor of a city or a clan. Defeated 

rivals had to be shamed formally, with all the ritual symbolism of 

degradation and submission available to church and empire. We can 

hardly comprehend the astonishing venom that marked the long 

battle between the great churches of Antioch and Alexandria unless 

we realize that we are dealing here with a quite literal blood feud 

that spanned a century or more. In later eras, the idea of satisfying 

aggrieved honor even became central to Western theology. Around 

1100, the monk Anselm depicted Christ as the only sacrifice merito

rious enough to pay the debt of honor to God, which he did 

through his death on the cross. This theory of the atonement 

became standard for both Catholic and Protestant churches.40

Lay people, too, joined in the battles through mobs and orga

nized gangs, as religion served as a cultural badge in struggles for 

political power. As a later parallel, we might compare the religious 

factions with the gang structures of nineteenth-century urban 

America, as commemorated by Martin Scorsese’s film Gangs of New 

York. Constantinople—New Rome—worked in very similar ways. 

Street gangs mobilized the masses, but not just for mindless intertribal 



30 Jesus Wars

violence. These gangs overlapped with political factions and gov

ernment, and the keenest struggles raged over official influence and 

patronage. Regional rivalries also featured, as ordinary people came 

to identify particular leaders, particular schools of thought, with 

their own cities and homelands.41

Religious passions even extended to the two great sports factions 

in the Hippodrome, adopting the flag of the Orthodox (Blue) or 

Monophysite (Green). To imagine a modern parallel, we would have 

to suppose that current debates within the Anglican Communion 

were fought out at international soccer matches, between tens of 

thousands of football hooligans, representing the churches of (for 

instance) England and Nigeria. Each side would be heavily armed 

with knives and Molotov cocktails; each would have its distinctive 

colors, slogans, and banners—placards, for instance, bearing the 

likeness of England’s Rowan Williams on one side, of Nigerian 

primate Peter Akinola on the other. Nigerian mobs would yell for 

scriptural inerrancy, the English for interpreting the Bible in the 

light of reason and evolving standards of decency. At the end of 

the day, each side would tally its dead and maimed.

Christianity and Islam

Out-of-control clergy, religious demagogues with their consecrated 

militias, religious parties usurping the functions of the state ... It all 

sounds like the worst stereotypes of contemporary radical Islam, in 

Iran and Somalia, Iraq and Lebanon. And then, as now, the problem 

lay not in any characteristics of the religion itself, of its doctrines 

or Scriptures, but in the state’s inability to control private violence. 

Just a century after the conversion of the Roman empire, Christian 

churches were acting precisely on the lines of the most extreme 

Islamic mullahs today. This in itself suggests that none of the vio

lence or intolerance commonly seen in modern-day Islam is, so to 

speak, in the DNA of that religion but just reflects particular social 

and political circumstances.
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An event that occurred in Constantinople around the year 511 

suggests the parallels. The church of the day had a beloved hymn, 

the Trisagion or Thrice Holy, which praised, “Holy God, Holy and 

Mighty, Holy Immortal” (Orthodox churches sing it to this day). 

But the emperor, Anastasius, wanted to revise it in the Monophysite 

fashion, by lauding this God “Who was crucified for our sakes.” 

The new formula proclaimed that it was God alone who walked the 

soil of Palestine in the first century and suffered on the cross, a 

view that ignores the human reality of Jesus. So angry were the 

capital’s residents that they launched a bloody riot:

Persons of rank and station were brought into extreme danger, 

and many principal parts of the city were set on fire. In the 
house of Marinus the Syrian, the populace found a monk from 
the country. They cut off his head, saying that the clause had 
been added at his instigation; and having fixed it upon a pole, 
jeeringly exclaimed: “See the plotter against the Trinity!”42

We can imagine the response if, in the twenty-first century, a Muslim 
mob beheaded a dissident theologian and paraded the grisly trophy 

around the streets. Not only would the crime be (properly) de
nounced, but Westerners would assume that such behavior was part 
of the fundamental character of that religion—a bloodthirsty, war

like intolerance that could be traced back to the sternest passages of 
the Quran. The beheading would be seen as a trademark of Islamic 
fanaticism. Surely, we would say, Christians would never act like 

that. But they assuredly did.

While it is tempting to dismiss the religious politics of the fifth 
century as just a matter of faction and conventional partisanship, we 

also need to recall the special concepts of authority driving religious 

politics. Charismatic hierarchs claim guardianship of holy truths; 

prophets and visionaries seek to redirect history according to the per

sonal instructions of the divine; religious orders bypass the secular 

state in order to create theocracy; and a cult of martyrdom sustains 
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an escalating cycle of violence. Again, the better we understand the 

contemporary politics of the Islamic Middle East, the more intelli

gible becomes the Christian past; and vice versa. Constantinople or 

Alexandria then; Baghdad and Mogadishu today. Although the kind 

of weaponry involved is different, the ancient armies of obstreper

ous monks can easily be compared to the Shi’ite forces supporting 

Muqtada al-Sadr in contemporary Baghdad and Basra. The Christ 

Army predated the Mahdi Army by some 1,600 years.43

Watching how church factions in the age of the councils appro

priated spiritual authority so often recalls the modern Muslim world. 

For centuries, Muslim fatwas or religious decrees were issued only by 

accredited institutions of scholars and lawyers, and these texts car

ried real weight around the Islamic world. During the twentieth' 

century, though, different factions and even individuals arrogated to 

themselves the right to issue such fatwas, generally with the goal of 

justifying extremist or violent actions. Today, as in the fifth century, 

radical clerics not only denounce more moderate enemies, but offi

cially read them out of the faith. A fatwa might declare that however 

X describes himself in religious terms, he is in fact no longer a 

member of the Muslim community and is thus a suitable target for 

violence. In other words, they subject them to anathemas, just as 

Christians did in the fifth century. Radical Islamists even have a 

direct modern equivalent of the Christian anathema, in the form of 

takfir^ the act of declaring a Muslim person or even a state to be 

kaffir^ or infidel. The notion of takfiris fundamental to the extremist 

Islam that produced Osama bin Laden.

Other analogies also unite ancient and modern extremists. As in 

late Roman times, a providential view of the world drives political 

action today. Islamist radicals believe that only by purifying the faith 

can the Muslim world regain God’s favor and reverse its long 

modern history of defeats and disasters. And ideas of honor still 

stir violence in societies shaped by notions of personal and family 

pride. Just as early Christian monks fought for the honor of their 

church, so modern Islamic protesters defend the honot of the
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Prophet, most passionately when his image is demeaned in cartoons 
or novels. The concept of blasphemy is meaningless except in the 

context of ideas of honor and shame.

When we think of the history of Christianity, we picture certain key 
individuals and objects. We think of medieval cathedrals, of superb 
paintings and sculptures of the crucifixion or the Madonna, and 
generally, of some of the glories of European culture—together, 
of course, with some of the nightmare aspects of that story, the in
tolerance and fanaticism. But we think above all of a Christianity 
rooted in Europe and one unafraid to explore the image of the 
human face of Christ. We know a medieval Christian world with its 
spiritual and intellectual cores in Rome and Paris, not Alexandria 
and Antioch. At every stage, then, we are thinking of a world 
shaped by the outcome of those almost forgotten struggles of the 
fifth century, which occurred in a world of empires and states that 
have all faded into ruin. But these conflicts left an impact that sur
vives into the present day. The gatherings at Ephesus and Chalce- 
don remade a faith.





Appendix to Chapter One: 
The Church’s General Councils

Through the centuries, the church called many councils and gather

ings at regional and local levels, but a few great events were recog

nized as having special authority for the whole Christian world. 

These were general or universal (ecumenical) in nature. Catholic, 

Orthodox, and Protestant churches agree on accepting the first 

seven of these general councils as authoritative. Although these 

councils dealt with many miscellaneous items of belief and practice, 

each focused chiefly on an issue or debate that was particularly divi

sive at the time. Each council proclaimed a set of views that became 

established orthodoxy for much of the church, although in each 

case, the defeated party did not simply cease to exist overnight.

The first seven councils were:

I. First Council of Nicea (325) The church was divided over 

Christ’s divinity. Followers of Arius believed that, as a created 

being, Christ was inferior to God the Father. Their oppo

nents, led by Athanasius of Alexandria, taught that all three 

persons of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—were 

fully equal. The Council of Nicea resulted in a decisive victory 

for the Trinitarian party over the Arians. Athanasius went on 

to become bishop of Alexandria.

II. First Council of Constantinople (381) The emperor Theodosius I 

called this council mainly to settle continuing debates con
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cerning the Trinity. Arianism remained powerful long after the 

Council of Nicea, while some groups denied the full divinity 

of the Holy Spirit. The Council of Constantinople tried to re

solve these issues, and it defined the role of the Holy Spirit 

within the Trinity. This council created an expanded version 

of the creed originally declared at Nicea, and when later gen

erations use the so-called Nicene Creed, they are in fact using 

the form accepted at Constantinople in 381.

III. Council of Ephesus (431) With Trinitarian issues largely settled, 

the main focus of debate now turned to Christology, that is, 

the proper understanding of the character of Christ and the 

relationship between his human and divine natures. Nestorius, 

patriarch of Constantinople, was accused of dividing the two 

natures in a way that made the Virgin Mary the mother of 

Christ, but not of God. His leading opponent, the patriarch 

Cyril of Alexandria, taught the full unity of Christ’s natures. 

Cyril’s views triumphed, with the support of the Roman pope, 

and the Nestorian party was condemned. It remains open to 

debate whether Nestorius did in fact hold the views attributed 

to him.

[Second Council of Ephesus (449) Although later generations refused 

to recognise the credentials of this council, it was called in much the same 

way as its predecessors. The church of Constantinople was deeply split, 

with a strongparty emphasising Chrisfs single divine nature. Constanti

nople's bishop Flavian condemned these views as extreme and heretical. 

Underpressure from the Alexandrian patriarch Dioscuros, a council, 

met to investigate and condemn Flavian and to support One Nature 

teachings. The council degenerated into a mob scene, in which Flavian suf

fered mortal wounds. This gathering was subsequently rejected as a 

“Gangster Synod” and not a true council./

IV. Council of Chalcedon (451) The fourth council was called to re

verse the disastrous results of the recent Gangster Synod. The 

council condemned the actions of Dioscuros of Alexandria 
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and his allies. After intense debate, it also formulated a defini
tion of Christ’s being that presented him as both fully divine 
and fully human. This historic Chalcedonian definition owed 
much to the thought of the Roman pope Leo I.

V. Second Council of Constantinople (553) In the century following 
Chalcedon, the church continued to be severely split over 
christological issues, with many regions continuing to stress 
Christ’s One Nature (the Monophysite movement). Partly in 
order to reconcile these dissidents, the emperor Justinian 
called a council that would condemn the writings of some 
long-dead theologians whom the Monophysites regarded as 
gravely heretical. The Second Council of Constantinople did 
condemn the controversial writings—the so-called Three 

Chapters—but at the cost of creating new disagreements. 
Only after some years as a prisoner of the empire could the 
Roman pope Vigilius be bullied into accepting the council’s 

decisions.

VI. Third Council of Constantinople (680—81) In a last-ditch attempt 
to setde the christological wars, the Byzantine emperors had 

tried to establish that, whatever people thought about Christ’s 

natures, at least they could all agree that he had a single will. 

Unfortunately the compromise pleased nobody, and many at

tacked this imperial policy as a Monothelete (One Will) heresy. 

The Third Council condemned Monotheletism, proclaiming 

instead the belief that Christ was of two wills as well as of 

two natures.

VII. Second Council of Nicea (787) From the 720s, the Byzantine 

Empire split violently over the question of icons and images, 

with some activists arguing that such pictures should be pro

hibited as idolatrous. The Second Council of Nicea declared 

that such images were legitimate, provided they were vener

ated as opposed to being worshipped in their own right.
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God and Caesar

I will treat of the origin and progress and destinies of the tiro cities, the 

earthly and the heavenly, which are in this present world commingled and, 

as it were, entangled together.

Augustine of Hippo
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Two Natures

fhe mystery of the humanity of Christ, that He sunk Himself into our 

flesh, is beyond all human understanding.

Martin Tuther

¡¡ven if it were desirable, replied the Good Fairy, angelic or spiritual 

carnality is not easy, and in any case the offspring would be severely 

handicapped by being half flesh and half spirit, a very baffling and 

neutralising assortment of fractions since the two elements areforever at 

variance.

Flann O'Brien

In 428, Nestorius, the new patriarch of the imperial capital of Con

stantinople, denounced what he thought was a worrying trend in 

popular devotion. Christians might well venerate the Virgin Mary, 

he thought, but they should not call her Theotokos, God-Bearer or 

Mother of God. Far better to call her Christotokos, Mother of Christ, 

which did not raise such alarming theological questions.
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Yet this attempt to avoid dangerous innovations was itself seen 

as a rash challenge to received doctrine, and Nestorius’s interven

tion began a series of conflicts that tore apart both church and 

empire. The process was extraordinarily rapid. Within just three 

years from his appointment, he had become associated with a 

heresy and stirred up opposition that had divided the church in 

Constantinople and throughout much of the Eastern world. He 

had suffered a devastating counterattack, culminating in a general 

council that came close to causing a schism throughout the Chris

tian world; and he had been denounced, deposed, and utterly de

feated. Three years. That time frame indicates the amazingly rapid 

communications still prevailing within the empire and the easy 

cultural transmission permitted by the Greek language. The Chris

tian world might stretch from the Atlantic to Persia, but it could 

still look like a small village.

But the speed with which the crisis evolved suggests that the 

issues were anything but new. Rather, they were present in the cul

tural background, just awaiting the correct spark to set them alight, 

and the fast-moving story suggests the tinderbox atmosphere of 

church politics in this era. The Nestorian furor was yet another 

phase in a battle that had been raging for centuries. Participants had 

long wrestled with the idea of the Word made flesh and developed a 

whole world of specialized terms and concepts: being and nature, 

person and substance. But how, in fact, had Christology become so 

brutally divisive and, ultimately, an empire killer?1

7. Comprehending Christ c.30—300

God  and  Man ?

The Gospels allow for many interpretations concerning the nature 

and identity of Christ. How explicitly did Jesus claim to be one with 

God? If you take your main picture of Jesus Christ from the gospel 

of John, then you are more likely to focus on a divine figure. Read
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ing the synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) demands that 

we pay more attention to the human reality.2

Undoubtedly, the idea of Christ as both God and man is ancient 

in the church. Early in the second century, Ignatius of Antioch 

wrote in terms that would be quite familiar to later believers right up 

to the present day. As he wrote, “Jesus Christ Our Lord” was:

Of the flesh and of the spirit,
Born and unborn,
God come in the flesh ... from both Mary and God.

But other interpretations were possible, and indeed common. 
Since apostolic times, many groups had formed their own particular 
interpretations of the relationship between human and divine. Lists 
of ancient heresies include many groups holding diverse views on 
Christology. Of course, the fact that we regard them as heresies and 
isms means only that they ultimately lost out in the struggle of ideas 
and became byways of belief rather than the mainstream.3 (See ap
pendix to this chapter: Some Early Interpretations of Christ.)

Some early followers of Jesus saw him as prophet or messiah, but 
not as a divine figure or an incarnate God. These Jewish-Christian 
groups were usually termed Ebionites, and it is an open question 
whether they represented a fossil of the very earliest Jesus move
ment. As tensions grew between Jews and Christians, the church 
condemned any views that seemed too close to Judaism. This Jewish 
issue would often resurface in later theological debates, as thinkers 
who over-emphasized Christ’s human nature were charged with 

Jewish sympathies.4

Two Natures ? The  Adopted  Son

Other widely held theologies imagined two separate natures, human 
and divine, but spoke of the divine nature, the Logos, invading and 

overwhelming the human. Adoptionist teachings proclaimed that 
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Jesus was altogether human, but upon him had descended a divine 

power who granted him his anointing, his Christship. He acquired 

Sonship at a specific moment, through a process of divine adop

tion.5 And however far removed these ideas are from later Christian 

orthodoxy, they do follow quite logically from reading some parts 

of the New Testament.

Assuming that Christ became God, when and how was he 

Godded? Modern Christians see little difficulty in the question, so 

familiar are they with the doctrine of the virgin birth. This idea is 

reinforced by stories and paintings of the annunciation to Mary, to

gether with centuries of accumulated Christmas lore, the events 

surrounding the birth of Emmanuel. Of course, we think, that was 

self-evidently the moment at which a divine being appeared in the 

world in human form. But a wide range of early thinkers read the 

story very differently, and they had good scriptural grounds for their 

beliefs.

The idea of the virgin birth is unquestionably present in the gos

pels of Matthew and Luke, but elsewhere in the New Testament the 

idea leaves not a trace. Among Paul’s epistles, Galatians speaks of 

God sending his Son, “born of a woman,” but neither here nor 

elsewhere does Paul suggest anything unusual about Jesus’ concep

tion or birth. Although Paul could have written explicitly “of a 

virgin,” instead he uses the word for woman, gyne/gynaikos. Two of 

the gospels, Mark and John, make no reference to a birth story for 

Jesus, and neither did the hypothetical lost gospel Q. Nor do early 

alternative gospels like Thomas. Even in Matthew and Luke, the 

virgin birth idea never reappears after the initial chapters: it is not 

mentioned in Luke’s sequel to his gospel, the book of Acts. And al

though some would argue that Revelation refers to Mary and her 

child, the text is open to debate, and in any case, it does not speak 

of a virgin birth. In the New Testament, at least, no apostle or 

Christian preacher ever tries to convince an audience by stories of 

Jesus’s miraculous conception or birth, or of a manger surrounded 

by angels or kings. Ignatius definitely believes in the virgin birth, but 



The War of Two Natures 45

otherwise the idea makes little impact on the so-called apostolic 

fathers, the Christian thinkers from the period between about 90 

and 140.
Reading Mark, John, or Q, in the absence of the Christmas sto

ries, we would assuredly think of Jesus’ baptism, rather than his 
birth, as the moment when he acquired divinity. Let us for instance 

read the account of Mark that is, according to scholarly consensus, 
the oldest surviving full gospel; but imagine that we come to this 
without the assumptions that we have from any previous reading. 
The text begins with the theme of preparing the Way, the term that 
the first Jesus followers used for their new faith. We hear of the 
mission of John the Baptist, and then Jesus himself appears to be 
baptized, without any description of his antecedents or any sugges
tion that they were at all out of the ordinary. At that point, the Spirit 
descends on him like a dove, and then he flees into the wilderness, 
presumably to confront the astonishing new reality he has encoun
tered. John’s gospel offers a very similar sequence. The difference 
there, of course, is that the text begins with the famous prologue 
describing the Incarnation, the Word becoming flesh. We are used 
to reading this as a Christmas story, of the Word being born in a 
Bethlehem manger, and that is a perfectly possible interpretation— 
but not the only one. Someone could even understand the “word 
becoming flesh” in terms of a divine figure materializing in the 

Judean wilderness in the guise of a thirty-year-old man, ready to 
begin a spiritual mission; and that is roughly how early Gnostic 
Christian believers did take it. Or else, we could read the prologue as 

describing what is about to happen to Jesus when he emerges from 

the Jordan.
For many early Christians, Jesus was a good or holy man, but only 

at the moment of his baptism in the Jordan was he suddenly over

whelmed by the power of divinity, the Logos or Holy Spirit. Early 

in the second century, the influential Gnostic thinker Cerinthus 

popularized this idea of Jesus’ being possessed by a divine force at 

his baptism. The crucifixion would then have marked the moment 



46 Jesus Wars

that the power of Christ abandoned the man Jesus. According 

to the second-century gospel of Peter, Christ on the cross cried 

out “My Power, my Power, why have you forsaken me?” Accord

ing to the orthodox church father Irenaeus, writing around 180, 

Cerinthus

represented Jesus as having not been born of a virgin, but as 

being the son of Joseph and Mary according to the ordinary 

course of human generation, while he nevertheless was more 

righteous, prudent, and wise than other men. Moreover, after 

his baptism, Christ descended upon him in the form of a dove 

from the Supreme Ruler, and that then he proclaimed the un

known Father, and performed miracles. But at last Christ de

parted from Jesus, and that then Jesus suffered and rose again, 

while Christ remained impassible, inasmuch as he was a spiri

tual being.

Irenaeus further explained that, according to the Gnostic view,

This Christ passed through Mary just as water flows through a 

tube; and there descended upon him in the form of a dove at 

the time of his baptism, that Savior who belonged to the Pler- 

oma [the Fullness of divinity].

Other New Testament passages also support views of Christ that 

fall well short of what became standard orthodoxy, although they 

point to the Resurrection, rather than the baptism, as the moment 

when Jesus acquired Godhood.6

We can even argue that the mainstream church kept alive this an

cient fascination with Christ’s baptism long after its official theology 

rejected the idea that this marked the moment at which he became 

divine. Although the idea is speculative, what we know as the date 

of Christmas may preserve memories of a time when some Chris
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tians made a special celebration of the baptism of Christ—rather 
than his birth—as the key moment in his life.

When we look at church calendars, it is puzzling that modern 
Christians celebrate Christmas in midwinter, whereas the early church 
located Christ’s birth in May. (No sane Judean shepherd would have 
been out on the hills watching his flocks in December.) But other 
possible explanations exist for this winter celebration. Late in the 
second century, we know that Egyptian Gnostic followers of Basilides 
commemorated Jesus’ baptism as especially holy, and they celebrated 
it on January 6. Over the centuries, the Orthodox churches used the 
midwinter date to commemorate the birth of Jesus rather than his 
baptism, and January 6 marks the feast of the Epiphany. For Western 
churches, this is the day on which the Magi reputedly visited Jesus in 
the stable, proclaiming the manifestation of Christ’s glory as a new
born child. Over the centuries, though, other Christian cultures com
bined the celebration of Christ’s birth with a remembrance of his 
baptism in the Jordan. Eastern Orthodox churches celebrate Epiph
any as the festival of Christ’s baptism. In the ancient church of 
Ethiopia, Jesus’ baptism is the focus of the feast of Timqatvr Epiph
any, which is still one of the greatest festivals of the liturgical year. 
TTw^/is the local Amharic word for “baptism.”7

Adoptionist doctrines survived through the third century, and 
they revived powerfully in the 260s through the influence of Paul 
of Samosata, bishop of Antioch. Paul held that Mary was the 
mother of the man Jesus, on whom the Logos descended at his 
baptism.

Having been anointed by the Holy Spirit he received the title of 
the anointed [Christos}, suffering in accordance with his nature, 
working wonders in accordance with grace. For in fixity and reso
luteness of character he likened himself to God; and having kept 

himself free from sin was united with God, and was empowered 

to grasp as it were the power and authority of wonders.



48 Jesus Wars

At the time, the view was denounced as Ebionite and Jewish, be

cause it put so much emphasis on Jesus’ human nature. It matters 

for later debates because Paul became the ancestor of Two Nature 

theories about Christ.8 And while the church of Antioch rejected 

Adoptionism, its theologians always insisted on emphasizing the 

human reality of Christ, in addition to the divine.

One  Nature ? Christ  as  God  Alone

Other early believers stressed Christ’s divinity to the point of all but 

denying his humanity: Christ had one nature, and it was God’s. And 

these Christians, too, could find support in Scripture and in ancient 

tradition. In one version of this view, Christ only took human form 

as a guise in which to visit the world, and his appearance and suffer

ings were a matter of illusion—hence the name Docetists, from the 

Greek word dokein meaning “to seem.” Already in the New Testa

ment era, the Epistles of John condemned those who denied that 

Christ had come in the flesh. Some Docetists turned for scriptural 

support to the hymn recorded in Philippians 2, in which Christ takes 

the form or shape (niorph^ of a slave, and was born in human form, 

in human likeness. That hymn is so ancient that already by 60 or so, 

Paul seems to be quoting it as a well-known text. It predates any of 

the four Gospels as we have them.

That belief in Christ as illusion had massive implications for 

church practice and devotion—if Christ was immaterial, for in

stance, then believers could receive only a symbolic benefit from the 

Eucharist. That belief set Docetists apart from the emerging church 

and was one of the main grounds on which Ignatius of Antioch 

denounced them early in the second century: he called them “athe

ists and infidels.” But similar ideas enjoyed a long history in Syria 

and the East, where they were consecrated through their inclusion 

in many alternative gospels. This theology also became part of the 

new religion founded by Mani, who preached a radical conflict be

tween light and darkness, spirit and matter. From that antimaterial 
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point of view, it was monstrous to suggest that Christ had a bodily 

form, or (as Mani mockingly said) that he was “born of blood and 

flesh and women’s ill-smelling effluent!” In the West, one of the 

strongest advocates of Christ’s real, material nature was the African 

Tertullian, writing around 200. In his work De Carne Christi (“Of 

the Flesh of Christ”), he argued that none of the doctrines of 

Christianity made sense unless we accepted the real physical nature 
of the Incarnation: “God must have flesh, in order to have a real 

death and real resurrection.” Although he never used the exact 
phrase, his work is best remembered for the justification he offers 
for his faith in the Incarnation: I believe it because it is absurd!9

Mainstream churches fought repeatedly against One Nature be

liefs through the second and third centuries. From about 200, the 
main controversy involved the view that Christ had a human body 
but no identity or personality separate from that of the one united 
God. Father, Son, and Spirit were just modes of one reality, three 
names for one substance, and it made no sense to speak of a Trinity. 
This was the theory proposed around 220 by one Sabellius, although 
his ideas were so controversial that we have virtually no record of 
his actual words. According to this view, Christ was one with the 
Father, to the extent that it was the Father who suffered on the 
cross. In terms of later theories about the identity of Christ, this 
represented an extreme version of One Nature belief. The Sabellian 
idea appealed to Christians who retained the Jewish horror of any 
departure from strict monotheism and who worried about making 
Christ a second and distinct God.10

Keeping  Christ  Human

Memories of these debates were very much alive in Nestorius’s 

time. The names and labels served as convenient code words to stig

matize enemies. If someone emphasized the single nature of Christ 

too strongly, his critics would denounce him (outrageously) as a Sa

bellian. Someone who veered too far the other way, overstressing 
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the two separate natures, ran the risk of being labeled a follower of 

Cerinthus or Paul of Samosata. By the late third century, the West

ern church had evolved a formula designed to avoid both extremes. 

In Latin terms, Jesus Christ was one persona (person) in whom are 

the two substantiae, substances, of divinity and humanity.11

In light of later assumptions about the course of Christian doc

trine, it is worth stressing just what the different sides were assum

ing about the divinity of Christ. For many modern readers, claims 

about Christ’s divinity represent a later distortion of his original 

claims. According to this view, the earliest church saw Jesus as a 

man, and only later and retroactively was he promoted to God

hood. This elevation was associated especially with the Roman 

Empire’s conversion to Christianity and events like the Council of 

Nicea in 325. Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci Code argues that 

Nicea was the moment at which Jesus became God, as a result of 

power plays in the empire and church: he owed his Godhood to 

majority vote.

But for at least a century before that, the reality of Christ’s divinity 

was scarcely at issue, and certainty in this belief grew with the in

creasing dominance of the canonical four Gospels. The more popu

lar Matthew and Luke became as standard accounts of Jesus’ life, 

the harder it was to get over the powerful stories of his miraculous 

conception and birth. Memories of these accounts permeated the 

minds of readers approaching Mark and John to the point where 

they assumed that these works, too, must have had some kind of 

birth story. Battles erupted not over the divinity of Jesus Christ, but 

rather involved questions of what, if any, human elements remained 

within him. Already by 200, those Jewish-Christian movements that 

had seen Jesus as a purely human figure were becoming rare and 

isolated. The real struggle involved a very different issue: how could 

Christ be kept human?
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2. The Fourth Century

Nicea ’s New  Wars

The question of how fully Christ was united with God the Father 
provoked the so-called Arian crisis. Arius was a priest who agreed 
that Christ was an immensely powerful and holy figure of supernatu
ral dimensions, but as the Father had created him at a specific 
moment, we could not regard him as equally divine. Others, led by 
the Egyptian Athanasius, believed just as passionately that Christ was 
fully equal with the Father, entirely part of a God who was Three-in- 
One, and he had always held that status. The orthodox position was 
neatly summarized in a slogan that roughly translates as “There never 
was a was when He wasn’t.”12 As so often occurs in such philosoph
ical battles, the differences between the two sides were actually not 
huge. Arians and Athanasians both held that Christ was intimately 
close to the Father and existed before the created universe. Athana
sians believed that Christ was the same being (homoousios) with the 
Father; Arians thought that he was “of like being” (homoiousios)— 
similar, just not the same. The one letter made all the difference.

Athanasius scored a massive victory in this conflict, but in so 
doing, he also opened the door to One Nature understandings of 
Christ. In 325, the Council of Nicea condemned the Arian view as 

heretical. The council asserted its belief in

one Lord Jesus Christ, only-begotten Son of God, begotten 

from the Father, that is from the substance [ous/a] of the 

Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true 

God, begotten not made, of the same being or substance 

\homoousios\ with the Father, through whom all things came to 

be, both those in heaven and those in earth; for us humans 

and for our salvation he came down and became incarnate 

[enfleshed, sarkothenta^ became human [was “manned,” enan- 
thropesanta\F
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The Council of Nicea became one of the legendary moments in 

the church’s history, marking the triumph of a newly declared or

thodoxy. And although enforcing this view over the whole church 

took centuries (Arian Goths and Lombards still ruled large portions 

of western Europe in the sixth century), Athanasian doctrines even

tually prevailed. Even today, hundreds of millions who attend litur

gically oriented churches echo the doctrine every week when they 

recite a creed declaring, in whatever language, that Christ is of one 

being with the Father. But far from ending theological debate, Nicea 

actually opened whole new battlefronts. By the end of the fourth 

century, the mainstream church had reached fair agreement on 

the nature of God and the Trinity, but debate now shifted to the 

nature of Christ. Those christological debates dominated the 

fifth century.14

The Nicene definition itself posed real problems for ideas of 

Christ’s humanity. The text does indeed assert a belief in the human 

Christ. Not only did Jesus become incarnate, but he also became 

human, anthropos. But people might disagree over what those terms 

might mean, and this debate opened a gulf between the churches of 

Alexandria and Antioch. John’s gospel talked about the Logos “be

coming flesh” (sarx)* and later thinkers viewed the Logos as the 

principle guiding Christ’s flesh or body. This hogos-sarx (Word

flesh) approach appealed to Alexandrian thinkers like Athanasius. 

But it would be possible to understand this as seeing God inhabit

ing a human body without any real identity of its own: Jesus in that 

sense would just be a generic representative of the human species. 

Antiochenes on the other hand worried that this approach under

played Jesus’ full humanity. He was not just a body; he was a real 

individual man with a particular background and life story, with the 

human mind, will, and desires that this implied—he wept. Anti

och’s thinkers accordingly put more emphasis on the human Christ, 

the anthropos* so that we speak of a hogos-anthropos (Word-man) 

view. Taking humanity, becoming anthropos* had to imply fully 

human status.15
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And then there was that loaded word homoousios, which now 

gained almost scriptural status in its own right as a concept that 

could not be safely challenged. But it could very easily be used to 

support One Nature theories. If in fact Christ shared a common 

substance with the Father, what then became of the man Jesus? Sig
nificantly, the Nicene Creed says literally nothing about what Jesus 

did between his incarnation and his crucifixion under Pontius Pilate. 
We hear not a word about his miracles or parables, his sermons or 
teachings, or anything at all in his earthly human life: it is almost as 
if none of his intervening life or career mattered in the slightest. 

However hard he tried, even Athanasius could not make a convinc
ing case for the human nature of his Christ. In fact, critics of Nicea 
had solid grounds for claiming that the great council had just rein
stated the old Sabellian doctrines in a new guise, the idea that Christ 
was just a form or mode of one divine being; Ironically, the same 
church gathering that had denounced Paul of Samosata back in 268 
had explicitly condemned the term homoousios, which that earlier 
council had regarded as one of Paul’s heretical innovations. In 268, 
the church dismissed the word as heretical nonsense; sixty years 
later, it was the watchword for unifying orthodoxy.16

Apollinarius

In its drift to One Nature theories, the church was dabbling with 
dangerous ideas. If Christ was really one with God, that would 
mean that God himself was carried in the Virgin’s womb, was born, 
was destined to suffer and die. Historian Edward Gibbon rightly 

suggests the consequences of Nicea for doctrine: “The faith of the 
Catholics trembled on the edge of a precipice where it was impos

sible to recede, dangerous to stand, dreadful to fall.”17 It was left to 

one of Athanasius’s closest disciples to carry his logic to its natural 

conclusion. As a fierce enemy of Arianism, Apollinarius of Laodi- 

cea in Syria wanted to stress the divine nature of Christ, and he did 

so in a brilliant series of essays and letters in the 360s and 370s. But 
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in reacting against the Arians, who underplayed the divinity of 

Christ, he went so far in the opposite direction that he all but 

removed the human nature, in an extreme form of Word/flesh 

Christology. He became the ancestor of all later One Nature or 

Monophysite theologies.

Apollinarius rejected any suggestion that Christ could have a 

human mind. Like most thinkers of his age, he followed Plato in 

seeing human beings as possessing a body {soma), soul {psyche), and 

mind {nous), The psyche controlled animal functions, but the nous was 

the rational higher mind that made us human. Apollinarius argued 

like this: if Christ was of the same nature {homoousio^) as God the 

Father, he was therefore divine. But surely a divine being could not 

so debase itself as to share human nature, and so could not have a 

human mind, nous, “a mind changeable and enslaved to filthy 

thoughts.” If Christ had a human mind, that would have meant that 

he possessed a dual personality, what we would today call schizo

phrenia—literally, a split mind.18

Although the Incarnation involved a merger of human and divine 

elements, Apollinarius thought that the divine so dominated as to 

leave virtually nothing of the human in Christ except soma and 

psyche—the fleshly body, and the animal soul. Christ, said Apollinarius, 

contained no human mind {nous) or rational soul {psyche logike), but the 

divine Word supplied this role. “The Word of God has not descended 

upon a holy man, a thing which happened in the case of the prophets, 

but the Word himself has become flesh without having assumed a 

human mind ... but existing as a divine mind immutable and heav

enly.” Christ shared human nature, but in no sense could he be a 

human individual. In Christ, Apollinarius argued, the divine nature so 

prevailed that he became “God born of a woman,” a “flesh-bearing 

God.” “There is no distinction in Holy Scripture between the word 

and his flesh: he is one nature, one energy, one person, one hypostasis, 

at once wholly God and wholly man.”19

However logical his argument, Apollinarius attracted massive 

criticism. If he was right, and Christ had no human mind, what ex
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actly was salvation all about? Had Christ come to save and redeem 

just the flesh? As the nineteenth-century commentator Philip 

Schaff wrote, “the rational spirit of man requires salvation as much 

as the body.” At worst, Apollinarius seemed to be denying the real 
humanity of Jesus and reverting to a kind of Docetism. Several 

synods denounced his ideas, which were definitively condemned at 
the Council of Constantinople in 381, the so-called Second Ecu

menical Council (Nicea was the first). Pope Damasus concurred: 
“If any one speaks of Christ as having had less of manhood or of 
Godhead, he is full of devils’ spirits, and proclaims himself a child 
of hell.”20 The Roman church anathematized “all who maintain 
that the Word of God moved in human flesh instead of a reason
able soul. For this Word of God Himself was not in His own body 
instead of a reasonable and intellectual soul, but assumed and 
saved our soul, both reasonable and intellectual, without sin.”21

But taking Apollinarius’s own work off the table did not solve 
the dilemmas concerning the Natures, or end argument. If he was 
wrong, and the One Nature idea was false, did that now mean that 
the Two Nature theory was correct? So was Cerinthus the Gnostic 
right after all? The Apollinarian affair launched the long wars that 
erupted into open conflict at Ephesus and Chalcedon, and beyond.

The  New  Language  of  God

The Apollinarian crisis also showed how much of the controversy in 
the church arose from disputes over shades of language. By the end 
of the fourth century, theologians drew subtle yet critical differences 
between a number of words that earlier had been thrown around in 
far vaguer terms. The most significant thinkers were the so-called 
Cappadocian Fathers: Basil of Caesarea, Gregory Nazianzus, and 
Gregory of Nyssa. Through their work, the church developed a 
whole new Christian philosophical system, complete with a termi

nology that would allow for greater precision in argument. This al

lowed Christology to be discussed in terms of levels or degrees of 



56 Jesus Wars

union, in a way that avoided a simple equation of Christ = God. The 

vocabulary they created shapes all the controversies of the fifth 

century.22

The most important of these terms are ousia, physis, hypostasis, and 

prosopon. (See Table 2.)

TABLE 2

SOME KEY TERMS IN
THE  CHRISTOLOGICAL DEBATES

Greek: ousia physis hypostasis prosopon

Latin: essentia natura substantia persona

English: being nature individual reality personality

Physis meant nature, in the sense of “one’s true nature.” Hypostasis is 

a complex word but can be translated as “individual reality.” The 

word suggests “underlying” and could have an architectural sense, 

implying the foundations of a house. Prosopon implied personality. 

The word originally implies mask, as in a theatrical performance, 

and the Latin equivalent would be persona. In terms of modern 

psychology, it is fitting to think that what we call our “person” or 

personality is in fact a mask that we show to the outside world; but 

in a theological sense, it had no such sense of deception or illu

sion.23

The distinctions are important. In terms of the Trinity, the Cap

padocians imagined three individual beings—Father, Son, and 

Spirit—each with its own identity, hypostasis, but sharing a common 

being or ousia. God the Son is indeed of the same being, ousia, with 

the Father, as Nicea had declared, but that does not take us back to 

the Sabellian debates. As a human being, I share a common ousia 

with other humans, so we are of the same sort, but that does not 

mean that we are all identical. I have my individual identity, which 

differs from that of John Smith or Mary Jones. Christ could thus be 

homoousios with God without being identical to God.24
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But other key questions proliferated. If Christ had both a human 
and a divine nature (physis), what was their relationship? At what 

stage did they come together? Did this happen from the conception 
of Christ, from his birth, or from some other time? And what hap
pened to the human nature after that union? Did the human nature 
survive the Incarnation? Did it exist after the Resurrection? Just how 
human was the Christ who walked in Galilee was a knotty question.

What did Christ know, and when did he know it? Presumably 
Christ had knowledge that fell short of that of God the Father, but 
how constrained was he? We might agree that the infant Jesus in the 
manger did not have total awareness of the inner workings of the 
universe, but did the adult man? Jesus’ degree of knowledge might 
in theory have developed gradually, as the man grew, matured, and 
suffered. But could we identify a specific point at which Jesus gained 
awareness of his divine identity, rather than a gradual realization?

3. Declaring the Jesus Wars: The Fifth Century

Much of the debate leading up to Chalcedon involved a decades- 
long war between two major intellectual centers, the twin hearts of 
Christianity: Alexandria and Antioch. Each was among the most 
ancient centers of the faith, with an overwhelming sense of conti
nuity and tradition. Both cities grew mightily in power and prestige 
as the fifth century went on. The harder the barbarians struck in the 
west, against Gaul and Spain and Africa, the more the shrunken 
empire came to rely politically and economically on Syria and 
Egypt—that is, on Antioch and Alexandria. Each city, also, came to 
represent a particular interpretation of the Natures controversy, 
with Alexandria holding firmly to One Nature doctrine, and Anti
och being open to Two Nature ideas. Nestorius himself was very 

much a product of Antioch, and the Alexandrians were his deadliest 

enemies.
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Alexandria’s distinctive heritage can be traced to the early- 

third-century scholar Origen, who was the source of many of the 

theories and much of the vocabulary—including ousia and hyposta

sis—that would shape Christology. Origen also pushed Alexan

drian theology in highly philosophical directions, and he pioneered 

the symbolic, spiritualizing approach to Scripture that so often 

marked Egyptian thinkers. In the decades following Nicea, Alexan

dria’s heroic representative was the bishop Athanasius. He had in

sisted absolutely on the divinity of Christ, on the doctrine of 

homoousios, and fought any attempt to undermine the divine 

nature within Christ. This tradition was kept alive by a series of 

Alexandrian successors. The greatest was Cyril, who was at once a 

brilliant thinker and—let it be said—an obnoxious bully. Cyril 

struggled mightily against any concession to Two Nature doctrine. 

He rejected the suggestion that the Word became man through a 

kind of joining based merely on will or pleasure. The union had to 

lie deeper than that.25

Cyril’s greatest contribution to doctrine was the formula that he 

devised in opposition to Nestorius, that of the hypostatic union. 

According to this view, which the Council of Chalcedon conse

crated as official doctrine, two different natures came together in a 

“union according to hypostasis” (henosis kath’ hypostasi^), & dynamic 

unity, “and from both arose one Christ, one Son.”

The Word, having united to himself hypostatically in an inef

fable and inconceivable manner flesh animated by a rational 

soul, became man and was called son of man. . . .While the 

natures that were brought together in true union are different, 

yet from them both is the one Christ and Son ... the Godhead 

and the Manhood, by their ineffable and indescribable coming 

together into unity, perfected for us the one Lord and Christ 

and Son.
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Mary was the Mother of God because she bore flesh that was indis

solubly united to the divine Logos. “So we shall acknowledge one 
Christ and one Lord, not worshipping a man together with the 

Word ... but worshipping him as One and the same.”26
Also vital in terms of later Christian practice was Cyril’s procla

mation of eucharistic doctrine. If Christ was God incarnate, then 
believers could access that divine life through the body and blood 
of the Eucharist. Although we have not yet quite arrived at the me
dieval Western idea of the Mass as an act of transubstantiation, 
Cyril forcefully expresses the idea that the bread and wine are utterly 
transformed. We receive the Eucharist, he writes, “not as the flesh 
of a man sanctified and associated with the Word by a unity of dig
nity, or as having God dwelling in him, but as Life-giving of a truth 
and the very own flesh of the Word himself. For being, as God, life 
by nature, when he became one with his own flesh, he made that 
flesh life-giving.” As for many other thinkers, Cyril’s very high inter
pretation of Christ led to an exalted view of the sacraments and the 
clergy who dispensed them.27

The problem in all this was that Cyril was drawing much more 
heavily than he realized on extreme One Nature doctrines, and 
these systematically influenced his work. In forming his ideas, he 
was entranced by a phrase that he believed had been written by his 
solidly orthodox predecessor, Athanasius, who had supposedly 
spoken of Christ as “one Nature (miaphysis) of the Logos of God 
Incarnate.” Through Cyril, this idea became the basis of emerging 
Christian orthodoxy. The problem was that the text in question was 
forged, and the idea actually came not from Athanasius, but from 
Apollinarius, the condemned heretic. Although Antiochene theolo
gians tried to expose the forgery, few Christian leaders listened. 
Based on these spurious texts, the Alexandrian tradition became 
ever more committed to ideas of One Nature. Particularly hair-rais
ing was Cyril’s proposition that “the Word of God suffered in the 

flesh, and was crucified in the flesh, and tasted death in the flesh.”
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Nothing in that formulation would have surprised Apollinarius. 

Through Cyril’s mishandling of a bogus text, the doctrines of 

Apollinarius left their stamp on mainstream Christology, pushing 

the image of Christ in much more exalted and divine directions 

than they might otherwise have done.28

Antioch

The other intellectual center was Antioch, which yielded nothing 

to Alexandria in the depth of its Christian tradition.29 Antioch’s 

strong and distinctive intellectual tradition made its believers will

ing to explore daring interpretations of the Christian message. 

Paul of Samosata himself was bishop here before being deposed 

for alleged heresy; even Apollinarius lectured in Antioch. Long 

before the rise of Christianity, Antioch had flourishing schools of 

rhetoric and philosophy, and Christians drew on this pagan tradi

tion, suitably modified. At the same time, they remained in dia

logue with the substantial Jewish population. By the fourth century, 

too, Antioch was developing very differendy from Alexandria in 

terms of its attitude toward reading and interpreting the Bible. The 

closer one read the Gospels as a historical text, putting passages in 

their context, the harder it was to get away from the presence of a 

very human Jesus. Hence the Antiochene taste for a Word/man 

Christology.30

These different influences shaped Antioch’s role in the debates 

that followed Nicea. The founder of the great scholarly tradition 

was Diodore, from St. Paul’s home city of Tarsus. Diodore attracted 

churchwide attention as a leading critic of Apollinarius, and in these 

debates he formulated his own Two Nature position.

Diodore’s most important successor was Theodore of Mopsues- 

tia (350-428), who held controversial views on many topics. Like 

Diodore, he was a universalist, believing that all would ultimately be 

saved, so that damnation was not eternal.31 On the question of the 

natures, Theodore believed that human and divine were united in a 
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singlepro sop on, a personality, but the union was like that of body and 

soul, or indeed of man and wife: although united, the two always 

remained recognizable. The presence of the Logos in Christ was 

like that of grace within the ordinary human being. While the Logos 

was an undoubted presence, it did not destroy the free will. The 
contact between the natures in Christ grew progressively as the man 

grew and matured. So willing was Theodore to stress the human 
component that he explicitly said that Christ must have been open 

to temptation as well as suffering. Long before Nestorius, he at
tacked the practice of calling Mary Theotokos, as that implied min
gling and confusing the divine and human natures.32

Antioch’s Christians held firmly to the distinctive ideas pioneered 
by Diodore and Theodore, however comprehensively these notions 
were denounced at successive councils. Even when Nestorius’ 
name had become notorious, many Antiochenes were still reluctant 
to join in the required ritual condemnations. Well into the fifth cen
tury, Theodoret of Cyrrhus kept alive versions of Two Nature 
thought. Although he acknowledged a union of divinity and hu
manity, he still held that two natures existed after the Incarnation. 
Christ had one prosopon, but within that united personality, two 
natures remained.

Far from agreeing to disagree amiably, the two great churches of 
Antioch and Alexandria fought a generations-long war of attrition, 
seeking to destroy the evil ideologies of their opponents. When we 
realize that Nestorius was so closely associated with Antioch—that 
he had allegedly met Theodore shortly before taking up his bishopric 
at Constantinople—we appreciate just why every one of that school’s 
many enemies had him in their sights. Not only was Nestorius de
stroyed politically, his name poisoned for all future eras, but the ene
mies of the Antiochene school were still pursuing its thinkers long 
after their deaths. Although Diodore died in 390, a council formally 
declared his Christology heretical over a century later, in 499. As late 
as the 550s, a fifth Ecumenical Council met with the goal of con
demning Theodore of Mopsuestia (who died in 428), together with 
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his Antiochene allies. This was not so much a theological war as a 

multigenerational vendetta.33

Slogans and Stereotypes

The debates that raged over Christ’s nature involved highly technical 

distinctions. Surely ordinary believers, men and women in the street 

or the village, did not really appreciate the subtle differences be

tween oiisia and hypostasis or what such terminology implied for the 

shape of the church? Did the mobs baying for or against the 

Monophysite or Nestorian causes have the slightest idea of the 

theologies at stake? Some writers suggest they might have. In the 

380s St. Gregory of Nyssa was appalled by the spread of theologi

cal discourse to every Constantinople shopkeeper:

Every part of the city is filled with such talk; the alleys, the 

crossroads, the squares, the avenues. It comes from those who 

sell clothes, moneychangers, grocers. If you ask a money

changer what the exchange rate is, he will reply with a disserta

tion on the Begotten and Unbegotten. If you enquire about 

the quality and the price of bread, the baker will reply: “The 

Father is greatest and the Son subject to him.” When you ask 

at the baths whether the water is ready, the manager will de

clare that ‘“the Son came forth from nothing.”34

Popular enthusiasm was just as obvious in the mid-fifth century, al

though the substance of debate would have moved on from the 

Trinity to Christology.

People knew the slogans, but did they really understand them? 

Actually, an excellent case can be made that such distinctions were 

beyond the reach not just of ordinary believers but of many church 

leaders. And understanding how they responded to debate offers 

some depressing lessons about the character of religious argument 
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in other faith traditions and in other historical periods, including 

our own.
Historian Ramsay MacMullen rightly says that the theological 

texts of the time are often marked by “complicated thought, strange 
vocabulary, drawn out proofs, the multiplication of provisos and 
conditions.” To take an example almost at random, this passage is 
from the third letter of Cyril of Alexandria to Nestorius, a critical 
document in the controversy leading up to the First Council of 

Ephesus:

Besides what the Gospels say our Savior said of himself, we do 
not divide between two hypostases or persons. For neither is he, 
the one and only Christ, to be thought of as double, although 
of two (ek duo) and they diverse, yet he has joined them in an 
indivisible union, just as everyone knows a man is not double 
although made up of soul and body, but is one of both. . . . 
Therefore all the words which are read in the Gospels are to 
be applied to One Person, to One hypostasis of the Word In

carnate.

This is dense stuff in translation, and it accurately conveys the con
voluted structure of the Greek. That is anything but an extreme 
example of its kind. Such texts became a verbal minefield for con
temporaries, who had to be desperately careful not to confound 
words with very similar meanings. Cities fell apart in violent con
flicts over a single letter: was Christ of the same being with the 
Father, or of like being, homoousios or homoiousios? Was he from 
two natures (ek duo), or in two (en duo)?35

Such language is seriously off-putting for most modern readers, 
including many educated Christians. And it uses so many technical 
terms that almost seem to the uninitiated like secret codes. Person? 
Subsistence? Nature? A critic could be forgiven for comparing the 

straightforward words of Jesus, with all the everyday analogies and 
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images—sheep and harvests, the sparrows and the lilies of the field, 

the erring brother and the widow’s penny—to the arcane philo

sophical language used here. Jesus spoke of love; his church spoke 

in riddles. I may not be the only modern reader who hears the lan

guage of Chalcedon—two but not one—and finds his thoughts 

occasionally straying to the film Monty Python and the Holy Grail, A 

monk offers instructions for the Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch, 

in a deliberate parody of the Athanasian Creed:

First shalt thou take out the Holy Pin, then shalt thou count to 

three, no more, no less. Three shalt be the number thou shalt 

count, and the number of the counting shall be three. Four 

shalt thou not count, nor either count thou two, excepting that 

thou then proceed to three. Five is right out.

Now, the fact that ancient christological ideas are complex does 

not mean that the authors were dealing in empty verbiage. Theolo

gians at the time were trying to explore and express difficult and 

daring ideas as precisely as possible, avoiding possible ambiguity, 

and the results could be brilliantly concise and effective. But the 

writings were often inaccessible to lesser minds than Cyril’s, which 

meant most of his contemporaries.

Worse, words shifted their meanings quite rapidly over time. A 

modern reader might feel abashed at not understanding a term as 

hypostasis, which was so readily thrown around in the fifth-century 

debates; but a hundred years earlier, even that weighty word had 

nothing of the same significance that it did in Cyril’s time. In the 

religious struggles of the 320s, some informed scholars used the 

word ousia (being) interchangeably with hypostasis. By the 420s, such 

a confusion could at a minimum provoke fistfights between clergy 

and conceivably could attract an official persecution, at least in 

some parts of the world: the Latin West was much less sensitive to 

these nuances. St. Augustine himself claimed to see no real distinc

tion between ousia and hypostasis?^
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As theological debate continued, participants created and reinter
preted words for new purposes, to the utter confusion of the unini
tiated. To use a modern parallel, Christian theological language was 
developing rather like cultural theory and postmodern literary criti
cism have in the last few decades, with the constant invention of 
puzzling new words like othering and in-betweenness, phallocratie and 
scopophilic. Bemused observers readily mock such PoMo-speak, 
especially when scholars invent or reshape words for their own 
idiosyncratic purposes; but that is close to what some of the 
greatest church fathers were doing in the christological debates.

Just as honspecialists find such modern terms baffling, so many 
of those drawn into the religious wars of the fifth century had at 
best a shaky grip on the issues involved. That is worth stressing, as 
we might otherwise assume that Christians of this era operated at a 
stratospheric intellectual or philosophical level many leagues above 
what later generations might achieve. We need not be so pessimistic. 
Some of the fifth-century participants were authentically brilliant, 
and they boldly pursued the implications of their insights for church 
life and doctrine. Yet some of the best known champions on the 
various sides often found themselves out of their depth. Even 
friendly critics suggested that Nestorius himself had very little idea 
of the theological swamp he was entering when he first became en
gaged in christological controversy, and his later writings make it 
clear that he simply was not a “Nestorian” in the sense in which that 
term emerged. A far greater intellectual figure was Pope Leo the 
Great, whose Tome made him the primary shaper of Chalcedonian 
thought. Yet modern scholarship suggests that at the time of Chal
cedon he was confused about what Nestorius had actually argued 
and that only some years afterward did he really grasp what the dif
ferent sides were contending.37

If the bishops of Rome and Constantinople could go so wrong, 
what hope was there for ordinary clerics, and still less for humble 
believers? How could they judge the merits of the arguments put 
forward? Neither did such conflicts have any necessary ending in 
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that all would ultimately agree that the church had arrived at a 

definitively correct answer. Theology is not and never has been a 

science in the sense that it forms testable hypotheses. Ancient 

audiences would have disagreed radically with that statement, as 

they believed that theological orientation had practical conse

quences for state and society. A state that practiced an incorrect 

form of Christianity would be punished in the form of invasion, 

plague, or famine. But if we do not accept that providential view, 

we really have no way of knowing which theological approach 

was closer to expressing and understanding the divine reality.

So if they did not understand the issues, how did people decide 

which side to support, which cause to see as God’s? Issues of 

identity and culture played a major role. Egyptians (for instance) 

followed the kind of religious approach that was familiar and cus

tomary in their church, which found a face in successive patriarchs 

of Alexandria. Rather than thinking through the implications of 

the theology, they followed personalities and names: they were of 

Cyril’s party, or Dioscuros’s. Theological ideas were commonly 

presented in packages epitomized by simple phrases or slogans, 

and arguments revolved around such buzzwords. We will not 

divide Christ! God the Word died! Mary is the Theotokos, the God- 

Bearer! Christ is God! That, probably, was the level at which the 

baker and the money changer carried on their debates.

In the most literal sense, too, participants also operated in highly 

theatrical ways. Although Christians despised and feared drama and 

theater, they lived in a society thoroughly accustomed to the styles 

and conventions of the theater, which shaped their behavior. Bish

ops appealed to crowds through dramatic oratory, and supporters 

applauded or booed according to their sympathies. Significantly, the 

two great religious factions, the Blues and the Greens, traced their 

origins to rival theatrical cliques as well as circus fans. Church de

bates became a matter of dueling slogans, phrases shouted at coun

cils and synods, or recited antiphonally in a precursor of modern 

rap, in order to drown out opponents. The church’s battles contin
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ued through slogan, symbol, and stereotype rather than through any 

kind of convincing intellectual discourse.38
But if they did not fully understand the theology they believed, 

Christians knew passionately the kinds of religious thought that 
they loathed. They knew what they were against. Much of the 
debate at the time consisted of identifying sets of theological ideas 
and giving them the name of some unpopular leader, so that believ
ers could unite against a despised and demonized ism. And once 
something was an ism, it presumably represented that person’s 
twisted and peculiar view of church teaching, rather than the pure 
serene of authentic Christianity. Whatever he actually preached, 
Nestorius became the central figure in Nestorianism, a theological 
trend that supposedly divided Christ’s natures. Once this stereotype 
was established, it could be used to taint any theological approach 
with which the speaker disagreed.

Theological debate became a game of guilt by association. Read
ing the denunciations of the time, we need to remember that each 
faction tended to caricature and exaggerate the positions of its ene
mies. After Chalcedon had issued its diplomatic and elaborately 
considered analysis of the divinity, some critics returned to their 
Palestinian homeland with the alarming news that the Nestorians 
had triumphed, so that now believers would be required to worship 
two Christs and two Sons. Furious listeners launched a bloody revolt 
against the triumph of the Two Nature heresy, Dyophysitism. On 
the other side of the contest, Christians knew that Apollinarius had 
taught the single nature in Christ, so that any later belief that erred 
too far in the direction of stressing the One Nature must be Apol- 
linarian, however significant the distinctions with that older creed. 
The commonest reason to denounce doctrine X was that it could 
somehow be linked to doctrine Y.39

Understanding the war of isms also helps us trace the course of 
theological development through these centuries, as each great 

movement emerged as a reaction, and commonly an overreaction, 
to some earlier trend that had found itself dismissed as heresy. In 
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the fourth century, the Arian movement preached a less than fully 

divine Christ, driving Apollinarius to stress Christ’s absolute unity 

with the Father. Reacting against that idea led Nestorius to teach a 

separation of the natures. And angry rejection of Nestorius encour

aged the belief in the dominance of one divine nature of Christ, a 

belief that others denounced as the Monophysite heresy. In each 

case, advocates were reacting as much to the stereotype of the 

enemy movement prevailing at the time rather than to any rational 

analysis of its teachings.

It would be cheering to think that all these struggling contraries 

culminated in a harmonious and balanced synthesis that we know as 

orthodoxy, which Chalcedon declared to the world. But Chalcedon 

itself became for millions of Christians a nightmare stereotype in its 

own right, a symbol of the enforcement of false and anti-Christian 

teaching by an evil secular regime.



Appendix to Chapter Two: 
Some Early Interpretations of Christ

During the first centuries of Christianity, various thinkers tried to 
explain the role of Christ and the relationship between his human 
and divine natures. Some leaned toward a One Nature approach, 
emphasizing his divinity. Others stressed that his humanity existed 
alongside his divinity: this view can be categorized as a Two Nature 
approach. Some key movements and thinkers included:

Adoptionists A Two Nature approach that saw Christ as a man 
filled with the spirit of God, but that divinity de
scended on him only at a moment during or after 
his earthly lifetime. Human and divine natures 

existed separately.

Apollinarius A fourth-century bishop, Apollinarius stressed 

Christ’s divinity so absolutely that he denied the 

presence of any rational human soul in Christ. In

. his view, Christ had a single nature, and it was 

divine. The First Council of Constantinople (381) 

condemned his views as heretical.

Arians Arians denied the full equality of God the Son 

with the Father and thus denied the Trinity.
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Basilides Gnostic Christian thinker of the second century, 

active in Egypt. He taught a complex mythology, 

in which Christ came to liberate the forces of 

light from the material realm of ignorance and 

evil. Christ was the Mind (nous) of God, who de

scended upon Jesus at his baptism.

Cerinthus Gnostic Christian thinker (c.100) who argued that 

the spiritual being of Christ descended on the 

man Jesus during his baptism in the Jordan; this 

was an early (and radical) form of Two Nature 

Christology.

Chalcedonian The position that became the orthodoxy of the 

mainstream church after the Council of Chalce- 

don (451). This approach holds that Two Natures 

are united in the one person of Christ, without 

confusion, change, division, or separation. Christ 

exists in two Natures.

Docetists Early belief that Christ represented only an illu

sory shape taken by a purely divine being: he had 

no real human nature. Christ’s sufferings on the 

cross were illusory.

Ebionites Early Jewish-Christian movement following Christ 

as a human being, the son of Joseph and Mary; 

although he was the Messiah, he had no divine 

nature.

Eutyches A Monophysite thinker active in the 440s, Euty- 

ches saw Christ as a fusion of divine and human 

elements, but critics believed he left litde room 

for Christ’s human identity.

Gnostics Gnostics saw Christ as a divine being come to 

redeem believers from the evil and contaminated
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material world. Christ’s true identity or nature was 
always divine, and while on earth, he occupied a 
supernatural body quite distinct from humanity.

Manicheans Originating in the third century, this movement 
became an independent world religion. Its founder, 
Mani, taught an absolute and eternal war between 
forces of light and darkness. Christ was a liberator 
come to redeem the elements of light trapped in 
the material world. He was thus a purely super
natural or divine being and any human or material 
elements must be illusory. This view overlaps 
closely with Gnostic and Docetic ideas.

Mardon (c.85—160). Important early Christian thinker who 
argued for a radical distinction between the 
flawed God of the Old Testament and the true 
God of the New. Jesus Christ was the Son and 
representative of this greater God, who sent him 
to save the world from the old spiritual regime. 
Marcion was condemned for heresy.

Melkites Originally an insulting term for those followers 
of Chalcedonian Orthodoxy who lived in regions 

dominated by Monophysites. As they followed 
the religion of the king or emperor, they were 

called “King’s Men.”

Miaphysites A form of One Nature Christology associated 

particularly with Cyril of Alexandria and his suc

cessors. In this view, the incarnate Christ has one 

Nature, although that is made up of both a divine 

and a human Nature and still comprises all the 

features of both. Christ is from two Natures.

Modalists See Sabellius.
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Monophysites Believers in One Nature Christology. The term is 

often used generically to cover other less extreme 

approaches, including Miaphysitism.

Monotheletes In the seventh century, the Roman Empire tried 

to overcome the long war between One and Two 

Nature approaches to Christ. Instead, the empire 

and church leaders argued that Christ had a single 

Will. Critics called this view the Monothelete 

(One Will) heresy, and it was eventually con

demned as such.

Nestorians Nestorius was accused of teaching that two Na

tures coexist within Christ but in a conjunction 

that falls short of a true union. Mary was thus the 

Mother of Christ, but could not be called Mother 

of God. Later scholarship tends to see Nestorius 

as much closer to mainstream orthodoxy than 

this description would suggest and not therefore 

a “Nestorian.”

Paul of 

Samosata

Sabellius

A third-century bishop of Antioch, Paul believed 

that the man Jesus became divine at the time of 

his baptism. This was condemned as a form of 

Two Nature heresy or Adoptionism.

Sabellius taught in Rome in the early third cen

tury. He believed that Christ had a human body 

but was identical to God in his nature: he had no 

real human nature. In this view, Father, Son, and 

Spirit are not persons, but modes of one divine 

being. Christ was one with the Father to the 

extent that it was the Father who suffered on the 

cross. This was an extreme form of One Nature 

belief.
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Valentinus A second-century Egyptian thinker, Valentinus 
taught a classic form of Gnostic Christology in 
which the divine Christ came to redeem the evil 
world, but he had no true human nature, and his 
body was always supernatural rather than truly 
human.

Word/Flesh Theologians believed that God’s Word, the Logos, 
Christology became flesh (Sarx), so the Logos was the princi

ple guiding Christ’s flesh or body. This Logos/Sarx 
approach tended to see Christ as a representative 
of humanity rather than, necessarily, a fully devel
oped individual in his own right.

Word/Man In this Logos/Anthropos approach, God’s Word, 
Christology the Logos, became human in the form of the man 

{Anthropo^} Jesus Christ. Christ was not just a ge
neric representative of humanity, but a fully indi
vidual human being.





3

Four Horsemen: 
The Church's 
Patriarchs

Alexandrians think the sun rises just for them. 

Severus of Antioch

The story of church controversy in this era can be summarized in a 

line: Syria taught them, Constantinople consecrated them, and Alex

andria tried to destroy them. In other words, Syrian schools taught 

the great church tradition of Antioch, and their graduates went on 

to hold high rank in Constantinople. But whether out of rivalry be

tween the sees or suspicion of Antioch’s theology, Alexandria’s pa

triarchs prompdy targeted them. And ultimately—in the long 

term—Rome benefited.

Underlying the religious struggles were other conflicts, between 

individuals, but also between different portions of an already vast 

Christian world. Patriarchs and bishops were fighting one another 

for supremacy within the church and for the place of the church 
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within a rapidly evolving Christian empire. The conflict had a cen

tral political dimension.

Patriarchs and Popes

Through the successive councils, we see the activity of certain power

ful individuals, usually patriarchs or popes of their particular sees, men 

such as Leo of Rome, Cyril and Dioscuros of Alexandria, Juvenal of 

Jerusalem. But when they participated in church debates, they were 

speaking not just for themselves, but for much wider and older inter

ests, for multiple generations of predecessors. Each was surrounded 

by a cloud of witnesses.1

Of course, figures like Leo and Dioscuros had their personal in

terests and obsessions, but they also represented the much larger 

traditions of corporate entities, their sees or patriarchates. Each see 

developed its own sense of history, much as secular monarchies 

built on the traditions of their distinguished ancestors. In the see of 

Alexandria, Cyril was the great patriarch from 412 to 444. He in 

turn venerated such glorious predecessors as the early-fourth

century bishop Alexander and especially Athanasius, who domi

nated church politics through much of the mid-fourth century. 

Although sons did not succeed fathers as in pharaonic times, patri

archs did raise up and train their successors. Athanasius was “like a 

son” to Alexander and served as his secretary at the Council of 

Nicea. Cyril was nephew and secretary to his immediate precursor, 

Theophilus. Cyril’s own secretary was Dioscuros, who in turn suc

ceeded to Alexandria. Even without a direct biological or family 

link, patriarchates looked monarchical in their sense of continuity 

and pursued the long-term goals of something very like a dynasty.2

The great patriarchs were also long-lived, creating a sense of the per

manence and inevitability of their regimes, all the more so in an age 

when ordinary life spans were so much shorter than they are today. Be

tween 328 and 444, just three men—Athanasius (328—73), Theophilus 

(385-412) and Cyril (412-44)—held Alexandria’s patriarchal throne for 



Four Horsemen: The Church's Patriarchs 77

all but twelve years (including periods that Athanasius was in exile). By 
the time Cyril became patriarch at age 34, he probably never remem
bered a time when his uncle had not held the office.

Although Alexandria offers an unusually clear case of a dynasty, 
something similar can be traced in many centers. In Rome a clergy
man rose through the ranks, serving as archdeacon or emissary for 
one pope before succeeding in his own right. Under Pope Celestine 
(422—32), the deacon Leo held important diplomatic posts before 
himself succeeding as pope in 440. Leo’s archdeacon was Hilarius, 
who succeeded as pope in 461. As in Alexandria, some bishops had 
impressively long careers. Innocent I reigned as pope from 401 
through 417 and endured all the disasters surrounding the Gothic 
sack of the city. Celestine held office for a full decade; Leo for 
twenty-one years. Through such connections, dioceses developed 
their sense of institutional memory and corporate loyalty.3

At least according to a powerful historical theory, this long conti
nuity linked the contemporary church to apostolic times. When the 
Fathers assembled at Chalcedon in 451, they awarded high praise to 
Pope Leo’s Tome, and they reportedly cried, “Peter has spoken thus 
through Leo!”4 In saying this, they were not just flattering Leo by 
comparing him to the apostle but were acknowledging a theory that 
underlies the religious and political interactions of these years: bish
ops owed their authority to a direct spiritual inheritance from distin
guished predecessors, some of whom had shed their blood for the 
faith. Indeed, the tombs and relics of these earlier figures served as 
a material source of mighty gifts and blessings available to the faith
ful. If somebody asked a bishop by what authority he spoke on a 
particular matter, he might reply that while he personally was a mere 
worm, he stood in an unbroken succession from these spiritual an
cestors. Ultimately, this line of inheritance could be traced back to 
an apostle and thence to those who had personally heard Christ 
speak. The most important dioceses looked to apostoEc founders, 
most famously in the case of Rome, which claimed as its founders 
both Peter and Paul.



78 Jesus Wars

Now, we have to be very careful about accepting such rhetorical 

claims, even if we do believe that the different apostles really did 

found the churches credited to them. The apostolic argument was 

not as ancient or universally accepted as Pope Leo’s partisans liked 

to believe. It impressed Westerners much more powerfully than it 

did Easterners, who knew that the, apostles had actually visited 

countless small and undistinguished centers. Also, a glance at the 

historical record shows that the power and prestige of churches 

supposedly founded by venerated apostles was anything but con

stant over time and had in fact changed dramatically according to 

political vagaries. During the fourth and fifth centuries, the leading 

churches were struggling both to expand their power and to find 

new legal and political justifications in which they could ground 

their claims, and the apostolic connection was one potent weapon 

in the spiritual arsenal. Rome especially was engaged in a furious 

process of invention and reinvention, from which emerged the titles 

and ideologies that would give the papacy hegemony over Western 

Europe for long centuries to come. The fifth-century councils pro

vided the public setting—or rather, the theatrical stage—in which 

such claims were asserted and contested.

Rising and Falling Stars

Through most of the fifth century, four great churches held the 

greatest prestige throughout church and empire, and each played its 

role in the theological controversies. Three of these represented the 

Founding Triangle of early Christianity, namely, Antioch, Rome, and 

Alexandria; the fourth was Constantinople. All the councils wit

nessed the interplay of these four spiritual kingdoms.

By Constantine’s time, certain sees occupied a special status 

through their place in Christian history but also from the prestige 

and wealth of the cities in which they were located. In 325, the 

Council of Nicea identified Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch as the 

preeminent churches. When the emperor Theodosius I established
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Christianity as the official faith of the Roman realm in 381, he natu
rally had to specify which particular version of that religion was 
being approved, and he did so in terms of the belief held at Rome 
and Alexandria. Rome’s Christianity was the religion laid down in 
the time of St. Peter, “and which is now professed by the [Roman] 
pontifex Damasus and by Peter, Bishop of Alexandria.”5

Each great see presided over a wider region comprising several 
civil provinces, within which lesser bishops acknowledged the su
premacy of the local bishop-of-bishops (The word “patriarch” 
evolved in the early fifth century). Each patriarchate constituted a 
kind of regional empire within the church, with boundaries that had 
to be defended against ambitious outsiders. That meant that estab
lished patriarchs were always likely to see up-and-coming bishoprics 
as potential rivals. In turn, rising contenders struggled against estab
lished incumbents, adding an element of instability to the eccle
siastical order. Any contemporary with the slightest knowledge of 
history knew that patriarchates could come and go and that centers 
could gain or lose prestige over time. There could, and probably 
would, be other popes. That fact contributed mightily to conflict 
between churches, however much those issues of power were dis
guised in theological terms.

A number of great churches could easily become candidates for 
patriarchal status in the future, joining or replacing existing centers. 
By all rights, Carthage should already have won this status at Nicea, 
and it would have done so if that church was not constantly tearing 
itself apart in bloody schisms. Milan was another promising candi
date for future glory, while the Gaulish see of Arles had its aspira
tions. The Mesopotamian capital of Seleucia-Ctesiphon wanted to 
serve as the center of a great Eastern church beyond the Roman 
frontier, and that church’s head actually did become patriarch of the 
East in 498.6

By far the most important addition to the patriarchal list was the 
city of Constantinople, New Rome, which was planned in 325 and 
consecrated in 330. It was developed as a doublet of Rome, with its 



80 Jesus Wars

own prefect and magistrates and a senate three hundred strong. 

Critically, its vast and superbly constructed walls—developed from 

408—made it all but impregnable. Whatever other parts of the 

empire might slip away, Constantinople would for foreseeable ages 

serve as an indispensable bastion. The advantages of that position 

became obvious as the empire’s military and political situation fell 

apart. Whatever happened to Rome or Antioch, Constantinople was 

there to stay—and it did remain a Christian center until 1453, when 

Turkish forces finally acquired heavy cannon.

As it became ever more clearly the capital of the Eastern em

pire—and ultimately, of the whole empire—the city naturally gained 

prestige within the church. In 381, the Council of Constantinople 

proclaimed that: “The Bishop of Constantinople shall have the pri

macy of honor after the Bishop of Rome, because it is New Rome.” 

In fact, the city would often be referred to in later councils by the 

auspicious title of “Constantinople New Rome.” This claim at

tracted opposition, and not just from the Roman popes, who re

fused to ratify the clause. After all, making Constantinople number 

two in the hierarchy destabilized an already fluid order. If acknowl

edged, the new status automatically demoted the other great sees— 

Alexandria to number three, and Antioch to four. And talking of 

New Rome implied an Old Rome—old, perhaps, in the sense of 

decrepit or obsolete.7

The balance of power between the great sees shaped church 

politics of the fifth century. Always in the background were the 

struggles between Alexandria and Antioch, but in addition, Con

stantinople was everyone’s target. The upstart city could usually 

count on deadly opposition from Alexandria and, commonly, 

interference from Rome itself: Rome and Alexandria easily made 

common cause against Constantinople. The council of 381 

marked the beginning of a three-sided war between those cities 

that culminated only at Chalcedon, in 451. On three occa

sions—in 404, 431, and 449—Alexandrian dabbling brought 
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down bishops of Constantinople, in each case generating a whole
sale imperial crisis. In 458, Alexandrian-inspired discontent pro
voked the murder of a fourth patriarch of the imperial capital.

But other centers, too, had their distinctive agendas. Constanti
nople’s rise was parlous news for Ephesus, supposedly the home of 
the apostle John and of the Virgin Mary herself. In the fourth cen
tury, these associations allowed Ephesus to hold senior ecclesiastical 
rank, with jurisdiction over most of western Asia Minor, a rich terri
tory critical to the empire’s survival. But if Constantinople was to 
be a great patriarchate, then its bishop needed to control his own set 
of provinces, and there was no way to develop such a power base 
except at the expense of Ephesus. At the start of the fifth century, 
Constantinople’s archbishop John Chrysostom intervened freely in 
Ephesus, and it was only a matter of time before Ephesus fell en
tirely under the sway of the imperial city. That was, of course, unless 
Constantinople itself could be weakened as a nest of heretics. When 
Constantinople’s Nestorius came under attack in 431, the fact that 
the great council called to settle the issues was held in Ephesus was 
a welcome gift to his enemies.8

Another controversial up-and-coming see was Jerusalem, which 
traced its glories back to the birth of the church. The Council of 
Nicea granted the city an honorary primacy, although keeping it for 
administrative purposes under the metropolitan of Caesarea. Jeru
salem’s later bishops fought to transform that honorary status into 
real power. The most important person in this story was Juvenal, 
who held the see from 422 through 458 and who repeatedly sur
faced as a player in the intrigues surrounding the councils, always 
seeking the greater glory of his see. Carving out a suitable home ter
ritory meant detaching provinces from the patriarch of Antioch, 
who had to be weakened accordingly. This gave Juvenal a power
ful motive for attacking Antioch’s theology, as well as its alumni, 
like Nestorius. At the great council of Ephesus, then, Juvenal 
joined Memnon of Ephesus and the Alexandrians in opposition 
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to Constantinople’s bishop. Juvenal finally won patriarchal status for 

Jerusalem in 451, creating the system of five great patriarchates that 

endured for centuries.9

These regional interests could trump ideology. Although Juvenal 

was an extreme example of the type, he was not the only church 

leader to pursue power and office whatever official theology pre

vailed at any given time. Looking at some of the players in these 

struggles, British historians recall the fictional Vicar of Bray. The 

vicar is the antihero of an eighteenth-century song put in the mouth 

of a clergyman who has survived countless changes of regime and 

doctrine and has played along with all of them. Royalist? Republi

can? Presbyterian? The vicar will fly whatever flag he needs to. The 

ultimate pragmatist, his sole guiding principle is that of survival. 

The chorus boasts, “That whatsoever King may reign /1 will be the 

Vicar of Bray, Sir!” The vicar had many predecessors in the fifth

century world. A contemporary wrote of one bishop that he “never 

abided by one opinion, being a double dealer, a waverer, and a time

server, now anathematizing the synod at Chalcedon, at another time 

recanting, and admitting it with entire assent.”10

In the diverse Christianity of late antiquity, each patriarch in a 

sense lived in a different world, with a different political and geo

graphical oudook, and a different perception of traditional allies 

and foes. Different patriarchs also enjoyed very different relation

ships with the empire. From the time of Constantine, the church 

was drawn ever more closely into the process of government, and 

at least two of the patriarchs—Rome and Alexandria—became so 

powerful over large regions as to appear almost royal in their own 

right. As they grew in power, spiritual and secular, older traditions 

reasserted themselves, traditions not just of apostolic succession 

but also of royal authority.
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' Rome's Imperator

Although we know in hindsight that Rome would be the great survi
vor, that fact was certainly not obvious at the time. Roman popes 
tried to act like emperors, and they inherited many of the attitudes 
and behaviors that in earlier years might have characterized an em
peror rather than an early Christian bishop—but increasingly, they 
found themselves marginalized. Rome was stranded on an exposed 
and dangerous corner of the civilized world, cut off from the heart 
of cultural and intellectual life. Everything popes did in the various 
councils has to be seen in this context of vulnerability, the desperate 
need to cling to power and status within church and empire.

Although the papacy traced a lineal heritage from Peter and Paul, 
the institution had not always had the centralized structure it pos
sessed in the fourth and fifth centuries. By the time of Nicea, the 
papacy was well established, with a prestige reinforced by a long 
succession of incumbents who had suffered persecution or martyr
dom. But it was above all in the decades after 370 that the papacy 
emerged in anything like the awe-inspiring form that we know from 
later eras, with its famous titles and institutions, its rhetoric, and its 
claims to universal power. In 370, the bishop of Rome was a vener
ated cleric who mainly exercised power in Italy. By 460 the bishop 
was at least claiming a kind of universal headship and an immunity 
from the restraints of civil power. While at first the popes could do 
little actually to enforce their wishes in the secular world, later po
litical events would give them enormous scope to expand their 
powers and aspirations. In terms of its later impact on European— 
and global—affairs, this ideological change constitutes a revolution 
of the first order. We are witnessing the creation of the key institu
tion of medieval Europe.11

A series of brilliant papal entrepreneurs headed the Roman 
church between 370 and 430, creating the radical and expansive no
tions of church authority on which Leo and his successors could 
later build. Bishops of Rome named and claimed; these were the 
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years in which they became popes, became heirs of Peter, became 

primates and pontiffs, exercised a principate, and ruled over the ap

ostolic see (See Table 3). This was a church on the make.

TABLE 3 
ROMAN POPES 366-468

366-84 Damasus I

384—99 Siricius

399-401 Anastasius I

401-17 Innocent I

417-18 Zosimus

418-22 Boniface I

422-32 Celestine I

432-40 Sixtus III

440-61 Leo I

461-68 Hilarius

Damasus I (366-84) has a fair claim to rank as the first great 

pope. He grounded Roman authority in the words of Christ him

self: “Thou art Peter; and upon this rock I will build my church.” 

He developed the idea of the sedes apostolica, the apostolic see, to 

which lesser churches appealed for judgment. From pagan custom, 

he inherited the old priestly title of pontifex, pontiff, although it 

would be some centuries before the popes acquired the full imperial 

title of pontifex maximus. He also reorganized the papal archives, 

an achievement that went far beyond any mere contribution to anti

quarian scholarship. The archives were a rhetorical arsenal: any time 

a king or bishop made the slightest acknowledgment of papal pres

tige and power, the document went straight into the archives, ready 

to be retrieved when needed to prove a point a year or a century 

later. Some of these documents were authentic, others not. Among 

the influential forgeries were the Pseudo-Clementines, a collection 

of letters attributed to the first-century Christian Clement but actu
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ally created around 220. These documents had long appealed to the 

Roman church because they offered ah explicit recognition of papal 

supremacy, with the bishops of Rome inheriting Peter’s powers to 
bind and loose. By the end of the fourth century, they were trans
lated into Latin, and Clementine ideas became part of the common 
currency of papal rhetoric.12

In the time of Damasus’s successor Siricius (384—99), the tide of 
papa, or pope, came to be applied especially to the Roman pontiff, 
rather than merely being a generic term for a bishop. Siricius pro
mulgated Roman authority through decretals, statements modeled 
on imperial edicts. Although later generations would happily 
invent bogus early decretals, the first authentic example comes 
from Siricius’s time in an edict that spells out detailed regulations 
for church life and policy in Spain. As Siricius boasts, “We bear the 
burdens of all who are oppressed, or rather the blessed apostle 
Peter, who in all things protects and preserves us, the heirs, as we 
trust, of his administration, bears them in us.” Such words would 
seem quite normal for popes over the following 1,600 years, but 
they were a startling innovation in the 380s. The Roman bishop 
now claimed to sit in the cathedra Petri, Peter’s throne.13

Later popes continued this march to supremacy. Pope Innocent I 
(401—17) as a matter of course issued decretals to churches across 
the Western Empire, and the papacy was now claiming that it could 
not be judged by other churches. Innocent also found a new basis 
for asserting a far-reaching primacy in the church. The idea depends 
on a passage in the sixth canon of Nicea, in which the council de
clared that the church of Alexandria should have the same jurisdic
tion over its home territories—Egypt and Libya—that Rome had in 
its area. But what exactly was the Roman jurisdiction implied here? 
The context makes it clear that the territory is definitely in Italy, in 
regions that would formerly have been subject to the city of Rome. 
Under Innocent, though, the papacy claimed that the passage recog
nized Roman supremacy through the whole Western church. A 
spurious Latin version of the canons pushed these assertions still 
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further, with a declaration that the ecclesia Romana had always had the 

primatnm, primacy, over the whole church. Later popes proudly cited 

this passage as the formal recognition of Rome’s universal author

ity—and they continued to do so even after Eastern leaders scorn

fully pointed out that the words did not appear in the authoritative 

Greek originals.

Between 420 and 460—the era of the christological battles— 

successive popes built mightily upon these foundations. At First 

Ephesus in 431, Pope Celestine I’s envoy explicitly used the Petrine 

inheritance to justify Roman authority. And when Leo became pope 

in 440, he consciously operated as vicar of Peter, Peter’s earthly 

voice: as he said, “the blessed apostle Peter does not cease from 

presiding over his see.” When Leo spoke—he believed—Peter 

spoke, and an insult to Leo was a direct blow at the fisherman. 

When Leo made a diplomatic approach to Dioscuros, Cyril’s succes

sor at Alexandria, it was no mere matter of Leo writing to Dioscuros, 

but rather, Peter was speaking to his old secretary, Mark. Of course, 

he claimed, the two churches were as one on points of doctrine. As 

Leo wrote, optimistically, “It is wicked to believe that [Peter’s] holy 

disciple Mark, who was the first to govern the church of Alexandria, 

formed his decrees on a different line of tradition.”14

Leo strove to transform spiritual headship into a true primacy of 

jurisdiction. If he was the heir of Peter, then under Roman law he 

inherited Peter’s rights and powers, including the ability to bind and 

loose, to make and break laws. He spoke as indignus haeres bead Petri, 

the unworthy heir of blessed Peter, and the loaded word there was 

heir. Leo also asserted the papal right to act as a principate, a near

imperial role first asserted in the 420s.

Rome Recedes

The era of the papal revolution—roughly between 370 and 460— 

neatly coincides with the decline of Roman imperial power in Italy 
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and the West, and of course the two trends are closely intertwined. 
The weaker imperial power became in Italy, the more space ap
peared for a substitute authority—in the form of the church—and 
the greater the need for a successor. The Roman Empire’s link to 
the founding city shrank steadily. From the third century onward, 
emperors tended to make their homes elsewhere, usually close to 
military centers from which they could easily move to defend the 
frontiers. Milan, Trier (Germany), and Sirmium (in Serbia) all served 
as imperial capitals long before Constantine established his new city 
on the Bosporus, and later Western emperors favored Ravenna. The 
popes, then, usually did not live under the immediate shadow of the 
emperor or his court, and this benign neglect allowed the papal in
stitution to develop without close interference or supervision.

From the end of the fourth century, Roman power in the West 
suffered from massive barbarian incursions, which repeatedly threat
ened the historic capital. In 378, at the battle of Adrianople, the 
Romans suffered an epochal defeat at the hands of Gothic-led 
forces, who moved progressively west. Further invasions followed 
the collapse of the Rhine frontier in 406. In 410, Visigothic forces 
sacked Rome, and Visigothic kingdoms were founded in Gaul and 
Spain, while a lethally powerful Vandal regime gradually took over 
North Africa. Britain fell away from the empire in 410. Imperial di
plomacy gradually succeeded in bringing at least some of the bar
barians to work within the Roman system, but the new order was 
deeply troubling for the church. Both Vandals and Visigoths were 
Arian Christians, whose church rejected the Trinitarian doctrines of 
the empire; and by the 420s these heretics were founding substantial 
new states on what had once been Roman territory. This political 
collapse did not cut the popes entirely off from the empire. In 
popular historical consciousness, the Roman Empire ended for
mally in 476, supposedly one of the great turning points in world 

affairs. In fact, this change was less epochal than it might appear, 
and the main alteration that occurred in 476 was that the now-sole 
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emperor in Constantinople thought it best not to have a coemperor. 

Imperial power survived in Italy, although the church came to exer

cise many of its functions.15

Lacking a powerful or interventionist emperor resident in Rome 

itself. Pope Leo was left to act very much as a sovereign might have 

done in earlier eras, and his well-documented career amply demon

strates the Roman church’s imperial outlook. His letters suggest a 

man who expected to be obeyed without·  question, whether he was 

commanding other bishops in many parts of Italy and Gaul or as

serting his authority across Spain and North Africa. One later editor 

writes of the “dictatorial strain” of much of this correspondence, 

and other words like “imperious” and “arbitrary” also come freely 

to mind. He was desperately sensitive about any hints of inferior 

churches seizing new powers or breaking away to follow centers 

other than Rome. He batded to prevent the churches of Illyricum 

(modern day Croatia and Albania) drifting into Constantinople’s 

sphere of influence. In one case, he had to deal with a dispute in 

Gaul, in which a synod under Bishop Hilary of Arles had deposed a 

bishop named Celidonius for violating canonical rules. Hilary, who 

had declared himself metropolitan of Gaul, was as much an empire 

builder as Leo himself. Celidonius appealed to Rome, forcing Hilary 

to make a personal appearance before the pope. This meant under

taking a trek that would not have been an easy matter in the best of 

circumstances but which was deadly dangerous on the barbarian- 

infested roads of the 440s. Even so, Leo was not satisfied. He 

reinstated Celidonius, limiting Hilary’s powers, and continued to 

intervene in the management of the province. He was acting, in 

fact, like a strong Roman emperor dealing with restive provinces, 

or like an authoritarian medieval pope.16

But however strong the popes might have been in Italy and parts 

of Gaul, in the most ancient areas of Roman domination, it re

mained to be seen what influence they might enjoy in an empire that 

had moved decisively eastward in terms of demography and culture. 

Instead of serving as the impregnable heart of civilization, Rome 
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itself was now an exposed outpost on the western fringes of 
empire. The city’s population fell from perhaps 800,000 in the 
fourth century to 350,000 in 450, and to just 60,000 by the 530s.17

The political shocks had enormous cultural implications. In 330, 
the Roman Empire found its central axis roughly on a line from 
Rome to Carthage; but by 430, that axis would better be imagined as 
running much farther to the east, from Constantinople to Alexan
dria. The new geography would have been familiar to Herodotus 
nine hundred years earlier, or to Alexander the Great. And the East
ern world was thoroughly Greek. Greek was, of course, the oldest 
language of Christian thought and writing, and that dominance 
within the church continued after the conversion. As the empire 
shifted its focus, Greek steadily became the language of politics. It 
would not be long before “the Roman language” came to refer to 
Greek rather than Latin.

Corresponding to this change was the decline of Latin, which 
had once been a powerful force unifying the Roman world. A lin
guistic barrier now cut Rome off from the debates of the East 
Mediterranean. Already at the fifth-century councils, Roman partici
pants had to use interpreters, and Pope Leo spoke not a word of 
Greek. Eighteen months after the Council of Chalcedon had con
cluded, he was pleading for a Latin translation of its decisions, as 
“we have no very clear information about the acts of the synod ... 
on account of the difference in language.” If they had known 
Greek, papal representatives would not have dared try to palm off 
the spurious Nicene canon about papal primacy. To put it mildly, 
Romans did not have the native familiarity with theological nuances 
that marked their counterparts in Antioch or Alexandria. When 
Eastern leaders insisted that popes be represented at councils, it was 
because of the prestige of Rome and Peter rather than for any intel
lectual contribution these Westerners could conceivably make.18

Nor did Latin scholarship have much currency in the East, where all 
the intellectual turmoil took place. For Westerners, the early fifth cen

tury seems like a time of towering intellectual achievement through 
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the work of St. Augustine, but his writings made next to no impact 

in the contemporary Greek-speaking East for several centuries. 

Even the City of God never penetrated the Greek-speaking world. 

Nor did Easterners show any awareness of the lively Christian cul

ture in contemporary Gaul—and they certainly knew nothing about 

a troubled missionary bishop working at just this time, whom West

erners remember as Patrick of Ireland. In contrast, quite minor 

Greek pamphlets and squibs circulated rapidly in the old Hellenistic 

world that stretched from Libya to Mesopotamia, and they were 

widely discussed shortly after their appearance.1?

In other ways, too, the Roman church was now far out of the 

loop of church politics. All the councils that shaped the church 

from the fourth century onward occurred in the Eastern empire, 

and usually within easy striking distance of Constantinople itself. 

Of the first seven general councils recognized by the whole church, 

three were held at Constantinople itself (381, 553, 680), two at 

Nicea (325, 787), one at Chalcedon (451), and one at Ephesus (431). 

Ephesus was also the setting for the controversial council of 449. 

The only one of these locations that was not in the immediate vi

cinity of the capital was Ephesus, some 250 miles from Constanti

nople. The sites were chosen for the convenience of the court and 

the leading members of the church hierarchy. Being so far removed 

from the new center of ecclesiastical action forced Roman popes to 

react to decisions that had already been taken, rather than leading 

the way.

Rome was now just one player in a four- or five-power game,.and 

by no means the strongest. Who knew how long the see of Peter 

might hold on to a primacy that was already looking anachronistic? 

In response, the Roman popes had to play the poor hand available 

to them. This meant exploiting differences between rival churches, 

while forming alliances with other centers with whom they shared 

common interests. But above all, it meant playing for all it was 

worth the memory of Peter, and the apostolic guarantee of strict 

orthodoxy.
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Alexandria's Pharaohs

If Rome was fighting the threat of decline, the main question for 
the Alexandrian church was just how high its ambitions could rise. 
For over thirty years, Alexandria’s patriarch Cyril played an aggres
sive and interventionist role in theological debates, and after he died 
in 444, his successors kept his tradition vigorously alive. So activist 
were they, so obstreperous, that it is often easy to forget that Alex
andria was not in truth the capital of the Christian world or that the 
patriarchs were not its absolute rulers. In more recent times, the pa
triarchs had come to serve as the effective voices of a region as well 
as a faith, and they based their political power on tumultuous mobs 
and effective militias. If exasperated observers thought that the pa
triarchs acted like pharaohs or Hellenistic god-kings, these church
men had excellent grounds for their pretensions.20

The Alexandrian church claimed a distinguished ancestry with a 
list of rulers that traced back to St. Mark the Evangelist, but we 
know very litde about the succession of orthodox bishops before 
the famous theologian and philosopher Clement of Alexandria, 
around 190. This obscurity may reflect some embarrassed rewriting 
by later church historians. In fact, Alexandria had a very distin
guished Christian history from apostolic times, but much of it was, 
by later standards, wildly heretical and overly willing to draw on the 
insights of pagan philosophy or Judaism. Egypt was the home of 
the greatest early Gnostics, Basilides and Valentinus, and probably 
several others, and before Clement, no non-Gnostic Christian en
joyed anything like the same degree of prestige in Alexandria. Only 

later, as orthodox non-Gnostics secured their position, did they feel 
the need to invent a respectable spiritual ancestry for themselves, in 
the form of an artificial list of suitably orthodox bishops.21

Alexandrian thinkers were thoroughly used to theologies that ex
alted Christ as a supernatural being. The fact that our oldest Chris
tian manuscripts were all found in Egypt may just mean that ancient 
documents survived better in that dry climate, but many famous 
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texts, canonical or heretical, probably did originate in that explosive 

cultural mix. Alexandria would have been a natural home for the 

gospel of John. John prominently uses the idea of Christ as the 

Logos, the creative Word of God, which draws on the ideas of Al

exandria’s greatest Jewish philosopher, Philo. Egyptian Gnostics 

loved John.22

Understanding those ancient roots also tells us a great deal about 

the likely attitudes of fifth-century church leaders. Cyril and his 

contemporaries were proud of Egypt’s overwhelming Christian past 

and, beyond that, of its roots in an Egyptian culture that, as far as 

they knew, was the world’s oldest and most influential. Even today, 

Egypt’s Coptic Church preserves the ancient language spoken in the 

time of the pharaohs and the pyramid builders, and its calendar, too, 

dates back to pharaonic times. The very word Coptic comes from 

Aigyptos* Egyptian: the church was thoroughly rooted in Egyptian 

soil and speech. The Coptic Church still divides the year into the 

four seasons observed by ancient Egyptians, with appropriate litur

gies and blessings for the transition points. But at the same time, the 

presence of so many pre- and non-Christian influences seemed po

tentially threatening in a melting-pot Alexandrian culture that so 

naturally mingled cultures and traditions and favored religious syn

cretism.23

Nervousness about cultural drift helps explain the ferocity of 

Egyptian church leaders against other religions, pagan or Jewish. In 

367, Athanasius issued the strictest condemnation to date of nonca- 

nonical Christian gospels and scriptures, leading many to be con

cealed or destroyed. This may have been the point at which the 

famous Nag Hammadi gospels were hidden to forestall destruction. 

At the end of the fourth century, his successor, Theophilus, led 

Christian mobs in a comprehensive assault on the pagan temples. 

Not content with demolishing statues and buildings, the church or

ganized public exhibitions to show how the pagan priests had con

trived some of the miraculous tricks by which they overawed the 

simple. In 391, Theophilus led an assault on the Serapeum at Alex
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andria, one of the greatest pagan centers of the ancient world. Such 
shows were extraordinarily powerful in reinforcing Christian loyal
ties, in proving the superiority of the Christian Lord to the long- 
dreaded pagan powers. It is exactly such ritual destructions of pagan 
objects that have given so much momentum to Christian growth in 
modern-day Africa.24 This aggressive attitude to other faiths also 
suggests why Cyril and his followers would fight desperately against 
any version of Christian theology that might offer the slightest con
cession to pagan ideas of multiple gods. Egyptian Christians must 
above all defend the oneness of God’s nature.

Cyril’s church had a powerful tradition of hands-on direct action, 
with several distinct constituencies available to break the heads of 
rivals. Alexandria itself was notoriously rowdy, and the church his
torian Socrates noted that, “The Alexandrian public is more de
lighted with tumult than any other people: and if at any time it 
should find a pretext, breaks forth into the most intolerable ex
cesses; for it never ceases from its turbulence without bloodshed.” 
That is actually a good summary of the city’s church history. Once 
Christianity was legalized and churches became widespread, lower 
clergy used their sermons and homilies to disseminate the official 
patriarchal line throughout the city. They mobilized urban factions 
against the church’s rivals—against pagans, Jews, or imperial offi
cials. Through sermons, processions, and devotions, the church 
controlled the media through which urban opinion could be ma
nipulated. If they chose, the church had the means to promote 
demagoguery, and it had a willing audience. Athanasius was certainly 
willing to use mob action when needed, to the point of beatings 
and kidnappings. In 361, a mob lynched a rival bishop who claimed 
his diocese. Even Cyril’s election in 412 was only achieved following 
a “tumult” in which his followers overawed a rival faction that had 
the support of the Roman military commander on the ground.25

The patriarchs could also count on still more fearsome support
ers from beyond the city limits. At least by the third century, Chris
tianity had penetrated deep into the Egyptian countryside, where 
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followers used native Coptic rather than urban Greek. These rural 

believers provided recruits for the booming monastic movement 

that originated in Egypt and then spread throughout the Christian 

world, especially in Syria and Mesopotamia. Neither for the first 

time nor the last, Egypt acted as a primary incubator of change 

within the churches.

Egypt’s emerging native Christianity was a profoundly impressive 

phenomenon. Its most famous product was the pioneering monk 

St. Antony, who died at an advanced age in 356 and whose biogra

phy—written by Athanasius—served as wonderful publicity for 

Egyptian faith around the Christian world. Antony, incidentally, 

seems to have thought and worked entirely in Coptic. His spiritual 

successor was the awe-inspiring Aba Shenoute, who died in 466, al

legedly at the age of 118. He led the White Monastery, a huge com

munity several thousand strong, which included many nuns in 

addition to the male monks. Like other smaller settlements, his 

monastery became the center of life for neighboring lay communi

ties. Ordinary Christians turned to the monks for spiritual suste

nance, but also for social services, education, and disaster relief. 

Shenoute’s vast body of writings and correspondence made him 

one of the very greatest figures of Coptic literature and faith. He 

made Coptic the basis of a proud new Christian tradition that de

fined itself aggressively against a Greek language that was tainted by 

paganism and, increasingly, heresy.26 When all other resources failed 

them, the Alexandrian patriarchs could rely on the passionate faith 

of these native Christians.

Monks were, in theory, monachal solitaries, utterly detached from 

the world, but many became passionately engaged in worldly poli

tics in the defense of orthodoxy. The most militant and active were 

those of the Nitrian Desert, the venerated Holy Desert that con

tained hundreds of houses and where Cyril himself had studied for 

several years. Egypt’s monks served as a reliable clerical army. 

Most obviously political were the parabolani, a brotherhood sworn 
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to perform charitable tasks such as the burial of the dead, and who 
enjoyed clerical privileges. By the fifth century, though, they served 
as a personal bodyguard for the bishops. In 416, an imperial law 
tried to fix their numbers at five hundred, but the patriarchs re
cruited these enforcers as they thought they needed them. Monks 
supported the powerful political machine that was the Egyptian 
church.27

The Egyptian church had an uneasy relationship with civil au
thority, if and when that authority ran contrary to enforcing what 
was seen as God’s will. In constantly stressing the superiority of 
church power, the patriarchate was staking out a theocratic position. 
This tension became obvious in about 414—15 in a series of events 
that reveals much about the radical political aspirations of the 
church less than a century after the empire granted toleration to 
Christians. The affair also foreshadowed many of the wider church 
confrontations at the great councils.28

At this time, Cyril was the new patriarch of Alexandria. His main 
opponent was Orestes, the Roman prefect, a Christian, but one who 
still held traditional Roman notions about religious or ethnic diver
sity. According to this view, religious practices should generally be 
tolerated provided that their followers acknowledged imperial power, 
obeyed the law, and paid taxes. Toleration did not apply when groups 
became seditious or flouted the law, and in such cases Roman ven
geance could be frightful. Until that point, though, it really was no 
business of Roman power to pick and choose between rival schools 
of thought. Cyril, in contrast, wished to destroy rival faiths and com
peting currents within Christianity, by force if necessary. Orestes 
was nervous about the growth of church power at the expense of 
imperial jurisdiction and had personal reasons for concern. He knew 
that Cyril had set spies to watch him, to note any slip from ortho
doxy, or to find anything that could damage his reputation.29

The crisis began when Orestes issued regulations for the popu
lar dances and theatrical shows held by Alexandria’s large and 
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old-established Jewish community. Jews protested the agitation of 

one Christian activist, “a very enthusiastic listener of bishop Cyril’s 

sermons,” and Roman authorities agreed that this troublemaker de

served silencing, and indeed torture. Orestes was sending a clear 

signal to Cyril about the bounds of this authority, but the attempt 

backfired. As relations between the patriarch and the Jews deterio

rated, mob violence ensued. Cyril led “an immense crowd” to raid 

the synagogues, to rob and expel the Jews whose roots in the city 

dated back some seven hundred years. Although Orestes com

plained directly to the emperor, he could not reverse a patriarchal 

coup against civil authority.30

Several hundred Nitrian monks now stormed into the city. They 

denounced Orestes as a pagan idolater persecuting their beloved 

patriarch. As Orestes’s military guard fled, the monks stoned and 

wounded the prefect in an outrageous act of rebellion that in other 

times and places would have persuaded a Roman emperor to sack 

an entire city. Orestes ordered the ringleader to be tortured to death, 

but once again, Cyril was not intimidated. Instead, he ordered the 

executed monk recognized as a martyr for the church, canonizing 

him on the spot—to the disapproval of mainstream Christians who 

otherwise supported their spiritual father.31

The conflict now claimed another victim. This was the woman 

philosopher Hypatia, a venerated thinker and teacher, who now 

suffered because of her alleged friendship with Orestes. (The 

recent film Agora makes Hypatia as glamorous as she is brilliant.) 

Taken in the streets by a Christian mob, she was dragged to a 

church where she was mutilated and dismembered and her remains 

burnt. While no direct evidence connects Cyril to her death, he 

had not tried to calm the mob fury that was its immediate cause. 

And criticisms of Cyril’s conduct do not just arise from modern 

hindsight, which fails to take account of the different standards 

prevailing in the distant past. In the words of a near contemporary 

critic of the patriarch’s conduct, “surely nothing can be farther 
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from the spirit of Christianity than allowing massacres, fights, and 
transactions of that sort.”32

By Cyril’s time, then, Alexandria’s patriarchs looked to a tradition 
that was royal in its aspirations, and near absolutist in its willingness 
to overwhelm opposition. Cyril presided over an impressive Egyptian 
hierarchy of a full hundred bishops, organized under ten metropoli
tans. The patriarchs even had an imperial role, as their ecclesiastical 
power extended deep into Africa, into the kingdoms of Ethiopia and 
Nubia, and Alexandria largely determined the beliefs and practices of 
these churches. This southward reach stretched much farther than 
that of any earlier pharaoh. This issue, incidentally, contributed still 
further to rivalries with Constantinople. While Alexandria naturally 
dreamed of an African empire, the imperial capital now claimed juris
diction over all churches established beyond the frontiers.33

Looking at the church of Alexandria around this time, a modern 
observer is bound to ask whether the fervor inspired by Athanasius 
or Cyril was in some sense nationalistic, whether the monks and 
mobs were fighting for a concept of Egyptianness, and against 
Roman conformity. Certainly, Cyril and his followers were keenly 
aware of the dignity of their city and region, and Egypt’s historic 
role in defending orthodoxy. At the same time, terms like national
ism would be anachronistic when applied to this early era, and there 
really is no evidence of secessionist feeling. Rather, the patriarchs 
saw themselves as effective rulers of Egypt within the context of a 
Christian empire, and their goal was not to leave the empire, an idea 
that was as unnecessary as it was bizarre. Instead, they wanted to 
use their homeland as a secure base from which they could spread 
the historic truth of Egypt throughout the Christian world. And the 
experience of Nicea above all had shown how useful church coun
cils could be in this process. Athanasius had largely established 
Nicene orthodoxy throughout the empire, despite serious opposi
tion from within the imperial family itself.
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Constantinople and Antioch

Alexandrian ambitions faced two obstacles, which proved to be 

closely linked. One was the see of Antioch, with its rich apostolic 

traditions. It was here that the word Christian was first applied in 

apostolic times, probably as a dismissive term or insult within the 

Jewish community. The city also claimed St. Peter as its first bishop, 

before the fisherman had traveled to some strange city in the far 

west. In later centuries, Antioch earned more fame as the home of 

the martyr Ignatius, while its bishopric was one of the handful of 

leading patriarchal sees that held the highest places of honor within 

the church. Adding to its political pull within the Christian empire, 

Antioch dominated the rich land of Syria. Just as the Egyptian 

church looked south into Africa, so Antioch influenced the Syriac

speaking worlds of the Near East, reaching into Mesopotamia and 

beyond. Antioch was in its way quite as imperial as Alexandria.34

Culturally, Antioch was at least a match for Alexandria, however 

much the ideas the city produced disturbed or repelled the Egyp

tians. It was natural for emperors to look to Antioch’s alumni for 

the monks and scholars who would fill the episcopal sees, and espe

cially that of Constantinople. Antioch’s weak point lay in its theol

ogy. If Alexandrians could portray Antioch as heretical, as less than 

totally devoted to the divinity and glory of Christ, that gave an 

opening for subversion. An Antioch-trained bishop in Constanti

nople would stand in real peril.

Constantinople itself suffered all the blessings and curses of 

direct imperial patronage. The see would not have existed if not for 

the imperial presence and certainly would not have held a rank 

second only to Rome. As the choice of a bishop was such a politi

cally sensitive matter, emperors and leading courtiers played a key 

role in the selection, so that bishops should in theory have begun 

their tenure with the intimate support of the most powerful figures 

in the empire. These same laypeople also had a powerful vested in

terest in developing the city’s Christian credentials, beautifying its 
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churches, and stocking them with dazzling collections of relics. 
They worked to build up Constantinople as the special holy city of 
an empire under the protection of the Virgin Mary. And unlike the 
other great sees, this ‘ city was a purely Christian creation, with no 
need to purge the sins of a pagan past. The holier the city, the 
greater the prestige of its bishop.35

But having said that, leading the church in Constantinople did 
pose special dangers, as external forces found it easy to build and 
exploit factions within the imperial family and court. Through most 
of the fifth century, Alexandrian patriarchs ran a substantial and ef
fective network for lobbying and intelligence-gathering in Constan
tinople. They backed up their efforts with gift-giving and bribery 
undertaken on an epic scale, a lavish generosity that suggests the 
vast wealth that Egypt could still produce. This Alexandrian ma
nipulation shaped imperial religious politics.

By the fifth century, too, Constantinople was a sprawling, turbu
lent center with a strong history of riot and civil disorder. As many 
emperors found, controlling distant frontiers was not much use if 
they lost control of the streets within a mile of the palace. The cen
trality of religious issues in politics also meant that the bishops were 
likely targets of mob action. Constantinople had many prestigious 
monasteries, which the Alexandrians targeted for their diplomatic 
efforts. These monks easily became militant activists and potentially 
the dangerous leaders of a restive crowd. An unpopular bishop 
could rapidly find himself in a position that would make even a 
sympathetic emperor reluctant to defend him.36

The Fall of John Chrysostom

Long before the christological battles of Ephesus and Chalcedon, 
this interchurch rivalry brought down one patriarch in an affair that 
closely foreshadows later events. The main figure in this drama was 
John Chrysostom, one of the greatest saints of Christian antiquity 
and a legendary preacher: his name signifies “Golden Mouth.” At 
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every stage, his career exemplified the glories of Antioch. He was 

born in Antioch, and he studied under its last great pagan teachers, 

where his fellow pupils included Theodore of Mopsuestia. He was 

an early pupil of the new Christian school led by Diodore of Tarsus. 

Antioch was, naturally, where he was ordained a priest. In 398, 

against his better judgment, he agreed to become archbishop of 

Constantinople.37

Within five years, his career was in ruins, due to the machinations 

of Alexandria’s patriarch Theophilus. Theophilus was engaged in a 

typical controversy with some dissident Egyptian monks, and he 

responded with the standard operating procedures of an Alexan

drian patriarch, namely organizing a heavily armed force to destroy 

the monks’ dwellings and maltreat their sympathizers. When the 

monks protested the persecution, the bishop was summoned to 

Constantinople to explain himself. But Theophilus turned the 

tables on his accusers, presenting both the exiled monks and John 

Chrysostom himself as fellow supporters of a notorious heresy 

based on the works of Origen. Theophilus also found a key ally in 

court, in the empress Aelia Eudoxia. Whatever she thought about 

the theological issues, she had come to loathe Chrysostom person

ally. She took personally his puritanical denunciations of excessive 

feminine luxury and vanity. Also at issue were the rituals that the 

Christian empire devised to celebrate the regime, which seemed to 

borrow from older pagan rituals. John expressed his horror when a 

statue of Eudoxia was dedicated with public festivities.38

With such powerful foes, Chrysostom’s fall could not be long 

delayed. In 402, Theophilus arrived in Constantinople backed by an 

impressive phalanx of twenty-nine of his suffragan bishops—and 

reinforced by Alexandria’s legendary capacity to dole out bribes. 

This show of force helped him assert his position against John, who 

was duly deposed at a provincial synod, the Synod of the Oak (403). 

In fact, John’s abasement did not last long. The urban crowd ad

mired him, while an earthquake convinced some of his enemies that 
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they were struggling against a man beloved of God. Also foreshad
owing later events, John Chrysostom found a powerful friend in the 
Roman pope. Innocent, who tried to call a council to restore the 
ousted patriarch. John himself maintained his resistance, comparing 
the empress to Herodias, the evil inciter of the death of John the 
Baptist. Chrysostom was briefly restored, but was once more de
posed shortly afterward and died en route to exile in 407.39

Every aspect of this affair reappeared in some forms in the later 
councils, which were notionally so concerned with issues of Chris- 
tology rather than church order. In later years, too, the patriarchs of 
Alexandria would play the role of ecclesiastical vigilantes, dabbling 
mercilessly in the affairs of other dioceses. Then, too, they would 
back up their authority by the massed presence of allied bishops, 
reinforced by extravagant bribes and gift giving. Theophilus’s secre
tary on this occasion was Cyril, the later patriarch, who learned 
much about the art of politics in church and state.

By the 420s, then, Cyril’s experiences had taught him some basic 
lessons about achieving policy goals. He had learned about the judi
cious use of violence, real or threatened; about the need to win 
favor at court; and about how councils and synods could be ex
ploited to produce desired results. But if he learned one thing above 
all, it was that few problems or conflicts were so stubborn that they 
could not be resolved by enough bludgeoning and buffaloing.

But all the patriarchs always had to bear in mind one critical fact: 
however independent they might appear, however much they ruled 
as petty kings—often not-so-petty—they still, in fact, operated 
within a still-flourishing empire that had more than enough power 
to stop them in their tracks. If and when they forgot this fact, they 
could steer their patriarchates on the road to ruin. Throughout the 
fifth century, the outcome of church debates depended absolutely 
on gaining the favor of the imperial family—and especially the royal 
women.
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Queens, Generals, 
and Emperors

That new heresies have not prevailed in our times, we shallfind to be due 

especially to Pulcheria,

So^pmen

If patriarchs acted like kings, then emperors behaved like popes. 

Through all the christological debates, the empire acted as a force 

within the church, far more than merely an honest broker seeing fair 

play between contesting sides. Church leaders struggled to win the 

favor of courtiers or members of the imperial family, but many 

princes and empresses needed no encouragement to participate. The 

government was absolutely involved in church debates at all stages?

Beyond the Emperors

Imperial politics meant much more than the office of the em

peror himself and involved a complex world of court, bureau

cracy, and royal family. Roman government was evolving into a 

military-ecclesiastical-courtier complex, a pattern it would retain 

through the Byzantine period.2
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The empire became increasingly absolutist. From the third cen

tury, the emperor gave up the pretense of being just the first citizen, 

the princeps, and was openly proclaimed as lord, dominns, an absolute 

sovereign, untrammeled by republican institutions. The Greek word, 

which gives its meaning to another familiar English term, was des- 

potes. The imperial court imitated the styles of absolutist Persia and 

the ancient god-kings of the Middle East, while the language of di

vinity permeated imperial life. The imperial finance minister bore 

the title of Comes Sacranim Largitionum^ the Count of Sacred Largeses; 

the empire’s senior legal official—in modern terms, roughly, the at

torney-general—was the Quaestor of the Sacred Palace.3

After Theodosius I, the Great, died in 395, his dynasty remained 

in power in both East and West. The fact that his immediate succes

sors enjoyed such very long reigns might mislead us into thinking 

that these must have been eras of peace and stability. Just two in

cumbents held the Western throne for most of the period from 395 

to 455, an impressive span of sixty years. One of Theodosius I’s 

grandsons, Valentinian III, ruled the Western empire from 425 to 

455, while another, Theodosius II, held the East from 408 

through 450. But, in fact, this was anything but an enviable time 

of easygoing prosperity, and barbarian invasions repeatedly threat

ened to destroy both Eastern and Western empires. The long reigns 

rather suggested that at least some so-called despots—by no means 

all—were largely figureheads, so irrelevant to public affairs that they 

were scarcely worth replacing. Valentinian III was at best childish 

and petulant, and probably mentally unstable.4

Power within the empire had moved elsewhere, above all to the 

military, to quasi-independent warlords who served the Roman state 

but who naturally had their own agendas. This was a massive his

torical change from the older system, in which the army had been 

an integral part of the Roman state. By the fourth century, though, 

military forces were largely recruited and hired from external na

tions and tribes, who could handle the radically changed styles of 

mobile warfare that marked the great age of the barbarian migra-
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tions. Although each new wave of intruders posed its own problem, 
the most destabilizing force was the Huns, fast-moving horsemen 
using a deadly new type of bow. The empire was enduring a thor
oughgoing revolution in military affairs.5

The Romans successfully employed some of these barbarians as 
allies and mercenaries, while others ran out of control and took 
over whole portions of the empire for themselves. Some peoples 
oscillated between the two courses, sometimes being predators, 
sometimes faithful defenders. Some warlords became kingmakers. 
From 430 through 470, the power behind the throne of the Eastern 
empire was Aspar, a member of the Alan nation that derived from 
eastern Europe, beyond the Roman frontier. As Magister Militum, 
commander in chief, the fate of the empire depended on him and 
whichever of his military protégés he chose to place in high office, 
including that of emperor. The Western empire, meanwhile, relied 
on the half-barbarian Aetius, the de facto military ruler of the West
ern empire from 433 through 450. Aetius owed his success to his 
close familiarity with the Hunnish tribes and his ability to deploy 
their own tactics against those terrifying invaders.6

Old and new ruling peoples intermarried freely. Although the 
Roman Empire had never aspired to racial purity, by the fifth cen
tury it was looking surprisingly multicultural and pan-European. In 
the West particularly, ruling elites represented the kind of Ger- 
manic/Latin blend that would dominate the region for the next 
thousand years. The Visigothic king Athaulf claimed that he had 
originally wanted to replace the Roman Empire, Romania, with a 
new Germanic Reich of Gothia, but he eventually despaired of 
making such a radical change and decided instead to use Gothic 
vigor as the foundation for a restored Nova Romania. What actually 
occurred was not too far from that design. Barbarian lords—Goths, 
Franks, and others—married their daughters and sisters into the 
imperial elite, so that a warlord like Aetius could plausibly hope 
to see a grandson in the imperial purple. Even the Vandal ruler 
Gaiseric, overlord of the North African kingdom that so alarmed 
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the empire, married his son to the daughter of the Western emperor 

Valentinian. Barbarian influence in imperial politics was actually 

stronger than we might think from merely looking at the personal 

names of emperors or high officials. From 457, the new emperor 

bore the impeccably Greek and philosophical name of Zeno, but 

his real name—barely pronounceable to civilized Greeks—was 

Tarasicodissa. He stemmed from the Isaurian highland tribes of 

Asia Minor, possibly relatives of the modern Kurds.

The courts themselves contained other centers of power. Roman 

sovereigns entrusted great power to eunuchs, who would not try to 

seize power in the interests of their descendants, yet that limitation 

did not prevent eunuch officials from struggling constantly for in

fluence. In this world of backstairs politics, what mattered was not 

one’s birth or background or, often, ideology, but who had best 

access to the emperor and his family. This access was commonly 

sold to the highest bidder. Court politics were a matter of ins and 

outs, with outsiders adopting whatever policies and alliances might 

best serve to destabilize and discredit existing favorites. In some 

cases, courtiers and court officials so controlled access to the em

peror, so channeled the information available to him, that the leader 

of the dominant court faction became a kind of shadow emperor.7

The power of the eunuchs reached new heights under the long- 

lived emperor Theodosius II (408—50). One eunuch, Antiochus, 

acted as his regent from 408 to 414, while the emperor was still a 

small child. In later years, too, Theodosius II “was under the control 

of his eunuchs in everything.”8 In the 440s, the eunuch official 

Chrysaphius dominated the court and used this power to promote 

Monophysite doctrine within the empire.

State as Church, Church as State

Another potent new force was the church, and the story of church

state conflict in Alexandria suggests the difficulty of absorbing the 

new religious reality within Roman state traditions. Modern observ
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ers find it hard to appreciate how slim were the distinctions that late 
Roman society drew between the church and the world, between 
religious life and the everyday doings of society. What we today 
would call religious issues served as vehicles for pursuing causes and 
grievances that were just as much political or economic in nature. 
That linkage of issues helps explain why ordinary people became so 
passionately involved in theological struggles.9

The rising popularity of the church coincided with the declining 
power and prestige of the state. Western historians have long de
bated the causes of the empire’s decline and fall and have resisted 
simple, single-cause explanations, pointing instead to combinations 
of different types of weaknesses and stress. Some modern histori
ans turn the question on its head, preferring to ask how the empire 
could possibly have kept going as long as it did, faced as it was by 
such a nightmare concatenation of military, social, and economic 
threats. But however we assess the role of the different threats, 
there is no doubt that they all were at their height in the era of 
Ephesus and Chalcedon, which was also the age of Attila the 
Hun.10

The imperial crisis had a direct impact on the lives of everyday 
people and ordinary Christian believers. Much of the impact was 
fiscal, as maintaining the empire became just too expensive a propo
sition. Throughout these years, external enemies repeatedly threat
ened the empire—Germanic barbarians, Persians, and Huns. These 
menaces forced the empire, as a matter of survival, to spend ever 
larger resources on its military apparatus, on supplying armies and 
fleets, maintaining fortresses and garrisons, buying the friendship of 
barbarian tribes, and paying tribute to buy off dangerous raiders. 
The imperial institution itself became ever more expensive, with the 
rich display and dress expected of emperors, all the court ritual, and 
the cost of a sizable bureaucracy.

Even in the best circumstances, those pressures would have 
stretched the capacity of the treasury and put enormous demands on 
the general tax burden. But in the fifth century, the regions available 
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to pay taxes and tribute were shrinking steadily, with the secession 

or destruction of whole provinces. Even when the empire main

tained its power over an area like the Balkans, Attila’s repeated loot

ing left the inhabitants with litde ability to pay. Heavy tax demands 

fell on the remaining provinces and cities, which became progres

sively more disenchanted with civil authority, with its soldiers and 

tax collectors.

Nor did the empire offer much pretense of equal treatment, any 

sense of shared suffering. In Gaul, the prophetic Christian Salvian 

wrote that the empire was dying or drawing its last breath, “stran

gled by the cords of taxation as if by the hands of brigands”; but 

even at such a time, “still a great number of wealthy men are found, 

the burden of whose taxes is borne by the poor; that is, very many 

rich men are found whose taxes are murdering the poor.” In an oft- 

quoted passage, a Greek merchant cited thes^economic burdens to 

explain just why he had opted out of the empire and defected to the 

Huns: “The exaction of the taxes is very severe, and unprincipled 

men inflict injuries on others, because the laws are practically not 

valid against all classes. A transgressor who belongs to the wealthy 

classes is not punished for his injustice, while a poor man ... under

goes the legal penalty.” More than ever, the state and its mechanisms 

became the face of the enemy. It was only natural, then, to turn in

stead to the comforting face of the church.11

By the start of the fifth century, churches had convincingly estab

lished themselves as clear forces of authority in individual cities, 

matching and in many cases overwhelming the symbols of secular 

power. The empire recognized the dignity and independence of the 

church by giving clerics a separate justice system, granting clergy the 

right to be tried in their own special courts. In the East, this right 

extended to bishops only, but Western rulers applied it to all clergy, 

of whatever rank. Bishops were now vital channels of government 

and were active in political and economic affairs as much as the 

strictly religious. As the Roman Empire crumbled in the West, local 

power in cities and regions passed to an alliance of counts and bish
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ops, a pattern that would remain in place for a thousand years and 
more. In both East and West, institutional Christianity powerfully as
serted its authority through the physical presence of church build
ings and monasteries, which were now experiencing a massive 
building boom, supported by the empire and other secular magnates. 
At last, churches were beginning to challenge and even overtop the 
mighty temples, which were duly raided for building stone.12

The extensive social services provided by the church cemented 
popular loyalties. By the fifth century, wealthy laypeople were pro
viding very large gifts and bequests to the churches as a means of 
promoting their eternal well-being. People gave money to help pris
oners, for the ransom of captives (crucially important during wars 
and barbarian assaults), and for relieving victims of poverty and 
pestilence. Bishops distributed these moneys according to their dis
cretion, and their charitable activities gave them immense prestige. 
If the state was always demanding money, the church cultivated a 
reputation for always giving it away. The empire might boast of its 
sacred largess, but the church actually practiced it.13

Just how substantial were the sums involved emerges from the 
frequent corruption charges that regularly surfaced in intrachurch 
fights, as each faction tried to make its enemies seem as greedy as 
possible. For present purposes, the truth of such charges matters 
less than the scale of wealth and patronage suggested. In 449, Edes
sa’s bishop Ibas was accused of multiple offenses, mainly involving 
diverting charitable gifts to family members. And what gifts! They 
made up “an immense sum,” “the bequests and the offerings, the 
contributions from every source, and the collection of dedicated 
crosses of gold and silver.” His nephew, another bishop, reportedly 
gave all his money to a woman friend, who became rich lending the 
money out at heavy interest. The churches had vast capacity to help 
or harm, in the material world no less than the spiritual.14

We can easily understand the deep popular loyalty that clerical 
leaders attracted and the violent partisan contests that regularly 
arose over matters of succession and promotion. Clergy themselves 
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were famously partisan, and not just in Alexandria. Constantinople’s 

clergy were notorious for their “spirit of ambitious rivalry,” and 

worse, they could expect mob support. When the city’s archbishop 

died in 434, the emperor appointed a successor almost overnight, 

for excellent practical reasons. Desperately anxious “to prevent the 

disturbances in the church which usually attend the election of a 

bishop,” he ordered the bishops who happened to be in the city to 

ordain a new incumbent, Proclus, even before his predecessor was 

actually buried. Tumult and rioting were natural ways for ordinary 

Christians to show their devotion to the institutional church.15

God's Warriors 
/

The church’s authority went far beyond its material resources. The 

people of the late Roman world believed firmly that they faced the 

assaults of evil spiritual powers, powers that could only be con

fronted by heroic spiritual champions. This meant above all the holy 

men and women who proliferated across the empire, the ascetics 

and hermits, monks and stylites, whose ostentatious rejection of the 

world allowed them to challenge the forces of evil. By the fifth cen

tury, the growing horrors of the secular world were encouraging 

mass defections into the spiritual life, as monasticism offered a 

whole alternative society.16

In the language of the time, monks and ascetics were holy war

riors, engaged in constant religious combat, or else spiritual athletes. 

It was exactly in this period that celebrity saints took to living atop 

pillars, their food lifted to them daily by faithful disciples. Around 

420, Simeon Stylites began occupying the pillartop where he would 

remain for some thirty incredible years. For the Christian public, 

rich and poor, such absolute devotion proved beyond doubt that a 

man like Simeon was close to God, and they anxiously sought his 

advice.17

The amazing popular devotion that such figures attracted shows 

the prevailing distrust of the material world, and especially of sexu
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ality: true holiness must involve an absolute rejection of these se
ductive temptations. From this point of view, the ideal Christian 
was not only celibate, but must also reject as far as possible any 
form of material comfort, including any food beyond what was ab
solutely necessary to keep the person alive. They were to be “tomb
less corpses,” dead men walking. Ascetics had a charismatic power 
far greater than that of any secular figure, and the best that a lay 
Christian could do was to try and copy them. Looking at such an 
ideal must make us look very suspiciously at modern-day claims that 
Christianity is inextricably linked to any kind of family values. In 
this era, Christian values meant rejecting one’s family as thoroughly 
as possible.18

Just how far this estrangement from the worldly might go is sug
gested by the experience of the monk Severus, one of the most in
fluential Christian figures of the sixth century and a founding father 
of Syria’s Monophysite church. When he became bishop of Anti
och in 512, he was appalled by the luxurious living practiced by his 
predecessors. His first step was to close the episcopal kitchens and 
dismiss the cooks, so that henceforward, he would live on the 
cheapest and nastiest bread he could buy in the marketplace. He 
also destroyed the baths, an action that his admirers compared to 
the ancient Old Testament kings’ sacking temples of Baal. What 
place did the vanity of bodily hygiene have in a proper Christian 
regime? Cleanliness was very far from godliness. He was just as hor
rified to learn that earlier bishops had even slept in beds^ and that 
practice, too, had to change. Instead, “he practiced lying down on 
the earth, refraining from washing, performing the offices with long 
psalmody, eating vegetables.”19
. In a time of general political and social crisis, such otherworldly 
figures acquired overwhelming authority and commanded respect 
for their ability to lead their supporters and sympathizers to salva
tion. The fact that Simeon the Stylite supported the Council of 
Chalcedon mattered enormously for that cause. Quite apart from 
the spiritual superstars, their ascetic sacrifices meant that ordinary 
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monks also attracted popular awe and love, which made them a 

potent force in a city like Constantinople. Significantly for the po

litical story, the upsurge of monasticism was much more rapid in 

the eastern portions of the empire, where the trend began, than in 

the west. At least before the sixth century, Roman popes and West

ern bishops did not face the task of disciplining legions of unruly 

monks, as was common in Syria and Egypt. Nor were they as 

tempted to deploy them in factional combat against secular officials 

or rival churchmen.20

In the East, though, holy men and women revolutionized the po

litical world and served as a potent destabilizing force. Although 

they did not quite operate outside the law, in practice their charis

matic authority gave them wide latitude to challenge official policies 

and to organize and channel popular resentment. When they spoke 

out on matters of theology or church politics, the world listened, 

and not merely the poor masses of city or countryside. Offending 

the empire could at its worst mean loss of life or property, but will

fully disobeying the monks and ascetics would lead to everlasting 

suffering. In any conflict between spiritual and secular power, the 

church had immense advantages.

Holy Women

But if the church acted politically, the empire clearly conceived of 

itself in religious terms. The empire’s rulers themselves thoroughly 

accepted the Christian worldview, and indeed personified charis

matic notions of power. Although it was not until the 450s that pa

triarchs actually began crowning emperors, the notion of a holy 

empire absolutely rooted in Christian symbolism and ideology was 

much older. For better or worse, the concept of a Christian Empire 

went far beyond rhetorical verbiage.21

If emperors themselves might be figureheads, their relatives were 

very active indeed politically and religiously, and in the fifth-century 

context, this usually meant the imperial women, the empresses and 
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princesses descended from the great Theodosius I. Some learned 
brilliandy how to play the political game, to manipulate the new 
Roman order of warlords, bishops, and courtiers. They became so 
influential that for long periods the empire looked like a matriar
chate. In some cases, the Theodosian princesses who effectively 
dominated the empire for long periods were not only women, but 
startlingly young women or teenage girls, whose royal blood gave 
them the authority to overawe far more senior contemporaries. 
Adding to their potential influence, their royal lineage also made 
them attractive brides for ambitious generals or courtiers in search 
of a plausible claim to the imperial title. All the genius in the Theo
dosian line ended up in its womenfolk.22

In terms of religious politics, the imperial women were so per
sonally invested in particular causes, so active in their respective 
movements, that the theological conflicts looked like battles be
tween rival empresses as much as between patriarchs. This interven
tionist theme began early in the dynasty’s history and endured well 
over a century. Theodosius I married a Spanish woman, Flaccilla, 
who fought staunchly for Nicene theology against Arianism and 
exacdy set the pattern for the later Theodosian women.

Flaccilla was the mother of the emperors Arcadius, in the East, 
and Honorius, in the West. Arcadius in turn married Aelia Eudoxia, 
who was, despite her Greco-Roman name, the daughter of a 
Frankish barbarian warrior in Roman service. Like Flaccilla, she 
struggled hard for Nicene orthodoxy while building up the sacred 
character of Constantinople by importing and publicizing an im
pressive collection of sacred relics. She also imposed her will on 
senior appointments. In 403, she allied with the Alexandrian bishop 
Theophilus to destroy John Chrysostom at the notorious Synod of 
the Oak.

In tracing the history of the fifth-century councils, three queens, 
three Augustae, stand out above all as prime movers and manipula
tors—Galla Placidia and Pulcheria on the Catholic/Orthodox side, 
Aelia Eudocia for the Monophysites.
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THE  THEODOSIAN  DYNASTY

Theodosius I 

347-395 

I

Honorius Galla Placidia Arcadius

384-423 392—450 377-408

= Constantine III

Valentinian III 

419-455

= Aelia Eudoxia 

died 404

Justa Grata Honoria Theodosius II 

401-450

= Aelia 'Eudocia

401-460

Pulcheria 

399-453

= Marcian 

396-457

Licinia Eudoxia

422-462

(Valentinian III married his cousin Licinia Eudoxia)

The Eves of some of these women seem almost incredible. One 

breathtaking example was Galla Placidia (392—450), daughter of 

Theodosius I by his second wife. Abducted by Goths when Rome 

fell in 410, she remained a prisoner until she formed a relationship 

with Athaulf, brother of the barbarian king. She married him and 

bore his son, raising the prospect of a new Gothic-Roman dynasty. 

However, her husband died early—an occupational hazard for a 

barbarian warlord—and she returned to Rome. There she married a 

prominent general, who used that link to estabEsh himself as em

peror of the West. When he also died young, in 425, the thirty-two- 

year-old Galla Placidia found herself the mother of the new 

reigning emperor, Valentinian, who was just six years old. In effect, 

this meant that she ruled the Western empire for another decade.



Queens, Generals, and Eniperors 115

Working alongside the general Aetius, she remained a potent figure 
in the West until her own death in 455.23

In such a situation of shared power, the personal religious views of 
the empress and her circle mattered enormously, and Galla Placidia 
was passionately interested in matters religious and theological. The 
church and mosaics she commissioned in Ravenna are among the 
greatest treasures of early Christian art. She was also resolutely Or- 
thodox/Catholic and anti-Monophysite. When Monophysites 
seemed to be gaining dangerous power within the Eastern empire, 
beleaguered orthodox believers begged Galla Placidia and her royal 
son to plead with their imperial kin in Constantinople, which they 
duly did. On the other side of the partisan gulf, the main court 
patron of the Monophysite cause before and after Chalcedon was 
Aelia Eudocia, wife of the Eastern emperor Theodosius II.24

Galla Placidia also left a daughter, Justa Grata Honoria, whose own 
career was as spectacularly improbable as her own. Together with her 
lover, Honoria plotted to assassinate her brother Valentinian and take 
over the empire. When the conspiracy was revealed, she was sent to a 
convent, but the prospect of that lifestyle appalled her. Seeking an 
escape route, she turned to a new prospective lover with a solid 
record of achievement in public affairs: Attila the Hun. Honoria 
wrote to Attila, offering to marry him if he would free her, and in 
exchange she would give him tide to rule the Western empire. Attila 
used the correspondence as an excuse to launch his invasion of 
Gaul, which he presented as an attempt to take his promised bride 
and dowry.25

That particular plot would scarcely carry conviction in a bad 
romance novel, and its only excuse is that it actually happened. 
Pushing the bounds of credibility further, Honoria was not the 
only Theodosian woman to invite an invasion of her own empire 
out of personal reasons and family grievance. Just three years after 
Honoria’s Hunnish flirtation, her example inspired her cousin 
Licinia Eudoxia to invite the Vandal king Gaiseric to attack Italy. 
He did so with gusto in the second sack of Rome (455). Although 
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theological issues played no part in these particular soap operas, the 

stories tell us a great deal about the turbulent independence of the 

imperial women, their immersion in public affairs, and their abso

lute conviction that their views should be heard. All those features 

reappeared regularly in their religious politics.26

Like the patriarchs in their different way, these women were also 

prepared to imagine futures for the Roman world utterly different 

from familiar traditions. Once, it would have seemed inconceivable 

for the imperial capital to move out of Rome, yet Constantine had 

accomplished just that. So what else could happen? What might 

the empire look like in another couple of centuries? Might it be a 

Romano-Gothic or Romano-Hunnish hybrid? Might it be a Chris

tian theocracy run from Alexandria or Antioch? Or even, to take an 

outrageous hypothetical, might the popes of remote Rome become 

the patrons of a new successor Western empire ruled by some 

rough Germanic tribe, even the Franks? The possibilities were limit

less.

Pulcheria

By far the most important Theodosian woman in the religious story 

was Pulcheria (399-453), who was granddaughter to Theodosius I 

and Flaccilla. She was also the daughter of the Aelia Eudoxia, whom 

we have met as the enemy of Chrysostom, and sister to the current 

Eastern emperor Theodosius II. Pulcheria was also a niece to Galla 

Placidia and cousin to the dreadful Honoria. If genes exist for the

ology and conspiracy, Pulcheria had both.27

Pulcheria made superb use of the men who dominated the 

empire, especially the warlord Aspar, and in most cases, she never 

directly resorted to the appeal of sex or marriage. Instead, she made 

consistently shrewd use of a vow of virginity she had taken by the 

age of fifteen. More than just a personal dedication, she made a 

very public commitment:
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She first devoted her virginity to God, and instructed her sis
ters in the same course of life. To avoid all cause of jealousy 
and intrigue, she permitted no man to enter her palace. In con
firmation of her resolution, she took God, the priests, and all 
the subjects of the Roman Empire as witnesses to her self
dedication.

This act removed her from the field of plausible royal brides and al
lowed her to carry on political life as an independent agent. Even 
better, in contemporary minds, her. virginity gave her an aura of ho
liness and charismatic power. When in 450 she eventually married 
Marcian, Aspar’s henchman, she did so in order to give him a solid 
tide to the imperial crown and to strengthen her own position in the 
theological struggles of the time. She married only after receiving a 
strict promise that he would respect her celibacy.28

Pulcheria’s own spirituality represented a startling blend of be
liefs. In official church history, she has been remembered as the holy 
amazon of orthodoxy, slayer of heresies. But she also said and did 
things that, if they had come from other women at different times 
and places, could well have got them burned at the stake. She had a 
powerful mystical devotion to the Virgin Mary, building churches 
and shrines to her. During the 430s, Constantinople acquired a daz
zling series of new relics of the Virgin, including Mary’s robe and 
belt and the icon of her painted from the life by St. Luke, and each 
was housed in a splendid new building. This Marian obsession was 
innovative at the time, but well within the familiar trends in church 
devotion—it was cutting-edge, rather than deviant. But Pulcheria 
also made astonishing claims about her own status within the 
church and identified herself with the figure of the Virgin Mary, the 
Theotokos or God-Bearer. The empress applied to herself exalted 
titles such as Bride of Christ and acted almost as matriarch of the 
church, as well as augusta. She became leader or pontifex of an ex
travagant cult devoted to Mary, and together with her following of 
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virgins and holy women, she played a visible role in the public litur

gies of what were already some of the greatest churches of the 

Christian world. However firm her loyalty to church teaching, her 

own devotional life was not far removed from that of some of the 

feminine-oriented Gnostic sects purged from the Christian main

stream two hundred years earlier.29

Although Pulcheria did not officially rule the Eastern empire, she 

so influenced public policy that it certainly looked like she was in 

sole charge from 414 through 440. She ruled, in fact, through her 

position as imperial Big Sister. When her father, Arcadius, died in 

408, she was nine, and her brother Theodosius II, the new ruler, 

was just seven. She clearly matured earlier than he did, and by the 

time she was fifteen, she was placing a personal stamp on religious 

policy. She took effective power in 414, displacing the eunuch 

regime. Her devoted admirer Sozomen records how:

She caused all affairs to be transacted in the name of her 

brother, and devoted great attention to bringing him up as a 

prince in the best possible way, and with such information as 

was suitable to his years. She had him taught by the most 

skilled men, in horsemanship, and the practice of arms, and in 

letters. But he was systematically taught by his sister to be or

derly and princely in his manners; she showed him how to 

gather up his robes, and how to take a seat, and how to walk; 

she trained him to restrain laughter, to assume a mild or a for

midable aspect as the occasion might require, and to inquire 

with urbanity into the cases of those who came before him 

with petitions.30

Literally, she taught him to walk and talk. By some accounts, she 

even chose and groomed a wife for him, in the form of Eudocia. If 

the story is true, Pulcheria would have cause to regret her decision, 

as Eudocia became a bitter foe.
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Pulcheria also ensured that her brother followed the strictest 
standards of piety and devotion. “She taught him to frequent the 
church regularly, and to honor the houses of prayer with gifts and 
treasures; and she inspired him with reverence for priests and other 
good men.”31 Her efforts paid off richly. Theodosius II himself 
fasted often, especially on Wednesdays and Fridays.

He rendered his palace little different from a monastery: for 
he, together with his sisters, rose early in the morning, and re
cited responsive hymns in praise of the Deity. By this training 
he learnt the holy Scriptures by heart; and he would often dis
course with the bishops on scriptural subjects, as if he had 
been an ordained priest of long standing.

One later Monophysite story tells how Theodosius II wrote to 
Egypt’s monastic leaders for advice about his failure to produce an 
heir. They responded that the lack of a son was God’s plan, as the 
religious order of the world would change after his death, and God 
wanted to prevent him having a son who would participate in this 
wickedness. The emperor and his wife agreed to live together in 
celibacy thereafter.32

Beyond personal piety, Theodosius II and his sisters showed an 
attitude to the official enforcement of orthodoxy that would not 
have been out of place at the Spanish court of Queen Isabella in 
1490. Coincidentally or not, the Theodosian family had Spanish 
roots: Theodosius I grew up in that land, and his wife Flaccilla was a 
Spaniard. To use a later term, Pulcheria had a crusading mentality. 
In many societies, young teenage girls develop a fascination with 
religious devotion, and some plan to become nuns or devote their 
lives to good works. Pulcheria had very much these impulses, but 
she also had a well-armed empire to play with. As early as 414, when 
she was still fifteen, she persuaded her brother to expel remaining 
pagans from the imperial civil service. In 421, she pushed the 
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empire to declare war against Persia, the other superpower of the 
age, to avenge the persecution of Christians within the Persian 
realm?3

The Age of Intolerance

More than most of her contemporaries, Pulcheria had a potent 
vision of an empire that was not just Christian but militantly and ♦ 

uniformly so, a regime determined to use its full power to enforce 

orthodoxy. She has an excellent claim to rank as the pioneer of me

dieval notions of Christendom at their most aggressive. That re

semblance grows all the stronger when we think of her Roman, 

Christian, empire fighting under the banner of the Virgin Mary.

Jews were particular victims of the new regime. Christian-Jewish 

conflict grew steadily during the late fourth century, and by the 380s 

John Chrysostom denounced Jews and Judaizing Christians in terms 

that would have a long and wrenching afterlife. John used the charge 

of deicide, holding the Jews guilty of the death of Christ, and thus 

of God himself, a theme later developed by Pope Leo. Of course, 

this concept was also intimately linked to the ongoing debate over 

the nature and person of Christ: to talk about killing God made a 

powerful statement about who or what had died at Calvary. One in

cident from these years suggests the worsening religious climate. In 

388, the bishop of the city of Callinicum, in Mesopotamia, led a 

mob that destroyed a synagogue. The emperor, Theodosius I, or

dered the rioters to rebuild it at their own cost, even if that meant 

using church funds. Church leaders were appalled^ and the great 

saint-bishop Ambrose of Milan wrote a furious protest against this 

blasphemy, by which he meant not the original desecration, but the 

rebuilding. That same year, the emperor prohibited Christian-Jewish 

intermarriage, on pain of death.34

His descendants built on this tradition. From 415, Theodosius II 

withdrew the privileges traditionally granted to Jewish communities, 

and in 425 his government ordered the execution of the last Nasi or 
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head of the Jewish Sanhedrin, from a line that had maintained its 
tradition for centuries. Theodosius IPs policies—or, we should per
haps say, Pulcheria’s—provoked the destruction of Constantinople’s 
synagogues and the expulsion of its Jewish population.35 In 439, 
Theodosius II issued a comprehensive law that excluded Jews and 
Samaritans from public office and dignity, and it was forbidden 
either to build new synagogues or to repair existing ones threatened 
with ruin. Converting a Christian to Judaism meant death for the 
Jew responsible and the confiscation of his property. Reflecting a 
poisonous new hostility, a version of the blood libel legend even 
made an early appearance in these very years. In Syria, a group of 
Jews allegedly staged the mock crucifixion of a Christian boy, who 
died of his maltreatment The emperor, we are told, ordered the 
perpetrators severely punished. Just how bad things became is sug
gested by the incident in the 480s when Christian mobs in Antioch 
sacked a synagogue, digging up and burning the bodies in the cem
etery. The emperor, Zeno, was appalled. If they were going to so 
much trouble, he asked, why had they not burned the bodies of 
living Jews together with the dead?36

Under Theodosius II, imperial repression was only tempered by 
the presence at court of another and more moderate voice in the 
shape of his queen, Eudocia. As the daughter of a sophist or 
teacher of rhetoric, she remained in dialogue with pagan intellectual 
circles and tried to provide limited protection to pagans as well as 
Jews. These differing religious attitudes split the court between 
Eudocia and Pulcheria, a domestic war that contributed to the 
growth of Monophysite influence in the 440s. Court rivalries shaped 
theological debate.37

True Christians and False Christians

Taken alongside the vigilantism of individual bishops in Alexandria 
and elsewhere, such official policies suggest a radical new intoler
ance toward religious minorities.‘This policy change would be so 
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important for the christological debates in vastly upping the stakes 

at issue, in that the full force of government and law would be 

turned against the losing side. Theological debate became a zero

sum game, with far-reaching implications in the material world.

The fact that the new Christian empire was willing to persecute 

rival Christian sects demands explanation. Individual Christians 

might be so zealous as to tolerate no rival faiths, but imperial au

thorities did not necessarily have to accept such fanaticism, espe

cially when it ran against the practical realities of governing a vast 

and complex empire. But matters changed toward the end of the 

fourth century. In the 360s, the utter failure of the pagan revival 

launched by the emperor Julian the Apostate showed just how 

strongly entrenched Christianity had become, and official pressures 

to conform mounted. The church became a dominant factor in im

perial affairs, rather than just serving as a humbly grateful recipient 

of official favors.38

The turning point came under the first Theodosius, who was a 

pupil of Ambrose of Milan. Theodosius I also came to power as a 

result of the imperial collapse at the battle of Adrianople in 378, 

which at the time seemed to herald a near-terminal crisis for the 

Roman world. Although he succeeded in reconstructing Roman 

power, he always remained sensitive to the empire’s need for divine 

protection and the dangers that might befall if God’s patience were 

tested too far.39

Theodosius I made Christianity the empire’s official state religion 

and began policies of strict religious conformity. Besides favoring 

Christianity in general, he showed a strong preference for the faith in 

its orthodox, Nicene form and hated the rival Arians, who denied the 

full equality of God the Father and God the Son. He systematically 

expelled Arian adherents, even in a city like Constantinople, where 

Arians clearly commanded a strong following. From 380, Arian-leaning 

bishops were removed from office or forced to conform, and ordinary 

Arian believers were forbidden to meet in churches. Nonorthodox 

groups, including Apollinarians, were forbidden from calling their 
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leaders bishops or clergy or describing their meeting places as 
churches. By the end of the decade, the empire had a whole system 
of official investigation and persecution in place, a protoinquisition. 
Other groups were hit even harder. In 382, Theodosius ordered the 
death penalty for monks of the Manichaean faith.40

Theodosius I left a powerful inheritance for fifth-century church 
leaders, when they faced churchwide theological warfare. They re
called how mighty a threat Arianism had been before a great and 
determined emperor had joined the battle, and how successfully a 
few decades of persecution had reduced the Arians to insignifi
cance—at least within the bounds of the empire. This offered an 
encouraging precedent for the extermination of the deviant creeds 
of their own day. And like Constantine before him, Theodosius had 
pursued his fight for orthodoxy by calling a great ecumenical coun
cil, at Constantinople in 381.41

Also during the 380s, the Christian church witnessed an ominous 
first, namely the official execution of a dissident heretical thinker. 
The protagonist was a bishop called Priscillian—another Span
iard—who formed a hyperascetic and puritanical sect that looked 
dubiously on marriage and the material world. He attracted the out
rage of a warlord who had set himself as a rival emperor against 
Theodosius I and who wanted to prove himself a faithful son of 
Christian orthodoxy. Accordingly, the pretender had Priscillian be
headed. In this case, we can blame neither Theodosius I nor the 
church for the actual killing. The most visible and prestigious West
ern leaders of the time—including Pope Siricius, Ambrose of 
Milan, and St. Martin of Tours—all condemned both the trial and 
the execution. Nor, technically, was Priscillian punished for heretical 
belief, but rather for magic, a familiar criminal behavior in Roman 
law. But the precedent was set: the Christian state had killed a here
tic. In terms of future religious debates, the ratchet had just turned 
several notches.42

In 390, clerical power grew alarmingly when Theodosius I made a 
remarkable submission to the church, of the kind that we associate 
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more with the medieval heyday of papal power. The affair began 

when rebels in Thessalonica killed a Roman commander and, in the 

best imperial tradition, Theodosius replied by ordering his forces to 

sack the city. Appalled by the violence, Milan’s bishop Ambrose re

fused to grant the emperor admission to the church and its commu

nion, calling on Theodosius to submit to God’s penance. The 

historian Theodoret then tells us that, “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.” For centu

ries, faithful Christians recalled the story as a telling example of the 

secular state recognizing its proper place in the divine order, and 

artists presented the story in great paintings. Modern observers 

though—including many Christians—are as likely to be alarmed by 

the aggressive ecclesiastical usurpation of state power. After doing 

public penance, Theodosius was restored to the church. Soon after

ward, he issued new restrictions on pagan rituals and approved the 

destruction of pagan temples, initially in the cities. The order to de

stroy rural temples went out a few years later.43

This rigid Theodosian inheritance survived into the new century. 

Besides the tough new measures against pagans and Jews, the scope 

of state action expanded to competing Christian communities, to 

schismatics as well as heretics. Schismatics were believers whose 

faith was broadly orthodox, but who were separated from the offi

cial church hierarchy by disagreements of various kinds. Such dif

ferences could be personal or factional, or might involve some 

specific point of doctrine. Schism was a common fact in church life, 

and reasonable church leaders knew that such breaks came and 

went. At various points in the fourth century, no less than four rivals 

contested the see of Antioch. While schismatics might temporarily 

be out of communion with other believers, normal relations would 

likely be restored at some future point.44

Increasingly, though, as the fifth century progressed, the fact of 

being out of communion with the mainstream church meant that a 
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schismatic was not just a principled opponent but an active enemy 
of the true faith, deserving the sternest sanctions. Such for instance 
were the Novatians, an otherwise orthodox group who maintained a 
separate hierarchy. By the 430s, though, in Rome, Alexandria, and 
elsewhere, the orthodox seized the Novatians’ churches and forced 
them underground. Even being a Christian was no longer enough. 
One had to follow precisely the correct form of faith, as laid down 
by the church and the empire—assuming that any distinction could 
be drawn between those terms.45

Why Hate?

The religious world was becoming a much chillier place, but not en
tirely due to the hard-line ideas of the Theodosian family, or of in
dividuals like Pulcheria. However important the imperial family 
might have been in driving religious politics, they could have had 
nothing like the impact they did unless their policies channelecj 
powerful trends in popular belief and culture. In fact, some emper
ors found themselves trying not to encourage intolerance, but rather 
to moderate the persecuting whims of church leaders. Even without 
the Theodosian house in power, then, the empire’s rulers probably 
could have done little to limit the pressures toward greater church 
activism in political life, and to an ever greater hostility toward rival 
faiths and creeds.46

Theology goes a long way toward explaining the strength of feel
ing, and supplying a cosmic dimension to intra-Christian battles. 
According to the beliefs of the time, some issues were so critical 
that any deviation from them meant not just falling into error, but 
actively leaving the Christian sphere. When dissidents lapsed into 
errors that seemed pagan or Jewish, they thus entered the service of 
the devil, and surely a Christian society should not tolerate Satan’s 
wiles? The Old Testament contributed powerfully to deterring toler
ance. Throughout those scriptures, prophets and priests repeatedly 
urge the duty to struggle constantly against false religion and to use 
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the state to enforce true doctrine. A righteous king was a king who 

suppressed error. The same texts offered dire warnings about what 

befell the overtolerant.

Despite the empire’s conversion, Christians had not lost their tra

ditional sense of being engaged in warfare against the world. Even in 

the unprecedented atmosphere of political security, Christians were 

thoroughly used to expecting violent conflict and persecution, of 

seeing martyrs being faithful unto death. When the prefect Orestes 

opposed Alexandria’s Cyril—on excellent grounds, most would 

think—the monks naturally accused him of being a pagan' persecu

tor, on the lines they knew very well from the past three or four cen

turies of experience. Why else would anyone go against a holy 

Christian bishop? The popular cult of martyrology reinforced this 

suspicion of the civil power.47

Christians also still lived in a world where paganism was an every

day reality, and perceptions of external danger and internal subver

sion always supply a formidable boost to religious intolerance. 

Ramsay MacMullen has suggested that by 400, “the entire Levant 

from the Euphrates south to Egypt was not much more than half 

converted.” Pagan survivals still abounded, in terms of evocative 

temples, and semiclandestine rituals. As late as 541, the emperor 

dispatched the famous cleric John of Ephesus to clean up paganism 

in western Asia Minor, an area that had first been exposed to Chris

tianity in St. Paul’s time. But despite all the Christian efforts in the 

previous five hundred years, John still found seventy thousand 

pagans to convert.48

In 430 or so, then, many Christians would still have been first- or 

second-generation converts, and they dreaded any relapse to the old 

faiths. In such an environment, church leaders were still trying to 

determine the acceptable limits and boundarifes of faith on a daily 

basis. There were constant struggles over how much of these older 

beliefs and practices could safely be imported into the churches. (As 

so often, debates in that fifth-century world closely foreshadow 
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conditions prevailing in modern-day Africa). It was devastating to 
claim that some theological stance was not Christian at all, but a ver
sion of pagan or Jewish teaching being smuggled into the churches. 
Fifth-century theological debates regularly featured charges of 
pagan revivalism.

The largest single mental marker separating the premodern or 
medieval world from our own was the belief that earthly error had 
cosmic implications. For a modern audience, the obvious question 
is why a church could not have tolerated a wide variety of beliefs 
and doctrines, allowing different schools of thought to contend, so 
that ultimately the truth would prevail. This liberal doctrine, after all, 
had scriptural warrant in the book of Acts. The Jewish sage Gamaliel 
reportedly warned against persecuting Christians, on the grounds 
that if their ideas were false, they would fail, but if they were true, 
they should not be opposed. But once in power, the church had a 
rather different answer to the question of “What harm could it do?” 
If, as they believed, errors arose from sinful pride or diabolical sub
version, then tolerating them attracted God’s anger, as expressed 
through different forms of worldly catastrophe: famine, drought, 
plague, floods, and earthquakes, or defeat in war. In the ancient 
world, it was not difficult to point to some event of this kind taking 
place somewhere, and in the fifth century, catastrophes erupted 
with a frequency guaranteed to give ammunition to the most mod- 
erate-minded preacher.

A regime that tolerated heresy, immorality, and error would 
suffer, and nobody could complain against this fulfillment of God’s 
essential justice. But suppressing these horrors meant prosperity and 
victory for the regime, and the people. As an imperial representative 
declared at Second Ephesus in 449, “The demon who is the origi
nator of evil can never relax in his war against the holy churches. 
The most pious emperor always opposed his unrighteous warfare, 
rightly realizing that he will have a defender for his empire if he 
himself takes up arms in the battles for religion.” Nestorius himself 
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urged the emperor, “Give me, my prince, the earth purged of her

etics, and I will give you heaven as a recompense. Help me destroy 

the heretics and Hl help you conquer the Persians.”49 The other 

implication is obvious: tolerate the heretics, and God will give vic

tory to the Persians, or the Huns. Being the great Christian empire 

was an enormous privilege, but it carried dire responsibilities.



Part 2

Councils of Chaos

My inclination is to avoid all assemblies of bishops, because I have never 

seen any council come to a good end, nor turn out to be a solution of evils. 

On the contrary, it usually increases them.

Gregory Na^ian^us





Not the Mother
of God?

Cyrilpresided: Cyril was accuser: Cyril was judge! Cyril was bishop of 

Rowe! Cyril ivas everything.

Nestorius

The name of Nestorius has become attached to some of the most 

impressive chapters of Christian history. Through the Middle Ages, 

a great polyglot church carried out Christian missionary efforts 

across much of Asia, and historians recall this body as “Nestorian.” 

Many eastern Christians venerated Nestorius as a brilliant teacher 

who had suffered grave injustice at the hands of the Roman Empire. 

Even today, the Assyrian Church of the East—the direct descen

dant of the great Nestorian church—still uses a liturgy credited to 

that founder, the so-called Hallowing or Consecration of Nestorius. 

But Nestorius himself was both greater and lesser than his legend 

claims. He was not, in fact, a heresiarch, one who would split both 

the personality of Christ, and his church, and he undoubtedly was a 

victim of double-dealing and intrigue. At the same time, his own 

acts of rigidity and intolerance make it hard to portray him as a pas

sive Christlike victim: he gave as well as received.1
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The career of Nestorius is a perfect example of being in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. Knowing as we do the religious 

alignments of the time, it is hard to see how his story could have 

ended except in disaster. When he became archbishop of Constan

tinople in 428, he was in the position of a thief entering a bank 

vault in which any movement is bound to activate some kind of 

alarm, and the only question is which sensor will go off first and 

loudest. Nestorius held the teachings of Antioch, at a time when 

those ideas were bound to draw fire from the church of Alexandria. 

He was dubious about the cult of the Virgin Mary, when any attack 

on that devotion was guaranteed to infuriate the empress Pulcheria, 

not to mention angering many monks and ordinary believers. And 

he was doing all this in Constantinople, where only a generation 

before an empress had allied with Egyptians to evict an obstreper

ous Syrian bishop. The precedents were awful. All in all, his destruc

tion seems like just a matter of time.

Less predictable, though, was the outcome in the longer term. 

What should have been a faction feud in Constantinople itself gen

erated an escalating series of theological wars that ultimately con

sumed many of Nestorius’s enemies as well as his allies.2

Patriarch

Nestorius himself was a Syrian, born in the far south of what we 

would today call Turkey. He was an alumnus of the distinguished 

school of Theodore of Mopsuestia and became famous in his own 

right for his eloquent sermons. These roots in the Syrian church 

made him a friend of John, the new patriarch of Antioch. His 

move to Constantinople in 428 could only have been granted with 

the favor of the imperial family, and particularly of the first sister, 

Pulcheria.3

Nestorius was chosen as an outsider who could rise above the 

city’s bitterly divided church factions, but he disappointed any such 

hopes. From his earliest days, he laid out an aggressive policy agenda 
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that called for the elimination of non-Christians and heretics, ideas 
that would have delighted his royal patrons. Just five days after his 
ordination, he was busily destroying an Arian chapel, inciting a riot 
and an outbreak of arson in the process. Within months, he was 
striking out generally at deviant Christians, against Novatians, Quar- 
todecimans, Macedonians, any and all remnants of long-defeated 
heresies and schisms, as he ordered the seizure of churches and the 
suppression of services. While he believed that these blasphemous 
rivals needed silencing, he also had other motives. He was an alien 
intruder in a great city, where many of the clergy did not want him 
in the first place, and he could only assert his position by demon
strating strength.4

Crisis

The irony of this story is that Nestorius himself would soon find 
himself labeled an archheretic. The crisis stemmed from a con
troversy over the correct term of address for the Virgin Mary. On 
the one side, powerful forces in Constantinople favored the term 
Theotokos, God-Bearer or Mother of God, which had been in cir
culation for perhaps two hundred years but which now became a 
standard form of praise. Favoring this usage were Pulcheria her
self and important church leaders like Basil and Hypatius, who 
were archimandrites—superior abbots ruling over several monas
teries. Other supporters included some bishops close to Pulcheria, 
such as Eusebius of Dorylaeum, and Proclus of Cyzicus. Adding 
to the likelihood of conflict, Proclus had been one of the candi
dates for the archbishopric when Nestorius was chosen, and his 
disappointment rankled.5

The Marian language troubled Nestorius’s chaplain, a presbyter 
named Anastasius, and the other clergy that Nestorius had brought 
with him from Antioch. The logic behind Theotokos seemed perfect: 
if Jesus was indeed Christ, and Christ was God, then the Mother of 
Jesus was, in fact, the Mother of God. But that straight identification 
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of the human Jesus with God seemed Apollinarian and ran flat con

trary to Antiochene teachings.6 The critique of the Marian language 

must be seen as a direct sequel to Nestorius’s recent attacks on the 

leftover remnants of heresies. In this case, though, he was targeting 

a much more formidable enemy, namely the Apollinarian beliefs 

that were still so popular in Constantinople.

In a sermon preached in November 428, then, Anastasius cau

tioned, “Let no one call Mary Theotokos, for Mary was but a woman; 

and it is impossible that God should be born of a woman.” The 

remark caused a sensation. If Mary had not given birth to God, 

who or what had she borne? Was Anastasius really saying that the 

child born to Mary was human, but not really divine? Or Jesus was 

perhaps a mere human being who later became God? Another 

supporter now threatened “Anathema, if any call the holy Mary, 

Theotokos? So horrible did this last warning seem that some listen

ers ran from the church, and many—especially monks and secular 

magnates—withdrew from communion.7

Nestorius now faced an impossible dilemma. Had he chosen, he 

could have publicly repudiated Anastasius and the others and avoided 

the theological firestorm, but that would immediately send an em

barrassing message about his still-new regime and his choice of 

subordinates. Alternatively, he could justify Anastasius, with all the 

dangers that implied of himself being linked to heretical doctrine. 

And that is what he decided to do, in a series of lectures that con

demned any failure to distinguish between humanity and divinity. 

For Nestorius, Christ’s divine and human natures did not exist in 

total union (henosi?), but rather formed a lesser union, a kind of con

junction (sunaphety. The two natures combined to form a common 

prosopon, a person, but in a much weaker sense than the hypostatic 

union that Cyril would advocate. Reporting to Pope Celestine in 

Rome, Nestorius complained that those who spoke of the Theotokos 

suffered from a grave theological sickness “akin to the putrid sore 

of Apollinarius and Arius. For they mingle the Lord’s union in man 

to a confusion of some sort of mixture.”8
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Mother of God

In attacking the term Theotokos, Nestorius went to the heart of the 
Christian paradox. We today find the word less shocking than it 
properly is because memories of the Hail Mary prayer have made 
the words “Mother of God” so familiar in most Western languages. 
Pursued to its logical conclusion, though, Theotokos meant that the 
teenaged girl Mary, from a remote village on the fringes of the 
Mediterranean world, was the mother of the God who had created 
the world out of nothing, who made the sun and the stars, who had 
made his covenant with Abraham and Moses, who had appeared in 
fire and smoke on Sinai. The logical mind revolted.

So did the minds of many Christians who had grown up in a 
world dominated by images of the great and terrifying Mother 
Goddess who predated the gods, and who reigned with them, dei
ties like Egypt’s Isis and the Cybele of Asia Minor. Must not the 
Mother of God be a Goddess in her own right, even a greater figure 
than her son? As Nestorius preached, “Has God a mother?” Then 
how can we blame pagans for inventing all those mothers for their 
gods? No, he insisted: “The creature did not bear the Creator, but 
she bore a man, the instrument of deity.”9

Nestorius did not want to see Christian doctrine contaminated by 
alien practices, especially through popular devotions, the expres
sions of faith that often drew on pagan precedents. In his era, devo
tion to the Virgin Mary was becoming an ever-larger part of popular 
Christian practice, as Mary became almost a divine figure parallel to 
Christ. Already from the second century, apocryphal gospels were 
putting forth an exalted image of Mary, who was perpetually virgin 
and whose own life paralleled that of her son. By the fourth cen
tury, we find the idea that she had not suffered an ordinary death, 
but was instead assumed into heaven. Images of the Virgin and 
Child—portraits and statues—were now a commonplace of reli
gious art, and these imitated ancient pagan figures of the goddess 
and her divine son, of Isis and Horus. The fourth-century bishop
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Epiphanius warned his readers to draw a careful distinction between 

the worship (Jatreia) due to God, and the veneration (proskunesis) 

rightly given to Mary. The fact he had to make the point suggests 

that at least some Christians were already crossing the line to Mary 

worship.10

Whatever its origins, Nestorius’s sermons infuriated his listeners, 

who saw him as a bold heresiarch. Making matters worse, his 

preaching took place around Christmas, the feast of the birth of 

Christ. It appeared that Nestorius was underplaying the status of 

Christ and of Mary and thus—in the popular mind—insulting their 

honor. Devaluing Christ was a particularly sensitive theme for the 

monks, who saw themselves as heavenly warriors on the front lines 

of spiritual combat against the forces of evil. Such a struggle de

manded constant nourishment in the form of the Eucharist, the 

Body of Christ; and suddenly the doctrine of the Two Natures 

threatened to make that sacrament less holy, less divine, and more 

of a symbolic recollection of Christ. Two Nature theory was a form 

of unilateral spiritual disarmament.11

The more Nestorius’s enemies explored his ideas, the more 

alarming their implications. If, in fact, Christ had two natures, then 

both should be worshipped, both Jesus and Christ, so that the deity 

came to look more like the pagan assembly of gods on Mount 

Olympus. Or perhaps Nestorius was suggesting a cluster or consor

tium of divine personalities, recalling the Gnostic vision of the 

heavenlypleroma, the Fullness. The sixth-century historian Evagrius 

saw Nestorius as quite literally the agent of a diabolical conspiracy 

to subvert the church. The archbishop must also be a Judaizer, who 

presented Christ the man as a great prophet like Moses but one who 

fell short of true divine status. Nestorius was reviving the old heresy 

of the Ebionites, the Jewish-Christians.12

Nestorius was wandering into deep waters, and floundering. He 

won little support for giving Mary the compromise term of Christo- 

tofa)sy Christ-Bearer or Mother of Christ, because it suggested “Mother
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of a child who was born, and who would someday become Christ.” 
(And when did that happen, exactly?) And once you admitted the 
idea of birth or bearing, a whole new set of theological problems 
arose. The gospel of John taught that the Logos existed from the 
beginning of time, but Nestorius’s language suggested that Christ 
was somehow born again when he emerged from the womb. During 
one of Nestorius’s sermons, Bishop Eusebius interrupted him to 
protest that if Nestorius were right, then “the eternal Word had un
dergone a second generation.” Was Nestorius suggesting a dual 
creation?13

In fact, Nestorius’s own view fell far short of such radicalism. 
Later historians have been much kinder to the patriarch and have 
argued that his views were quite mainstream in terms of Antiochene 
belief and were not too far removed from the interpretation that 
would win the day at Chalcedon. However badly he expressed him
self, Nestorius was, in fact, fighting a worthy batde in his attempt to 
preserve a human image in Christ, to keep Christ’s feet planted on 
the earth. In later centuries, too, Protestant writers found much to 
admire in Nestorius’s resistance to what they saw as a superstitious 
worship of Mary, and they praised the Nestorians as precursors of 
rationalism and scientific inquiry. The praise is as ill-placed as the 
earlier criticisms, but the embattled patriarch was asking some excel
lent questions.

He did not understand the minefield he was entering. The histo
rian Socrates offered a defense for Nestorius that is all the more 
convincing, given the otherwise hostile source. Socrates thought 
Nestorius was stupid and reckless, but he also argues that the arch
bishop was innocent of the worst charges of heresy raised against 
him. He certainly was proposing nothing as radical as Paul of Sa- 
mosata had done in suggesting that Godhood had suddenly de
scended on Jesus when he entered the Jordan river. In Socrates’s 
view, Nestorius was orthodox on key points of belief and his worst 
flaws arose from a lack of any real sense of the scriptural or patristic 
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literature that he should have known. Far from denying the divinity 

of Christ, Nestorius’s major problem was a misunderstanding of 

the buzzword Theotokos, which he feared “as though it were some 

terrible phantom.”14

Enemies

Constantinople’s clergy united to defend the Mother of God. 

Bishop Proclus justified the word Theotokos in an extravagant 

sermon that would endure through the centuries as a classic text of 

Marian devotion. No praise was high enough for the Mother. Mary 

was “the untarnished vessel of virginity, the spiritual paradise of the 

second Adam, the workshop of the union of the natures, the 

market place of the contract of salvation, the bride-chamber where 

the Word took the flesh in marriage . . . handmaid and mother, 

maiden and heaven, only bridge to mankind.” Inextricably linked to 

such Marian doctrine was Proclus’s high view of the Incarnation: 

“We do not preach a deified man,” he protested. . “We confess an 

incarnate God.” Such sentiments appealed mightily to a community 

still muttering against Anastasius. Adding to the force of the reac

tion was Proclus’s position as a former disciple of the beloved 

Chrysostom, still venerated in the city he had led as archbishop. He 

also had a close relationship with Pulcheria. A few years earlier, he 

had celebrated her devotion in panegyric verses that sound worry

ingly like hymns to the empress herself.15

Constantinople’s monks and lower clergy united against their pa

triarch. They denounced Nestorius as a heretic unworthy to be 

bishop, challenging him directly, and loudly, during church services. 

When a monk tried to prevent him entering the church during the 

liturgy, Nestorius had him handed over to the secular authorities to 

be beaten and publicly paraded; he then had the monk sent into 

exile.16

Nestorius responded with the tactics he had already used against 

heretics and rivals. One prestigious victim, Archimandrite Basil, re
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corded his punishment in a petition to the emperor: “Immediately 
he had us seized, and thence, beaten by the crowd of the officers, 
we were led to the prison, and there they stripped us naked as pris
oners and subject to punishment, bound us to pillars, threw us . 
down and kicked us.” This treatment seemed all the worse because 
clergy were used to immunity or mild treatment in the civil courts, 
but Nestorius knew no such restraints. “Oppressed, famished, we 
remained a long time under guard. . . . Loaded with irons we were 
led back to the prison, and afterwards were brought up in the Prae
torium in the same way with chains. Since there was no accuser, we 
were again led back by the guard in the prison, and thus he again 
chastised us smiting us on the face.”

Given the turbulent reputation of the city’s monks and their 
popularity with the masses, this massive disaffection was a serious 
warning sign for the imperial court. Basil even told the emperor that 
Nestorius’s misdeeds arose directly from the patriarch’s powerful 
connections. Nestorius was “confident in his wrath, and in the 
might of some who have been corrupted, and (to speak fearlessly) 
in your Majesty.” That was as close as a Roman subject could safely 
get to accusing the emperor of allowing a functionary to get away 
with gross oppression.17

But Nestorius faced still more powerful enemies, among the im
perial women. He had already annoyed Pulcheria by preventing her 
from taking communion alongside the emperor within the sanctuary 
of the church. Although this right stricdy belonged to the emperor 
alone, Pulcheria had previously insisted on it by right of her vow of 
virginity and, presumably, her special holy status. Nestorius also at
tacked the woman-oriented devotional life she had constructed. He 
removed Pulcheria’s image from its place of honor above the altar in 
the great church and tried to limit women’s participation in night ser
vices, seeing them as an excuse for immorality. He would also later 
charge that Pulcheria’s much-vaunted virginity was a sham.18

The Theotokos debacle was the last straw for Pulcheria, who 
viewed such a denigration of the Virgin Mary as a personal attack 
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on herself. In his autobiography, Nestorius laid many of his prob

lems at her feet. He had no need to name the person he was de

nouncing,

a contentious woman, a princess, a young maiden, a virgin, 

who fought against me because I was not willing to be per

suaded by her demand that I should compare a woman cor

rupted of men to the Bride of Christ. This I have done 

because I had pity on her soul and that I might not be the 

chief celebrant of the sacrifice among those whom she had 

unrighteously chosen. Of her I have spoken only to mention 

her, for she was my friend; and therefore I keep silence about 

and hide everything else about her own litde self, seeing that 

she was but a young maiden; and for that reason she fought 

against me.19

Out of Egypt

Nestorius’s sermons traveled far and fast. Cyril of Alexandria was 

soon writing that “There is no one from any city or country, who 

does not say that these things are in every one’s mouth, and, What 

new learning is being brought into the churches?” By the start of 

429, they were being read and debated in the Egyptian monasteries. 

Alarmed by the spread of deviant thinking on such a critical subject, 

Cyril of Alexandria promptly wrote to the monastic communities, 

reaffirming his view of orthodoxy. He was sincerely shocked by 

Nestorius’s ideas as they apparendy created two gods in one person 

and moved to a kind of polytheism. Or perhaps Nestorius was 

saying that Jesus was a mere prophet, who should yet be wor

shipped, just as the pagans of old had worshipped god-men. This 

was no less troubling an idea, and one equally far from anything 

Nestorius had suggested.20

Cyril also had his own agendas for being outraged, as he was in

volved in a bitter fight within his own church. The immediate cir
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cumstance involved a group of Egyptian bishops whom he had 
disciplined, and who sought help from the emperor. Cyril protested 
that these were men of obvious bad character—one had wronged 
the blind, he claimed; another had drawn a sword against his 
mother. Still, Nestorius refused to support Cyril’s plea to dismiss the 
case. The refusal aggravated Cyril and gave him a motive to create a 
new legal case that would divert attention from his own difficulties. 
That was exactly how the Egyptian assault on John Chrysostom had 
started thirty years before.21

Discrediting Nestorius worked for the long-term good of Alex
andria over Constantinople. Legally, Cyril was in a weak situation, 
because emerging church law and custom limited the right of even 
the most senior bishops to operate outside their correct jurisdic
tions, and Alexandria had no power over Constantinople. Interven
tion could only be justified in situations of extreme emergency—if, 
say, a powerful bishop suddenly proclaimed some extreme heresy 
that threatened the survival of Christian orthodoxy. It was politi
cally essential to make Nestorius’s errors as outrageous as possible. 
Alexandria might be far from the imperial court, but at least, Cyril 
would show, it did a far better job of maintaining orthodoxy. As a 
bonus, destroying Nestorius would also blow back on his mother 
church at Antioch, so that two rivals could be taken out with one 
coup. Cyril’s campaign against Nestorius was partly directed against 
better-known Antiochene thinkers, namely the disciples of Theodore 
of Mopsuestia.22

Whatever he thought at the time, Nestorius had plenty of leisure 
in later years to think over the crisis. Looking back, he complained 
that Cyril had created a strong party within Constantinople itself, 
and through a network of agents and legates—we would say lobby
ists—he was undermining Nestorius within the church and the 
court. In fact, claimed Nestorius, Cyril’s motives were based on a 
personal quest for power. He blamed Cyril for the resistance to his 
efforts at compromise:
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Now the clergy of Alexandria, who were in favor of his deeds, 

persuaded those of Constantinople as persons deceived that 

they should not accept the word “Mother of Christ,’* and they 

were stirring up and making trouble, and going around in every 

place and making use of everything to help them; for his clergy 

were sending word to him.23

Nestorius believed that Cyril was only looking for an excuse to 

target him, because Constantinople had failed to supply the bribes 

that would have prevented the furor from arising. Cyril, in effect, 

was levying protection money to avoid the kind of crisis that had 

taken out John Chrysostom, and when the money was not forth

coming, the trouble began in earnest.

Cyril vs. Nestorius

The conflict escalated, as Nestorius read Cyril’s letter to the monks, 

with its frank attack on his own views. Nestorius complained, and 

Cyril replied, ostensibly as a brother and fellow-minister seeking to 

correct a mistake, but in confrontational terms. Nestorius replied in 

kind. He began one response, “I pass over the insults against us 

contained in your extraordinary letter!” Seemingly unable to bear 

the mention of Cyril’s name, Nestorius’s reports to his friends 

thereafter usually speak only of what “the Egyptian” has done. 

From mid-429, the two began a correspondence that would have 

vast implications for later Christian thought.24

Cyril expressed his views most thoroughly in his second letter, 

which acquired an authoritative status almost equal to that of the 

great councils themselves. He stated his doctrine of the hypostatic 

union and powerfully reasserted the idea of incarnation in such a 

way that justified the word Theotokos.

This expression, “the Word was made flesh,” can mean noth

ing else but that he partook of flesh and blood like us; he made 
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our body his own, and came forth man from a woman, not 
casting off his existence as God, or his generation of God the 
Father, but even in taking to himself flesh, remaining what he 
was.

We should call Mary the Mother of God “not as if the nature of 
the Word or his divinity had its beginning from the holy Virgin, but 
because of her was born that holy body with a rational soul, to 
which the Word being personally [hypostatically] united is said to be 
born according to the flesh.”25

Nestorius replied frankly, in letters that Cyril’s partisans found 
“full of blasphemies” but which a modern audience is likely to read 
rather differently. His main goal was to deny that “the consubstantial 
godhead was capable of suffering, or that the whole being that was 
coeternal with the Father was recendy born, or that it rose again.” 
But in addition to philosophical argument, he raised vital questions 
about how human beings knew about God. Where his views will 
strike a modern audience more congenially than Cyril’s is in his ap
proach to authority, and specifically to interpreting Scripture.26

Nestorius based his doctrine firmly on biblical texts, and as a 
good Antiochene, he read his New Testament historically as a work 
rooted in time, not as an encyclopedia of mystical symbols. His 
basic point was that the New Testament “speaks of the birth and 
suffering not of the godhead but of the humanity of Christ, so that 
the holy virgin is more accurately termed mother of Christ than 
Mother of God.”27 Throughout the Gospels, passages clearly refer 
to Mary as the mother of Jesus, not of Christ. It would be anachro
nistic to find there such later theological terms as Mother of God, 
or of the Logos. As the Gospels wrote, “the mother of Jesus was 
there”; she was “Mary, the mother of Jesus.”

He believed that Cyril’s talk of hypostatic union served to under
mine the humanity of Christ. Actually reading the Bible reminds us 
constantly of the human side of Christ and his sufferings, however 
much others may spiritualize them. It was a story of:
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the human fear and the betrayal,.. . the crucifixion, the fixing 

of the nails, the gall which was offered unto him, the other 

distresses, the surrender of his spirit to the Father, the bowing 

down of his head, the descent of his body from the cross, the 

embalming thereof, his burial, the resurrection on the third 

day, his appearance in his body, his speaking and his teaching 

that they should not suppose him to be an illusion of the body, 

but truly body which had also flesh.28

Docetists and other heretics believed that Christ’s body and 

human nature were illusions, and according to Nestorius, Cyril was 

reducing Christ’s humanity in the same way. It was ludicrous for 

Nestorius’s critics to accuse him of “making Christ out to be a 

mere man, I who at the very beginning of my consecration ob

tained a law against those who say that Christ is a mere man and 

against other heresies.”29

Cyril responded with New Testament quotes but heavily weighted 

toward the more mystical and otherworldly passages. He shows a 

strong preference for two books, namely John’s gospel, and the very 

Platonic and symbolic letter known as Hebrews. Naturally, he 

stressed two key Johannine verses: “He who has seen me has seen 

the Father,” and “I and my Father are one.” In other writings, 

though, Cyril’s use of Scripture puzzles modern readers. Like all 

early Christians, Cyril had ho hesitation in drawing doctrine from 

the Old Testament passages that supposedly prophesied the coming 

of Christ. But, as an Alexandrian, he pushed these supposed con

nections and parallels to the breaking point. He was particularly 

fond of what is called anagogical interpretation, by which a seem

ingly routine material object becomes a symbol or pointer through 

which the text reveals a spiritual reality. In his Scholia on the Incarna

tion, written about this time, Cyril proves his doctrines by drawing 

on a bewildering range of Old Testament authorities including the 

Pentateuch and the Psalms. In the Pentateuch, we hear how God 

gave specific instructions about building the ark in the wilderness, 



Not the Mother of God? 145

made of wood but covered with pure gold, and this text—he 
thinks—helped explain the Incarnation. “God the Word was united 
to the holy Flesh. . . . For the gold that was spread upon the wood, 
remained what it was, and the wood was rich in the glory of the 
gold; yet it ceased not from being wood.” “Many proofs” showed 
that the ark was here a type (an image or prefiguring) of Christ.30

Cyril found rich evidence for Christ’s divinity in the book of 
Isaiah, which Christians mined so enthusiastically that it almost en
joyed the status of a fifth gospel. In one passage, Isaiah records 
how an angel took a live coal from the altar and put it to the proph
et’s lips. Aha, says Cyril, “one may see in the coal, as in an image, the 
Word of God united to the human nature, yet not losing the being 
that He has, but rather transforming what He had taken, or united, 
unto His own glory and operation.” Fire seizes hold of wood al
though not changing its nature of wood—and that’s how you 
should think of Christ.31 As mysticism or devotion, this might be 
inspiring; as a basis for a claim that Cyril could find biblical roots for 
his Christology, it is wildly unconvincing.

Nestorius warned, reasonably enough, that Cyril was going much 
too far in his reaction to the attempt to undercut Christ’s divinity. 
Reading Cyril’s letters today, we ask what remained of the human 
Jesus, or in what sense the God who died on the cross differed from 
the Father, creator of the universe? To quote one of the greatest 
modern scholars of this debate, W. H. C. Frend: “Cyril’s Christ re
mained an abstraction, his humanity so much part of the divine 
world as to be unrecognizable in human terms. . . . There was no 
biblical ring in his thought, for all his commentaries on the books 
of the Bible.”32 So determined was Cyril to show that Christ was not 
just a man that he stressed and overstressed the theme of Jesus as 
God, reviving—said Nestorius—the doctrines of Apollinarius.

As Nestorius warned, Cyril was not only wrong in his main argu
ment, but he might have been venturing into even graver heresies in
volving a dualistic division of the material and spiritual worlds. He 
urged Cyril to realize how he might have been deceived by clandestine 
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heretics either in Alexandria or Constantinople, including some 

who had been expelled as Manichaeans. Cyril was in danger of 

seeing Christ as a purely divine visitor with no real human quali

ties, a nonresident alien. Nestorius’s supporter Ibas of Edessa re

ported that Cyril “slipped up and was found falling into the 

teaching of Apollinarius.” As Ibas recalled, the Gospels spoke of 

Christ’s body as a temple, suggesting a distinction between a divine 

reality and a human frame. Cyril, however, failed to understand 

this. Like Apollinarius, Cyril “wrote that the very God the Word 

became man in such a way that there is no distinction between the 

Temple and the one who dwells in it.”33

Nestorius also noted how cynically Cyril and his followers mis

quoted him for partisan effect. The Nestorius they hated was not 

the real person, but a straw man constructed from passages 

wrenched out of context. One of Nestorius’s sermons had declared 

that “Mary, my friends, bore not the Godhead; she bore a man, the 

inseparable instrument of Godhead.” Cyril misquoted that remark 

to read “Mary, my friends, bore not God.” And as Nestorius ob

jected, “Here to say God, and not to say the Godhead, makes very 

much difference.” It did indeed.34

Cyril's Crusade

As is common in such pamphlet wars, each side presumably thought 

it had carried the day, but Cyril was not content with outarguing his 

opponent. Instead, Cyril now took positive steps to depose and de

stroy him, and entered crusading mode. The history of the Alexan

drian patriarchate recalls how “Cyril availed himself of the weapons 

of his fathers, Alexander and Athanasius, and put on the breastplate 

of faith that his predecessors had handed down in the Church of 

Saint Mark the Evangelist; and he went out to war, as David did, 

with his heart strong in Christ who is God.”

He called together the Egyptian bishops, who declared that the 

new situation was singularly dangerous—so dangerous, in fact, as to 
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demand extraordinary intervention in the affairs of another prov
ince. They compared Nestorius with the most notorious heretical 
leaders of the previous two hundred years. “For Arius and his fol
lowers, and Paul [of Samosata] and Mani and the rest of the heretics 
were not patriarchs, and yet they led a multitude of men astray. How 
then can this man remain patriarch of Constantinople?”35

Cyril mobilized support from other bishops wherever he could 
find them, including—critically for later history—the Roman Pope 
Celestine. From the Egyptian point of view, the Roman see had 
many advantages, particularly the enormous weight attached to the 
primacy of Peter, but also because it was far removed from the tra
ditional rivalries of the Eastern churches. In early 430, Cyril sent a 
dossier of recent texts and correspondence to various church lead
ers, including Celestine. In turn, Celestine had his own interests to 
pursue. He made no claim to be a skilled theologian (Nestorius 
thought he was too gullible and simple to stand up to Cyril), but 
Cyril’s alarms genuinely convinced him. Moreover, he shared the 
familiar Roman fears about the growing status of the see of Con
stantinople, which could stand to be taught a lesson. Among other 
grievances, Nestorius had annoyed Celestine by writing to him as an 
ecclesiastical equal, brother to brother, boosting the claim that Old 
and New Rome stood on the same footing.36

Celestine ordered an inquiry into Cyril’s charges, to be headed 
by his deacon Leo. After convening a synod, in August 430 the 
pope gave Nestorius an ultimatum, with a specific deadline. 
Nestorius had just ten days to “annul by an open confession in 
writing that faithless novelty which undertakes to sever what 
holy Scripture unites,” and agree to teach the same doctrines 
about Christ that the churches of Rome and Alexandria held, 
and that Constantinople had before his time. Otherwise, he 
would be excommunicated.37

That November, with Rome firmly behind him, Cyril wrote a 
third letter to Nestorius, which presented his views in a more ag
gressive and extreme style than ever. Cyril was declaring war:
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Who can help us in the Day of Judgment, or what kind of 

excuse shall we find for thus keeping silence so long, with 

regard to the blasphemies made by you against [Christ]? If you 

injured yourself alone, by teaching and holding such things, 

perhaps it would matter less; but you have greatly scandalized 

the whole Church, and have cast among the people the leaven 

of a strange and new heresy.38

In this much-quoted third letter, Cyril was demanding that all 

Christians accept his doctrine of the hypostatic union, rejecting any 

separation of the human and divine. Appended to the letter were 

twelve anathemas, each describing a theological error, and ending 

with the note that if anyone believes this, “let him be anathema.” 

(See appendix to this chapter, The Twelve Anathemas.) These 

anathemas would serve as a charter for orthodoxy for decades after

ward and helped shape what became the church’s official Christol- 

ogy. But they were also open to other interpretations. So resolutely 

did Cyril oppose Nestorius that he now restated his doctrines in 

terms that could easily be cited in support of One Nature theory. 

Most egregious was the twelfth anathema, which condemned 

anyone who denied that “the Word of God suffered in the flesh and 

was crucified in the flesh and tasted death in the flesh.” The anath

emas were a frontal attack on Antiochene theology as much as on 

Nestorius himself.39

Together with other bishops, Cyril wrote to the emperor begging 

him to hold a council to enquire into Nestorius’s beliefs and con

duct. This was a delicate matter, given the possible implication that 

Theodosius II had chosen a thoroughly flawed archbishop. Nor 

could it be argued that Nestorius had been a fine choice when origi

nally appointed but had somehow drifted into heresy while in office. 

He had held the job for only two years, and Theodosius should, in 

theory, have taken some responsibility for his beliefs. But Cyril 

played expertly on Theodosius’s famous piety and his role as guard

ian of the church. Reinforcing Cyril’s message was his envoy at the 
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imperial court, Abbot Victor, whom Theodosius venerated for his 
holiness and asceticism. Also, Theodosius must have known just 
how disturbed the capital city was, so that some kind of urgent 
action had to be taken. In November 430 the emperor convened a 
council to be held in the ancient city of Ephesus, in western Asia 
Minor. The date would be June 7, 431, the feast of Pentecost that 
commemorated the original descent of the Spirit upon the aposdes. 
Adding to the appropriateness of the date—and redounding to im
perial glory—this would be just fifty years after the earlier Theodo
sius I had called his own great council, in Constantinople.40

But it was far from obvious that the new Theodosius had agreed 
to the kind of hostile tribunal that Cyril was demanding. If Nesto- 
rius had infuriated the court, then Cyril had also alienated the em
peror by generating the present mess. A rough paraphrase of 
Theodosius’s letter to Cyril would run as follows: You should have 
known that I 'take good care of these religious matters. Why on 
earth, then, did you choose to try and settle things yourself, spread
ing confusion and chaos everywhere in the church? Whatever hap
pened to caution, prudence, restraint, good sense? Just know that, 
whatever happens, you are to blame for all this.41 The emperor went 
on to complain about Cyril’s attempts to win favor in the court and 
the royal family. When the council actually did meet, Cyril should 
turn up promptly and not expect to take any further liberties or to 
speak more freely than he was allowed. Reading such a letter today, 
it looks as if Theodosius , expected the coming gathering to lead to 
an absolute defeat of Cyril, who should in theory have faced the 
new year in fear and trembling.

On the other side, Nestorius was surprisingly pleased by the turn 
of events—so much so, perhaps, as to give further evidence of just 
how out of touch he was. He had himself requested a meeting of 
scholars and theologians to discuss the controversy, but a general 
council was not necessarily bad news. In fact, he hoped that the out
come would be the condemnation of Cyril rather than himself, as 
Cyril had expressed views that (in his view) were clearly Apollinarian.
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Pope Celestine marveled that Nestorius should rejoice at such an im

minent battle. Partly, Nestorius knew that he had the sympathy of 

Theodosius, but he also had other powerful allies, especially Bishop 

John of Antioch. The empire now faced an alarming confrontation 

between Alexandria and Rome on the one hand, versus Constanti

nople and Antioch on the other. In fact, John was much more cau

tious in light of the overwhelming forces now arrayed against 

Nestorius, and he urged his friend to make an accommodation. The 

word Theotokos was not really that unacceptable, he said, when so 

many earlier Fathers has used it. But Nestorius pressed ahead.42

A Hot Summer in Ephesus

We can know the ins and outs of these events, all the gruesome de

tails and sordid deals, with as much certainty as we can approach, for 

instance, backroom American politics of a century ago. In the fifth 

century, too, accounts of councils were preserved in exact detail be

cause of the legalistic mind-set of the participants and the near cer

tainty that the records would provide the basis of a later appeal.43

The council drew on a wide cross section of the Eastern church, 

with a token presence from Africa and the West. In some ways, 

Ephesus was an excellent meeting place, because it was an impor

tant communication hub by land and sea. But the city’s associations 

worked against Nestorius’s side. Ephesus boasted astonishing claims 

to connections with the apostolic age. One lively tradition claimed 

that St. John had brought the Virgin Mary there after the crucifix

ion, making it an appropriate site for discussions of the Virgin’s 

status in heaven. Choosing Ephesus also raised delicate issues of 

church politics, as the bishop, Memnon, had long-standing griev

ances against Constantinople and had every reason to want to see 

Nestorius ruined.44

A phrase like “the Council of Ephesus” suggests a degree of 

structure and organization that was far removed from the reality.



Not the Mother of God? 151

For one thing, it conjures visions of a body of clergy meeting on a 
set day, gathering under one roof, debating and voting. In practice, 
the hardest thing was actually getting all the people together, a pro
cess that literally cost lives. Pardy as a result of travel difficulties, 
different groups arrived piecemeal over a period of some weeks. 
Some set out around Easter, but many others were still arriving after 
Pentecost, seven weeks later. Cyril arrived with a formidable contin
gent of fifty bishops, against sixteen for Nestorius, and other bish
ops brought their own phalanxes—-Juvenal of Jerusalem with the 
clergy of Palestine, Flavian of Philippi with his Macedonians.45

By the end of the proceedings, perhaps 250 bishops had attended 
at some point, each accompanied by two priests and a deacon. That 
suggests a total attendance of at least a thousand, although those 
figures would not include servants, slaves, bodyguards, and general 
hangers-on, nor the secular military forces intended to keep order. 
The city’s population that summer probably found itself swollen by 
at least several thousand. In modern American terms, that would be 
equivalent to the impact of a very large convention on a major city, 
although Ephesus would have been far more stressed to provide ac
commodations.

But travel issues alone did not fully explain the patchy arrivals. 
Bishops were genuinely concerned about a range of threats they 
might face—risks of making a political misstep or of alienating 
powerful court factions. Some, too, had real fears for their lives and 
safety at a time of such heightened tensions. Cyril’s Egyptian record 
showed just how willing he was to resort to mob rule, while his en
tourage included some ferocious Egyptian monks, like the doughty 
followers of Aba Shenoute. The threat of violence is stressed in the 
official history of the Alexandria patriarchate, which has nothing but 
good to say of Cyril. According to this account, Nestorius reputedly 
pleaded with the emperor, “The bishops are many, and I fear that 
they will kill me.” (In*449, murder at a council was exacdy the fate 
that would befall Flavian, Nestorius’s successor at Constantinople).
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Anti-Nestorian bishops pledged themselves to defend orthodoxy to 

the death if necessary.46

Finding Nestorius’s fears plausible, Theodosius II sent with him 

Candidian, a patrician, together with the powerful official Count 

Irenaeus, supported by a military force, while the archbishop also 

brought “a great crowd of his adherents.” Candidian’s role would be 

controversial. Although he was acting under imperial orders to ob

serve strict neutrality, some accounts portray Candidian as a friend 

and partisan of Nestorius, always looking out for his interests. His 

soldiers, meanwhile, showed little respect for the bishops following 

Cyril and Memnon. In fact, most of Candidian’s controversial deci

sions genuinely seem to have been undertaken in the cause of neu

trality, as he tried to avoid seeing the proceedings turning into a rout 

stage managed by the Egyptians. Alexandrians, in turn, viewed him 

as the familiar kind of secular official who had blocked the church’s 

ambitions back home and who eventually succumbed to enough 

bluster. They remembered the prefect Orestes, whom Cyril had 

thoroughly bested some years earlier. They were duly shocked when 

Candidian failed to cave in, and demonized him accordingly. 

Charges of Candidian’s bias would be important in later councils, as 

the Egyptians would bring their own armed strength, notionally to 

provide self-defense.47

By far the most important of the reluctant participants was John 

of Antioch himself, whose long-anticipated arrival dominated the 

early proceedings. On June 6 he sent messengers promising that he 

would be there within five days, or at worst six, but he was still con

spicuously absent on June 21, and so were most of his bishops. His 

absence gave Nestorius an excellent excuse for refusing to go ahead 

with the hearings: how could any council claim to speak for the 

church if it lacked the chief representative of Syria and the East? 

Candidian agreed that no valid council could be held without the 

key Eastern dioceses, so they must delay.48

Yet hanging on indefinitely in Ephesus was intolerable for so 

many bishops, so far from their dioceses, and having to cope with 
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unfamiliar and unhygienic food and water. This was what we would 
today call southwestern Turkey in June, in the middle of a heat 
wave, and bishops were literally starting to die off. In imagining the 
scene, we also recall that this was just the era when the well-bathed 
and scented Roman world was giving way to an ascetic Christianity 
in which the holiest and most committed believers, as a matter of 
pious principle, refused to wash. Especially when gathered in large 
groups, monks must have stunk to a degree that a modern West
erner would find inconceivable. As pro- and anti-Nestorius factions 
glared at each other, it was an open question which side would crack 
first. Participants were beginning to place John’s arrival in an indefi
nite future, rather like that of the second coming of Christ himself.

By June 22 the anti-Nestorius forces achieved their goal, by actu
ally beginning the hearings without John. Participating were 155 
bishops, while sixty-eight others signed a petition pleading with 
Cyril not to start without Antioch. But the majority claimed higher 
authority. They met in the presence of the Gospels, which were 
placed on the main throne to symbolize Christ’s presence. In 
worldly terms, the real head was Cyril, serving as president in his 
own name and that of the Roman pope, who had authorized pro
ceedings against Nestorius. And as before, Cyril had secured his 
position with generous gifts to all concerned.49

But the proceedings raised multiple legal problems, quite apart 
from the continued absence of most Syrian bishops. While the 
pope’s order gave some authority, the imperial summons had super
seded it, and even the most ambitious claims for church power 
agreed that emperors still trumped popes. Nor was there any pre
tence of any balance between pro- and anti-Nestorian parties. This 
was in no sense a contest between two competing forces, each with 
a valid position that needed to be presented and duly judged. Tech
nically, Nestorius himself was already excommunicated, as he had 
not fulfilled the conditions laid out in the pope’s letter the previous 
year. His opinions did not count, and (at least according to the 
strictest interpretation) he should certainly not be seated at the 
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council. Memnon of Ephesus had already closed the city’s churches 

to the Nestorians, who were not to be treated as Christians in good 

standing.50

Ideally, though, Nestorius and his allies should at least be present 

to make the proceedings look properly judicial; but they refused to 

play along. Nestorius and his friends withdrew from most of the 

council, refusing to acknowledge its validity without the presence of 

the Antioch clergy and of some more representatives from the 

West. They tried to ensure that it would be regarded as a purely par

tisan, local event. Candidian also lodged a protest and registered a 

complaint with the emperor.

The game continued awhile, with Nestorius and allies ensconced 

in his house, being approached repeatedly by delegations from the 

council. His critics suggest that he was hiding behind fortified walls 

and Candidian’s armed soldiery, as if he were in arms against the 

council and the world, but it all depended on where you stood. As 

Nestorius himself said, the soldiers were not to threaten the coun

cil, but to defend himself. “I needed to post soldiers around my 

house to guard myself, that they might not come against me with 

violence and destroy me!”51

With Nestorius out of the picture, the council proceeded under 

Cyril’s choreography—as Nestorius observed, “Is it not evident 

even to the unintelligent that he was in everything?” Apart from 

Memnon, Cyril’s deputy on this occasion was Juvenal of Jerusalem, 

who served as vice president of the council. This choice was daring, 

as Juvenal was notionally a patriarch, but legally he was subject to 

the metropolitan of Caesarea and the patriarch of Antioch. Yet on 

this occasion, he was acting as the equal of any of the “real” patri

archs. This power grab was also ironic, as in earlier years Cyril him

self had opposed Juvenal’s daring claims for the status of his see of 

Jerusalem. On this occasion, though, Juvenal was a valuable ally.52

With the Cyrillians so clearly in control, little doubt remained 

about the result of the proceedings. Cyril’s scribe read to the council 

a series of incriminating documents, including the patriarch’s earlier 
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correspondence with Nestorius. The council had to determine 
which of the two was in accord with church doctrine, as expressed 
in Scripture and the earlier church councils. Naturally enough under 
the circumstances, they sided wholly with Cyril, concluding with 
cries of “Anathema to Nestorius!” Two alleged friends of Nestorius 
provided damaging reports of their recent conversations with him. 
One, Bishop Acacius, shocked the assembly when he reported 
Nestorius’s seemingly blasphemous remark that a child of two or 
three months could not properly be called God. The council then 
heard relevant passages from key scriptural texts and church au
thorities, all reflecting the Alexandrian standpoint.53

The council then approved the papal letter of excommunication. 
Besides everything else, they wrote, Nestorius has not accepted 
their summons, “nor to receive the most holy and god-fearing bish
ops whom we sent to him.” By default, then, they continued, we 
have been forced to examine his impieties in his absence. And based 
on these, “with many tears,” we have no option but to agree with 
the sentence of excommunication. Nestorius is therefore deposed 
as a bishop. Including proxies, an impressive two hundred bishops 
signed the document. Nestorius was notified by a letter amicably ad
dressed to “the new Judas.”54

In Search of an Exit

Matters ran still further out of hand when John of Antioch finally 
arrived on June 26, with his Easterners. Candidian brought him up 
to date on the council, telling how he had tried to prevent it from 
rushing to judgment. Horrified by the state of division, John blamed 
Cyril wholly for the disaster. He responded by convening a council 
from forty-three of the bishops present, and this body now de
posed Cyril and Memnon. This was not so much from any loyalty to 
Nestorius or his ideas, but out of John’s fury at the kangaroo-court 
aspect of the earlier proceedings. The Syrians also charged, rightly, 
that Cyril’s gold had tainted the proceedings. But Cyril’s theology 
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was at issue, as well as his conduct, and the Syrian churchmen de

manded that the council repudiate his twelve anathemas, which so 

stressed Christ’s unity with God. How, they asked, could Cyril pos

sibly declare that the “Word of God” had really been crucified in 

the flesh? Theodoret of Cyrrhus denounced the anathemas as he

retical in their own right, a revival of the opinions of Apollinarius 

and Arius. Ibas of Edessa, too, thought The Twelve Anathemas were 

“packed with every form of impiety. . . and contrary to the true 

faith.” The rival council was deeply unpopular among the people of 

Ephesus itself, who remained faithful to Memnon: a crowd stoned 

the Syrian bishops as they tried to make their way to the church. 

Matters now reached the point where, as Ibas complained, “no one 

dared to travel from city to city or from region to region, but every

one persecuted his neighbor as if he were an enemy.”55

Both sides now appealed to the emperor, who learned that what 

should have been a straightforward hearing was fast turning into a 

divisive potential schism. “In bitter regret,” Nestorius declared: “Let 

Mary be called Theotokos, if you will, and let all disputing cease!” But 

his statement came a year too late.

Under imperial orders to make peace, the council reconvened on 

July 11. The weather was now getting hotter, and the assembled 

bishops were growing angrier and desperate to leave Ephesus. The 

council reported to the pope that “many, both bishops and clergy, 

were both pressed by sickness and oppressed by expense, and some 

had even deceased.” Bishops complained, “We are being killed with 

the heat through the heaviness of the air, and someone is buried 

almost daily; so that all the servants are sent home, and all the other 

bishops are in the same state.”56

Only the arrival of fresh papal legates offered any hope of a 

chance to reconcile the impasse. So ecstatic, in fact, was the recep

tion that when their credentials from Pope Celestine were read, the 

bishops responded with cries that, to a modern audience, sound 

disturbingly Stalinist: “This is a just judgment!” cried the bishops. 

“To Celestine the new Paul! To the new Paul, Cyril! To Celestine, 
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the guardian of the Faith! To Celestine agreeing to the Synod! The 
Synod gives thanks to Cyril. One Celestine, one Cyril!” It was the 
sense of relief at finding a way out that led the council to make such 
florid acclamations of Roman prestige, which later papal supporters 
would quote when arguing for papal supremacy. St. Peter had now 
cast his weight entirely behind Cyril, and the envoys confirmed the 
sentence against Nestorius.57

Even so, the council remained deeply divided with the Syrian 
statement against Cyril. In turn, Cyril and Memnon persuaded a ma
jority of the council to depose John and thirty-three of his follow
ers. Open war loomed among the churches of the East.

On to Constantinople

Although the majority party had written their damning judgment of 
Nestorius, it had to be delivered and accepted, much like a modern 
court subpoena, and it had to be published, in the sense of being 
made known at the imperial court. Nestorius fought on both fronts, 
refusing to accept the letter. Candidian, meanwhile, suppressed 
popular demonstrations in favor of the council and ordered copies 
of the letter torn down from public walls. Alexandrian accounts 
report that he arrested Cyril, although the chronology of events is 
not clear. Candidian’s soldiers seized Cyril by night, an act that for 
the Alexandrians undoubtedly recalled the arrest of Christ and 
made even more explicit the patriarch’s messianic role.58

Although Candidian was forced to free Cyril, he kept his strangle
hold on the city and on the flow of information. His control of the 
roads leading out of Ephesus prevented the letter reaching Con
stantinople until one of the bishops found Kis way out of the city in 
disguise, carrying the letter hidden inside a cane. He brought it to 
two anti-Nestorian monks, one of whom—Eutyches—would him
self play a key role in later theological battles. Meanwhile, Nestorius 
and Candidian sent their own letters presenting the other side of 
the case and denouncing Cyril and Memnon.59
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Even with the hostile letter in Constantinople, the anti-Nestorian 

party still had to convince a reluctant Theodosius. Critical to the 

change in opinion was the archimandrite Dalmatius, who pleaded 

Cyril’s cause. Dalmatius was a veteran soldier who had retired to a 

monastic cell that he never left and where he acquired a reputation 

for ferocious holiness and asceticism. His intervention in 431 was 

all the more amazing because Dalmatius had not even left his cell 

when the emperor had requested him to say a litany to prevent 

earthquakes. Now, though, “a voice came down from heaven bid

ding him go forth. For [God] did not will that His flock should 

perish utterly.” Earthquakes, the city might withstand; but not 

Nestorius.60
Nestorius himself—obviously, not an impartial witness—de

scribes the tumult in Constantinople in a torrid July. “Assemblies of 

priests and troops of monks” condemned him. Most could not 

normally agree to get along with one another, but all lesser rivalries 

gave way to the greater purpose of bringing down their archbishop. 

They mobilized a threatening mass demonstration, clothed in all the 

available symbols of heroic piety and charismatic religious power:

And they took for themselves as organizer and chief, in order 

to overwhelm the Emperor with amazement, Dalmatius the 

archimandrite, who for many years had not left his monastery. 

A multitude of monks surrounded him in the midst of the 

city, chanting the offices, in order that all the city might be as

sembled with them and proceed before the Emperor to be 

able to hinder his purpose. For they had prepared all these 

things in advance in order that there might not be any hin

drance, and they went in with the chanting of the office even 

to the Emperor.61

If any emperor was strong enough to stand up convincingly against 

this sight, it was not the priest-ridden Theodosius.
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Nestorius reported the dialogue between the emperor and Dal- 
matius in terms that are explicitly designed to remind the reader of 
the trial of Christ, with himself representing Jesus. Here, more than 
anywhere in Nestorius’s account, we can be sure that he is spinning 
a tale. Dalmatius is given the part of the Jewish priests constantly 
demanding punishment, while the good Theodosius washes his 
hands of the matter. And just as the Jews at the trial of Jesus report
edly cried, “his blood be on us and our children,” so Dalmatius al
legedly offers to take eternal blame for the evil and impious actions 
being taken against Nestorius. But once Theodosius had received 
this vindication, he accepted and confirmed the sentence.62

The mob then launched a citywide demonstration, an outburst 
of popular passion that in other circumstances could very easily 
have turned into a riot to threaten the empire itself.

They carried Dalmatius around, reclining on a couch which 
was spread with coverlets, and mules bore him in the midst of 
the streets of the city, so that everyone knew that a victory had 
been gained over the purpose of the Emperor, amidst great 
assemblies of the people and of the monks, who were dancing 
and clapping their hands, and crying out the things that can be 
said against one who has been deprived for iniquity.

Reportedly—and this time, plausibly—the happy throng was 
swelled by many of Nestorius’s old enemies, including the heretics 
and schismatics he had himself treated so roughly when he held the 
upper hand. All joined in the demonstration, clapping their hands 
and shouting over and over the memorable slogan of the day, the 
proclamation of the unity of persons in. Christ: “God the Word 
died! God the Word died!”63

At the end of July, the council reaffirmed the decrees against 
Nestorius, and that ended the gathering. All that now remained was 
for the emperor to sort out the mess within the Eastern churches.
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Initially, he tried to accept the acts of both rival councils, favoring 

the depositions of John, Cyril, and Memnon, as well as Nestorius. 

Such a clean sweep of high offices must have seemed very tempting 

in the circumstances. Eventually, though, the emperor reinstated all 

the protagonists except Nestorius. After a brief incumbency in the 

see, Constantinople’s bishopric passed to Proclus, a strong Cyrillian 

and Pulcheria’s favored cleric. The crisis left Pulcheria even more 

firmly in control than hitherto and ready to pursue her scheme of 

making Constantinople the capital of a great empire dedicated to 

the Theotokos.
Alexandria and Antioch now had to patch up a truce. Long nego

tiations followed until, by 433, under heavy pressure from the em

peror, Cyril and John recognized each other’s claim to his 

patriarchate. They also reached a historic pact on doctrinal issues, 

the Formula of Reunion, which was near-miraculous to the extent 

that it reflected a common ground between the two irreconcilable 

cities. This agreement—probably put together by Theodoret— 

marked a major step toward the formula that would eventually win 

at Chalcedon, “the unconfused union of two natures.” Jesus Christ 

was acknowledged as

perfect God and perfect man, composed of a rational soul and 

a body, begotten before the ages from the Father in respect of 

His divinity, but likewise in these last days for us and our salva

tion from the Virgin Mary in respect of His manhood, con- 

substantial with the Father in respect of His divinity and at the 

same time consubstantial with us in respect of His manhood. 

For the union [henos/s] of two natures has been accomplished.

As Ibas was delighted to report, the document acknowledged two 

natures, both “the temple and the one who dwells in it.”64

Speaking of the two natures marked a real concession to Anti

och, but Alexandria also won victories. Antioch distanced itself 

from Nestorius and explicitly accepted the word Theotokos·.
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In virtue of this conception of a union without confusion, we 
confess the holy Virgin as Theotokos because the divine Word 
became flesh and was made man, and from the very concep
tion united to Himself the temple taken from her.

The two churches acknowledged a difference of opinion among 
theologians in how they interpreted the biblical and patristic state
ments about these issues. They “employ some indifferendy in view 
of the unity of person \prosopot^ but distinguish others in view of 
the duality of natures.”65

Both politically and theologically, this was a huge achievement. 
Cyril announced the pact with words of high celebration: “Let the 
heavens rejoice, and let the earth be glad!”

Aftermath

Once removed from the archbishopric of Constantinople, Nestorius 
retired into a comfortable exile in a monastery near his old home of 
Antioch, where he “received all sorts of honors and respectful pres
ents.” However, that was too close to the world of intellectual debate 
to be comfortable for his critics. They sought a more lasting re
moval, which would leave him unable to spread his heresies. In 435, 
the emperor banished him for life, sending him to Arabia—roughly 
to what we might call Jordan or eastern Syria. The sentence was then 
changed to a life sentence in Upper Egypt. Egyptian residence was a 
particular insult since that land was the heart of the anti-Nestorian 
true believers. Also in 435, the emperor denied Nestorians the right 
to call themselves Christians.66

If Nestorius was the villain in a pious legend, then the rest of his 
life should have been spent in agony and disgrace, culminating in a 
suitably gruesome finale—his bowels split asunder, perhaps, or 
death in a snake pit. Some accounts do offer such a saga of misery, 
but the reality was more complex. One story comes from the histo
rian Evagrius, who loathed “Nestorius, that God-assaulting tongue, 
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that second conclave of Caiaphas, that workshop of blasphemy.”67 

Evagrius tells how barbarian nomad raiders overwhelmed Nestori- 

us’s refuge, and in the process they unwittingly inflicted upon him 

the ultimate atrocity, of setting him free and moving him to another 

city. Although this act may not sound too savage, the consequences 

were potentially devastating. Apart from the privations and hard

ships of the journey, they had caused Nestorius to break imperial 

law by leaving his place of banishment, and he wrote at length to 

excuse his misdeed:

I was conducted by barbarous soldiers from Panopolis to Ele

phantine, a place on the verge of the province of the Thebaid, 

being dragged thither by the aforesaid military force; and 

when, sorely shattered, I had accomplished the greater part of 

the journey, I am encountered by an unwritten order to return 

to Panopolis. Thus, miserably worn with the casualties of the 

road, with a body afflicted by disease and age, and a mangled 

hand and side, I arrived at Panopolis in extreme exhaustion, 

and further tormented with cruel pains: whence a second writ

ten injunction from you, speedily overtaking me, transported 

me to its adjacent territory. While I was supposing that this 

treatment would now cease, and was awaiting the determina

tion of our glorious sovereigns respecting me, another merci

less order was suddenly issued for a fourth deportation.

All this for a man past fifty, who according to the standards of the 

time was entering extreme old age. Evagrius gloatingly concludes 

that “when his tongue had been eaten through with worms, he de

parted to the greater and everlasting judgment which awaited 

him.”68

Evagrius was wrong. Nestorius lived on well into his seventies, 

probably until around 452, which allowed him to hear news of the 

Council of Chalcedon and the ruin of all his old enemies. If he was 
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not actually vindicated, his long life must have given him some 
grounds for satisfaction, not to mention teaching important lessons 
about the transience of human affairs. Not only did Nestorius live 
on for twenty years after his ruinous defeat in 431, but he survived 
to write a scurrilous commentary, an account that almost literally 
tells us where the bodies were buried. He wrote this lengthy memoir, 
The Bazaar of Heracleides* in order to justify himself and damn his 
foes, and although edited and interpolated over the centuries, it 
clearly reflects his own positions. The work survived in Syriac trans
lation in a monastery in what later became Kurdistan, where Euro
pean scholars rediscovered it in the late nineteenth century. It finally 
appeared in English translation as late as 1925.

Whatever we may think of his theological views, it is not easy to 
find much good to say about Nestorius. He was arrogant, he was 
intolerant of other believers, Christian and otherwise, and his politi
cal skills were abysmal. Yet we should admire his bullheaded deter
mination never to surrender, even in the face of overwhelming 
odds. Such a position might have been plausible when he was 
backed by soldiers, but he kept it up even in exile, when he had no 
hopes of regaining favor.

One story tells how a royal chamberlain conducted him into exile 
in Egypt. At one point, Nestorius pleaded for rest, but the official 
said, “The Lord also was weary when he walked until the sixth hour, 
and he is God. What do you say about that?” Nestorius answered: 
“Two hundred bishops got together to make me confess that Jesus 
is God Incarnate, but I wouldn’t do it. Am I then going to admit to 
you that God was tired?” Perhaps he left the chamberlain struggling 
for an answer, as the man grappled with the wrenching question: 
did God really get tired? Was it in his nature?69





Appendix to Chapter Five: 

The Twelve Anathemas, 

Proposed by Cyril and Accepted by the 

Council of Ephesus (431)

1. If anyone does not confess that Emmanuel is God in truth, 

and therefore that the holy virgin is the mother of God (for 

she bore in a fleshly way the Word of God become flesh), let 

him be anathema.

2. If anyone does not confess that the Word from God the 

Father has been united by hypostasis with the flesh and is one 

Christ with his own flesh, and is therefore God and man to

gether, let him be anathema.

3. If anyone divides in the one Christ the hypostases after the 

union, joining them only by a conjunction of dignity or au

thority or power, and not rather by a coming together in a 

union by nature, let him be anathema.

4. If anyone distributes between the two persons or hypostases 

the expressions used either in the Gospels or in the apostolic 

writings, whether they are used by the holy writers of Christ 

or by him about himself, and ascribes some to him as to a 

man, thought of separately from the Word from God, and 

others, as befitting God, to him as to the Word from God the 

Father, let him be anathema.



166 Jesus Wars

5. If anyone dares to say that Christ was a God-bearing man and 

not rather God in truth, being by nature one Son, even as “the 

Word became flesh,” and is made partaker of blood and flesh 

precisely like us, let him be anathema.

6. If anyone says that the Word from God the Father was the 

God or master of Christ, and does not rather confess the 

same both God and man, the Word having become flesh, ac

cording to the scriptures, let him be anathema.

7. If anyone says that as man Jesus was activated by the Word of 

God and was clothed with the glory of the Only-begotten, as 

a being separate from him, let him be anathema.

8. If anyone dares to say that the man who was assumed ought 

to be worshipped and glorified together with the divine Word 

and be called God along with him, while being separate from 

him, (for the addition of “with” must always compel us to 

think in this way), and will not rather worship Emmanuel with 

one veneration and send up to him one doxology, even as “the 

Word became flesh,” let him be anathema.

9. If anyone says that the one Lord Jesus Christ was glorified by 

the Spirit, as making use of an alien power that worked 

through him and as having received from him the power to 

master unclean spirits and to work divine wonders among 

people, and does not rather say that it was his own proper 

Spirit through whom he worked the divine wonders, let him 

be anathema.

10. The divine scripture says Christ became “the high priest and 

apostle of our confession”; he offered himself to God the 

Father in an odor of sweetness for our sake. If anyone, there

fore, says that it was not the very Word from God who 

became our high priest and apostle, when he became flesh 

and a man like us, but as it were another who was separate 
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from him, in particular a man from a woman, or if anyone 
says that he offered the sacrifice also for himself and not 
rather for us alone (for he who knew no sin needed no offer
ing), let him be anathema.

11. If anyone does not confess that the flesh of the Lord is life
giving and belongs to the Word from God the Father, but 
maintains that it belongs to another besides him, united with 
him in dignity or as enjoying a mere divine indwelling, and is 
not rather life-giving, as we said, since it became the flesh be
longing to the Word who has power to bring all things to life, 
let him be anathema.

12. If anyone does not confess that the Word of God suffered in 
the flesh and was crucified in the flesh and tasted death in the 
flesh and became the first born of the dead, although as God 
he is life and life-giving, let him be anathema.

SOURCE: E. B. Pusey, preface to E. B. Pusey and P. E. Pusey, eds., St. Cyril of Alexan
dria: Five Tonies Against Nestorins (Oxford: James Parker, 1881), xi-xiii.
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The Death of God

There is many a Nestorius!

Dioscuros of Alexandria

In August 449 the ghosts of the earlier council gathered once more 

at Ephesus. Once again, a patriarch of Alexandria brought his fol

lowers to confront heresy by any means necessary. And once again, 

there were winners and losers. A patriarch of Constantinople was 

deposed, and a new definitive statement of church doctrine pro

claimed. But in terms of its impact on the future of the church, the 

participants of this council might well have been ghosts. In most 

accounts of church history, which give such prominence to earlier 

gatherings like Nicea, we look in vain for a Second Council of 

Ephesus. For all the numbers and prestige of those attending, all 

the weighty issues discussed, Second Ephesus—the Gangster 

Synod—became The Council That Never Was.1

At the time, though, the council seemed like a revolutionary 

event, building aggressively on the victories of 431. It marked the 

high-water mark of Alexandrian influence in the church. For a few 

years, it also seemed likely to uproot any form of Two Nature 

teaching within the empire as thoroughly as the Arians had been 

defeated in earlier decades. And condemned as heretical would 
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have been the whole structure of what would ultimately become 

Christian orthodoxy.

The Last Romans?

By the 440s, the generation that had dealt with the Nestorian crisis 

was fading away. New leaders were in power in Rome, where Pope 

Leo succeeded in 440, and in Alexandria, where Dioscuros followed 

Cyril in 444. In each case, though, the rising men had served long 

apprenticeships under their predecessors and had full access to 

older memories. And just as Cyril had accompanied Theophilus to 

overthrow John Chrysostom in 403, so Dioscuros had been present 

at the fall of Nestorius in 431. A rising young cleric could have no 

better form of on-the-job training than witnessing his mentor over

throw a patriarch.

Other new men had risen to power elsewhere. The new bishop 

of Antioch was Domnus, who in 440 succeeded his uncle John. 

This was an unfortunate inheritance, as Domnus was a peaceable 

character who wanted nothing more than a quiet life and was ill- 

suited to deal with the kind of enemies he would soon face. The 

emerging dangers were nowhere clearer than in Constantinople, 

where (also in 440) Eutyches succeeded the abbot Dalmatius, who 

had played such a key role in shaping the emperor’s religious poli

cies. Both had been violent opponents of Nestorius, and both were 

willing to resort to aggressive political activism.

The most significant shift in power was at the imperial court, where 

the augusta Pulcheria was driven from favor and withdrew from 

public life. Pardy, this followed a long-running feud with her sister- 

in-law, Eudocia, who was herself forced into holy exile in Jerusalem. 

In theory, this should have meant that the emperor Theodosius might 

have exercised some independence, but he now turned his favor to 

the eunuch Chrysaphius. Unlike the other transfers of power, that 

change marked a real change in policy and ideology.2

Just as significant for religious debates were changes in secular 
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politics, as the empire moved into new and deeply dangerous terri
tory. At the time of First Ephesus, in 431, the Roman world was 
enjoying a breathing spell of relative stability. The empire was re
covering slowly from the shocks of barbarian invasions that had 
overrun whole provinces and learning to live with a drastically 
changed political landscape. Through the 440s, though, the situation 
had become massively more dangerous, to the point that one or 
more centers of power, Rome or Constantinople, would probably 
fall wholly under foreign rule, and it was an open question which 
part might be lost first?

Living in an era of perpetual military danger had practical effects 
for debates within the churches, in making travel and communica
tion much more difficult, and making it harder for particular bish
ops to participate in wider gatherings. But the crisis also raised the 
stakes of debate. Every month, it seemed, brought new evidence of 
the failure of Roman power, of defeats and massacres, of the defeat 
of orthodox Nicene Christianity. All were evidence of God’s anger 
with his people, for their lack of faith and drift into heresy, and the 
church could only find peace by driving out error.

Much of the old empire was slipping into chaos. Romanized soci
ety in Britain was wiped out following a barbarian revolt in the 440s, 
and old-style civilization—Ronianitas—was eroding along other 
frontiers, in the provinces along the Danube and Rhine. Gaul was 
torn asunder by class warfare, as the wealthy so manipulated the 
taxation system that ordinary people were driven to ruin. In retalia
tion, bands of peasant rebels, Bagaudae* devastated the countryside. 
But the greatest danger was not so much the collapse of authority 
as the replacement of Roman rule by a new barbarian empire, a new 
kind of regime, at least as brutal as the old order at its worst. 
Modern stereotypes of ancient barbarians imagine mobile raiders, 
perhaps causing much damage, but moving on swiftly. By the 440s, 
the Roman Empire’s worst barbarian nightmares found their focus 
in two individuals who had evidently come to stay. Both were kings 
or emperors in their own right and might well succeed in carving 
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out vast and permanent new realms out of Roman territory.4

One was Gaiseric, the Vandal king, who ruled his people for 

what was by the standards of a violent age an incredibly long time, 

from 428 to 477. For decades, Vandal pirates and raiders marauded 

over the Mediterranean, ruining trade routes and disrupting com

munications. But Gaiseric had higher aspirations and built up an 

impressive Vandal kingdom in North Africa. When St. Augustine 

died in 430, his city of Hippo was under Vandal siege, and shortly 

after its capture, it became Gaiseric’s capital. The seat of the new 

kingdom moved only in 439, when Gaiseric’s forces captured 

Carthage. The city had been a heartland of the Western empire, not 

to mention the breadbasket of Rome itself, but now it was under 

the heel of Arian Christians, anti-Trinitarians who persecuted Cath

olic Romans. As Gaiseric was known to have ambitions on the city 

of Rome, a wider Vandal empire spanning the western Mediterra

nean—Arian in religious loyalties—might easily lie on the horizon. 

Egyptians thought that it was only a matter of time before Vandal 

ambitions turned to Alexandria itself.5

The empire’s other persistent bad dream was Attila the Hun. 

Through the 440s, both the Eastern and Western empires struggled 

to deal with the Hunnish threat, which was all the more serious be

cause the Huns were not even heretical Christians, but aggressively 

pagan. Worse, the Huns represented a racial threat. Although many 

of their forces were Germanic subject peoples, the Huns themselves 

were of Central Asian origin, and Roman writers offer stereotypes 

of sadistic Orientals, slant-eyed and misshaped, and scarcely human. 

Huns sacked the Balkan provinces in 441, inflicting destruction that 

was astonishing even for an age not known for restraint in warfare. 

The great city of Aquileia, for instance, was one of the glories of 

late Roman Italy. After Attila’s forces left it in 452, it literally ceased 

to exist, leaving only some confused survivors who sought a new 

protected site, in what would someday become the city of Venice.6

Attila was so dangerous that he forced the Romans to take steps 

that would once have been inconceivable. The Eastern empire rec
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ognized the independent Hunnish kingdom in 442 and in 443 began 
paying Attila huge regular sums of gold as the price of peace and 
survival. In 447, the Eastern empire experienced a disaster that 
became one of the great might-have-beens of history, when an 
earthquake breached Constantinople’s legendary defensive walls. If 
Attila’s forces had been closer to hand, the story of Christian Byz
antium might have ended right then, a thousand years earlier than it 
actually did. Only desperate efforts by the city’s population—soldiers, 
clergy, circus factions, and street gangs—rebuilt the wall to withstand 
any possible threat. This crisis passed, but both Eastern and Western 
empires knew that Attila’s forces were biding their time before strik
ing again.7

By the late 440s, the Roman Empire was facing enemies almost 
too many to count. As the historian Priscus remarks, apart from 
Attila,

They also feared the Parthians who were, it chanced, making 
preparations for war; the Vandals who were troubling the sea 
coasts; the Isaurians who had set out on banditry; the Saracens 
who were overrunning the eastern part of their empire; and 
the united Ethiopian races.8

The cumulative impact of these wars and natural disasters was 
overwhelming. As Nestorius described,

They had been worn out with pestilences and famines, and 
failure of rains, and hail, and heat, and marvelous earthquakes, 
and captivity, and fear and flight, and all kind of ills, but they 
did not perceive the cause ... and there was no place of refuge. 
A twofold upheaval on the part of the barbarians and the 
Scythians [Huns], who were destroying and taking every one 
captive, had shaken them and there was not even a single hope 
of rescue; and hitherto they understood not that all this was 
not simply human.9
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The great earthquake happened right in the middle of the theologi

cal wars that split the city in 447—48:

And some things appeared openly in one part of the city in 

one way, and others in another part otherwise, and things had 

not been shaken by a common earthquake but to convince 

men that He who was doing these things was immortal and 

had authority over them.10

Any rational person should see that God was angry with his church, 

and it was up to his true followers to seek out and purge the errors 

that threatened Roman survival.

Eutyches

These international events provided the setting for a new religious 

conflict that, as in 431’, began in Constantinople itself. In reaction 

to the Nestorian crisis, One Nature thought was moving in radical 

directions, more extreme in fact than the theories prevailing in 

Alexandria itself. The main advocate for these ideas was the archi

mandrite Eutyches, who believed that Cyril had made too many 

concessions to reach peace with Antioch in 433. Eutyches rejected 

any attempt to separate the divine Son of God from the human 

son of Mary. After the Incarnation, he thought, Christ had only 

one nature, one physis, in one person. For Eutyches, “God is born; 

God suffered; God was crucified.” If so, what became of the 

human Christ? Eutyches said that after the union of human and 

divine, Christ contained no ousia [being] except the divine. Nor did 

he concede “that our Lord, who is our Lord and our God, is con- 

substantial with us; but he is consubstantial with the Father in the 

divinity.” Whatever the Gospels might say, Christ could have felt 

no human pains or temptations, no hunger or thirst. God was 

emphatically not one of us.11
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If Eutyches were an isolated cleric, his ideas would not have 
drawn much attention, but he was much more than that. He held 
a powerful church rank, and he gained new political clout as his 
godson and disciple, Chrysaphius, rose at court. Chrysaphius him
self had strong One Nature .views, and so, by this stage, did the 
emperor. In fact, we may ask whether the writers at the time were 
correct to put so much weight on the sinister role of Chrysaphius. 
Conceivably Theodosius II himself was more significant in the 
One Nature reaction than commentators dared say at the time, 
especially as this would have placed him on what would become 
the losing side.12

Within Constantinople’s church, formal power rested in the 
hands of Flavian, who became archbishop in 446; but Eutyches was 
the power behind the throne, as Flavian himself became a docile 
cipher. Flavian suffered from multiple disadvantages. As he was not 
an effective speaker, he used the archimandrite as his public face. In 
the secular world, too, he blundered repeatedly. Even when first 
taking office, he made a disastrous mistake when he ignored 
Chrysaphius’s request for a substantial gift or bribe. Flavian was too 
honest, or else too piously naive, to realize the importance of pla
cating the royal favorite. And in the circumstances, he could not try 
and get around Chrysaphius by turning to Pulcheria, who was her
self discredited. Flavian was in a dangerously exposed position, and, 
worse, he did not realize the fact.13

Eutyches, like Dalmatius before him, had a powerful influence in 
the city’s monasteries, which might have served as a solid political 
power base. As the hot summer of 431 had shown, bringing monks 
onto the streets could potentially bring an emperor to heel. Quite 
possibly, Eutyches had looked enviously at how Cyril had used his 
monks to overawe Alexandria’s civil authorities and establish a 
church hegemony over a great city. Certainly, Constantinople and 
Alexandria enjoyed close and frequent contacts.
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Pushing Forward

Eutyches owed his prominence in the church partly to his speaking 

ability, but that fluency could be a mixed blessing. He also suffered 

from a take-no-prisoners style of debate, a sharp temper, and a 

tendency to see all critics as malicious or even demonic. He had a 

familiar academic tendency to pursue arguments to their logical 

conclusions, however risky or unsettling the consequences. The 

more Eutyches spoke and wrote, the more other church leaders 

were concerned at his proclamation of what appeared to be a dan

gerous new doctrine.

Eutyches found his deadliest enemy in a man who had been a 

firm ally in the earlier campaign against Nestorius, when bishop 

Eusebius had denounced the error of the Two Natures. Eusebius, 

though, was an ally of Pulcheria, and had no sympathy for extrem

ism on the other side of the spectrum. As he talked with Eutyches, 

Eusebius became alarmed at the implications of his teaching. Was 

Eutyches really daring to deny the human nature of Christ? If so, 

that would mean that Christ was not consubstantial, of the same 

being, with us: “the very ousia [substance] of the flesh has thereby 

been suppressed.” What should have been a rational discussion 

between the two degenerated into an embarrassing fit of name

calling, with Eutyches denouncing Eusebius for his lying and impi

ous views, for hypocrisy, and adding for good measure that “all 

hypocrites ought to be extirpated!” Eusebius, though, was not to 

be bullied. A powerful and well-connected figure, his complaints 

carried weight, and he now called for a special council to investi

gate Eutyches.14

Flavian himself was frightened. He knew “that the churches were 

disturbed anew over these things, and the monasteries were divided 

and the people were rising up in parties, and that already the fire was 

kindling in all the world owing to those who were going and coming 

and were preaching various things that were full of impiety.”15 But 

even Flavian’s timid protests became too much for Eutyches. No 



The Death of God 177

doubt thinking back to the fall of Nestorius, Eutyches thought it 
intolerable that a heretic should occupy a great see, but above all 
that of the holy city of Constantine’s Christian empire. Flavian 
had to go; and if he did, then Eutyches himself was the natural 
successor.

Eutyches and his monks struck back against any and all critics, in 
ways that often recalled Cyril’s campaigns in Alexandria. By 447-48, 
they had created a police-state atmosphere in Constantinople. They

were carrying off men, some from the ships and others from 
the streets and others from the houses, and others while pray
ing from the churches, and were pursuing others that they fled; 
and with all zeal, they were searching out and digging after 
those who were hiding in caves and in holes in the earth. And 
it was a matter of great fear and of danger for a man to speak 
with the adherents of Flavian, on account of those who were 
dwelling in the neighborhood and keeping watch, and were as 
spies to see who entered in unto Flavian.16

This sounds just like Cyril’s intelligence system in Alexandria.

The War of the World

But Eutyches had plenty of other enemies, especially in Syria and 
the East, and events here turned the local dispute into a matter for 
the worldwide church. These regions had not forgiven the old 
campaign against Nestorius, and many Easterners insisted that the 
former patriarch’s ideas were, for the most past, orthodox. But 
now, Eutyches was preaching a far worse and more extreme 
heresy, and because of his court connections, he seemed to have 
imperial support. Hence, “all the East was disturbed at these 
things, and there was no place that had not been stirred up.”17

But while Easterners had their grievances, the fact that they were 
so tolerant of Nestorius’s ideas further angered One Nature believers, 
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in Constantinople and elsewhere. In theory, the Formula of 433 

should have brought peace between Antioch and Alexandria, but 

new conflicts continued to arise. With Nestorius out of the way, 

Cyrillian followers turned their wrath against his teachers, to the 

now-dead theologians who had created and formed his thinking. 

They targeted the legendary Antiochene teachers, Diodore of 

Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia, and tried to anathematize 

them. But such attacks threatened chaos. In order to challenge the 

legitimacy of the Eastern churches, they were seeking to condemn 

men who could not defend themselves. The attack on Nestorianism 

turned into a crusade against Antiochism.18

The war against Theodore’s memory began very shortly after the 

Formula of Reunion. One early skirmish came in Edessa, where 

Bishop Rabboula tried to condemn Theodore, and in so doing, he 

created a deep division in his diocese. The move was reversed by his 

successor, Ibas, who thought that Cyril himself was a much more 

pernicious heretic than Theodore had ever been and probably 

should have been condemned alongside Nestorius. In 437, Proclus 

of Constantinople convicted a number of statements associated 

with Theodore, but he phrased his declaration in such a way that it 

targeted no specific individual.19

By the 440s, Alexandrians were campaigning for an explicit con

demnation of Theodore. As at First Ephesus, Egyptians found their 

main villains in the Orient, that is, the empire’s eastern regions, and 

in the churches that looked to Antioch. John of Antioch had re

fused to comply with these demands, and so (more timidly) did his 

successor Domnus. Domnus also supported or defended several 

bishops who infuriated the Alexandrians. Ibas of Edessa was the 

most provocative example but not the only one. Irenaeus, for in

stance, was the secular official who had helped see fair play at First 

Ephesus, and the Alexandrians saw him as too friendly to Nestorius. 

But despite those worrying Nestorian associations, he was conse

crated as bishop of Tyre in 447. If the East was not actually reha
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bilitating Nestorius, Syrians at least were not condemning him as 
zealously as they should.20

The most influential thinker in the Antiochene church was Theo- 
doret of Cyrrhus, who served as the main theological adviser to the 
successive patriarchs. Theodoret was not easily bullied, an essential 
quality when dealing with Dioscuros and the Alexandrians. Indeed, 
we can usually tell when Theodoret was advising Domnus, because 
those were the moments at which Antioch’s patriarch showed un
usual backbone. One letter plausibly attributed to Theodoret shows 
his reaction to the death of Cyril, at an advanced age. Cyril’s case, 
wrote Theodoret to Domnus, just proved the saying that the good 
die young. “At last, and with difficulty, the villain is gone!” The main 
danger, thought Theodoret, was that the inhabitants of the under
world would be so appalled to have Cyril in residence that they 
would send him back to the living. It would do no harm to lay a par
ticularly heavy stone on his grave to keep him down.21

Theodoret never doubted the divine nature of Christ. But he 
argued, against Eutyches, that Christ still had two natures after the 
Incarnation, united in one divine person (prosopon). In 447, Theodoret 
presented these ideas in his tract Eranistes—loosely, the Beggar’s Ban
quet. The name is meant to suggest intellectual beggars or ragpickers, 
those who clothed themselves by patching together whatever frag
ments they could find of forgotten heresies that denied the humanity 
of Christ. In the context of the time, that had to be a not so veiled 
reference to Eutyches. If so, then Theodoret was denouncing the 
powerful archimandrite as a gross heretic, the heir of every Gnostic 
error through the centuries. To argue that

God the Word took nothing of the Virgin’s nature, is stolen 
from [the Gnostics] Valentinus and Bardesanes, and the adher
ents of their fables. To call the godhead and the manhood of 
the Lord Christ one Nature is the error filched from the follies 
of Apollinarius. Again, the attribution of capacity of suffering 
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to the divinity of the Christ is a theft from the blasphemy of 

Arius and Eunomius.

Invoking Valentinus was doubly effective, as he was not only a no

torious heretic but also an Egyptian, so that bringing him into the 

picture served to discredit Alexandrian thinkers.22

Early in 448, the different controversies began to merge into a 

general churchwide war. Irenaeus was deposed as bishop of Tyre. 

Meanwhile, Dioscuros complained about Theodoret’s seemingly 

Nestorian doctrines. He began with a protest directed personally to 

Theodoret himself and then followed up with an indictment ad

dressed to Domnus, as Theodoret’s superior. For the historically 

inclined—and most church leaders in that age had a weighty sense 

of precedent—Dioscuros’s correspondence with Domnus was 

bringing back uncomfortable memories of Cyril’s interchanges 

with Nestorius twenty years earlier. And everyone knew how that 

story had played out.23

Eutyches Fights Back

The main question now was which of the two sides would first find 

itself facing charges at a council. Although Eutyches was facing his 

own problems, he tried to invoke Roman assistance against his ene

mies. He wrote to Pope Leo, warning of the revival of Nestorian 

influence. Leo’s reply was polite but cautious. Beloved son, he 

wrote, how wonderful to know that you are so vigilant against a re

vival of the awful heresy of Nestorianism and this pernicious belief 

in the Two Natures! “And when we have been able to ascertain morefully by 

whose wickedness this happens* we must make provision—with the help 

of God—for the complete uprooting of this poisonous growth 

which has long ago been condemned.” A wise reader would have 

noted the critical clause—I will indeed do something, once I have 

carried out my own investigation. I’m not just going to take your 

word for it.24
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In November 448, Constantinople’s archbishop Flavian convened 
the so-called Home Synod, with the goal of settling several pending 
disputes in the Eastern churches. Comprising over thirty bishops and 
eighteen archimandrites, this was a heavyweight body. Among its 
other tasks, the group heard Eusebius’s indictment of Eutyches. 
Eutyches followed the earlier example of Nestorius in refusing to 
appear personally for most of the sessions, and when he did appear, 
it was with the backing of a mob of monks and soldiers. He also 
brought a patrician ally, one Florentius, who was to be seated as the 
representative of the emperor or, more accurately, of Chrysaphius.25

But even with so much support, Eutyches could not save himself 
from himself. Under'examination, he admitted his belief that Christ, 
after the Incarnation, had just one nature, and he even failed to 
makd clear that at some point this divine being had become incar
nate. “The Lord Jesus Christ,” he declared, “is from two Natures, 
but after the union I affirm one Nature.”26 Like Nestorius before 
him, then, he was condemned. Flavian called him an Apollinarian 
and a Valentinian Gnostic.

But rather than ending the matter, Eutyches now sought church
wide help as he appealed to the bishops of Rome, Alexandria, and 
Jerusalem. He presented himself as the victim of the case, old and 
frail, and suffering for his defense of ancient Christian orthodoxy. 
He appealed to Leo, “defender of religion and abhorrer of fac
tions.” Surely, he pleaded, the popes who had condemned the awful 
heretics of the past would see his point of view? Like them, he 
anathematized “Apollinarius, Valentinus, Mani, and Nestorius, and 
those who say that the flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Savior, 
descended from heaven and not from the Holy Ghost and from the 
holy Virgin, along with all heresies down to Simon Magus. Yet nev
ertheless I stand in jeopardy of my life as a heretic!” And whatever 
his theology, Eutyches did have technical grounds for protest, be
cause the record keeping at the synod had violated established stan
dards, and in those narrow terms, he received a vindication of sorts 
in April 449.27
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But matters were also developing their own momentum. 

Chrysaphius persuaded the emperor to send his own supportive 

letter to Leo, while Dioscuros asked Theodosius to call a general 

council. In March, Theodosius agreed. The new council was to meet 

in August, and as before, Ephesus was the chosen venue.

Back to Ephesus

What did the different parties expect from this new meeting, and 

what lessons had they learned from the previous event? Theodosius 

himself should have greeted the forthcoming event with dread, re

membering the largely unnecessary division and violence incited 

before. Yet by 448 he was clearly sympathetic to Eutyches and 

became a strong partisan of his against Flavian and Eusebius. Ac

cording to Nestorius, Theodosius enthusiastically allowed Eutyches 

to deploy the full imperial power against his personal enemies. He 

encouraged clergy to secede from Flavian and reinforced this policy 

through financial pressure. The emperor reinstituted taxes and 

charges on the churches, burdens that he had relaxed in easier-going 

times, and demanded that these be paid, with arrears.

Prelates were openly seized and rebuked before the crowds, 

and every bishop who was not of the party of Eutyches was 

seized; and he commanded every tax upon the possessions of 

their churches which had been remitted to them by him and by 

the emperors before him, even the tax of all these years, to be 

exacted of them at one time.... He commanded vengeance to 

be exacted of Eusebius, the accuser of Eutyches, without 

mercy.

Using “the assaults of hunger and of usury and of captivity. . . he 

made the Roman nobility fall at his knees and groan.” Even when 

Flavian prostrated himself before the emperor at an Easter service, 

pleading for reconciliation, the emperor scorned and insulted him.
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Theodosius had become a violent partisan, who called the council 
to depose Flavian and to restore Eutyches. As Nestorius wrote from 
personal experience, “Ephesus ... is appointed and destined for the 
deposition of the bishops of Constantinople.”28

Dioscuros hoped for a more comprehensive victory, certainly the 
defeat of Flavian and (for the third time in half a century) the hum
bling of Constantinople. But he also wanted a reaffirmation of Al
exandria’s leading role as the center shaping Christian thought and 
belief. He wanted a world in which Alexandria decided what Chris
tians everywhere would think and where Rome used Peter’s author
ity to rubber-stamp what Egyptians decided. Dioscuros had also 
learned other lessons from Ephesus, especially concerning the role 
of the secular power. The Alexandrians bitterly recalled the role of 
Candidian and his military forces. Expecting the worst, they came 
prepared, with Dioscuros’s thuggish parabolani, who intervened at 
will, bullying and beating.

We might be making a mistake in judging what Dioscuros wanted 
in terms of his memories or of rational self-interest. Like any good 
machine politician, he wanted to help his friends and harm his ene
mies, but such politicians usually have a sense of the limits of what 
they can reasonably get away with. They also know that any enemies 
who are not absolutely destroyed have powerful friends who might 
help them stage a comeback. It rarely pays, then, to unleash total 
war against all enemies at once, which is roughly what Dioscuros 
did at Second Ephesus. It almost seems as if he deliberately went 
out of his way to infuriate or alienate virtually every other church 
leader, who was then forced either to accept defeat at his hands or 
fall into some subordinate position.29

Why did he act like this? Almost certainly, he was misled by the ab
solute support he seemed to be getting from the emperor, who was in 
a position to overawe any opposition. Or perhaps he was just Alexan
drian, in that he came from a church that had over a century’s history 
of trampling all opposition, using a mixture of intimidation, manipu
lated piety, and the invocation of martyrdom. On the international 
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scene, too, the Alexandrian patriarchate had long succeeded in getting 

virtually everything it wanted, running rings around its opponents 

and exercising power at the heart of empire. As Nestorius remarks, 

“Dioscorus had received from Cyril the primacy, and a hatred for the 

bishop of Constantinople.”30 If Dioscuros had witnessed what Cyril 

achieved, he might have felt that only a little more effort would be 

needed to make the whole empire as docile and compliant as the 

more distant regions of Egypt. What he failed to register was the 

sophisticated court politics and coalition building with which Cyril 

had operated, or Theophilus or Athanasius before them.

But one final possibility, not to be dismissed, is that he really was 

suffering from some kind of personality disorder, which drove him 

to extremes of paranoia and uncontrollable rage. Historians are 

justifiably shy about undertaking psychiatric diagnoses on the long 

dead, if only because the track record of such postmortem analyses 

is so dismal, but we should at least consider the possibility. There is 

such a thing as bullying, and then there is what Dioscuros did on a 

regular basis.

Reo the Roman

Based on his experience at First Ephesus, Dioscuros probably had 

little regard for Roman popes, but the new incumbent, Leo, was a 

very different creature from his predecessors. Like most popes, Leo 

wanted Constantinople kept in its proper place, but he insisted that 

matters proceed according to custom and legality, without the vigi

lantism of 431. Leo, the ultimate Roman, cared deeply about proce

dure and proper channels, and he was nervous about Eutyches’s 

action in going behind the back of his properly constituted supe

rior, Flavian. At the same time, he was also very conscious of the 

dignity of his own office, which was always in peril of falling out of 

the loop of communication that united the Eastern churches.

Problems of communication meant that the first news he had of 

proceedings in Constantinople came from the emperor himself and 
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from Eutyches, rather than from Flavian, who should have kept him 
informed. Accordingly, Leo’s first responses made him sound quite 
sympathetic to Eutyches and angry with Flavian. When he received 
a full transcript of the Constantinople synod, though, his sympa
thies turned decisively against Eutyches. In June 449 he reaffirmed 
the judgment in a substantial letter that has become known as the 
Tome of Leo. The Tome not only showed his disgust with Eutyches 
(“very unwary and exceedingly ignorant”) but utterly rejected his 
ideas. His statements at the synod “reached the height of stupidity 
and blasphemy.”31

The Tome has become a classic definition of the orthodox view 
of the person of Christ, and it marks a critical moment in the devel
oping history of the papacy. Although Leo long received immense 
credit as the author of the Tome, it is only fair to note that it was 
largely drafted by one of his secretaries, drawing heavily on—some 
would say plagiarizing—the work of other theologians, including 
Augustine.32 But the exact authorship is less important than Leo’s 
willingness to stand behind it, to wager his safety and the fortunes 
of his office. The stakes were very high indeed.

For Leo, the forthcoming council would be so vital because it 
would mark the destruction of a pernicious theory that challenged 
the full reality of Christ and of Christian doctrine. Eutyches, he 
said, showed his basic ignorance of Christian doctrine as exempli
fied in the Bible and the creeds. He should have listened to “the 
whole body of the faithful confess that they believe in God the 
Father Almighty, and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, who 
was born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary. By which three 
statements the devices of almost all heretics are overthrown.” The 
pope showed at length how all these texts could be used to prove 
the belief in the Two Natures.33

Although the Tome can be discussed at book length—and often 
has been, through the centuries—a couple of examples will suggest 
its content. He used the battery of texts that clearly showed the 
human descent and nature of Christ. Did not two of the Gospels 
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begin with a genealogy, stressing his human descent? And the New 

Testament only made sense as the fulfillment of the Old, especially 

of the prophecies of Isaiah. Leo denounces arguments that seem to 

show that Christ had but one nature. Look for instance at the words 

of the angel to Mary: “The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee and 

the power of the Most High shall overshadow thee: and therefore 

that Holy Thing also that shall be born of thee shall be called the 

Son of God.” Didn’t that suggest she was going to bear the Son of 

God and that divine nature would overwhelm or eliminate the 

human? Absolutely not, says Leo:

Though the Holy Spirit imparted fertility to the Virgin, yet a 

real body was received from her body; and, “Wisdom building 

her a house,” “the Word became flesh and dwelt in us,” that is, 

in that flesh which he took from man, and which he quickened 

with the breath of a higher life.34

Throughout, Leo stresses the idea of balance and harmony, sug

gesting that any overemphasis on either aspect of Christ, either the 

divine or human, would produce a result that was illogical or even 

absurd. Humanity and divinity met in Christ: “For each form does 

what is proper to it with the co-operation of the other; that is the 

Word performing what appertains to the Word, and the flesh carry

ing out what appertains to the flesh. One of them sparkles with 

miracles, the other succumbs to injuries. And as the Word does not 

cease to be on an equality with His Father’s glory, so the flesh does 

not forego the nature of our race.”35

Many features made Leo’s Tome such an impressive text, above 

all its comprehensive gathering of biblical texts and a sound, clear 

logic running throughout. Like an accomplished Roman rhetorician, 

he not only makes his own case but marshals any and all possible 

counterarguments and shows why they would not convince. With 

the Tome in hand, any opponent of One Nature theory had a read

ily available collection of knock-down texts and arguments ready 
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for instant deployment. Even better, of course, was the source, the 
chair of Peter.

Not long after, Pope Leo would make his condemnation even 
more brusque. Eutyches’s followers were in practice allied with 
Manicheans in denying the Incarnation: like them, they “maintain 
that all His bodily actions were the actions of a false apparition.” 
Leo would make this allegation again in other forms. Eutyches, he 
wrote, “crosses over into the mad view of Mani and Marcion, and 
believes that the man Jesus Christ, the mediator between God and 
men, did all things in an unreal way, and had not a human body, but 
that a phantom-like apparition presented itself to the beholders’ 
eyes.” Eutyches was reviving heresies that should have died out a 
century or more before.36

Leo’s Tome found one interesting reviewer at the time of its pub
lication. Nestorius, the exiled heretic, wrote that “when I found and 
read this account, I gave thanks to God that the Church of Rome 
was confessing correcdy and without fault, although they were 
otherwise disposed towards me myself.” Although Nestorianism 
was still listed as an awful heresy, most of what Nestorius actually 
believed now stood an excellent chance of being publicly reaf
firmed.37

Gangsters

The Second Council of Ephesus met in August 449, again in sultry 
weather that did nothing to reduce tensions. Today, temperatures in 
that region would certainly be in the nineties at that time of year, 
and air conditioning was fifteen hundred years away. Present were 
127 bishops, a much lower number than at Nicea (notionally 318) or 
First Ephesus (some 250 in all). And again, they met in the Church 
of the Theotokos, so that the notion of Mother of God would 
never be too far removed from their minds.

Dioscuros presided, just as Cyril had in the first council, although 
on this occasion the papal legates could not offer any moderating 
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force. The bishop scheduled to lead the Roman delegation had died, 

while the others spoke little Greek and were accordingly ignored. 

Although Rome had sent a personal legate, the council refused to 

seat him. Dioscuros, in contrast, was very much present together 

with his Egyptian phalanx, including ten powerful metropolitans. 

And this time, Alexandrians did not have to face the rival threat of a 

powerful secular armed force. Bishops old enough to remember 

Candidian’s interventionist role at First Ephesus probably thought 

longingly of the fairly peaceful debate he had managed to supervise. 

But this time, the emperor had no wish to intervene.38

When the council began on August 8, Dioscuros exercised his 

full powers as president to rig the event in his favor and that of 

Eutyches. The council in theory had one simple question before it, 

namely, whether the previous November gathering had justly de

posed Eutyches for his refusal to admit Two Natures. But in prac

tice that meant that bishops who had participated in the verdict 

were excluded, and that promptly removed Flavian and six other 

bishops from any anti-Alexandrian voting bloc. As Syrian bishops 

later recalled, “Flavian went in as if already condemned.”39 More

over, the emperor had specifically forbidden Theodoret from at

tending, which kept Syria’s best theological mind out of the fray.

While Rome had no effective representative, Dioscuros was care

ful to include the archimandrite Barsaumas, a monk whose hostility 

to anything that sounded vaguely Nestorian was fanatical even by 

the standards of the time. But several things made Barsaumas a very 

unlikely participant, not least the question as to how good his Greek 

was: he did best in his native Syriac. The decision to admit him at 

Ephesus also broke precedent in admitting to such a council a monk 

who was not a bishop. But he was not invited because of either his 

eloquence or the charm of his personality. He was there primarily 

because of the armed strength he provided, and he had no com

punction about using his militias. The bishops he targeted com

plained that he had “destroyed all Syria. He incited thousands of 

monks against us.” And although Dioscuros was responsible for his 
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presence, it remained open to question whether the patriarch—or 
anyone—could actually control Barsaumas’s actions.40

With the outcome clearly determined, the council proceeded 
quickly to its decision. It read the documents relevant to the case, 
but Dioscuros carefully selected what was admitted to the proceed
ings. The Romans, naturally, wanted to read Leo’s Tome, the defini
tive Western statement on the issue, but this was refused. Dioscuros 
excluded the symbolic presence of Rome and of papal authority.

At least according to the council’s proceedings, the hearing then 
moved easily and logically—but a great deal of selective rewriting 
and bullying went into creating that record. Eutyches spoke, declar
ing his orthodoxy and his loyalty to the principles of Nicea and 
First Ephesus. He quickly won the support of an overwhelming 
majority, 114 bishops, and some of those who had originally con
demned him now changed their minds. Vindicating Eutyches 
segued into a defense of his doctrines and a furious attack on any
thing that suggested the Two Natures, or the ideas of Nestorius 
(chants of “Burn Nestorius!” erupted from time to time). Once the 
council had officially proclaimed correct doctrine, then it followed 
that opponents of this belief must themselves be wrong and unfit 
to hold high office in the church.41

At that point, the campaign turned against Eutyches’s critics, 
Eusebius and Flavian. Dioscurós here arranged a skillful parlia
mentary maneuver. He first asked the council to confirm the canons 
of First Ephesus, which condemned anyone who brought in new 
teachings contrary to the Council of Nicea. Once this was estab
lished, Dioscuros asserted that Flavian and Eusebius had violated 
that rule and must be deposed. Dioscuros silenced the restive 
crowd, while “crying aloud in his unruliness: ‘Be silent awhile; let us 
hear also the other blasphemies. Why do we blame only Nestorius? 
There is many a Nestorius.’”42

Neither Flavian nor Eusebius was permitted to speak in his de
fense, and pro-Eutychians rigidly controlled the final record. 
When the bishops looked back at these events two years later, they 
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repeatedly expressed surprise at what had been noted down. 

“During the reading, the most devout Oriental bishops and those 

with them exclaimed We didn’t say this. Who said this?. . . Let 

[Dioscuros] bring in his notaries, for he expelled everyone else’s 

notaries and got his own to do the writing.’” Dioscuros and Juvenal 

denied the charge, until Stephen of Ephesus explained how his own 

followers had taken notes, “but the notaries of the most devout 

Bishop Dioscuros came and erased their tablets, and almost broke 

their fingers in the attempt to snatch their pens.”43 And that was the 

treatment received by the bishop of one of the church’s oldest and 

greatest sees. Overwhelming censorship of that sort explains just 

why the actual surviving record is such a neat affair, a story of 

simple adulation for the Dear Leader Dioscuros. If we go by the 

doctored record, the council swelled into messianic mood, with 

cries of “To Archbishop Dioscuros, the great guardian of the faith.” 

When the great man spoke, he was greeted with “These are the say

ings of the Holy Spirit! . . . The fathers live through you. To the 

guardian of the faith!”44

Those exclamations give no idea of the gathering’s real fears 

and concerns. The move against Flavian was an arrogant and near

revolutionary act. Particularly after the insult to the Roman pope, 

Alexandrian high-handedness alarmed even those bishops who 

were prepared to go along with virtually anything Dioscuros wanted. 

The meeting degenerated into a riot, marked by mass intimidation. 

Seemingly, 101 bishops agreed to vote for Flavian’s deposition, but 

violence and threats persuaded another thirty or so to sign the final 

document. Probably, they signed a blank sheet of paper, the actual 

details to be filled in later. Looking back at the event, “the bishops 

of the Orient, Pontus, Asia and Thrace exclaimed We signed blank 

sheets. We suffered blows and we signed . . . we were threatened 

with deposition. We were threatened with exile. Soldiers with clubs 

and swords stood by.’”45 Other bishops describe being held in the 

church the whole of a long torrid day, not being allowed out for any 

reasons—reading between the lines, including for toilet visits.46 But 
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even after they had signed, the bishops remained unconvinced. 
Some went on their knees to beg for mercy toward Flavian.

Now, it should be said that when the bishops in question de
scribed the atrocities to which they had been subjected, they were 
struggling to explain votes that seemed hard to justify in the light 
of subsequent political changes. They had good motives for exag
gerating the degree of intimidation at Second Ephesus, and similar 
behavior manifested itself at other, more reputable councils. But 
the accumulated evidence of bullying in 449 was unusual and per
vasive. We hear of one bishop, Atticus, who had signed the con
demnation of Eutyches at Constantinople. Now he faced a 
ferocious cross-examination, in which Dioscuros treated him like a 
naughty child. The conversation proceeded in a tone of “Have you 
stopped beating your wife?” or rather “Have you now abandoned 
that frightful heresy you used to hold?” Ultimately, a browbeaten 
Atticus was led to go along with what Dioscuros suggested, deny
ing his earlier signature and allowing the assault on Flavian to con
tinue. What Nestorius terms “the wickedness and the wiles of the 
Egyptians” triumphed.47

At this point, someone also launched a direct physical attack 
on Flavian himself. Different sources suggest that Dioscuros and 
Barsaumas themselves were responsible, and either version is quite 
possible, but in the melee it could equally well have been someone 
from the Alexandrian retinue or Barsaumas’s monks. Later wit
nesses reported hearing Barsaumas utter the words “Slaughter 
him!”48 Worse maltreatment followed. Once Flavian was deposed,

he was carried off as if by bears and by lions by the counts.... 
And’he was isolated and perturbed by all of them, and his 
spirit was vexed. And they delivered him up to the soldiers and 
commanded them to lead him away and remove him from the 
holy places. They led him away and incarcerated him, a man 
who was fainting, in prison. And before he came to himself 
and was revived, and was breathing fresh and pure air, and 
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taking nourishment that strength might be a little restored in 

him, they delivered him up to the officer and threatened to 

send the man away, bruised. And he was unable to endure the 

hardship of the journey.49

Flavian died three days later. Orthodox churches list him as a martyr 

as well as saint.

As that day’s session would up in chaos, the pope’s legate Hilarius 

managed to yell the single word Contradicitur^ objecting to the sen

tence against Flavian in the name of Rome.50 At the time, though, the 

gesture seemed desperate, not least because he said the dread word 

in Latin, a language that virtually no other participant understood. It 

was almost as if he had spoken at the meeting of a modern-day U.S. 

denomination. A few erudite participants would know what he 

meant, but otherwise he would meet only baffled stares. Yet the 

move had important legal consequences. Although precedent held 

that the pope had to have some representation in order for any 

council to be truly universal (ecumenical), Dioscuros now decided to 

dispense with even that show of legality. Immediately after his brave 

intervention, Hilarius fled in disguise.

The Eastern Front

Although the council would seem to have accomplished more than 

enough damage, they went on to enact more decisions in their second 

session, on August 22. The council deposed several other key Eastern 

bishops in what was intended as a clean sweep of anyone who had 

failed to be sufficiently outspoken against Nestorius. These included 

Domnus of Antioch himself, as well as Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Ibas 

of Edessa, and Irenaeus of Tyre. And then the council went on to 

start deposing the friends and relatives of Irenaeus and other enemies 

on charges that included magic, heresy, bigamy, and everything a fe

vered mind could produce on a sultry Mediterranean afternoon. The 

council reaffirmed Cyril’s Twelve Anathemas, condemning in the 
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most demanding terms any backsliding toward the idea of Two Na
tures. New men were appointed to enforce the new Alexandrian 
order. At Constantinople itself, Flavian’s successor, Anatolius, would 
not have held office had he not been acceptable to Dioscuros and 
Eutyches. He was himself an Alexandrian by birth, and he had 
served Dioscuros as apocrisarius or envoy to the court. Anatolius 
then (illegally) ordained one of the Constantinople clergy as bishop 
of Antioch.51

As well as attacking Constantinople, the council struck at the see 
of Dorylaeum, so that Eusebius was deposed and imprisoned. He 
managed to escape and found his way to Rome, where he joined the 
swelling anticouncil faction surrounding Leo. Besides Dorylaeum, 
the council had now acted against Antioch and Edessa, Tyre and 
Harran, Byblus and Telia—this was beginning to sound like a gazet
teer of historic churches and cities of the Roman East. The diocese 
of Cyrrhus alone included eight hundred parishes. Then, Dioscu
ros—or rather, the council through which he acted—circulated a 
statement of the council’s decisions to the Eastern churches, de
manding that they sign on pain of becoming the next targets. The 
main exception to the Eastern purge was Juvenal of Jerusalem, who 
supported Dioscuros and would venture more or less anything to 
see his beloved city raised to patriarchal rank. Second Ephesus 
granted him this, as well as allowing him to carve territory out of 
Antioch’s jurisdiction for himself.52

The attempted sweep of Eastern bishops was not as rash as it 
might appear. Most of the Eastern sees had strong One Nature fac
tions, which would over the next half century or so come to domi
nate those regions, even in Antioch itself. Dioscuros had plenty of 
allies who could provide a foundation for later growth. The prob
lem was the means by which he and his allies were proceeding, 
which trampled rules of procedure and fairness.

Although modern Americans sometimes apply the word McCarthy
ism to relatively minor acts of political maltreatment, it is difficult to 
think of an alternative here. At Second Ephesus, bishops’ names were 
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cited on the grounds that they were friendly with bishop X, who 

had just been deposed and must therefore be deposed, in their turn, 

without even knowing that they were being accused. As Theodoret 

complained to Leo,

Me, too, [Dioscuros] murdered with his pen in my absence, 

without calling me to judgment, without passing judgment on 

me in person, without questioning me on what I hold about 

the Incarnation of our God and Savior. But even with murder

ers, tomb-breakers, and ravishers of other men’s beds, those 

who sit in judgment do not condemn until they either them

selves corroborate the accusations by their confessions, or are 

clearly convicted by others. But us, when thirty-five days’ jour

ney distant, he, though brought up on Divine laws, has con

demned at his will.53

The case against Ibas illustrates the amazing fury of this event 

and how far its mood had degenerated into what a modern audience 

thinks of as the spirit of the Inquisition or the witch hunts. In sev

eral theological controversies over the previous year, Ibas had been 

accused of various misdeeds, mainly financial in character, although 

his alleged Nestorianism also featured. Domnus acquitted him. His 

enemies then demanded that the emperor grant a new trial, which 

again went in his favor.54 The new council at Ephesus therefore 

became a kind of triple jeopardy. As the'report was read, the episco

pal mob responded with well-drilled rage. At one point, responding 

to the reading of a letter by Ibas, bishops protested variously, 

“These things pollute our ears. . . Cyril is immortal. . . Let Ibas be 

burnt in the midst of the city of Antioch. . . Exile is of no use. 

Nestorius and Ibas should be burnt together!” Somewhere in the 

previous decade or so, the idea of burning heretics had entered 

the commonplaces of ordinary discourse.55

After such a stormy month, Dioscuros really had only one bridge 
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left to burn, which he did as he and his Egyptian clergy made their 
royal progress to Constantinople in 451. Stopping at Nicea, a place 
rich with symbolic associations, he joined his Egyptian metropoli
tans in judging and excommunicating Pope Leo.

Leo himself was appalled by the events, all the more since they 
were so unexpected. In the lead-up to the council, his main recom
mendation to Flavian had been to exercise mercy when—not if— 
Eutyches saw the error of his ways and repented. Now, the new 
arch-heretic had overcome his enemies, backed by the full weight 
of the empire. And the means by which this was all accomplished 
stunned a Roman with any sense of decent order. Leo now heard 
the full testimony of his envoy who “[escaped] the violence of 
the bishop of Alexandria who claims everything for himself.” At 
Eutyches’s demand, many had been forced to sign an unrighteous 
document, “knowing they would suffer harm unless they obeyed 
his commands, . . . that in attacking one man, he might wreak his 
fury on the whole Church.” The papal delegates would never have 
agreed to what was proposed, “since the whole mystery of the 
Christian Faith is absolutely destroyed . . . unless this abominable 
wickedness, which exceeds all former blasphemies, be abol
ished.”56

Leo duly denounced the Latrocinium^ the synod of robbers or 
thugs. His response would have been even more forceful had he 
known that Flavian was actually dead, a horror that did not reach 
the West for some months afterward. He would summarize these 
evils in a letter to Pulcheria. This was a meeting

not of judges but of robbers, at Ephesus; where the chief men 
of the synod spared neither those brethren who opposed them 
nor those who assented to them, seeing that for the breaking 
down of the Catholic faith and the strengthening of execrable 
heresy, they stripped some of their rightful rank and tainted 
others with complicity in guilt.57
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In Leo’s eyes, Dioscuros’s followers were actually more cruel to 

those they forced over to their side than to those they beat and per

secuted. At least when they attacked Flavian and Eusebius, these 

victims gained the glory of having suffered for the faith. Much 

sadder was the situation of those who compromised the faith 

through intimidation or bribery, who had been “divorced from in

nocence.”58

Leo urged Theodosius to hold a new council safely far removed 

from all the plotting and conniving. Let it take place in Italy, where 

such violence can be avoided. All the Eastern bishops could come 

there, so that they could be duly reconciled to the church if possible 

and cast out if not. He followed up with a separate appeal to the 

imperial women, Pulcheria and Galla Placidia.59

By the end of 449, One Nature believers had carried off an as

tonishing putsch that potentially transformed the whole Christian 

world. Not only had the council proclaimed their ideas as the abso

lute foundation of correct belief, but the movement had removed 

from office anyone who threatened its supremacy. One Nature ad

herents now sat as bishops in Antioch and Constantinople. Eutyches 

was vindicated, Dioscuros ruled supreme, and Pope Leo was left to 

organize a desperate rearguard action, holding on against a potential 

Monophysite challenge in Rome itself. It was not far-fetched to 

imagine Rome as the last refuge of an embattled minority, in a 

Monophysite-dominated Christian world, in which the seat of 

power within the church had shifted definitively to Alexandria. 

However much such a radical reorientation might appall the 

churches of Italy or Syria, little could be done to stop it as long as 

the emperor reigned and as long as the Monophysite faction domi

nated his court.

If alternate worlds exist, in at least one the histories of early 

Christianity end in the year 449, at the great Second Council of 

Ephesus. Possibly, too, famous paintings depict the triumph of 

Saints Dioscuros and Eutyches and the defeat of the Dyophysite 



The Death of God 197

heresy. Demonic figures represent the villains of the story, Flavian 
and Leo, each depicted with a forked tongue to symbolize the evil 
doctrine of the Two Natures. Conceivably the greatest exemplar of 
this work would hang in the patriarchal palace of the leader of the 
Christian world, in Alexandria itself. Imagining such a painting, of 
course, assumes that this other world does not have grave doubts 
about depicting the human figure in art.





Chalcedon

Controversy about the orthodox religion of Christians has been put 

away.... Eetprofane wrangling cease!

Emperor Marcian

And then the emperor died. In July 450, the horse that Theodosius II 

was riding stumbled, and the emperor fell badly. On the 28th, he died, 

leaving no heir. Pulcheria would have made a fine successor, as her 

record of government was as lengthy and at least as distinguished as 

her brother’s, but no woman could take the imperial throne. For the 

good of the dynasty, and for the security of the Christian world, 

the fifty-one-year-old Pulcheria abandoned her decades-long vow 

and agreed to marry the tough soldier Marcian, on the condition 

that he respected her celibacy. Marcian succeeded, giving the 

empire the best and most active emperor it had known since the 

first Theodosius.1

One Nature believers were stunned. Coptic historian John of 

Nikiu described the events as a sordid coup, the replacement by the 

excellent and pious Theodosius II by his Two Nature-inclined 

sister. Pulcheria, after all, acted without consulting the Western em

peror, Valentinian, or most of the senators or leading state officials. 

But whatever the circumstances, a new political order now took 

shape. Major church leaders kept up the pressure for change. As 
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befitted the heir of St. Peter, Leo, of course, was—well, a rock. 

And on this occasion, he found support from Anatolius of Con

stantinople, who owed his career to Alexandria’s Dioscuros. But 

Anatolius knew that Pulcheria was an even more powerful ally 

close at hand and potentially a deadlier foe. He also realized that a 

religious revolution could cement the position of his own patri

archate as second only to Rome.

The immediate outcome was the Council of Chalcedon, one of 

the largest and most impressive arrays of church leaders in the his

tory of Christianity. Yet contrary to what its enemies feared, this 

event was not a simple clear-cut victory for any side or faction. Its 

immediate importance was political, in reversing the Alexandrian 

stranglehold on the church, but its theological implications were less 

clear.

Many generations of students have learned Chalcedon as a criti

cal benchmark in the making of Christian doctrine. They learn 

something like this: “Ephesus, 431, rejected the separation of the 

human and divine in Christ; Chalcedon, 451, insisted on the two 

natures in one and drove out the Monophysites. This wise compro

mise ended the christological debates.” At the time, though, Chalce

don was much more a balancing act between the two sides, in which 

One Nature believers had a strong say. The importance of the 

council, and its bitterly divisive effects, emerged mainly in its long 

aftermath.2

Counterrevolution

The new emperor faced a situation as nightmarish as any of his pre

decessors had imagined, with the prospect of general collapse close 

at hand. Marcian’s first act was to end the empire’s tribute payments 

to Attila, making it certain that the Huns would invade a major por

tion of the empire, East or West. Attila actually crossed the Rhine in 

force in early 451. At the least, he intended to sack Gaul, and prob

ably to annex it. Equally likely was an imminent assault by Gaiseric
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on Rome. So dreadful was the situation that it seems remarkable 
. that the regime would devote so much of its time to settling the re
ligious controversy, but in fact that was their first priority.

Partly, this urgency was a practical matter, in that restive and riot
ous cities were much more difficult to defend and impossible to 
mobilize for men or taxes. Some kind of religious settlement had to 
be reached, quickly. No less vital was the sense that the empire 
could survive only with God’s help, by being the orthodox Christian 
realm, and that recent defeats and disasters proved beyond doubt 
that the divine relationship was under grave stress. Only the full and 
immediate restoration of orthodoxy could save the Christian world. 
Monophysites and Nestorians exactly shared this perspective about 
the workings of divine providence, although with a different view 
of the factions and individuals involved; but in terms of imperial 
policy making, their views were suddenly irrelevant. The court now 
turned sharply to the views of Pope Leo and the late Flavian. In 
terms of the party colors of the day, Monophysite Green sudden! 
turned Catholic Blue.3

The One Nature faction was painfully aware of the new environ
ment and suggested that God in his heaven was quite as troubled as 
they were themselves. Knowing the aftermath of the political 
change—and the outcome of Chalcedon—-John of Nikiu claims 

that

on the day of Marcian’s accession there was darkness over all 
the earth from the first hour of the day till the evening. And 
that darkness was like that which had been in the land of 

Egypt in the days of Moses the chief of the prophets. There 

was great fear and alarm among all the inhabitants of Con

stantinople. They wept and lamented and raised dirges and 

cried aloud exceedingly, and imagined that the end of the 

world was at hand. And the senate, the officers, and the sol

diers, even all the army, small and great, that was in the city was 

filled with agitation and cried aloud, saying: ‘We have never 
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heard nor seen in all the previous reigns of the Roman Empire 

such an event as this.” And they murmured very much, but 

they did not express themselves openly.4

An early casualty of the counterrevolution was the eunuch 

Chrysaphius, who perished in 451. Accounts of his death vary. He 

probably attempted to stir Green sedition. Either Marcian executed 

him, or else Pulcheria subcontracted the task by handing the hated 

eunuch over to one of his many personal enemies. Alternatively, he 

was murdered by a mob protesting high taxes. With the favorite also 

fell the members of his patronage network, in court and church. 

Eutyches followed Nestorius into exile, although he did not live 

long enough to claim vindication. Orders also went out to restore 

the exiled clergy. And now returned home was the deceased Flavian, 

whose remains were brought back to Constantinople in great honor 

and given the burial befitting a martyr.5

The Council

Although there was no mistaking the empire’s new religious color

ing, logic demanded an official proclamation·  of belief in the form 

of yet another council. Calling such a gathering was not as simple as 

it appeared, because of the overwhelming threat of fast-moving 

Hunnish raiders. Nor did Marcian himself want to commit his time 

to such an event when he might need to move to a highly fluid mili

tary front at very short notice. Pope Leo himself did not think a 

council was really necessary, as all the recent problems could be 

traced back to just a couple of malevolent individuals—Dioscuros 

and Juvenal—so that selective actions against them should set 

things right. But realistically, it simply was not possible to leave 

Second Ephesus on the record as the final statement of Christian 

belief, and that left little alternative to a council. Pulcheria above all 

wanted a public vindication of orthodoxy, and throughout she was 

the guiding force in shaping the new gathering.6
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Marcian and Pulcheria ordered a new council to meet in Septem
ber 451, on the hallowed ground of Nicea, and preparations began. 
Invasion threats meant, however, that Marcian did not even con
sider such a close venue as safe, so he commanded a move to Chal- 
cedon, in the suburbs of the capital. The location helps explain the 
very large attendance, with perhaps five hundred bishops present at 
least legally, although at least some were there only through the 
action of proxies. Probably around three hundred were physically 
present, not counting attendants and secretaries. And significantly 
for the coming proceedings, a large minority of them—at least a 
hundred—had signed off on the decisions of Second Ephesus and 
had a lot of backtracking and self-justification to perform.

The new council met on October 8, incidentally in cooler weather 
than previous councils. And other lessons had been learned. This 
time imperial forces secured the meeting to prevent the influence of 
troublesome hangers-on. This was stricdy a bishops’ event with no 
roaming herds of monks or laymen.

The choice of site was important. Yes, it was conveniently close 
to the city, but the place also boasted its location as a suburb of 
heaven. The meetings would take place in the church of the martyr 
Euphemia, and thus,· according to the thinking of the time, in her 
immediate presence. Since her martyrdom in the early fourth cen
tury, Euphemia had become the focus of a popular miraculous cult 
favored by the imperial family as well as surrounding churches and 
cities. The tomb was reputedly surrounded by a heavy and easily 
noticed odor of sanctity, but it also had other supernatural virtues. 
The saint would on occasion appear in dreams to bishops or other 
favored followers and invite them to harvest a vintage of her holy 
blood. Led by the archbishop of Constantinople, eminent visitors 
could touch the relics, using a sponge attached to an iron rod. When 
they removed the sponge, they found it “covered with stains and 
clots of blood,” and that blood was then freely distributed to the 
faithful.7 The bishops were meeting in the presence of the holy: 
surely, God was in this place. But the blood was not, so to speak, 
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constantly on tap. It appeared only as a sign that the martyr was 

pleased and wished to pass on her blessing, so that it was a way of 

testing divine approval. And a cynic might say that if the organizers 

needed to reaffirm a doctrine by means of a miracle or apparition, 

one could easily be arranged.

The Council of Chalcedon had two major goals: to repeal Second 

Ephesus and reverse its political effects; and also to reject false 

teaching, Nestorian as well as Eutychian. The first day accomplished 

most of the task of repeal, with a direct attack on Dioscuros as the 

first order of business. Leo’s representatives made it clear that they 

would not take their seats if Dioscuros was allowed his.8

The events began with a recitation of the horrors of the earlier 

council and of Dioscuros’s misdeeds. Eusebius of Dorylaeum de

clared, ‘1 have been wronged by Dioscorus. The faith has been 

wronged. The bishop Flavian was murdered, and, together with 

myself, unjustly deposed by him.”9 Appealing to the emperor, Eusebius 

recalled the events of the previous synod. “Would that it had never 

met, nor the world been thereby filled with mischiefs and tumult!” At 

that gathering, he reported, Dioscuros

having gathered a disorderly rabble, and procured an overbear

ing influence by bribes, made havoc, as far as lay in his power, 

of the pious religion of the orthodox, and established the er

roneous doctrine of Eutyches the monk, which had from the 

first been repudiated by the holy fathers ... his aggressions 

against the Christian faith and us are of no trifling magni

tude.10

The minutes of Second Ephesus were read, with many partici

pants explaining the intimidation and distortions that had gone into 

the making of that record. Flavian was rehabilitated. Apart from 

Dioscuros’s obvious crimes, the offense heading the indictment was 

that he had insulted St. Peter’s dignity by barring the reading of
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Leo’s Tome. As the council later agreed, such sins could only have 
resulted from Dioscuros’s succumbing to Satan’s temptations: “The 
adversary would have been like a wild beast outside the fold, roaring 
to himself and unable to seize any one, had not the late bishop of 
Alexandria thrown himself for a prey to him.”11

Although not directly concerned with Dioscuros’s doctrine or 
beliefs, the council gave an opportunity for the patriarch’s many en
emies to parade their stories of oppression and injustice suffered at 
the patriarch’s hands. The catalogue of atrocities suggests the mega
lomania of a Hellenistic god-king.rather than a Christian pastor. 
Dioscuros had allegedly crushed his enemies by seizing their lands 
and properties, fining them, and wantonly cutting down their trees. 
When the emperors sent grain to feed starving Libyans, he had inter
cepted it and sold it for his own profit. The stories recounted also 
suggest the power that could potentially be exploited from the con
trol of charitable donations and social services. Dioscuros, we hear, 
had diverted charitable bequests to support his dissolute living, his 
gambling and whoring: “Openly disreputable women wallow all the 
time in the episcopal residence and its baths.” “Even murders have 
been committed at the instigation of this marvelous preacher!”12

Writing to Marcian, the council concluded that “We in session 
sought the cause of the storm that had rocked the whole world and 
discovered that its originator was Dioscuros, formerly bishop of 
Alexandria.”13 Dioscuros was deposed, together with his followers 
and allies. Other former followers managed to conform in time to 
the new order, including Anatolius of Constantinople and Maximus 
at Antioch. Particularly impressive in his coat-turning skills was 
Juvenal, who had spent twenty years plotting together with the 
Alexandrians, but who now decided that he no longer held the 
theology he had once affirmed. He kept his patriarchate.

Hymning victory, at the end of the first session the bishops 
spontaneously broke into the Trisagio the proclamation of God, 
the Thrice Holy:14
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Holy God, Holy and Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy 

on us
Hagios o Theos, hagios ischyros, hagios athanatos, eleison himas.

Particularly given its association with Chalcedon, the hymn later 

became one of the most popular and powerful in the Byzantine and 

Eastern Orthodox tradition, and it is commonly sung in the ancient 

liturgical traditions of the Christian East. Even today, hearing it can 

still overwhelm listeners of any Christian tradition, or indeed those 

of no conscious religious belief. But its choice at Chalcedon was 

important. Although the hymn itself was ancient, it had become 

popular during the recent Constantinople earthquake: reportedly, a 

child taught the words to the people before he himself died. The 

Thrice Holy proclaims an absolute reliance on God, envisioned in 

full heavenly splendor, but it also commemorates divine interven

tion in this life, a miraculous rescue from catastrophe, as, for in

stance, when a Christian empire is rescued from satanic plotting.

Defining Belief

Over the following week, the main agenda was the definition of 

belief, which involved much more than a simple repudiation of One 

Nature teaching. Certainly, Eutyches had to be rejected, but most of 

the participants also spurned anything that might be seen as Nesto

rian, or too favorable to Two Nature ideas. When the council broke 

into expressions of outrage against Nestorius, as it regularly did, 

this was not just a shallow attempt to provide balance. Nor was it a 

ruse to divert attention from a pervasive anti-Monophysite agenda. 

If we can speak of a mainstream feeling at Chalcedon, it utterly re

jected Dioscuros, while venerating his predecessor, Cyril. Signifi- 

candy, many bishops were nervous about any attempt to issue a new 

statement of belief over and above Nicea and First Ephesus, pre

cisely because those documents both lent themselves so happily to 

One Nature interpretation.15
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Just how hostile to Nestorian thinking the bishops actually were 
became obvious when the Antiochene theologian Theodoret en
tered the assembly. When he appeared, “the most devout bishops 
of Egypt, Illyricum and Palestine exclaimed ‘Have mercy, the faith 
is being destroyed. The canons exclude him! Drive him out! Drive 
out the teacher of Nestorius!”’ The Egyptians went further (as 
always): “‘Do not call him a bishop!’” they cried. “‘He is not a 
bishop. Drive out the enemy of God! Drive out the Jew!”’ “Jew,” 
in this context, was not merely a term of abuse, but referred to 
Theodoret’s focus on Christ’s human nature, which made him an 
Ebionite, a Judaizer. They continued, ‘“We exclude Cyril if we 
admit Theodoret.’” In reply, the Eastern bishops called out their 
own imprecations against Dioscuros the murderer—but signifi
cantly, against his worldly misdeeds, rather than his doctrines.16

We still have minutes of this conference from more than 1,500 
years ago, minutes that record quibbles and disagreements in im
mense detail. And this time the scribes were recording accurately, 
and nobody was breaking anyone’s fingers in an attempt to grab 
their pens. Just to give an example of the tone of debate, we can 
look at one exchange from the fourth session, on October 17, when 
the council was determined to force the Egyptian clergy to separate 
themselves from Dioscuros.17 The main body of Egyptian bishops 
signed a statement that seemed orthodox enough but did not go far 
enough to satisfy the assembled Fathers, who complained that they 
had not explicitly rejected Eutyches or accepted Leo’s Tome. The 
conflict was lethally sensitive. The Egyptians were desperate not to 
go on the record with anything that could be used against them 
when they returned to Egypt. On the other hand, at Chalcedon they 
were in the hands of imperial authorities who demanded a thorough 
repudiation of anything linked to Dioscuros or Second Ephesus.

For the Egyptians, the only solution was to decide not to decide. 
When pressed to issue a clearer doctrinal statement, the leading 
Egyptian demurred, citing procedural issues. No, he objected, the 
Council of Nicea declared that Egyptian clergy have to follow the 
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lead of the patriarch of Alexandria, but Dioscuros’s removal had 

left the position vacant. If you don’t mind, then, we’ll wait for a new 

incumbent and get his opinion before stating ours. Matters grew 

poisonous, all the more so as the other participants had scarcely for

given the Egyptian bullying at Second Ephesus:

Eusebius of Dorylaeum: They are lying!

Florentius of Sardis: Let them prove what they say.

All the bishops: If their beliefs are not orthodox, how 

can they elect a bishop?

The Egyptians: The dispute is over the faith.

Cecropius: They don’t know what they believe. 

Are they willing to learn?

Aeacius of Ariaratheia: Just as at Ephesus they confused every

thing and scandalized the world, so 

their aim now is to disrupt this holy 

and great council!18

The Egyptians literally threw themselves on the ground to plead not 

to be forced to sign Leo’s Tome. As they said—knowing Egyptian 

conditions much better than did their hearers—“We shall no longer 

be able to live in the province. . . . We shall be killed. Have pity on 

us.” They weren’t exaggerating.

This atmosphere made it difficult for any attempt to reach a for

mula for belief, as all the different factions could scarcely be accom

modated. They had to reach a text that echoed Cyril, though without 

some of the extreme positions that he had reached in the last stages 

of his assault on Nestorius. Any compromise would have to lavish 

praise on Cyril and his blessed memory, lauding his writings but 

leaving individual readers to decide which parts of that varied cor

respondence might actually be under discussion. Ultimately, the 

council moved toward a common position that drew from one of
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Cyril’s more moderate letters to Nestorius, from Cyril’s pact with 
Antioch in 433, and from Leo’s Tome. In its October 17 session, the 
council accepted “The Rule of Faith as contained in the Creed of 
Nicea, confirmed by the Council of Constantinople, expounded at 
Ephesus under Cyril, and set. forth in the Letter of Pope Leo when 
he condemned the heresy of Nestorius and Eutyches.”19

On October 22, the council met in its fifth session, the most 
critical point of the whole gathering, and the debates that followed 
were genuine confrontations over significant matters of belief. 
Proceedings began with the reading of a draft statement of doc
trine, which has deliberately been excluded from the minutes. The 
council’s fathers knew they would have to work hard enough to 
convince critics about the statement that eventually did achieve 
consensus, without having to argue over every stage of debate 
along the way. But the draft had problems. Strikingly, it failed to 
include the word Theotokos* God-Bearer, which was such a symbol 
of Cyril’s thought and a barrier to any concessions to Nestorians. 
Given the number of supporters, the word was added by over
whelming consensus.20

By far the touchiest part of the debate depended on the question 
of whether Christ was out of Two Natures [ek duo physeon] or in [^//] 
Two Natures. Almost certainly, the draft used “out of,” which could 
be interpreted in different ways, and that was at once its virtue and 
its peril. A true Monophysite could happily assert that Christ came 
from two natures, which were later joined in one: Eutyches believed 
just that. To speak of in Two Natures offered no such loophole and 
clearly stated that both natures existed after the union. This was the 
stance of Leo and the Westerners, and of the Antiochene school, 
and it was the Romans and Antiochenes insisted that the draft pro
claim “in” rather than “out of.”

Their protests sparked a furious response from the majority of 
bishops, who shouted against the Nestorians, the “fighters against 
God.” When Romans threatened to hold a new council in Italy if 
they had to, some bishops responded with cries that roughly translate 
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to “So go back to Italy! We don’t need Nestorians here.” Other re

corded yells—“acclamations” is the technical term—are important for 

what they suggest about the continuing hatred of anything that 

sounded vaguely Nestorian. “The augusta expelled Nestorius,” some 

shouted—that is, remember that Pulcheria took the leading role in that 

struggle, and we should not do anything that brings Nestorius back 

“Drive out the heretics! The Virgin Mary is Theotokos. ... Drive out 

the Nestorians! Christ is God!”21
The issue of ek and en almost wrecked a conference that other

wise seemed so obviously destined for success. Unity was saved only 

by the intervention of the imperial officials, who did not want to 

deal with a catastrophic church split at a time when the borders 

might be on the verge of collapse. They were also determined to see 

some kind of official statement to come out of the council, to rein

force Marcian’s boast to be the new Constantine. If Constantine 

had given the world the Nicene Creed, Marcian deserved some 

comparable memorial, at least a Chalcedonian definition, if not a 

full-scale creed. Pushing hard for compromise, the officials formed 

a committee to reconcile the draft definitions, and they ensured that 

this body had strong representation from Rome and Syria. Through

out the proceedings, imperial agents reminded the bishops that they 

had already agreed to documents based on the “in Two Natures” 

view. Also, surely a reference to the Theotokos in the revised text 

proved that nothing Nestorian was intended?22

Grudgingly in many cases, the bishops reached agreement; 452 

bishops signed on, a much larger body than met at Nicea or First 

and Second Ephesus, and with a geographical span that fully justi

fied the council’s claims to ecumenical status.23 This broad support 

gives special weight to the Definition that was now issued.

' Proclaiming Faith

The council first recapped the beliefs asserted at the first three 

councils. As they said, these statements should have been clear 
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enough, but the devil was always trying to subvert the church.24 
Various babblings had arisen since, including those of the Nestori- 
ans, but the larger and more pressing problem was One Nature 
believers like Eutyches. Their wickedness lay in “bringing in a con
fusion and mixture, and idly conceiving that the nature of the flesh 
and of the Godhead is all one, maintaining that the divine Nature 
of the Only Begotten is, by mixture, capable of suffering.”25 In
stead, the council admitted the writings of Cyril and Leo as au
thoritative. The Tome was highly praised:

For it opposes those who would rend the mystery of the dis
pensation into a Duad of Sons; it repels from the sacred as
sembly those who dare to say that the Godhead of the Only 
Begotten is capable of suffering; it resists those who imagine a 
mixture or confusion of the two Natures of Christ; it drives 
away those who fancy his form of a servant is of an heavenly 
or some substance other than that which was taken of us; and 
it anathematizes those who foolishly talk of two Natures of 
our Lord before the union, conceiving that after the union 
there was only one.26

The council declared its belief in:

one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete 
in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly 
man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one 
substance with the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the 
same time of one substance with us as regards his manhood; 
like us in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, 
begotten of the Father before the ages, but yet as regards his 
manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary 
the Virgin, the God-Bearer \Theotokos\,
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On the subject of the Natures, the definition asserted faith in:

one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recog

nized in two Natures, without confusion, without change, 

without division, without separation; the distinction of Na

tures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the 

characteristics of each Nature being preserved and coming 

together to form one person and subsistence, not as parted or 

separated into two Persons, but one and the same Son and 

Only-begotten, God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ.27

The assembled bishops cried out, “This is the faith of the fathers: 

... this is the faith of the Apostles: by this we all stand: thus we all 

believe.” The letter was then laid on Euphemia’s altar and presum

ably taken thence to heaven. As the council reported to Leo,

For it was God who worked, and the triumphant Euphemia 

who crowned the meeting as for a bridal, and who, taking our 

definition of the Faith as her own confession, presented it to 

her Bridegroom by our most religious EmpCror and Christ- 

loving Empress, appeasing all the tumult of opponents and es

tablishing our confession of the Truth as acceptable to Him.28

Definitions

But what exactly had Euphemia approved? Something made this 

statement so valuable that it has stood, in effect, up to the present 

day. If it was not the end of a story, it provided a solid foundation 

for all future development. However convoluted the Chalcedonian 

text looks, it repays closer reading. Examined more closely, we ap

preciate just how powerful are the ideas expressed, and how eco

nomical. The American Declaration of Independence offers a good 

parallel, in concentrating such a wealth of ideas into a very narrow 

space. And like the Declaration, the Definition cannot be appreciated 
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except as a compressed commentary on a long previous history that 
is only alluded to in a brief document. In the Greek, the Definition 
runs only to a couple of hundred words.

The Chalcedonian Definition takes on several rival theological 
stances of the previous two centuries and rejects them, often with 
brief incidental comments that meet possible objections to ortho
doxy. Take for instance the phrase, “of a reasonable [rational] soul,” 
psyches logikes, What does that mean? Had anyone ever suggested that 
Jesus had not had a rational soul? Yes, indeed they had. Apollinarius 
had, in fact, and said that the Incarnation involved nothing more 
than an irrational, animal soul (psyche alogos) taking on a human body 
that was filled by God’s Logos.

The text also targeted Nestorius, or at least Nestorian ideas as 
they had been caricatured at Ephesus. “Our Lord Jesus Christ” was 
absolutely both God and man,

complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, 
truly God and truly man....
Consisting, of one substance (homoousM) with the Father as 

regards his Godhead,
and at the same time of one substance (homoousiod) with us 

as regards his manhoood;
like us in all respects, apart from sin;
as regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the ages.

But what about the title of Theotokos* the Mother of God? What 
about all the absurdities of God as toddler? Christ, “in these last 
days for us men and for our salvation, was born of the Virgin Mary, 
the Mother of God according to his manhood (kata ten anthropotetdjT 

This final clause is critical. To quote Philip Schaff again: “Mary was 
the mother not merely of the human nature of Jesus of Nazareth, 
but of the theanthropic [divine/human] person of Jesus Christ; yet 
not of his eternal Godhead . . . but of his incarnate person, or the 
Logos united to humanity.”29
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The Definition proceeds to explain how the two natures must be 

regarded, in words that unequivocally condemn Eutyches. In reality, 

said the Chalcedonian fathers, the two natures are

[united] without confusion, without change, without division, 

without separation

(asyngchytos, atreptos, adiairetos, achoristos)

the distinction of Natures (physeoii) being in no way annulled 

by the union,

but rather the characteristics of each Nature being preserved, 

and concurring in one Person (prosopon) and one Subsistence 

(Jypostashi)

not as parted or separated into two Persons (prosopa) 

but one and the same Son, and only begotten, 

God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ.30

The four terms “without confusion, without change, without divi

sion, without separation” may sound like a ritual chant or hymn, but 

they carried real weight in terms of the alternatives they excluded. 

Asserting to this phrase allowed no chance of recognizing Christ as 

a mingled God-man whose flesh was not real flesh. Nor could the 

two natures be divided into “two Christs.”31

New and Old Rome

Other issues also remained to be dealt with, including the restora

tion of Theodoret and Ibas, which made a very bitter pill indeed for 

most of the participants. Theodoret himself had to make very sub

stantial compromises to be restored to favor. Although he under

stood that political realities forced him to anathematize Nestorius, 

Theodoret had to be pushed and driven to say the actual words. But 

ultimately he spoke them and was reconciled. The restoration of 

Domnus, deposed at Second Ephesus, came close to creating an

other potential crisis. Domnus’s successor at Antioch was Maximus, 
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but Maximus had gone on to be legitimately ordained, and the 
thought of two equally qualified claimants was nightmarish. Would 
both men claim the see, creating yet another schism? Fortunately, 
Domnus was, as always, happy to accept a deal that avoided con
frontation or unpleasanmess, so that he accepted a pension and 
honorable retirement.32

Still more contentious in the long run were the decisions con
cerning the rank and status of other great sees, including Jerusalem, 
now a patriarchate. On October 26, Juvenal and Maximus of Anti
och announced a pact they had reached, in which Jerusalem would 
have the three provinces of Palestine. Antioch kept the regions that 
we would call the nations of Lebanon and Jordan.33

The council’s canons enhanced the status and privileges of Con
stantinople, which received special privileges because it was the im
perial city, suggesting parity with Rome. The new council recalled 
that the earlier assembly at Constantinople in 381 “rightly granted 
privileges to the throne of old Rome, because it was the royal city.” 
But those same bishops “gave equal privileges [isa presbeia] to the 
most holy throne of New Rome, justly judging that the city which is 
honored with the sovereignty and the Senate, and enjoys equal 
privileges with the old imperial Rome, should in ecclesiastical mat
ters also be magnified as she is, and rank next after her.” Chalcedon 
proclaimed Constantinople as the second patriarchate and made it a 
court of appeal from provincial synods. The patriarch also received 
the right to ordain the metropolitans of neighboring regions— 
Pontus, Asia, and Thrace—and, potentially even more significant, 
bishops from these dioceses who were “among the barbarians.” At 
a time of thriving missionary effort throughout eastern Europe and 
western Asia, this clause offered Constantinople the basis of a vast 
ecclesiastical empire.34

Leo was troubled by all this and tried unsuccessfully to void the 
new canon on Constantinople’s status. Rome was always nervous 
of any attempt to raise other sees to anywhere near its level. Who 
knew that in a few decades another council might place the imperial 
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capital as equal to Rome, or even superior? Also, raising Constanti

nople meant lowering the status of other ancient sees like Antioch 

and Alexandria. Leo reasserted the apostolic claims of each see, no 

matter what the misdeeds of individual bishops. Yes, Dioscuros had 

behaved abominably, but even so, “the See of Alexandria may not 

lose any of that dignity which it merited through St. Mark, the evan

gelist and disciple of the blessed Peter, nor may the splendor of so 

great a church be obscured by another’s clouds . . . the See is on a 

different footing to the holders of it.” Nor should the church of 

Antioch be demoted. It was here that “first at the preaching of the 

blessed Apostle Peter, the Christian name arose,” and Leo was not 

about to tolerate any disrespect to Peter. Antioch should never be 

lowered below third place. “Never” of course is a long time, and 

taken literally, Leo was suggesting that such honors should still 

apply even when Antioch, say—or Rome itself—was a depopulated 

archaeological site.35
Leo also protested that a Christian bishop should not pursue 

status and glory as avidly as Constantinople’s Anatolius was doing, 

especially when his own personal record left so much to be desired. 

After all, Anatolius had only come over to the orthodox position 

after thoroughly compromising himself under the previous regime. 

He only held office by reason of the murder of the sainted Flavian. 

Leo urged, “Let him realize what a man he has succeeded, and ex

pelling all the spirit of pride, let him imitate Flavian’s faith, Flavian’s 

modesty, Flavian’s humility, which has raised him right to a confes

sor’s glory.” For many reasons, Constantinople should exercise 

much greater humility.36

Ajier Chalcedon

The council of Chalcedon ended with a grand session on Novem

ber 1 in the presence of Marcian and Pulcheria, and the mood was 

ecstatic. Marcian himself was welcomed as a “second Constantine.” 

But whatever Chalcedon’s reputation in history, at the time, the 
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council seemed less of a finality than a stage in a process. Soon, the 
different participants would have many other concerns.37

For the imperial court, Chalcedon offered only a temporary 
respite. The imperial family was deeply divided, as Pulcheria’s 
sister-in-law Eudocia strongly favored the Monophysite cause 
and despised those timeservers who accepted the new order. 
Later sympathizers regarded her as a near saint, and Egypt’s John 
of Nikiu later supplied this obituary:

The empress Eudocia went to her rest in the holy Jerusalem, 
full of good works and a. pure faith. And she refused to com
municate with Juvenal, bishop of Jerusalem, and the men who 
had assembled in Chalcedon; for she knew that they had 
changed the true faith of our holy Fathers and of the ortho
dox emperors.

John, on the other hand, gave only the most slighting obituary to 
Marcian and rejoiced indecently at his gangrene (“his feet mortified 
and he died”). Pulcheria herself died in 453.38

By the time Marcian died, Rome had been sacked once more, this 
time by Vandals (455), and the Western empire was left immeasur
ably weaker. With the Theodosian dynasty close to extinct, the 
selection of emperors was left wholly to the military commander 
Aspar, who at least chose competent men. Marcian’s Eastern suc
cessor was Leo, an able soldier, who succeeded in keeping most of 
the Eastern empire’s territories out of barbarian hands.

We might think that the Roman emperors in this time would be 
entirely focused on mere survival, but for thirty years after Chalce
don, many of the issues faced by the Eastern rulers involved theo
logical debates. Furious protests against the council raged across the 
Middle East. The degree of reaction may seem strange when we 
think how heavily Chalcedon had drawn on Cyril’s thought, but this 
was a thought world in which even the slightest concession to error 
in such essential matters was a betrayal of the whole substance of 
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Christian truth. Moreover, One Nature believers were deeply disap

pointed. As recently as 450, they had every reason to believe that 

they absolutely dominated both church and empire^ but they sud

denly found themselves forced to compromise, to accept the pro

vocative phrase “in Two Natures.” From the Monophysite point of 

view, Chalcedonian orthodoxy was Christian only in name and out

ward guise and the words Chalcedonian and Nestorian were virtu

ally identical. An empire that accepted Chalcedon was not Christian, 

a fact it proved repeatedly by the persecutions it inflicted upon the 

true believers who accepted the Single Nature.39

Many in Egypt and the Near East viewed Chalcedon with quite 

as much disgust as the Catholic/Orthodox saw the Gangster Synod 

of Ephesus. The resentment detonated a civil war within many 

churches, as lower clergy, and particularly monasteries, rebelled 

against compliant bishops. The Life of St, Peter the Iberian summarizes 

these reactions:

It was then that the apostasy of all those schismatic bishops, 

sanctioned by the godless Tome of Pope Leo, and attended by 

the adoption of the scandalous doctrine of Nestorius, resulted 

in Dioscorus, chief of the bishops of Egypt and a zealous 

fighter for truth, being driven into banishment; while Juvenal, 

who bore the tide of bishop of Jerusalem, signed the act of 

apostasy, and thereby assumed the role of the traitor Judas.40

Some of the monks who had been at Chalcedon returned to Pal

estine and Egypt determined to stir up trouble. Juvenal might have 

made his peace with the regime, but when he traveled to Constanti

nople, opponents staged a coup in his Jerusalem diocese, appointing 

one Theodosius as rival bishop. Hard-line anti-Chalcedonians like 

Peter the Iberian served other Palestinian sees. Alarmed at the 

emerging schism, Marcian urgendy sent Juvenal back to restore 

order.41 Or as Peter’s biographer interpreted matters, the problem 
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could be traced back to Satan, “that prince of renegades and arch
counselor of apostates,” who could not bear to see the church 
making such progress.

Accordingly he entered into the monarch who now held the 
reins of government, the Emperor Marcian, who readily lis
tened to the devil’s commands, and he incited him to issue a 
decree deposing the righteous bishops who had been ap
pointed throughout the towns of Palestine by the apostolic 
patriarch Theodosius. In case of resistance, they were to be 
forcibly expelled from their sees and killed, while the patriarch 
Theodosius was condemned to death.42

Marcian—or Satan, as we choose to read it—succeeded in keeping 
control, but at a huge cost to public order.

Alexandria Burns

Chalcedon had its worst effects in Egypt, where Dioscuros’s fall 
disrupted the near-pharaonic regime painstakingly constructed over 
the previous 150 years. Not just in titular precedence, Constantino
ple now established itself as the second patriarchate, taking the lead 
over Alexandria, and that dominance grew ever more apparent over 
the coming decades.

Alexandria itself plunged into political and religious turmoil. 
Even a simple list of the patriarchs suggests the acute contrast to 
the long stability of the previous era, when incumbents held their 
posts securely for decades, able to avoid any and all challenges. 
From then until the end of the century, the story of Alexandria’s 
patriarchate was a lengthy series of depositions and insurgencies, 
exiles and reinstatements. The only constant was the fundamental 
battle between the Chalcedonian views of the empire and its agents, 
and the One Nature faith of the mass of Egyptians.
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The growing crisis is recounted in The History of the Patriarchs of 

the Coptic Church of Alexandria, compiled by the Coptic Church. Ac

cording to this official record, the “holy patriarch” Cyril was fol

lowed by Dioscorus who

endured severe persecution for the orthodox faith at the hands 

of the prince Marcian and his wife; and they banished him 

from his see, through the partial action of the council of Chal- 

cedon, and their subservience to the will of the prince and his 

wife. It is for this reason that the members of that council and 

all the followers of their corrupt creed are called Melkites, be

cause they follow the opinion of the prince and his wife, in 

proclaiming and renewing the doctrine of Nestorius.43

Dioscuros died in exile in Paphlagonia (Asia Minor) in 454, but 

his sympathizers—the Coptic or Egyptian party—never lost hope. 

Several Egyptian bishops had gone over to the imperial side at 

Chalcedon, and they now tried to elect a Chalcedonian patriarch, 

one Proterius. But the imperial loyalists represented only a minority, 

and the election was seen as an attempt to impose an unpopular 

outsider. The consequence was “a very great and intolerable tumult” 

that exhibited Alexandria at its worst.44 One protest erupted from a 

demonstration at the theater, as factions started shouting slogans: 

“‘Up with Dioscorus and the orthodox! Bum Proterius’ bones! 

Throw out the Judas!’ They demanded the return of the pious 

Dioscorus from his unjust exile, and the expulsion of the raven

ing wolf and anti-Christ Proterius, the new Caiaphas. Soldiers in

tervened, killing many in the crush.”45

A visitor described the scene on another occasion, as Egyptians 

tried to defend the central tenets of Christian truth: “He saw the 

populace advancing in a mass against the magistrates: when the 

troops attempted to repress the tumult, they proceeded to assail 

them with stones, and put them to flight, and on their taking refuge 
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in the bld temple of Serapis, carried the place by assault, and com
mitted them alive to the flames.”46 The emperor responded by send
ing two thousand soldiers, a major commitment at a time when they 
could have been put to much better use on the frontiers. But even 
this intervention only stirred new troubles, as the soldiers behaved 
as if they were in a conquered city, with unrestricted rights of rape 
against local women. The military ran a tightly repressive regime, 
restricting food supplies and denying access to the baths and public 
shows that were the basis of all social life. The state of siege eased 
after a while, but grievances remained.47

From 454, the Copts maintained a separate patriarchate and a 
parallel hierarchy, choosing as their head the monk Timothy. He was 
a small-framed man known as Aelurus, which may mean “cat” but 
in this case probably suggests “weasel.” His roots were also firmly 
in the Alexandrian tradition, as he had been ordained by Cyril and 
had accompanied Dioscuros to Second Ephesus. But the Weasel 
was an extraordinarily powerful figure in his own right who exer
cised influence far beyond Egypt itself and who set the stage for the 
creation of the later independent Monophysite church. In different 
circumstances, he would certainly have been as famous as either of 
his predecessors in the wider Christian world.48

When Marcian died in 457, Alexandrians rose against Proterius, 
as “the God-fearing populace breathed again, and gave thanks to 
our Redeemer Christ.” They found bishops to proclaim Timothy 
the Weasel as patriarch, and try as they might, the military could not 
keep order. Imperial forces stormed the church that was the head
quarters of the opposition, where they “murdered many laymen, 
monks and nuns. Since the multitude could not endure this, they 
were inflamed with the zeal of martyrdom and daily resisted the 
soldiery with all the bloodshed of civil war.”49 This time the army 
could not save Proterius from receiving the divine gift of martyr
dom:



222 Jesus Wars

Some of the Alexandrians, at the instigation of Timothy . . . 

dispatched Proterius when he appeared, by thrusting a sword 

through his bowels, after he had fled for refuge to the holy 

baptistery. Suspending the body by a cord, they displayed it to 

the public in the quarter called Tetrapylum, jeering and shout

ing that the victim was Proterius; and, after dragging it through 

the whole city, committed it to the flames; not even refraining 

themselves from tasting his intestines, like beasts of prey.

By another account, “they left him lying in the road like a pig or a 

dog, which he resembled in his manners and ferocity.”50

Chalcedonians were shocked both by the time of the murder 

(Easter) and the place. Even barbarians and savages, they wrote, re

spected the baptistery. Although pagans might not understand the 

theology of baptism, they certainly recognized its spiritual power. 

The roots of the crime were not hard to find. “Of all these transac

tions Timothy was the guilty cause, and the skilful builder of the 

scheme of mischief.” Pope Leo never forgave Timothy for the 

murder. He compared him to Cain and called him a parricida, a 

father-murderer, who was sacrilegus or impius—in Roman thought, 

both terms of ultimate condemnation and eminently deserving the 

death penalty.51 Copts, of course, had a quite different memory of 

the matter and glorified the Weasel as a virtuous sufferer for the 

faith. According to one tale, a governor who maltreated him “was 

eaten of worms and died,” a phrase that recalls the death of King 

Herod. That was what happened to worldly lords who persecuted 

God’s aposdes.52

Just how far the Weasel was prepared to go remains open to 

debate, but in 458—the year after Proterius’s murder—Anatolius of 

Constantinople died violendy, probably assassinated by diehard sup

porters of Dioscuros and Timothy. Alexandrians loathed Anatolius 

as a native son who had betrayed his home church. Worse, Timothy 

himself had once described him as a “brother,” which need not be 

taken literally but suggests how close the relationship had been prior 
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to a violent split. Anatolius had betrayed their common father, Di- 
oscuros. Whether or not Timothy was actually responsible for the 
killings he would not have condemned it. Alexandrian blood feuds 
recognized no geographical limits and knew no expiration dates.53

The new emperor Leo deposed the Weasel, replacing him with 
another, orthodox Timothy, who held on to his office with interrup
tions until his death in 481. Yet the new Chalcedonian patriarch was 
always conscious of his tenuous position. His name Salofakiolos 
means something like Wobbly Cap, with the suggestion that just as a 
hat does not fit on somebody’s head, so he did not belong in that 
job. His weaselly Coptic rival, Timothy, was always waiting in the 
wings as “secret patriarch.”54

Rome

If the councils ruined the see of Mark, they hugely strengthened 
the successors of Peter. Few figures of late antiquity enjoyed a more 
active life than Leo, or one that touched great events at so many 
points. In October 451, he had secured an overwhelming political 
victory, but perhaps his greatest triumph was still to come. However 
terrifying Dioscuros or Eutyches might have been, neither was on a 
par with Attila, who threatened to pay his own visit to Rome. 
Shortly before Chalcedon, and unknown to the participants, 
Roman and allied forces had defeated Attila at the battle of the 
Catalaunian Fields, probably at modern Chalons in France. This 
battle was all the more historic because, for the first time in history, 
an overwhelmingly Christian force struggled against a pagan in
vader. Legend turned the batde into a precursor of the medieval 
Crusades, with the great general Aetius lauded as a warrior for 
Christian civilization. But Attila was not destroyed, and the follow
ing year he launched an invasion of Italy, still using the excuse of 
his marriage invitation from the princess Honoria.55

At Marcian’s request, Leo joined a delegation to Attila to plead 
for the city. For whatever reason, Attila turned away, a withdrawal 
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that has gone down in legend and art as the result of a miraculous 

intervention by heavenly powers, summoned by Leo: during the Re

naissance, Raphael painted the scene to commemorate one of the 

greatest moments in papal history. Attila, reportedly, “was so im

pressed by the presence of the high priest that he ordered his army 

to give up warfare and, after he had promised peace, he departed 

beyond the Danube.” We need not believe in the saindy apparitions 

to be impressed by Leo’s courage, and his determination to defend 

his city and church, against overwhelming odds. Although he was 

not the only man in the delegation, history remembers Leo as the 

savior of the city.56
Rome’s salvation lasted for exactly three years. Leo, unfortunately, 

never held the position of Western emperor, a job at which he 

would have excelled. The incumbent at that time was the worthless 

Valentinian III, whose regime survived only through the loyal ser

vice of generals like Aetius. However, Aetius had rivals at court, and 

the favorite Maximus persuaded the emperor that his faithful gen

eral was becoming dangerously popular. Accordingly, Valentinian 

personally stabbed Aetius to death. One courtier dared to rebuke 

him, with the words, “My lord, I don’t know what exactly made you 

do this, but I do know you have acted like a man who has used his 

left hand to cut off his right.”57

That murder set off a sequence of events that deserves reporting 

if only because it gives an idea of the utter political chaos in Italy at 

this time, amongst which Leo stood out as such a beacon of sanity. 

Maximus himself killed Valentinian, taking his predecessor’s wife 

Eudoxia as his own (she was the daughter of the recent Eastern 

emperor Theodosius II). Maximus reigned as emperor for a couple 

of months, struggling to fight off other claimants before he was 

himself murdered. Meanwhile, Eudoxia took her own revenge by 

inviting Gaiseric to invade Italy, which he was happy to do. (The 

connection made some sense: Licinia Eudoxia’s daughter was be

trothed to Gaiseric’s son). As before, disaffected empresses proved 

very useful to ambitious barbarians. Once again, Romans begged
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Leo to save their city, and he did his best to plead with Gaiseric. On 
this occasion, though, in 455 the best he could achieve was a kinder 
and gentler sack, in which churches and places of refuge were re
spected, while the barbarians concentrated on their primary task 
of carrying off everything of value that remained in the eternally 
vulnerable city. When, some years later, the Eastern emperor tried 
to punish Gaiseric by a massive naval/amphibious assault against 
Carthage, the Romans suffered one of the worst military disasters 
recorded in the ancient world.58

Nestorius was quietly triumphant. Although he approved of 
most of Leo’s theological views, he could not forgive the failure to 
rehabilitate him together with Flavian and the other victims of 
Egyptian malice. Leo, he wrote, “has indeed held well to the faith 
but has agreed to the things which these have unjustly committed 
against me without examination and without judgment.” Nestorius, 
or a later editor, portrayed the second sack of Rome as God’s ven
geance for this slight. He phrased his account in the form of a 
prophecy:

Yet there will however be in the first place and at no longer dis
tance of time a second coming of the barbarian against Rome 
itself, during which also Leo... will deliver up with his own hands 
the divine vessels of the sanctuary into the hands of the barbar
ians, and will see with his own eyes the daughters of the emperor 
who is reigning at that time led into captivity.59

Yet Leo’s prestige did not suffer from this failure: two miracles in 
such a short time was too much to hope for. To the contrary, he con
tinued to exercise authority—primacy—over the church throughout 
the surviving Roman world, up until his death in 461. He left a stun
ning heritage, in terms of the reputation of the Roman church, and a 
series of precedents that the papacy would cite over the next millen
nium to establish its supremacy over other churches. Nor were 
Roman claims likely to be any less ambitious under Leo’s successor, 
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Hilarius, or to be expressed more timidly. This was the same man 

who had vainly tried to silence the anti-Flavian lynch mob at Second 

Ephesus and who had been forced to escape in disguise. Even 

through the worst humiliations and scandals of Dark Ages Rome, 

the memory of Leo and Hilarius survived to lay a solid foundation 
for the future papacy.



Part 3

^4 World to Lose

No son of a Roman emperor will sit on the throne of his father, so long 

as the sect of the Chalcedonians bears sway in the world.

Severus of Antioch
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How the Church Lost 
Half the World

If any one of them says that the council of Chalcedon is true, let him go; 

but drown in the sea those that say it is erroneous and false.

Emperor Heraclius, c. 635

In 653 the soldiers of Roman emperor Constans II stormed into 

Rome’s Lateran Palace. They arrested the current pope, Martin I, 

together with Maximus, one of the great Christian scholars and 

mystics of the age. Both men were carried off into exile and suf

fered the horrible abuses that the Romans inflicted on those who 

spoke or wrote against the emperor. Torturers cut off Maximus’s 

right hand and tore out his tongue. Martin died two years later in 

exile in the Crimea, Maximus a few years later in Georgia. On the 

strength of their heroic defense of Christian truth at the cost of 

their lives, the Orthodox/Catholic churches regard both men as 

martyrs: Pope Martin is a saint, Maximus a confessor.1

The two men suffered because they opposed the emperor on 

one of the most critical and most divisive issues of his reign, the 

so-called Monothelete (One Will) position. Two hundred years after 

Chalcedon, two hundred years after Marcian had demanded an end 
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to “profane wrangling,” the empire was no closer to a settlement.2 

Church and court were grasping for some kind of solution that 

could conceivably satisfy both sides, the adherents of One Nature 

and Two Natures. In the 630s, a solution seemed at hand: whether 

Christ had one nature or two, he operated with one will. Surely 

that could provide some kind of basis of agreement, enough of 

a common ground to hold the loyalty of Egypt and Syria, Africa 

and the West? But it did not, as the imperial raid on the Lateran 

suggests. Martin and Maximus suffered because they held firm to 

Chalcedon.
The imperial violence is not too surprising, but what is really re

markable is the late date, which points to the limitations of Chalce

don and its achievement. Long after 451, it was not obvious that the 

Chalcedonian regime was going to triumph. Over the next 150 

years, there were some periods when blue orthodoxy reigned at 

court, but there were long spells—several decades at a stretch— 

when regimes either tolerated Monophysites or were actively sym

pathetic. The bishops and patriarchs they supported made every 

effort to spread and enforce their views. People learned hopeful les

sons from recent history. Chalcedon itself had been a countercoup 

against Second Ephesus, so why should it not be reversed in its 

turn? By 510 or so, in fact, Chalcedon looked as if it was on its way 

to becoming a dead letter. Not until well into the sixth century did 

the Chalcedonian cause decisively gain the upper hand.3

Even after Chalcedon achieved political victory, the same issues 

keep being debated over and over, endlessly erupting anew in new 

forms. Schisms between major regions and jurisdictions become 

normal and almost accepted, even between Rome and Constanti

nople. Depositions and purges were a regular fact of church life, 

while extreme violence and rioting split cities and provinces. And 

gradually, dissident jurisdictions took the once unthinkable step 

of establishing alternative parallel churches.4 Table 8.1 suggests a 

rough chronology of the ups and downs of the Chalcedonian 

order.
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TABLE 8.1 
THE  SHIFTING  RELIGIOUS BALANCE 
IN  THE  ROMAN EMPIRE C.470-650

470—518 Dominance of Monophysite or near-Monophysite 
imperial regimes

480—550 Emergence of separate Nestorian church

510-600 Emergence of separate Monophysite churches

518—630 Strong imperial enforcement of Chalcedonian 
order

630—50 Collapse of Roman Christian rule over Egypt and 
Near East

Although the imperial regime could never admit the fact, the 
Christian world was by 600 divided into several great transnational 
churches, each with its own claims to absolute truth. This was an 
ugly reality for those who idealized the church as the seamless, 
united body of Christ. As long as Roman and Christian rule lasted 
over Egypt and the East, the empire would never find a workable 
solution to the theological crisis. Two into one would never go.5

Chalcedoni Enemies

Chalcedon survived because it developed deep roots in a number of 
crucial and well-organized centers, which held both prestige and 
active political power. Chalcedonian beliefs were strong in Asia Minor 
and the Balkans, the core territories of empire, and in Constantinople 
itself. They also prevailed in the Western provinces. Rome, through
out, was a solid bastion of support. Monasteries housed some of the 
most devoted supporters of official orthodoxy.6

But Chalcedon continued to offend large sections of the Eastern 
empire. By the sixth century, anti-Chalcedonian views were already 
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the norm in large sections of the Eastern Christian world, where 

debate raged between different factions of the One Nature cause, 

between Miaphysites and hard-core Eutychians. Chalcedonian bish

ops were likely to find themselves purged or hounded from office. 

Even when the bishops remained true to Chalcedon, dissident lower 

clergy and monks maintained their own faith, and some won sup

porters by their asceticism and holy lives and tales of their miracles. 

One Monophysite hero was the saintly monk and bishop Peter the 

Iberian, who traveled widely in Palestine and neighboring lands. He 

consecrated clergy and taught believers, “while others he enlight

ened and brought into the fold of the orthodox [anti-Chalcedonian] 

Church.”7

Egypt, of course, showed not the slightest willingness to forgive 

or forget. The patriarchate remained badly divided, with overlap

ping and competing jurisdictions prevailing from 451 through 482. 

Although the detailed succession does not matter immensely, Table 

8.2 suggests the degree of chaos in the city.

Timothy the Weasel had built a firm foundation for a Coptic 

church that could survive imperial hostility. From 477, the church 

was again divided between Coptic and Chalcedonian factions, with 

the Copts led by Peter Mongus, the Stammerer, Timothy’s former 

deacon. Peter was utterly uncompromising, to the point of ordering 

the desecration of the tombs of his Chalcedonian predecessors.8

In the official History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church of Alex- 

andria^ complaints about Chalcedon become so frequent a part of 

the text that they become almost thè obligatory introduction to the 

life of each new incumbent:

But the empire of the Romans remained established upon the 

ever-renewed memory of the impure council of Chalcedon; 

for it was not built upon the foundation of the firm Rock, 

which belongs to God the Word who is Jesus Christ.9
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TABLE 8.2 
THE  PATRIARCHATE OF 

ALEXANDRIA AFTER CHALCEDON

Proterius Chalcedonian 451—57 murdered

Timothy Aelurus

Timothy II 
Salofakiolos

anti-Chalcedon

Chalcedonian

454—60 expelled

460—75 expelled

restored office
TimothyAelurus, , anti-Chalcedon 475—77 diedin

Peter III Mongus anti-Chalcedon 477 expelled

Timothy II, 
restored

Chalcedonian 477-82 died in 
office

John I Chalcedonian 482 expelled

Peter III Mongus, 
restored

anti-Chalcedon 482-90 died in 
office

We read casually that one individual was “a Roman, and a blasphe
mous Chalcedonian.”10 By the mid-eighth century, with Egypt under 
the firm rule of Muslim Arabs, one would have thought that the 
church would have more urgent problems to confront, but ancient 
hatreds still rankled:

The patriarch, Abba Michael, assembled his bishops, and 
wrote a letter . . . giving an account of the foundation of the 
church of the martyr, Saint Mennas, and of the troubles and 
banishments endured by our fathers, the patriarchs, at the 
hands of the Chalcedonians, and of the taking of the churches 
from them by the hands of the princes of the Romans.11



234 Jesus Wars

In any theological struggle, the first thousand years are always the 

bitterest.

Egypt mattered immensely in its own right, but Egyptian beliefs 

also spread to the neighboring kingdoms that looked to Alexandria 

as their spiritual capital. The old-established churches of Nubia and 

Ethiopia were also Monophysite and long remained so—the Nubi

ans until the death of that church in the late Middle Ages, and the 

Ethiopians up to the present day. The Ethiopian church still boasts 

the title of Tawahedo—Oneness.12

But One Nature views spread far beyond Egypt’s cultural sphere 

Although Syria had once been the heartland of Antiochene Two 

Nature theology, a strong Monophysite party emerged during the 

struggles following Chalcedon. In 469, one Peter the Fuller mobilized 

the urban crowd against the Chalcedonian patriarch of Antioch and 

successfully replaced him. As patriarch, he ruled as an aggressive 

Monophysite, who was spiritual godfather to generations of later 

clergy. He also devised what became a common litmus test of religious 

loyalty when he changed the Thrice Holy to declare that the one Holy 

God “was crucified for us” (ho staurotheis di hemas). Although twice 

ejected from his diocese, he left a permanent Monophysite stamp on 

Antioch. This change revolutionized the empire’s political geography.13

The doctrinal shift became even stronger after 500 or so, and its 

effects endured for centuries. To be a Chalcedonian in Syria soon 

was to be stigmatized as a heretic, as much a deviant and traitor as 

one would be in Alexandria. Monophysite historian John of Ephe

sus tells how one Flavian was patriarch of Antioch in the early sixth 

century, but “being convicted of the heresy of the two natures”— 

that is, a Chalcedonian—he was deposed. A later anti-Monophysite 

incumbent “was proved to be a Nestorian, and was also ejected and 

expelled.” The conversion of Antioch was so important because of 

the extraordinarily wide connections of that city. In the first century, 

Antioch was the chief base for Christian expansion in the east; four 

hundred years later, it reprised this role in the Monophysite cause.14
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But even mapping the very large dissident areas of the Near East 
does not give a full picture of the degree of religious unrest. Con
stantinople itself was divided, and struggles between the Green and 
Blue circus factions were at their height in the early sixth century. 
Just how potentially deadly these Gangs of New Rome actually 
were became obvious in 532, when the two sides briefly made 
common cause in a riotous insurgency that threatened the survival 
of the regime. Thousands were killed before order was restored.15

Monophysite Empire

The continuing Jesus Wars gave nightmares to every succeeding em
peror. Several incumbents tried to come up with compromise solu
tions to bring all sides together, and like the Monotheletes of the 
seventh century, all would fail. The basic problem was straightfor
ward. The empire could suppress heresies and had done so effec
tively enough in the past. But matters became much more difficult 
when a heresy was so widespread as to be the normal Christian atti
tude in large areas of the empire and, moreover, in wealthy and 
populous areas essential to keeping the state going.16

The gravest threat to the new order followed a coup in 475. The 
general Basiliscus rose against Zeno, temporarily driving him into 
exile and establishing himself on the emperor’s throne. As so often 
in this century, the political struggle was a family spat. By profession, 
Basiliscus was a brother-in-law, and not a shining example of the 
breed. He had no military talents to speak of, and his greatest achieve
ment to date was losing most of a Roman fleet in a futile attack on 
Carthage. It is a matter of debate whether the disaster resulted from 
his epic incompetence or from the fact that he was taking bribes from 
his enemy, Gaiseric. But whatever the truth, he was the brother-in-law 
of the previous emperor Leo, and his niece was Zeno’s queen, and 
that made him a player in the imperial succession. (See Table 8.3.)
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TABLE 8.3 

ROMAN EMPERORS IN  THE  EAST 
(SOLE EMPERORS AFTER 476)

Leo I 457-74

Zeno 474-91

(Basiliscus 475—76, usurper)

Anastasius 491-518

Justin I 518-27

Justinian 527-65

Justin II 565-78

Tiberius II 578—82
Maurice 582-602

Phokas 602-10

Heraclius 610-41

Constans II 641-68

Constantine IV 668—85

NOTE: This table omits short-lived emperors, and most pretenders.

Basiliscus attempted a Monophysite counterrevolution. On Leo’s 

death in 474, Alexandrian monks had rushed to Constantinople to 

demand a repudiation of Chalcedon, and they found sympathetic 

ears in the new usurper. Basiliscus restored Monophysite-inclined 

patriarchs, including Peter the Fuller and Timothy the Weasel, while 

Constantinople’s patriarch Acacius was leaning toward their posi

tions. Basiliscus then addressed to Timothy a sweeping general 

letter. This encyclical condemned “the proceedings that have dis

turbed the unity and order of the holy churches of God, and the 

peace of the whole world, that is to say, the so-called Tome of Leo, 

and all things said and done at Chalcedon in violation of the holy 

symbol of Nicea.” These horrible documents were to be repudiated 

and anathematized, and all records of them burnt. Instead, the 

councils of Nicea and First Ephesus were to be regarded as the final 

and decisive statements of doctrine.17
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Every bishop in the empire had to sign on to the encyclical, and a 
very large number did so. Possibly they were suffering from Vicar 
of Bray syndrome, the urge to keep their jobs at whatever cost. 
Most later claimed that they has subscribed “not designedly but of 
necessity, having agreed to these matters with letters and words, not 
with the heart.” But the mass defection indicates just how fragile 
was the settlement achieved at Chalcedon. The patriarch of Jeru
salem signed, and so did five hundred other bishops—rather more, 
in fact, than the number who had affirmed Chalcedon in 451. If 
Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem were now all controlled by 
Monophysites, what exactly was the church’s consensus position 
on the nature of Christ?18

Once again, the Egyptian empire threatened to extend its reach 
to the palace in Constantinople. The Weasel now acted as if he were 
the de facto religious head of the empire, consecrating and restor
ing like-minded believers. He unilaterally restored the patriarchate 
of Ephesus, appointing his own man to the post. He even presided 
over yet another council at Ephesus, at which Asian bishops offered 
full support to Basiliscus’s declaration. They threatened that if 
anyone tried to change what he was proposing, “the whole world 
will be turned upside down, and the evils which have proceeded 
from the synod at Chalcedon will be found trifling in comparison, 
notwithstanding the innumerable slaughters which they have caused, 
and the blood of the orthodox which they have unjustly and law
lessly shed.”19

But the religious reaction proved short-lived, as Timothy’s arro
gant behavior angered so many other bishops—had Egyptians 
learned nothing from 449? After some wavering, Constantinople’s 
patriarch, Acacius, now became a strong voice for Chalcedonian 
orthodoxy. Preparing to confront the emperor, he gathered the 
most powerful ammunition he could find, in the form of the re
nowned spiritual athlete, Daniel the Stylite. As the events of 431 
had shown, nothing intimidated a pious emperor more than a bona 
fide saint and miracle worker. Acacius induced Daniel to leave the 
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pillar on which he had lived these many years, entering the world 

only to prophesy, heal, and exorcize, and persuaded him to oppose 

the new encyclical. Daniel’s appearance before Basiliscus constituted 

a kind of religious terrorism that the emperor absolutely had to 

heed (en route to the palace, Daniel broke his journey just long 

enough to heal a leper). Basiliscus issued a fulsome apology, while 

the Constantinople mob rejoiced, shouting “The Emperor is ortho

dox! Burn alive the enemies of orthodoxy!” Meanwhile, Basiliscus 

and Acacius “lay prostrate on the ground at the holy man’s [Daniel’s] 

feet.” Basiliscus now issued a new encyclical reversing the first, a 

kind of un-encyclical, but it was too late to soothe his enemies. Zeno 

seized power once again in 476, killing his rival. He kept his promise 

not to shed the blood of Basiliscus or his family, but that did not 

stop him from starving them to death.20

So lethally were Zeno and Basiliscus at each other’s throats that 

neither could spare time to preserve the Western empire, notionally 

based in Rome, which quietly wound up in the ominous year of 476. 

And so fascinated were the contemporary historians with the reli

gious struggles that they paid almost incidental attention to this 

event in the distant marches of empire. Defending or repealing 

Chalcedon was a matter of vital political significance, unlike the 

termination of an imperial tradition that dated to the time of 

Augustus. Historians have to know their priorities.

But, in fact, terminating the Western empire did have its reli

gious consequences, as Roman power in the West now ceased to 

function outside parts of Italy. By 476, Gaiseric’s Vandal regime 

still ruled North Africa, the Visigoths had created a mighty king

dom in Gaul and Spain, while other barbarians dominated Italy. All 

these regimes were proudly Arian and stood aloof from either the 

Roman state or the Catholic Church. Vandal Arians persecuted 

Catholics, forcibly rebaptizing them into that church.21 Glancing at 

a map of shifting frontiers told any Roman emperor that the re

gions he had to appease in order to rule were overwhelmingly in 

the eastern Mediterranean. If Gaul, Africa, and Spain had slipped 
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off the political map, Egypt now mattered more than ever. Bring
ing Eastern Monophysites into the fold mattered far more than 
keeping Western Catholics happy.

This new calculation gave a critical new priority to winning over 
the Monophysites, especially in Egypt. In 482, Zeno tried to settle the 
knotty dispute once and for all. His Henoticon, or act of union, reas
serted the creed as laid out at Nicea and First Ephesus. It repeated 
condemnations of both Nestorius and Eutyches, while reissuing 
Cyril’s Anathemas. More controversially, Zeno’s document tried to 
reach a christological statement that would offend neither side, avoid
ing the poisoned words nature and person. Its only reference to Chalce- 
don was in passing, and almost insulting:

every one who has held or holds any other opinion, either at 
the present or another time, whether at Chalcedon or in any 
synod whatever, we anathematize; and specially the before
mentioned Nestorius and Eutyches, and those who maintain 
their doctrines.22

The Henoticon was a statesmanlike attempt at theological com
promise, and it won early successes. Whatever they thought about 
the One Nature or Two Natures, some were “caught by the artful 
composition of that document; and others influenced by an inclina
tion for peace.” In 482, even Alexandrian diehard Monophysite 
Peter Mongus agreed to compromise enough to sign the document. 
Incredibly, given recent conflicts, Peter was now in communion 
with Constantinople.23

Of course, the compromise did not satisfy everyone. Extreme 
Monophysites who deserted the Coptic patriarchs became the anar
chistic acephali, the “headless ones,” who rejected both emperors 
and bishops, and they remained a faction on the far fringes of belief 
for centuries afterward. Much more serious were the effects of the 
Henoticon on the followers of Chalcedon. When Peter Mongus 
signed on, his Chalcedonian rival in Alexandria begged the Roman 
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pope to rescue orthodoxy in the East. The Pope responded by ex

communicating not just Peter but also Acacius of Constantinople. 

Ensuring maximum visibility, Chalcedonian monks actually pinned 

the sentence to Acacius’s robes while he was celebrating the Eucha

rist. This affair represented a degree of division among the churches 

at least as bad as anything witnessed in the .year or two between 

Second Ephesus and Chalcedon, and the crisis lasted much longer. 

From 484 to 519, this Acacian schism divided the Eastern and 

Western churches, leaving the Roman popes out in the cold and 

subject to the direct rule of the Arian Goths. When in the 490s an

other patriarch of Constantinople tried to patch up the quarrel and 

reaffirm Chalcedon, the emperor first contemplated assassinating 

him but settled for deposing him as a Nestorian.24

Isolated from all the major Eastern churches, the popes grew 

ever more pessimistic about the chance of regaining influence. One 

token of their desperation was the increasingly extreme claims they 

made for their own powers, claims that they would scarcely have 

dared make if they had been closer to political realities. In 494, Pope 

Gelasius wrote an extraordinary letter expressing what would 

become known as Two Sword theory. Christ had spoken of two 

swords, which Gelasius read as two powers ruling the world, priestly 

and royal. As the pope lectured the emperor, religious power always 

took precedence over the secular, so that kings ruled at the pleasure 

of priests and, specifically, popes. In later centuries, this letter would 

gain immense weight as the charter of papal power over the secular 

realm, suggesting once more how the fifth-century crisis served as 

the foundation of the medieval Western church. Between 1070 and 

1320, the doctrine would allow popes to depose several emperors 

and kings and to force many more into groveling submission. In the 

490s, though, the extraordinary nature of the political claims merely 

indicated how far removed Rome was from any realistic prospect of 

power or influence at the imperial court. Gelasian doctrine looked 

not so much far-sighted as delusional.25
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The empire remained in greenish hands for decades to come, as 
the Henoticon gave the Monophysites enough of what they de
manded, while infuriating the Catholics. Zeno’s successor Anastasius 
(491—518) was theologically sophisticated enough in his own right to 
have been a candidate for the patriarchate of Antioch. (The alterna
tive career path points to the very thin line separating church from 
state in this era.) But while he personally held Monophysite opinions, 
he disliked persecution or unrest. Accordingly, he tried to operate a 
moderate policy balancing the two factions, purging or exiling only 
the egregious troublemakers who violated what we might call pre
vailing community standards. He only removed those bishops who 
were “promoters of change, wherever he detected any one either 
proclaiming or anathematizing the synod of Chalcedon in opposi
tion to the practice of the neighborhood.” In contemporary eyes, of 
course, moderation implied dangerous heretical leanings. Orthodox 
mythology claimed he was a secret Manichaean, one of those who 
denied Christ’s material reality.26

Monophysite power reached its height around 511-12, with ag
gressively anti-Chalcedonian leaders appointed to key offices— 
Timotheus to the patriarchate of Constantinople, Severus to 
Antioch. Egypt’s stubborn Copts now found that their views were 
becoming the church’s mainstream. Severus himself wrote to Alex
andria’s patriarch, John, confirming that he, too, followed “the same 
faith of Pope Cyril and Pope Dioscorus.” Alexandrian church schol
ars believed that God had “raised up royalty and priesthood to
gether for the Church, in the persons of the prince Anastasius, the 
pious believer, and the patriarch Severus, the Excellent, clothed with 
light, occupant of the see of Antioch, who became a horn of salva
tion to the orthodox Church.” In Antioch, crowds urged Severus to 
move further, to the outright condemnation of Chalcedon: “For a 
long time,” they urged, “we have wanted to partake of the holy 
mysteries. Set our city free from the council of Chalcedon! Anathe
matize now this council that has turned the world upside down! The 
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cursed Tome of Leo.... Whoever will not do so is a wolf and not a 

shepherd.”27

Constantinople itself, though, was very difficult to control. When 

Anastasius tried to add the words “who was crucified for us” to the 

Thrice Holy, the move provoked a bloody riot in the capital, showing 

the popular support for Chalcedon. Leading the insurgents were the 

monks of the Akoimetai* the “unceasing” ones whose liturgies and 

prayers continued every day and night, without interruption. Not for 

the first time, protesters turned to a Theodosian woman for help, 

namely Anicia Juliana, a granddaughter of the Western emperor 

Valentinian III. Using the suicidally daring slogan “Another em

peror for Rome!” anti-Monophysites tried to bring in her husband 

as the successor to Anastasius, but he wisely refused the offer. The 

repression that followed was unsurprisingly brutal, given the scale 

of the emergency and the narrowness of the regime’s escape. “Many 

perished under torture and many were thrown into the sea.”28

By 500 or so, the churches were in absolute doctrinal disarray, a 

state of chaos that might seem routine to a modern American de

nomination, but which in the context of the time seemed like Sa

tanic anarchy. This is the account of the church historian Evagrius:

the synod of Chalcedon was neither openly proclaimed in the 

most holy churches, nor yet was repudiated by all: but the bish

ops acted each according to his individual opinion. Thus, some 

very resolutely maintained what had been put forth by that 

synod, and would not yield to the extent of one word of its 

determinations, nor admit even the change of a single letter, 

but firmly declined all contact and communion with those who 

refused to admit the matters there set forth. Others, again, not 

only did not submit to the synod of Chalcedon and its deter

minations, but even anathematized both it and the Tome of 

Leo.29
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Stern mutual acts of exclusion and excommunication divided the 

Christian world:

the Eastern bishops had no friendly intercourse with those of 
the West and Africa, nor the latter with those of the East. The 
evil too became still more monstrous, for neither did the presi
dents of the eastern churches allow communion among them
selves, nor yet those who held the sees of Europe and Africa, 
much less with those of remote parts.30

Religious violence could break out seemingly at any time and place. 
To suggest the tone of conflict in this era, we might take a story from 
Syria. Around 512, Antioch’s patriarch, Flavian, came under heavy 
Monophysite pressure, which eventually forced Anastasius to depose 
and exile him. Decades later, some old eyewitnesses reported the hor
rors surrounding the conflict. One firebrand was the Monophysite 
bishop Philoxenus, an old disciple of Peter the Fuller. Philoxenus 
galvanized the monks from many miles around to storm Antioch. 
They “rushed into the city in a body with great noise and tumult, 
trying to compel Flavian to anathematize the synod of Chalcedon 
and the Tome of Leo.” But the invasion appalled the city’s people, 
whether out of loyalty to Flavian or simple disgust at these savage at
tackers. The citizens “made a great slaughter of [the monks], so that 
a very large number found a grave in the Orontes, where the waves 
performed their only funeral rites.” We don’t know what “a very large 
number” would mean in this context, but the phrase must at a mini
mum refer to some dozens of fatalities.31

Just as it seemed that nothing could save the settlement pro
claimed at Chalcedon, once again, political accident came to the 
rescue. In 518, Anastasius died, to be succeeded as emperor by 
the illiterate general Justin. As Justin favored Chalcedon, the 
regime once again began its game of musical dioceses, purging 
bishops who refused to conform to the new order and appointing 
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or restoring loyal Chalcedonians. Justin also ended the schism be

tween Rome and Constantinople. Monophysites remembered him 

as Justin the Terrible.

Saving Chalcedon

At the time, the change of 518 looked like just another phase in a 

game that really need have no ending. It seemed quite plausible that 

Orthodox and Monophysite emperors might replace each other 

randomly through the centuries to come, and any religious believer 

who was temporarily out of sympathy with one regime knew that 

the best response was patience, to await the rise of a new, friendlier 

court. Only long after the event could it be seen that Justin’s acces

sion marked the beginning of a long-reigning dynasty, one friendly 

to Chalcedon. From 518 through 602, this Justinianic dynasty ruled 

long enough—and asserted the principles of Chalcedon strongly 

enough—to create a sense of inevitable imperial support for that 

particular version of orthodoxy.

Also different in scale was the repression that the new regime was 

prepared to use to secure its position. Securing the armed forces was a 

vital first step, and soldiers had to agree to Chalcedon as a precondition 

of receiving rations. Then it was the church’s turn. Over fifty bishops 

were deposed or exiled in Syria and Asia Minor alone, including the 

holders of some of the greatest sees. In Syria, anti-Chalcedonians were 

persecuted in 519,532, and 536, leaving an obvious sense that this pat

tern would recur. Monophysite writers noted grimly the appearance of 

a comet in 519, a cosmic harbinger that accurately foretold the dread

ful events to come. God’s vengeance against the persecutors was still 

more explicit in the great Antioch earthquake of 526, which reputedly 

killed hundreds of thousands. Anyone who failed to read God’s anger 

in such tokens and wonders simply did not understand the principles 

of scientific observation.32

Paul the Jew, who succeeded Severus as patriarch of Antioch, was 

a notorious persecutor of Monophysites. One Nature believers 
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“had to leave their monasteries, were robbed, captured, put in irons, 
locked up in prisons, brought before courts and subjected to vari
ous tortures.” They were forced to hide in the countryside, to take 
refuge on exposed hillsides and caves, always in danger of being 
hunted down.33 Other bishops were even more savage, acting in 
ways that foreshadowed the pogroms and heresy hunts of the High 
Middle Ages. In the great eastern city of Amida, the new bishop, 
Abraham, burned and crucified those who defied him, using his 
soldiers to force communion bread into the mouths of the reluc
tant. One priest who resisted even these efforts was remembered 
ever after under the heroic name of Cyrus the Spitter—although 
Cyrus himself was burned alive shortly afterward.34

The Great Schisms

In the face of these persecutions, Monophysites acknowledged a 
sense of permanent exclusion, and restructured accordingly. By the 
mid-sixth century, vast sections of the once-united Christian church 
had seceded from the Great Church allied to the empire. The Chris
tian world was now a patchwork of rival churches, each regarding 
itself as the only authentic body of Christ.

The first grouping to achieve independent status was the Church 
of the East, commonly known as the Nestorian church, which re
fused to accept the decisions of First Ephesus. The Church of the 
East maintained its loyalty to Nestorius, who it regarded as a ma
ligned Father of learning and holiness. As one later disciple com
memorated Nestorius,

So you undertook the labor of a long voyage from the East to 
the West to give light to the souls that were plunged in the 
darkness of the Egyptian error, and intent on the smoke of 

the blasphemy of Apollinarius. Men, however, loved the dark
ness more than the light, since the eyes of their minds were 
dimmed by personal prejudice.35
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The church kept alive scholarly works that were suspect in the 

Roman Christian world.

What allowed the Nestorians so much freedom of action was 

that their most important centers were in the Eastern Syriac world, 

in eastern Syria, Mesopotamia, and Persia. These regions were either 

wholly independent from imperial control or at worst only occa

sionally under Roman influence. As the old Antiochene theology 

fell under ever greater suspicion within the Roman world, scholars 

and theologians retreated further east, particularly to Edessa, where 

Ibas had founded a prestigious school. In 489, though, the emperor 

Zeno tried to destroy the movement as part of his attempt to win 

Monophysite sympathy. The school now relocated from Edessa to 

Nisibis in Mesopotamia, an ancient Christian center. Its followers 

were thus under the power of the Persian Empire, the rival super

power of the day, and by the late fifth century the movement en

joyed a fair degree of toleration. In 498, the church’s head was 

officially declared patriarch of Babylon, although his actual seat was 

at the Persian imperial capital of Seleucia/Ctesiphon. In the early 

seventh century, the great scholar and mystic Mar Babai was able to 

use this independence from Rome to undertake a systematic re

thinking of Two Nature theology, while reorganizing church struc

tures. Although scarcely known in the West, Babai the Great was 

intellectually on a par with any of the famous church fathers.36

Although they remained a minority within an empire that offi

cially followed the Zoroastrian faith, this Persian context gave the 

church the potential for huge geographical expansion, with missions 

deep into Central Asia—into Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Af

ghanistan. By the start of the seventh century, the Nestorians were 

pushing into China, and other missionaries followed sea routes to 

India and Sri Lanka.37

But the Nestorians were not the only church that evolved free 

from the power of Constantinople and Rome. Other open schisms 

followed, fulfilling the worst possible nightmares of the era of 

Ephesus and Chalcedon. Egypt was already operating in de facto 
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independence, and the Western Syriac churches were not far behind, 

as Monophysite clergy appointed by Anastasius established lasting 
power bases. And although the long period of imperial sympathy 

for Monophysite thinking ended in 518, that theological school 
adapted to changed circumstances rather than simply fading away.38

By far the most important figure in the new movement was 
Severus, patriarch of Antioch from 512 to 518, who became the 
patron saint of the Monophysite cause. Historian W. H. C. Frend 
reasonably calls him “one of the great figures of the religious his
tory of the eastern Mediterranean,” which is quite a claim when we 
think of the people he is being compared with. We may recall him 
for his absolute rejection of any and all worldly comforts, including 
beds, or any food that might please the palate. Severus’s career illus
trates not just the extraordinary dedication of the Monophysite 
cause, but also the creation of whole alternative structures. Born in 
Pisidia, in Asia Minor, he become a monk near Gaza, in the heart of 
the territory dominated by Peter the Iberian. Severus joined a house 
founded and run by the most rigid followers of Eutyches and One 
Nature belief.39 So extreme was Severus that he rejected the Henoti- 
con and denounced Alexandria’s Peter Mongus for accepting it. 
Bloodshed generally followed in Severus’s wake, initially at Alexan
dria, where he stirred violence between Orthodox and Monophysites, 
and then similar events followed at Constantinople. As patriarch of 
Antioch, he systematically persuaded or forced his inferior clergy to 
follow his line. Severus created another precedent in his policy of 
strictness (akribeid), which meant prohibiting his followers from 
taking communion at the hands of Chalcedonian clergy.40

When Justin took power in 518, Severus fled Antioch rather than 
face arrest and worse: Justin ordered his tongue cut out for sedition. 
Significantly, his followers continued to regard him as the legitimate 
patriarch until his death in about 538, creating yet another schism in 
a great jurisdiction. So influential was he that the empire decreed 
that anyone possessing Severus’s writings must burn them immedi
ately, and those who did not would lose their right hands. In later 
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years, Severus achieved a transnational position something like that 

of the pope among the Catholic churches. It is mainly due to him 

that by the 530s, the Monophysites in various lands and speaking 

different languages were beginning to act in concert. They were 

coming to look like an alternative global church.41

During the last years of Anastasius, Egypt, too, was becoming a 

liberated zone for One Nature dissidents, and it was the obvious 

place for Severus to seek exile. One watershed occurred in 516, 

when the Monophysite-leaning emperor appointed a like-minded 

patriarch of Alexandria—but the mob there still rejected him just 

on the grounds that he was the representative of the corrupt archon- 

tes, the rulers. In the context, the word refers to Roman imperial au

thorities, but there were precedents for reading it as the diabolical 

forces ruling the material world. Between the emperor and the 

devil, there did not seem to be too sharp a line drawn. The events 

of 516 amounted almost to an open declaration of independence 

by the Egyptian church, which adopted Monophysitism as a na

tional religion.42

Justinian

In 527, Justin was succeeded by his nephew Justinian, who would 

rule for almost forty years. He began his reign anxious to soothe 

tensions between the pro- and anti-Chalcedonians and gave some 

favor to Monophysite clergy. From the mid-530s, though, he swung 

decisively toward the Chalcedonian side. Partly, this was because his 

great wars of reconquest were restoring Roman power over sub

stantial areas of the old Western empire—Italy, North Africa, even 

southern Spain—so that the empire once again had to take account 

of Western sensibilities. Under pressure from the Roman pope, 

Justinian deposed the Monophysite-inclined patriarch of Constan

tinople, Anthimus. He followed up with a purge of the great sees 

“so that from that time forward, the synod at Chalcedon was 
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openly proclaimed in all the churches; and no one dared to anathe
matize it; while those who dissented, were urged by innumerable 
methods to assent to it.”43

Justinian’s actions in Alexandria marked a historic break. Ever 
since Peter Mongus’s time, the patriarchate had been united in a 
single office controlled by Monophysites, ruling over pro- and 
anti-Chalcedonians. The last person to hold this united post was 
Theodosius, but Justinian deposed him in 536, and the patriarch 
spent decades imprisoned in Constantinople. Thereafter, the 
Coptic and Chalcedonian patriarchates would never again be uni
fied, and the two churches would have different, competing suc
cessions.44

But Justinian’s position was rather more complicated than this ac
count might suggest, and once again, court women played a pivotal 
role. If Justinian was committed to defending Chalcedon, his queen, 
Theodora, was just as sympathetic to the Monophysite cause. This 
split mattered so much because Theodora was such an extraordi
narily powerful figure in her own right, virtually a coemperor. Per
sonally brilliant, she was a very influential figure at court and a 
wonderful asset for dissident church leaders.

So balanced between the two positions was Justinian’s court—so 
much was it, so to speak, a union between two distinct persons and 
two natures—that we might ask whether this division was a matter 
of accident or policy. Perhaps Theodora was just a strong figure in 
her own right, who refused to be cowed by her husband, but con
ceivably, the two agreed to maintain their differences for political 
reasons. While Justinian ruled as the most orthodox emperor, at
tracting the faithful support of all Chalcedonians, Theodora pro
vided a useful safety valve, a friend at court to whom Monophysites 
knew they could turn. That reduced the need for dissidents to ven
ture into rebellion or plotting coups. However unlikely such a calcu

lation may seem, the historian Evagrius actually implies such a 
conscious policy choice.45
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The Fijth Council

In other ways, too, Justinian tried to keep open avenues of commu

nication with the Monophysites. In the 540s, the emperor was con

cerned about the continuing popularity of the radical and mystical 

theological ideas of the third-century Alexandrian father Origen, 

whose theories enjoyed a long afterlife. But attacking Origenism 

promised a political bonus for an emperor with his particular reli

gious difficulties. Just suppose that Origen’s ideas could be linked to 

some of the fifth-century theologians who had been the main expo

nents of Two Nature theory, to Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret 

of Cyrrhus, and Ibas of Edessa. What better way to win over the 

believers in One Nature than to denounce their oldest and most 

loathed enemies?

Accordingly, in 543, Justinian proposed a statement denouncing 

the Three Chapters, a highly selective collection of texts that ex

pressed the most daring and controversial ideas of these theolo

gians. All three, of course,—Theodore, Theodoret, and Ibas—had 

been the recurring bugbears of the Cyrillians, who saw them as Ne- 

storians. The appearance of Ibas and Theodoret at Chalcedon had 

incited a near riot. Finally, almost a century later, Justinian would 

strike at the memory of the long-dead trio, and particularly the writ

ings in which they attacked the sainted Cyril. He would show the 

Monophysites once and for all that a strong wall of separation ex

isted between Chalcedon and the Nestorians. Ideally, it would be a 

splendid gesture of reconciliation.46

But Justinian had failed to learn the most basic lesson of church 

politics in this era: let sleeping councils lie.' When he tried to enlist 

the current pope Vigilius in this cause, he found the pope nervous 

about what amounted to a posthumous trial of men who could no 

longer defend themselves. Vigilius also knew that two of the three 

had been vindicated and restored by Chalcedon, and he had no wish 

to revive that argument. The popes saw the defense of Chalcedon 

as an absolute principle, fighting any attempt to weaken even its 
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most marginal provisions, and most Western churches agreed with 
that position. The thoroughly unnecessary religious dispute rapidly 
evolved into a quarrel between emperor and pope. The battle in
cluded, in 547, the pope’s forcible detention in Constantinople and 

his later exile.47 ’
In 553, the emperor convened a gathering at Constantinople that 

was recognized as the Fifth General Council, the successor to Chal- 
cedon. The gathering attracted some 160 bishops, overwhelmingly 
from the East, as Justinian’s prolonged wars had devastated what 
remained of Roman society in Italy and Africa. Eventually, the 
council gave Justinian what he wanted and restated the hypostatic 
union in even more clearly Cyrilline terms. But the victory gained 
him next to nothing in the East, and even cost him a new schism of 

some Italian provinces.48
Remarkably, this affair did nothing to quench Justinian’s thirst for 

religious quarrels. So bizarre did his behavior become, in fact, that it 
lends support to the contemporary view of the historian Procopius, 
who saw the emperor as a flaky megalomaniac who governed 
soundly only when he listened to his wife. Theodora died, however, 
in 548, and from that point onward Justinian became visibly older 
and crazier. In his last years, he adopted his own particular heresy, 
an extreme fringe of Monophysite belief that was too outrageous 
for most One Nature believers and even harked back to Eutyches. 
This was the school of the Aphthartodocetae or Incorruptibles, who 
held that Christ’s body was always incorruptible. Fortunately, the 
emperor died just as he was on the point of trying to impose the 
weird doctrine on the whole church and of inciting further chaos.

The New Monophysite Church

Although Chalcedon triumphed under Justinian, Theodora’s court 
became a refuge for Monophysites and a center for organization. 
She fostered monasteries and convents for the hundreds of reli
gious expelled from religious houses across Syria and Asia Minor, 
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establishments that survived untouched for decades. She was reput

edly responsible for appointing Anthimus as patriarch of Constanti

nople in 535, although he was associated with the ultra-hard-line 

Severus. After Anthimus was deposed the following year, he took 

refuge in her palace for twelve years. She protected Severus himself, 

and she hosted Theodosius, the exiled patriarch of Alexandria, who 

made Constantinople the seat of a virtual government in exile well 

into the 560s.49

The religious division became more rigid and formalized from 

the 540s, partly because of the cumulative disasters striking the 

civilized world. The year 541 marked the onset of a wide-ranging 

plague comparable to the notorious Black Death of the four

teenth century. Reportedly, three hundred thousand died in Con

stantinople alone. Over the course of several decades the disease 

killed millions across Europe, Asia, and Africa, weakening em

pires already stretched to the breaking point by decades of war

fare. This was a catastrophic moment in the history of the ancient 

world, one of the critical transition points to the much poorer and 

more localized world of the Middle Ages.50 It also had its religious 

consequences in a society thoroughly used to reading divine signs. 

Each side, Chalcedonian and Monophysite, recognized how of

fended God was by any tokens of religious compromise. Further 

polarizing the two sides was Theodora’s death, which destroyed the 

last hopes of the Monophysites. By this point, even optimists could 

no longer deny that the empire had abandoned what they saw as 

true Christianity.

The main activist was the Syrian Jacobus Baradaeus—Hobo 

Jake—who succeeded Severus as the builder of the Monophysite 

church in Syria and the East. Early in Justinian’s reign, Jacobus 

and some colleagues had gone to Constantinople to plead with 

Theodora on behalf of Monophysite clergy exiled or imprisoned 

throughout the East. From the early 540s, he operated as a 

bishop based in Edessa, which he used as a missionary center.
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He evangelized far and wide for what was in effect a new or reborn 
church, which is commonly known as Jacobite. By some accounts, 
he ordained literally thousands of clergy and created a new church 
hierarchy. When he consecrated a new patriarch of Antioch in 544, 
he ensured that that city, too, would have a permanent schism be
tween rival hierarchies, favoring or opposing Chalcedon, just as had 
occurred at Alexandria. At Ephesus in 558, he appointed as alterna
tive bishop, one John, whose fiercely partisan writings are a major 
source for the period. After Theodosius of Alexandria died in 566, 
John became effective head of the Monophysite party.51

By the end of that century, a Jacobite church extended its power 
over much of Syria and the East, besides the great church of 
Egypt. And besides the celebrities—the bishops and patriarchs— 
many lesser monks and clergy were forming what would become 
a thriving Monophysite culture, a whole world of alternative Chris
tian writing and thought. This world cultivated such familiar ex
pressions of devotion as the lives of saints and martyrs and a 
whole separate tradition of Christian history writing. They glorified 
heroes of the faith like Severus and Peter the Iberian. Just as the 
founding fathers of Christian historiography commemorated the 
sufferings of martyrs in the face of pagan power, so their succes
sors told of the atrocities inflicted on the saints by the wicked 
pseudo-Christian empire. The new church also evolved new lin
guistic patterns. 'While Greek remained the core language of Chris
tianity, Syrian Monophysites moved heavily to Syriac as the natural 
language of their church, just as Egyptian Monophysites relied ever 
more on Coptic.52

These organizations also freely extended their power beyond the 
notional frontiers of the Roman world. Just as Egyptian Christianity 
dominated neighboring African kingdoms, so Syrian believers had 
their own distinct sphere of influence in the East. In Armenia, two 
councils of Dvin (506 and 554) officially rejected Chalcedon and 
brought that church within the now vast Monophysite network.53
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Repression

Given the theological views of the tune, it would have been unthink

able for the Christian Roman Empire to tolerate separate denomina

tions, but individual emperors varied greatly in how strictly to 

enforce Chalcedonian orthodoxy. Conditions for the Monophysites 

grew harsher under Justinian’s successor, Justin II. He was a deeply 

troubled individual who fell ever deeper into insanity: reputedly, he 

sought to soothe his agonies by having the palace filled constantly 

with blaring organ music. Long before that stage, however, he tried 

to eliminate the Monophysite issue once and for all, using as his 

chief agent the patriarch of Constantinople, John Scholasticus. A 

learned man, John struggled to find a formula that would satisfy 

both sides. Briefly, he seemed to have squared the circle, and in 571 

he actually achieved a kind of reunion and reconciliation. Tranquil

ity lasted precisely a year, until the Monophysites condemned Chal

cedon once more.54

According to Monophysite accounts, John then became a savage 

persecutor, and in that tradition his memory took on demonic 

form.

In an angry decree, he commanded that all the places where 

the [Monophysite] believers assembled should be shut up, the 

altars in them razed, their priests and bishops seized and cast 

into prison, and all who met there for worship driven away and 

dispersed, and commanded never to enter them again.55

Monophysite historian John of Ephesus listed the persecutions in

flicted upon his fellow believers in these years, the bishops deposed 

or forced to conform. In one incident, the patriarch demanded the 

conformity of Stephanos, bishop of Cyprus. The story may or may 

not be true—John had no interest in writing fair or objective his

tory—but it gives an idea of what the different sides believed of 

their enemies. Somehow or other, Stephanos had to be forced to 
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take the communion bread that would show his adherence to Chal- 
cedon. Allegedly, the patriarch sent clergy and guards

with orders to beat him with clubs, until he vomited blood, or 
consented to their communion. Twelve of them accordingly 
beat him until he fell down speechless in the midst, and lay ap- 
parendy dead. But on seeing him lie motionless, and dying as it 
seemed, they ran, and brought four pails of water, which they 
dashed over him, and so after a long time his soul returned to 
him again, and he returned to life as from the dead. And thus 
by force he was compelled to submit to communion with 

them.56

Persecution reached the stage of invalidating the clerical orders 
of the Monophysites, who had to be reordained if they wished to 
continue in the priesthood. This was a serious step indeed, a fright
ening legal innovation that struck at the principle of apostolic suc
cession. However wrong they might be theologically—or at least 
however far removed from the views of the establishment— 
Monophysite clergy clearly stemmed from the same church and 
looked back to the same sequences of venerated saints and clergy 
from whom they derived their authority. Was this now to be invali
dated by imperial command? If so, that represented an irrevocable 
breach between the two sides. As Bishop Stephanos protested, 
“Woe! woe! Christianity is ruined! The regulations of the Christian 
church are overthrown. All the constitutions and canons of the 
church of God are confounded and trampled under foot, and are 
undone!”57 Although Stephanos had been canonically ordained and 
had served as bishop for twenty years, he was now to be “deposed 
from the priesthood of the orthodox” and reordained. Ultimately 
the patriarch stepped back from this extreme measure, but the 
affair left a bitter legacy of ill-feeling.

Not all emperors ruled with anything like this degree of ferocity, 
and some were reluctant to treat Christians in ways that should only 
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be confined to the church’s enemies. When the patriarch tried to 

continue the persecutions under the new emperor, Tiberius II, he 

found a frosty reception. If they were Christians, said Tiberius, he 

would not act against them: “Why,” he asked, “do you urge me to 

persecute Christians, as if I were a Diocletian, or one of those old 

heathen kings? Go, sit in your church, and be quiet, and do not 

trouble me again with such things.” But Tiberius was exceptional. 

From the 560s onward, the “true orthodox Christians”—or the 

Monophysites, as their enemies called them—were the regular tar

gets of persecution and discrimination.58

The Threat to the East

One hundred fifty years after Chalcedon, the Christian world 

seemed to be at an impasse. While the Monophysites knew that re

alistically they could never win over the empire, the Orthodox also 

knew that they could not eliminate the dissidents, who were not just 

going to wither away.

Religious divisions on this scale were deadly dangerous politically 

when dissidence was concentrated in eastern portions of the empire 

that served as heavily garrisoned military frontiers. Roman rivalry 

with Persia was not new. In 260 the Persians had captured the em

peror Valerian, whose stuffed body long remained on exhibit as a 

trophy at the Persian court. Wars persisted over the following centu

ries, with the advantage swinging sometimes to Rome, sometimes to 

Persia. But the intensity of conflict escalated mightily during the 

sixth century, and so did the prizes at stake. Instead of just battling 

over debated border provinces like Armenia and Mesopotamia, the 

two empires were engaged in an epic struggle for survival. Through

out the sixth and early seventh centuries, the Persians pressed hard 

on the heart of the Eastern empire—on Syria and Palestine, Asia 

Minor and even Egypt. The wars had an explicitly religious quality, 

as the Persians grounded their claims for expansion in their Zoroas

trian faith; each side fought for the greater glory of its God. Con
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quests were often accompanied by acts of destruction and massacre 
explicitly directed against the other side’s faith, against (respectively) 
churches and Zoroastrian fire temples. Politically and religiously, 
this was an endgame.59

Bitter wars raged during 502—5, 527—32, and 540-45, and fighting 
was endemic from 572 through 591. Generally, the Persians did a 
superb job of maintaining and expanding their position. They 
fought as an advanced state with the best technology of the day, all 
the latest engineering and siege machines, and they had the advan
tages of discipline and strategy that Western barbarian forces gener
ally lacked. Foreshadowing the knightly warfare of the Middle Ages, 
the Persians also made devastating use of their massed heavy cav
alry, the riders, cataphractarii, clad in effective armor.60

Some Persian successes caused real panic around what was left of 
the Roman world. In 540, the Persians ravaged Syria, sacking and 
looting some of the greatest centers of early Christianity. They ut
terly destroyed Antioch, carrying off tens of thousands of its resi
dents. This was only a few years after the city was crippled by a great 
earthquake. Although Justinian sought to rebuild Antioch after the 
Persian conquest, it never recovered fully. In ruining Syria’s tradi
tional outlet on the Mediterranean, the disaster also turned the area 
more toward the east, in terms of culture and economy. In so doing, 
it reoriented the Syrian church toward the harder-line Monophysite 
regions of the interior.61

The Roman situation all but collapsed early in the seventh cen
tury. When Heraclius took the throne in 610, he had to confront 
what looked like a near-terminal crisis, with the Persians pressing 
hard on the eastern frontier. Meanwhile, the barbarian Avars— 
kin to the Huns—were sweeping through the Balkans. In 614, 
the Persians captured Jerusalem, which was subject to a horren
dous massacre: “the evil Persians, who had no pity in their hearts, 
raced to every place in the city and with one accord extirpated all 
the people.” Men, women and children were mowed down “like 
cabbages.”
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Holy churches were burned with fire, other were demolished, 

majestic altars fell prone, sacred crosses were trampled under

foot, life-giving icons were spat upon by the unclean. Then 

their wrath fell upon priests and deacons; they slew them in 

their churches like dumb animals.62

Persians even carried off what was believed to be the True Cross 

itself, the most precious relic in all Christendom. They overran Syria 

and Asia Minor, reaching as far west as Chalcedon itself, and they 

invaded Egypt. At the height of the crisis, Constantinople was be

sieged by tens of thousands of Avars, supported by the Persian 

navy. The Persians were coming close to supplanting the Roman 

Empire.63

If not for the military genius of Heraclius, the Roman story 

would have ended at that point. As it was, he succeeded in decisively 

rolling back Persian power and restoring Roman rule over most of 

the Middle East by the late 620s. Heraclius was arguably the greatest 

Roman leader and general since the height of the united Empire. 

But just as he looked back to the most potent Roman values, so he 

behaved like a medieval crusader king, pledged to the service of the 

Mother of God.64

This was, then, a desperately dangerous time for Roman power in 

the East, and specifically for Christians. Apart from the impact of 

prolonged war and plague, the Christian world was entering a fright

eningly bleak era of shrinking opportunities and intense strains. Al

though Persia was defeated, large portions of the Eastern world 

were economically devastated and depopulated, with a crushing tax 

burden on surviving communities. It was a very bad time indeed to 

have most of the population of Egypt, Syria, Palestine, and Meso

potamia in varying degrees of disaffection from the empire, verging 

on open revolt.65
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Failure of the Will

In a last-ditch attempt to reunite the empire’s factions, Heraclius 
sought a new solution to the ancient dispute over Christ’s nature. 
No obvious answers presented themselves. Theologians had wres
tled exhaustively with the question of persons and natures, and 
almost any formulation or compromise was guaranteed to infuriate 
somebody. All that remained was to sidestep the basic problem. Put 
in simple terms, the empire now proposed new grounds for agree
ment that ignored the issue of One Nature or Two Natures. But 
could not everyone agree that Christ had just one will? Or as Con
stantinople’s patriarch Sergius declared, Chalcedon was right in de
fining the hypostatic union: the person of Christ really did unite two 
natures, one divine and one human. But after that, Christ had only 
one will, which was divine: one will, and one energeia or operation.66

About 626, Heraclius raised his new scheme with Bishop Cyrus, 
who would become a principal ally in the attempt to win back 
Monophysites. Hearing that the new theological compromise had 
Sergius’s support, Cyrus offered his backing, and so did the Roman 
pope, Honorius. In 630, Cyrus was sent to Egypt as both patriarch 
and prefect, and he enjoyed remarkable success in winning over 
Coptic bishops and clergy. As later Coptic historians complained, 
“a countless number of them went astray, some of them through 
persecution, and some by bribes and honors, and some by per
suasion and deceit.” The Coptic patriarch Benjamin went into 
hiding.67

Monotheletism had staying power, backed as it was by two of the 
most powerful and ambitious late Roman emperors: Heraclius him
self and his grandson and successor Constans II. Heraclius had 
saved the empire, and his prestige allowed him to declared the new 
doctrine formally in his Ekthesis (the ’’Exposition” of the Faith) 
of 638. Constans was another strong ruler, who in 663 became the 
first Eastern “Roman emperor” in two centuries actually to visit 
Rome.68
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Soon, though, both Chalcedonians and Monophysites denounced 

the new doctrine as yet another unsavory new heresy. Mennas, 

brother of the Coptic patriarch Benjamin, led a revolt in Egypt, pre

cipitating some of the worst persecutions in a long and bloody story 

and helping to ensure Chalcedon’s place in the Coptic annals of 

infamy. Mennas was duly martyred. Imperial forces

caused lighted torches to be held to his sides until the fat of 

his body oozed forth and flowed upon the ground, and 

knocked out his teeth because he confessed the faith; and fi

nally commanded that a sack should be filled with sand, and 

the holy Mennas placed within it, and drowned in the sea.69

His death was suitably trinitarian, a kind of execution by baptism. 

Three times he was submerged and half-drowned, and each time 

he was asked if he would concede the truth of Chalcedon, until fi

nally he perished. “Thus they were unable to vanquish this cham

pion, Mennas, but he conquered them by his Christian patience.”70 

Cyrus’s regime seized many Coptic churches and gave them to loyal 

believers.

If the new synthesis failed to win over the Monophysites, it was 

sufficiently friendly to One Nature theory to appall the Orthodox. 

For one thing, the new school traced its origins to the work of 

Severus of Antioch, the ultimate Monophysite role .model. From 

633, the monk Sophronius campaigned against the Monotheletes, 

and he gained a powerful platform for his views the following year 

when he became patriarch of Jerusalem. Like the Henoticon before 

it, a policy designed to provide a platform for union proved only to 

create wholly new divisions. In 648, Constans’s Typus tried to forbid 

further discussion of the natures of Christ. In modern American 

terms, the age-old war was to be ended by a simple policy of “Don’t 

ask, don’t tell.”

The chief opponent of the new policy was Maximus, a former 

imperial official who had retired to a monastery. In 626, however, 
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the Persian invasion drove him to seek refuge in North Africa, 
where he became a disciple of Sophronius and learned the evils of 
the Monothelete argument. How, he asked, can we possibly speak 
of any kind of human nature without a human will? Maximus now 
went into public opposition, debating the new patriarch of Con
stantinople so effectively that the patriarch recanted his position. 
Maximus then moved to Rome, where he mobilized support against 
One Will teachings. In 649, a council held in the Lateran con
demned Monothelete beliefs, although that condemnation ran flat 
contrary to the wishes of the empire. That action, which the em
peror saw as ecclesiastical mutiny, was what precipitated the attack 
of 653 and the deaths of Martin and Maximus.

And yet again, an imperial attempt to create harmony would col
lapse in ruin. Finally, in 680, a new emperor called yet another 
council—the sixth, held once more in Constantinople. This gather
ing rejected the Monothelete position and reasserted Chalcedonian 
orthodoxy. In the process, it also condemned a number of heretics 
who had advanced Monothelete positions, or given in to them, in
cluding Cyrus of Alexandria. Another of the names subjected to 
anathema was the Roman pope, Honorius, who had died in 638. 
This condemnation had lasting implications for future debates over 
papal power, as a clear example of a pope being not merely in error 
but in outright heresy, and moreover the Roman church acknowl
edged this fact. This precedent would cause real problems for nine
teenth-century advocates of papal infallibility. But that was a debate 
for another millennium.71

Islam at the Gates

The year 681 marked an important anniversary, as it was exactly 
three hundred years since the Council of Constantinople, which 
had initiated the long series of debates over the natures of Christ. 
And after three long centuries of running arguments and mutual 
denunciations, all the schisms and defections, it might well have 
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seemed that such internal fights would never end, that the old de

bates would return endlessly in ever more intricate recycled forms. 

But the cycle was, in fact, about to be broken decisively. The sixth 

council gathered in Constantinople to debate natures and wills only 

very shortly after the new force of Islam had literally been at the 

gates. From 674 through 678, Constantinople had been subjected to 

yet another siege, this time by Muslim forces.

While the empire was sunk in its religious feuds, other forces 

were stirring in the Middle East, especially in the Arabian peninsula, 

then an undesirable no-man’s-land between Rome and Persia. About 

610, a Meccan named Muhammad believed that he had received 

prophetic visions demanding that all peoples acknowledge their 

submission (Island) to the one almighty God. Those people who ac

cepted the creed of Islam were known as Muslims. Following his 

divine mission, Muhammad sent proclamations to the world’s most 

powerful leaders, including Heraclius, who found the new faith 

quite appealing—or so later Muslim legend claimed. Muhammad, in 

turn, strongly sympathized with the Romans against the Persians, 

whom he regarded as pagan enemies, and he was shocked when the 

heathen Persians took Jerusalem.72

After Muhammad’s death in 632, his followers launched a mighty 

series of wars against the great empires of the day, which were, of 

course, exhausted by decades of warfare. Within a spectacularly 

short period of just twenty years, Arab Muslim forces had absorbed 

Persia and Mesopotamia to the east, while in the west they had con

quered Egypt, Syria, and Palestine. In itself, this firestorm did not 

necessarily mark a radical new phase in history. Other states and 

barbarian tribes had previously overrun large portions of the 

Roman Empire, before being either defeated or themselves being 

absorbed into Roman culture, religion, and society. Even direct 

sieges of Constantinople were nothing new. But by the 680s, it was 

obvious that this movement was indeed something different, a new 

kind of religion and civilization that seemed set to rival the Roman 

Empire, and quite likely to supplant it.73
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The story of Islam’s rise is familiar enough, but, in fact, it is 
difficult to understand except in the context of the Christian divi
sions of the time. For one thing, Islam developed in a society 
pervaded by Jewish and Christian influences, and “Christian” in 
this context was overwhelmingly likely to mean Monophysite or 
Nestorian. Early Muslim traditions recalled Muhammad’s interac
tion with Christians and Christian clergy, while Christian propa
ganda against Islam presented Muhammad as a crude plagiarist 
who freely stole his ideas from the older religion. As it stands, such 
an idea is wildly oversimplified, but some curious Christian themes 
do appear in the Quran’s treatment of Jesus. While absolutely de
nying the divinity of Christ, the Quran presents a Jesus who looks 
very much like the figure familiar in the Syriac-speaking churches. 
The Quran follows the Docetic view that the crucifixion of Jesus 
was an illusion: “They did not slay him, and neither did they crucify 
him, but it only seemed to them [as if it had been] so . . . God 
exalted [Jesus] unto Himself.”74

Christian divisions also go far toward explaining the swift col
lapse of the Roman position in the Middle East, where popular 
sentiment leaned so heavily toward either the Monophysite and Ne
storian churches. Repeatedly, writers from these traditions describe 
the relief with which local inhabitants greeted the Arab conquerors, 
who promised an end to the heavy-handed regime of the Roman 
Empire, and the Chalcedonian order. Even as they bemoaned the 
bloodshed associated with the conquest, most Egyptians were 
happy to see the back of the defeated governor, Cyrus, and the res
toration of the exiled Coptic patriarch Benjamin.75

Some Christian writers—Monophysite and Nestorian—saw the 
Arabs as God’s scourge, the weapon he chose in order to punish 
the empire for its theological blunders and its brutality toward its 
true-believing opponents. The History of the Alexandrian Patriarchs 
comments that “the Lord abandoned the army of the Romans 
before him, as a punishment for their corrupt faith, and because of 

the anathemas uttered against them, on account of the council of 
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Chalcedon, by the ancient fathers.” John of Nikiu recorded the de

feats suffered by “Heraclius, the emperor of the Chalcedonians.”76

At least in the early decades of the new order, most Christians 

saw little reason to change their opinion. Muslims cared nothing for 

the sectarian divisions among their Christian subjects, provided they 

respected Muslim authority and paid their taxes on time. Moreover, 

the Muslims needed skilled Christians of every kind—scribes and 

notaries, architects and metalworkers. The first century or so after 

the conquest marked something like a golden age for the Christian 

communities, who were now free of Roman oppression.

Egypt’s Coptic church now achieved everything it had been fight

ing for since the time of Cyril and Dioscuros. One great patriarch, 

Benjamin, reigned from 622 to 661. In his time, the Chalcedonian 

church collapsed, and its properties reverted to Coptic control. Re

maining Chalcedonian believers faced a desperate dilemma, having 

either to accept Coptic authority or abandon Christianity altogether. 

Some at least took the second option, accepting Islam as the only 

way they had left of continuing the fight against their ancient 

Monophysite foes. Once they had “accepted the detestable doctrine 

of the Beast, that is, Mohammed,” they “took arms in their hands 

and fought against the Christians. And one of them, named John, 

the Chalcedonian of the Convent of Sinai, embraced the faith of 

Islam, and quitting his monk’s habit he took up the sword, and per

secuted the Christians who were faithful to our Lord Jesus Christ.”77 

The Copts triumphed—but at what a cost!

In Syria and Mesopotamia, Jacobite and Nestorian churches en

joyed peace and prestige. By the eighth century, the Jacobite church 

included perhaps 150 archbishops and bishops. Under Muslim rule, 

the different anti-Chalcedonian churches moved to create more 

formal alliances and mergers. In 728, a council formally established 

communion between the Armenian church and the Jacobites, who 

formed a solid anti-Chalcedonian front.78

But political salvation came at an exorbitant price. For centuries, 

Christians survived and even flourished in Muslim-dominated soci-
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eties, but steadily, the Muslim share of the population grew, while 
Christian communities became ever smaller minorities, subject to 
harsher and more discriminatory laws. Christian Alexandria increas
ingly became Muslim Alexandria, until thoroughly Muslim Cairo 
appropriated much of its wealth and glory. From the thirteenth cen
tury, a series of political and military disasters combined with eco
nomic and climatic change to create an intolerable environment for 
minorities, some of which were eliminated altogether.79

By default, then, the future of Christianity lay elsewhere. It lay in 
those shrinking regions still subject to the Roman Empire, which no 
longer had any need to conciliate the opinions of an Egypt or a 
Syria that it no longer tried to control. In the long run, though, the 
Christian future would be in those regions of Western Europe that 
had never defied Chalcedon. Chalcedonian ideas triumphed not be
cause of the force of their logic, but because the world that op
posed them perished.
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What Was Saved

We shall never cease to return to this formula [of Chalcedon], because 

whenever it is necessary to say briefly what it is that we encounter in the 

ineffable truth that is our salvation, we shall always have recourse to its 

modest, sober clarity. But we shall only really have recourse to it (and this 

is not at all the same thing as simply repeating it), if it is not only our 

end but also our beginning.

Karl Rahner

At the end of the sixth century, a Byzantine writer told the story of 

a holy monk named Cyriacus, who lived near the Jordan River. The 

pilgrim Theophanes visited him, seeking advice, and was so im

pressed that he would have stayed to study and learn. The obstacle 

was that in his home region, Theophanes was in communion with 

the Nestorians. Cyriacus was appalled. How could his visitor follow 

such a dreadful set of beliefs, which denied the Mother of God? 

Well, said the pilgrim, that’s all very well, but all the different groups 

say the same thing: unless you are in communion with us, you’ll be 

damned. How should I know which version of the truth is correct?

Cyriacus, fortunately, was in a position to help. Come and sit in my 

cave, he invited, and God will reveal his truth. After long prayer, 

Theophanes was granted a vision of “a dark and stinking place throw

ing up flames of fire, and in the flames he saw Nestorius, Eutyches, 
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Apollinarius, Dioscuros, Severus, Arius, Origen and others like 

them.” An angelic guide warned him frankly that this was the place 

reserved for heretics, blasphemers, and those who followed them. 

If Theophanes hoped for a better, cooler eternity, he needed to 

return at once to the one true mother church, the holy Catholic and 

apostolic Church that followed the doctrines of Chalcedon. “For I 

tell you,” said the angel, “even if a person practices all the virtues 

there are, unless he believes rightly he will be crucified in this 

place.”1

Later generations of believers must envy Theophanes. However 

stern the warnings he was given, the choices he had to make were 

transparently clear. Not only did he live in a world in which theo

logical right and wrong were starkly obvious, but he was given irre

futable evidence of which set of opinions was objectively correct. 

His angel, at least, did not bother to explain any of the intervening 

stages by which the church had reached its definitions. Why, for in

stance, were Dioscuros and Nestorius burning in hell, and not Flavian 

or Leo? In more recent centuries, in contrast, these issues of process 

look much more troubling—so troubling, in fact, that they must raise 

questions about why the churches believe what they do.

Looking at history, the process of establishing orthodoxy in

volved a huge amount of what we might call political accident— 

depending on the outcome of dynastic succession, on victory or 

defeat in batde, on the theological tastes of key royal figures. 

Throughout, we are always tempted to say: if only this event had 

worked out differently, or this, or this. It is a story of ifs, and mat

ters might very easily have gone another way.

For later generations of Christians—and, by implication, for 

other religions—that conclusion is humbling. The Christian experi

ence includes an immense variety of different strands, different in

terpretations, and most find at least some justification in Scripture 

or tradition. Over time, a great many of these alternative forms 

have been labeled as heretical or actively excluded from the Chris

tian worldview altogether, but it is not obvious why one current tri
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umphs over another. Try as they might to develop institutions or 

structures to determine truth, by trusting historical authority or by 
seeking consensus, churches have never found a path that avoids 
the powerful pressures of individual ambition and political interest. 
If nothing else, that experience argues strongly for being tolerant 
about the diversity of nonessential expressions of faith. Viewed 
historically, we know that other versions might have succeeded, and 

might yet do so in times to come.
At the same time, stressing these external forces is not a simple 

acceptance of cynicism, a crude assertion that “might makes faith.” 
Try as they would, many powerful secular rulers struggled to en
force their wills on the churches, to little avail. Outsiders—even 
those as strong as Constantine—could never twist the church into 
their own image unless their wishes coincided with those of sizable 
factions within the Christian community. For all the political intrigue 
involved, the fifth-century churches settled their doctrinal issues by 
battles and compromises fought between fellow members of those 
churches, clerical and lay. Christians struggled with Christians until 
they established what they believed to be truth.

Also, from a Christian perspective—or for other faith tradi
tions—chance is not a valid concept. Deeply embedded in Jewish 
and Christian Scriptures is the idea of Providence, of God’s inter
vening in history, often through highly improbable agents. Chalce
don offers powerful ammunition for those who accept such an 
interpretation, if only because the outcome of the religious debate 
was, in worldly terms, so very unlikely. In the context of the time, 
the forces pushing to make Christ a purely divine figure seemed 
overpowering, not least because a god-man was such a familiar con
cept to a society in transition from paganism. Devotional practice 
and iconography supported such a move, with the glorification of 
Christ as divine all-ruler, and his goddesslike Mother. And belief in 
One Nature found its strongest advocates in the oldest and greatest 
centers of the faith, the sources of its finest scholarship. Looking at 
the world fifty years or so after Chalcedon, with an empire weighted 
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ever more heavily toward the East, only a foolhardy prophet would 

have given Chalcedon any chance whatever of staging a political 

comeback. Despite all this, though, the memory of Chalcedon re

vived, and its definitions prevailed, after long decades in which they 

seemed destined to oblivion.

Somehow, amazingly, the church preserved its belief that Christ 

was human as well as God. And today, that belief is the standard, 

official doctrine for the vast majority of Christian institutions—all 

Catholic and Orthodox believers as well as virtually all Protestants.

Resurrections Without End

Despite this victory, the battles of Ephesus and Chalcedon continue 

to be refought among people who perhaps know nothing of those 

original events. That is typical of Christian history, in that ideas and 

beliefs continue to resurface long after they have supposedly been 

defeated or killed. Sometimes they might survive as clandestine un

derground traditions, or might be rediscovered through reading and 

scholarly research, as we see in the modern Western revival of 

Gnosticism. Or perhaps the same impulses that gave rise to these 

movements in ancient times, the same ways of reading Scripture, 

still survive in later communities. Long centuries after the Roman 

Empire thought it had destroyed the last Arians, similar ideas reap

peared in the Western world in the form of Unitarianism. Any soci

ety in which Christian believers read the historic texts of the faith 

and study its history, however casually, will at some point rediscover 

most of the ancient views of Christ and his role. The history of 

Christian belief is a story of resurrections without end.

For whatever reason, then, ideas and beliefs never perish utterly, 

and that is certainly true of the strands of belief that dominated 

fifth-century debate. Even when no conceivable connection exists 

between ancient and modern thought, the same ideas resurface un

bidden. To see an example of this, look at a work by the seventeenth
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century poet John Donne, by common consent one of the greatest 
pieces of devotional writing in the English language. In his “Good 
Friday, 1613. Riding Westward,” Donne imagines that the rising sun 
that stands behind him as he travels becomes a vision of the cruci
fied Christ. But what must strike anyone who knows the ancient 
christological debates is how Monophysite Donne’s poem sounds in 
thought and language. With a couple of doctrinal exceptions, it is 
the sort of language that Alexandria’s Dioscuros and Severus of 
Antioch would have loved. Had they known the poem, they would 
probably have insisted that church members sign on to its doctrines 
before being admitted to communion.

But that Christ on His cross did rise and fall.
Sin had eternally benighted all.
Yet dare 1 almost be glad, 1 do not see
That spectacle of too much weight for me.
Who sees God'sface, that is self life, must die; 
What a death were it then to see God die?... 
Could I behold those hands, which span the poles 
And tune all spheres at once, pierced with those holes? 
Could I behold that endless height, which is 
Zenith to us and our antipodes, 
Humbled below us? or that blood, which is 
The seat of all our souls, if not of His, 
Made dirt of dust, or that flesh which was worn 
By God for His apparel, rag¿d and torn?2

Nobody can look God in the face and live, says Donne, so what 
dreadful fate must befall me if I witness the crucifixion—that is, 
if I saw the death of the God who created the heavens and still 
sustains them? God died. What if I actually saw the damage in
flicted on the human flesh that God wore as his costume, his 
“apparel,” on this earth? This is all very close to the standard 
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Monophysite version of the Thrice Holy hymn: Holy God, Holy 

and Mighty, Holy Immortal, Who was Crucified for Us, have mercy 

on us! God the Word has died!

No one has suggested that John Donne was radically unorthodox 

in his belief or that he had any doubts about the Chalcedonian 

statements he was required to agree with as a faithful clergyman of 

the Church of England. No secret Monophysite cells operated un

derground in Jacobean London, no Coptic agents. Donne had, quite 

independently, pursued the logic of a quite common devotion, con

templating the sufferings of Christ, to the point where his ideas and 

images would have gladdened the heart of Eutyches—assuming 

that anything ever gladdened the stern Eutyches.

Long after the fifth century, other thinkers would pursue similar 

courses, leading them to extreme versions of One Nature or Two 

Nature thought. Through the Middle Ages and beyond, the old 

heresies of Adoptionism and Docetism continued to thrive across 

Europe and the Near East. At one extreme, Dualists constituted a 

whole alternative church complete with a separate hierarchy. At real 

risk to their lives, many ordinary Christians found they could no 

longer accept the church’s teaching that Christ had a human nature, 

as matter was so evidendy evil and soiled, Nor, obviously, could 

Mary have given birth to God. Christ had one nature, which was 

purely divine, and his human image was a mere semblance. At most, 

the power of Christ visited the man Jesus and left him when he had 

served the higher purpose.

During the religious turmoil of the sixteenth century, new con

troversies revived ancient christological feuds. Martin Luther and 

his successors leaned toward an Alexandrian interpretation of 

Christ’s role. Luther taught that Christ’s divine and human natures 

experienced an interchange of divine and human qualities, a “com

munication of attributes,” which mingled the two natures in a way 

that Chalcedonians forbade. Calvin, in contrast, was much more 

Antiochene in insisting on the reality of both natures, human as 

well as divine. Even more extreme ideas flourished among the ex
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treme wing of the so-called Radical Reformation. Early Anabaptists 
preached that Jesus did not inherit his human flesh from Mary, but 
represented a body custom built by the Logos.3

With greater religious diversity, thinkers again explored theologi
cal paths that might once have been closed to them in order to 
answer the central question of Christianity: who do you say that I 
am? And once again, they reached answers that would have been 
familiar long centuries before. As believers read the New Testament, 
they wresded with the apparent contradictions. If Jesus was fully 
God, how could his knowledge of God be limited? How could he 
seem to draw such distinctions between himself and the Father? 
Particularly in the nineteenth century, some Protestant thinkers 
found an explanation for this in the letter to the Philippians, and 
their insights continued to find followers.

In Philippians, we may recall, an ancient hymn tells how Christ, 
being equal with God, voluntarily emptied himself to assume 
human form. Since the sixteenth century, theologians have ex
plored that idea of emptying, kenosis, to suggest that the Son of 
God deliberately gave up many of his divine attributes in order to 
live among us. Jesus would thus have been divine from the moment 
of conception, but only in his later life would he fully realize the 
fact. A Christ limited in that way would truthfully admit to not 
knowing the time of the end of the world, knowledge available 
only to his .Father. Such a kenotic approach might even mean, as 
early Two Nature thinkers held, that Jesus gradually realized his 
true divine identity, that in a sense his Godhood really did appear 
in him in stages. In that way, we could vindicate the arguments of 
early believers like Paul of Samosata, who were long condemned 
as heretics but who now edge back into the Christian mainstream. 
We might even speculate that Christ’s full divine consciousness 
burst upon him at the moment of his baptism in the Jordan, which 
the Gospels present as such a turning point in his career. As a means 
of interpreting Christ’s identity, ideas of kenosis remain controver
sial, as some churches regard them as a betrayal of Chalcedonian 
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orthodoxy; but once again, they show the stubborn persistence of 

subterranean currents in Christian thought.4

Christ Today

In modern times, too, ancient debates and creeds are much in evi

dence, despite the official victory of Chalcedon. The most success

ful of these new-old theologies is technically called Theopaschitism, 

the idea that one of the Trinity suffered for us (Unus ex Trinitate 

passus est). This idea surfaced early in the sixth century, as a compro

mise attempt to bridge the gulf separating Chalcedonians and their 

enemies. The formula was vindicated at the fifth council, held at 

Constantinople in 553, but it long remained suspect because of its 

suggestion that God could or did suffer, that he was passible. In 

the twentieth century, though, the theory went from strength to 

strength. In the words of one modern commentator.

The age-old dogma that God is impassible and immutable, in

capable of suffering, is for many no longer tenable. The ancient 

Theopaschite heresy that God suffers has, in fact, become the 

new orthodoxy. A list of modern Theopaschite thinkers would 

include Barth, Berdyaev, Bonhoeffer, Brunner, Cobb, Cone and 

liberation theologians generally, Küng, Moltmann, Reinhold 

Niebuhr, Pannenberg, Ruether and feminist theologians gener

ally, Temple, Teilhard and Unamuno.5

As Christian triumphalism has foundered, as visions of Christen

dom faded, so Christian scholars turned increasingly to a God who 

suffered alongside his creation. For liberation theologians and femi

nists, for Christian thinkers who identify Jesus as the brother of the 

oppressed, the idea of a God who really suffers alongside the poor 

and marginalized is fundamental.

Looking at popular versions of Christianity also induces a sense 
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of déjà vu, or rather, déjà cru—already believed. Many ordinary Chris
tians, and cultural Christians, pay little attention to Chalcedon’s 
subde distinctions. Near-Monophysite views are most strongly in 
evidence around Christmastime. The churches officially follow 
Chalcedon in preaching a Christ in two natures, without confusion, 
change, division, or separation; but popular devotion unabashedly 
worships God lying in the manger. If a sixth-century Chalcedonian 
bishop returned to the modern world, he would devote himself to 
searching through the hymnbooks of most churches and tearing 
out the many pages in which lyrics expressed overtly One Nature 
ideas. For many modern believers, Christ was obviously never 
human enough to doubt his own credentials or mission, to fear the 
cross, or to fantasize, however briefly, about pursuing a quiet exis
tence with a wife and family.

In other ways, too, modern Christians take their own sides in 
those bygone debates. In the ancient world, the greatest difficulty 
lay in persuading ordinary believers that Christ might be anything 
less than purely divine. In contrast, many modern believers strug
gle with contemplating a Jesus who is more than human. They do 
their best to reconcile the moral insights of the wise teacher Jesus 
with what they see as the supernatural encumbrances that have 
over time been built upon his memory. For two centuries, after all, 
successive modern “quests” for Jesus have sought this human real
ity, trying to place the figure of the Gospels ever more firmly in 
the historical context of Jesus’ time and, by implication, with all 
its constraints and limitations. If Christ was divine, many feel, then 
this was through the man Jesus progressively developing a divine 
consciousness. And that process might be available to human 
beings who follow Christ in their own moral struggles. The One 
Nature principles of Eutyches and Apollinarius survive today, 
through the beliefs of millions who never heard their names; and 
so do the views of a human Jesus proposed by the Ebionites and 
by Paul of Samosata.
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Creed or Chaos

But if the same problems recur endlessly through history, so, in 

theory, should the same solutions. However much we may think 

that modern controversies are new and unprecedented, they rarely 

are, and that means that looking back to past debates might well 

provide a mine of useful insights for the present day.6

This point may seem strange when past theological debates seem 

so abstruse that their memory can be embarrassing to modern 

churches. Did churches in the distant past really tear themselves 

apart over what today seem such verbal minutiae? We live in an age 

when the term theological has implications of irrelevant hairsplitting: 

“It’s just a theological quibble.” Still more poisonous is a word like 

dogma. Such objections to theological enterprise are not new. Do 

churches today fall into internecine conflict over issues of biblical 

authority and sexual regulations while millions of Christians starve? 

In the 1930s, some Anglican thinkers urged that the churches should 

put aside matters of technical theology, as of interest only to clois

tered academics. And their proposal received a devastating answer 

from Dorothy Sayers, one of the great lay theologians of the age.

In her 1940 essay Creed or Chaos, Sayers tried to explain just why 

such theological debates and questioning should not be set aside, 

but rather should remain central to what the church did. For one 

thing, she argued, the fact that we today regard all these great issues 

of Christology as trivial or technical means that all these questions 

have been setded through the strivings of earlier generations. We 

live on the accumulated cultural and intellectual capital of those 

earlier thinkers—of Athanasius, Cyril, Leo and the rest—without 

whom the church would have fallen into moral and spiritual chaos 

far worse than anything recorded in historical times. The ortho

doxy they established is the firm foundation of all modern 

churches, which we ignore at our peril.7

But Sayers also pointed out that, however much moderns might 

despise theology, ordinary people actually devoted a great deal of 
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effort to theological speculation, and the conclusions they reached 
usually reproduced the very ideas that had been confronted in the 
fifth and sixth centuries. Far from sidelining theology, modern 
churches needed constantly to reexamine and restate the grounds 
of their belief.

Christology was central to Sayers’ argument. The church pro
claimed Christ as God and man, but what did that mean to many 
ordinary believers “except that God the Creator (the irritable old 
gendeman with the beard) in some mysterious manner fathered 
upon the Virgin Mary something amphibious, neither one thing nor 
t’other, like a merman?”8 Sayers cites several popular views of 
Christ’s nature and shows how faithfully they reproduce ideas like 
Nestorianism or Eutychianism. For the latter case, she plausibly 
imagines a modern Everyman objecting that “it can’t have mattered 
very much to Him if he was God. A god can’t really suffer like you 
and me. Besides the parson says we are to try and be like Christ; but 
that’s all nonsense—we can’t be God, and it’s silly to ask us to try.”9

Or modern believers might easily adopt Apollinarian views. If 
Christ was God, they might object, then he knew everything that 
was going to happen, so that his sufferings were really no more than 
a kind of playacting. And if he was God, he couldn’t actually be 
tempted in any real sense, could he? What kind of example can an 
ordinary Christian find in stories like that? As Sayers says, this view 
makes it all but impossible to speak of “Christian principles” as 
vaguely practical or achievable. The debates continue until, “Com
plicated as the theology is, the average man has walked straight into 
the heart of the Athanasian Creed, and we are bound to follow.”10 
For Sayers, a different Christology leads to a different approach to 
ethics, to Christian behavior, and to the possibility of “following 
Christ.”

Sayers was not of course suggesting any kind of suppression of 
these ancient/mpdern heresies, even if such a thing were vaguely 
conceivable in a twentieth-century context. Rather, she made a 
profound observation about the development of Christian thought 
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over time. Theophanes might be granted absolute certainty about 

the truth of doctrine, but he was in a tiny and miraculous minority. 

Whatever councils achieved, however successfully churches de

feated rival interpretations of faith, those alternative ideas were and 

are structural parts of the Christian faith and are perhaps integral to 

human religious psychology. Such beliefs always would reappear 

and would always need to be engaged and confronted. In an ideal 

world, free of the power struggles of antiquity, that dialogue can 

itself be a positive thing, a way in which Christian thought develops 

its own self-understanding. A religion that is not constantly spawn

ing alternatives and heresies has ceased to think and has achieved 

only the peace of the grave.



, Appendix: 
The Main Figures in the Story

Acacius: patriarch of Constantinople (471-89). In 482, Acacius 

persuaded the emperor to issue the Henoticon, a document aimed 

at winning over both supporters and opponents of the Council of 

Chalcedon. The ensuing controversy resulted in a decades-long split 

between the churches of Rome and Alexandria.

Aelia Eudoxia (died 404): empress, wife of the emperor Arcadius, 

and deadly enemy of John Chrysostom.

Aetius (396-454): Flavius Aetius, Roman general who dominated 

the Western Roman Empire (c.433—54) and defeated Attila the 

Hun. He was murdered by the emperor Valentinian III in a court 

intrigue.

Ambrose (c.340—97): born in Gaul, bishop of Milan from 374, and 

a dominant voice in the Western church. He established the pres

tige and independence of the church in the face of Roman imperial 

authority.

Anastasius (430—518): born in what is now Albania, Roman em

peror (491—518), he supported the Monophysite party and was out 

of communion with the Roman papacy.
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Anatolius: representative of Dioscuros of Alexandria in the impe

rial capital, Constantinople. Following the murder of Flavian of 

Constantinople in 449, Dioscuros helped place Anatolius in the pa

triarchate. Despite his early connections, Anatolius turned against 

the Alexandrian party and allied with the Roman pope. He died vio

lently, probably at the hands of Dioscuros’s followers.

Anthimus: patriarch of Constantinople (535—36). The Roman 

pope forced his deposition, and he spent years in hiding, protected 

by the empress Theodora.

Aspar (c.400-471): from the barbarian people of the Alans, Aspar 

was the leading military figure in the Eastern Roman Empire 

(c.430—70). The emperor Leo eventually murdered him.

Athanasius of Alexandria (293-373): as secretary to Bishop 

Alexander of Alexandria, he became a leading spokesman for the 

Trinitarian position at the Council of Nicea (325). He became 

bishop himself in 328, but his repeated political battles meant 

that he would spend much of his time in office in exile.

Babai the Great (551-628): leading scholar and reformer of the 

Church of the East, the “Nestorian” Church. He gave a sound sys

tematic basis to Two Nature Christology.

Barsaumas: leading Syrian monk and an aggressive supporter of 

One Nature teachings. His monks provided a frightening armed 

force that supported Dioscuros at the Second Council of Ephesus.

Basiliscus: Roman emperor (475—76), Basiliscus was the brother- 

in-law of the emperor Leo. After Leo died, Basiliscus organized a 

coup d’etat against the new emperor, Zeno, and ruled briefly. 

He tried to place the Monophysite party in power throughout 

the church.

Benjamin of Alexandria (590-661): a Monophysite, whose 

brother Mennas was martyred by the Byzantine government, 
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Benjamin served as pope of the Coptic church from 622 until his 
death in 661.

Candidian: imperial count (senior official) charged to maintain 
order at the Council of Ephesus in 431. The enemies of Nestorius 
criticized him as being too favorable to the accused heretic.

Celestine I: Roman pope (422—32), and an important player at the 

First Council of Ephesus (431).

Chrysaphius: eunuch official who held power at the court of 
Theodosius II through the 440s; a strong supporter of One Nature 
theories of Christ and a supporter of Eutyches. He was executed or 
lynched when the regime changed in 450.

Constans II (630-668): Roman emperor (641-68), Constans tried 
to settle the continuing debate over the natures of Christ by creat
ing a common position on which they could unite, the idea of the 
One Will, Monotheletism.

Cyril of Alexandria (378 444): nephew of Theophilus, bishop of 
Alexandria, Cyril succeeded him as bishop in 412. He was an ag
gressive critic of Nestorius of Constantinople, whom he confronted 
and defeated at the First Council of Ephesus (431).

Damasus (305—384): born in Spain, he became Roman pope in 
366 and greatly expanded the prestige and self-confidence of the 
papacy.

Diodore of Tarsus: founder of the great Christian school of Anti
och, who died around 390.

Dioscuros of Alexandria: personal secretary to Cyril of Alexan
dria, who in 444 succeeded Cyril as patriarch. Dioscuros was the 
leading figure at the Second Council of Ephesus (449), the “Gang
ster Synod,” and he was deposed at the Council of Chalcedon (451). 
He died in 454.
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Domnus of Antioch: nephew of John, patriarch of Antioch, 

Domnus succeeded him in that office in 441. He tried to defend 

other bishops who were under attack for being too sympathetic to 

Two Nature views, so that he himself was deposed at the Second 

Council of Ephesus (449). He retired to a monastery and made no 

further claim to his see.

Eudocia (Aelia Eudocia) (401-60): wife of the emperor 

Theodosius II and a scholar and philosopher in her own right. She 

long remained a rival at court to her sister-in-law Pulcheria. She was 

sympathetic to the Monophysites.

Eudoxia (Licinia Eudoxia) (422—62): daughter of Emperor 

Theodosius II, she married Emperor Valen tinian III., She report

edly invited the Vandal king Gaiseric to sack Rome in 455.

Eusebius: as bishop of Dorylaeum, Eusebius attacked christologi- 

cal views that he thought veered too far toward overstressing either 

One Nature or Two Nature approaches: he thus became a major 

enemy both of Nestorius in the 430s and of Eutyches in the 440s. 

The Second Council of Ephesus (449) deposed him, but he took 

refuge with Pope Leo in Rome. The Council of Chalcedon (451) 

restored him to favor. Not to be confused with the great church 

historian of the same name.

Eutyches (380-456): a Constantinople monk who held the senior 

rank of archimandrite. His Monophysite views provoked á religious 

struggle within Constantinople in the 440s, which in turn led di

rectly to the Second Council of Ephesus (449).

Flavian: patriarch of Constantinople (446—49), he attempted to 

discipline the monk Eutyches for his views on Christ’s nature, but 

the controversy led to Flavian himself facing opposition at the 

Second Council of Ephesus. At that council, a mob maltreated 

Flavian so badly that he died shortly afterward.
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Galla Placidia (392—450): Roman princess who was abducted by 
Visigoths when Rome fell in 410. She married the Western Roman 
emperor Constantius III and bore his son Valentinian III. Galla 
Placidia was the virtual ruler of the Western empire for many years 
as the regent for her son. She was a strong supporter of papal and 

Chalcedonian Christianity.

Gregory Nazianzus (c.330—90): great Christian theologian and 
church father, one of the so-called Cappadocian Fathers and one 
of the prime enemies of Arians and of various theologies that de
tracted from the godhood of the Holy Spirit.

Heraclius (575-641): Roman emperor from 610, he saved the 
empire from destruction by the Persians and was long remembered 
in Monophysite history as a severe persecutor.

Hilarius: Roman archdeacon who attended the Second Council of 
Ephesus (449), where he tried unsuccessfully to curb the illegal pro
ceedings. He reigned as pope (461-68).

Ibas: Syrian theologian who served as bishop of Edessa (435—57). 
At the First Council of Ephesus, he criticized both Nestorius and 
Cyril of Alexandria. Supporters of Cyril tried to have Ibas’s ideas 
condemned, and he was tried (448—49). The Council of Chalcedon 
restored him to office.

Irenaeus: imperial count who tried to maintain order at the First 
Council of Ephesus (431), his attempts at maintaining fairness led 
to his being denounced as a supporter of Nestorius. Irenaeus later 
became bishop of Tyre, where he was himself attacked for alleged 
Nestorianism.

Jacobus Baradaeus (c.500—578): Monophysite monk whom 
Bishop John of Ephesus ordained as bishop in 541 with authority 
over the Monophysite churches of the East. Jacobus became the 
founder and organizer of a whole alternative Eastern church that 
became known as Jacobite.
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John of Antioch: patriarch of Antioch (429—41), John was the 

leader among the Eastern bishops in the controversies surrounding 

Nestorius. John’s late arrival at the First Council of Ephesus (431) 

was critical in shaping the events of that gathering. He eventually 

patched up a reconciliation with his archrival Cyril of Alexandria.

John of Ephesus (507-86): one of the most important figures in 

the Monophysite church in the East, but the Orthodox emperor 

Justinian also entrusted him with campaigns against paganism. John 

was a leading historian of church affairs in his time, particularly 

from a Monophysite point of view.

John Chrysostom (347-407): born in Antioch and studied under 

Diodore of Tarsus. In 398, he became archbishop of Constantino

ple, but a feud with Theophilus of Alexandria and the empress 

Aelia Eudoxia led to his being deposed and banished. John is 

famous as one of the greatest Christian preachers.

Justa Grata Honoria: Roman princess, sister of the Western 

Roman emperor Valentinian III. While confined in a convent for 

plotting against her brother, she tried to call on the aid of Attila the 

Hun, which gave the Huns a legal justification for their assaults on 

the empire.

Justinian (483-565): nephew of the Roman emperor Justin I, 

whom he succeeded in office in 527. Justinian reconquered large 

sections of the old Western empire. Although he favored Orthodox 

and Chalcedonian Christianity, his wife, Theodora, ensured that 

some Monophysite clergy enjoyed protection. In 553, Justinian 

called the Second Council of Constantinople as a means of drawing 

together Chalcedonians and Monophysites.

Juvenal: bishop of Jerusalem (422—58), Juvenal was heavily en

gaged in most of the ecclesiastical wars of his time, his main motive 

being to establish the patriarchal authority of his see of Jerusalem.
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He supported Dioscuros of Alexandria at the Second Council of 
Ephesus in 449 and opposed him at Chalcedon in 451.

Leo I (401—74): born in Thrace and ruled as Eastern Roman em
peror from 457 to 474.

Marcian (396—457): a prominent Roman soldier who became East
ern Roman emperor in 450 and married the princess Pulcheria. 
Marcian and Pulcheria called the Council of Chalcedon in 451 and 
enforced its decisions.

Maximus the Confessor (c.580-662): theologian and mystic who 
opposed the Roman Empire’s policy of insisting that Christ had 
only One Will: critics called this view the Monothelete heresy. His 
opposition led to his trial and condemnation. He was tortured and 
mutilated, and died in exile.

Memnon of Ephesus: bishop of Ephesus at the time of the great 
council held in that city in 431. Memnon cooperated closely with 
Cyril of Alexandria against Nestorius.

Nestorius (386—c.451): born in Syria and trained in Antioch, 
Nestorius became archbishop of Constantinople in 428, but his 
views attracted much opposition. Following the First Council of 
Ephesus (431), he was deposed and exiled.

Peter the Fuller: patriarch of Antioch (471—88), Peter was a strong 
Monophysite, who did much to spread those views in Syria.

Peter the Iberian (411—91): born in Georgia, Peter was a celebrated 
monk and a leader in the Monophysite cause. He helped organize 
the Monophysite church in Palestine.

Peter Mongus, the Stammerer: deacon to Timothy Aelurus, pa
triarch of Alexandria, Peter became patriarch himself in 477 and 
was a leader in the Monophysite cause until his death in 490.
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Proclus: an associate of John Chrysostom, Proclus became bishop 

of Cyzicus. He was passed over as archbishop of Constantinople, 

and when Nestorius took the post in 428, Proclus attacked him for 

his views on the Virgin Mary. Proclus preached influential sermons 

and homilies on the Virgin and the Incarnation. He was archbishop 

of Constantinople from 434 to 446.

Proterius: chosen to replace Dioscuros as patriarch of Alexandria 

after the Council of Chalcedon in 451, he was murdered by an in

surgent Alexandrian mob in 457.

Pulcheria (399-453): daughter of the Roman emperor Arcadius 

and sister of Theodosius II, she was probably the most powerful 

person within the Eastern Roman Empire for some decades. She 

was a critical force in shaping church orthodoxy. In 450 she married 

Marcian, who became emperor, and together they called and sup

ported the Council of Chalcedon.

Severus of Antioch (465-C.540): monk and organizer of 

Monophysite churches. Severus was bishop of Antioch from 512 to 

518 but was deposed when the imperial regime changed. He 

continued to be the main spiritual force behind the Monophysite 

movement throughout Egypt and the East.

Shenoute (died 466): abbot of Egypt’s great White Monastery, in 

fact a vast monastic complex. Like the patriarch Cyril, Shenoute 

held the One Nature teachings of the Coptic church.

Theodora (c.500-548): wife of the emperor Justinian and a sup

porter of the Monophysite cause in the church and the empire.

Theodore of Mopsuestia (c.350-428): born in Antioch, where he 

was associated with John Chrysostom and Diodore. In 392, he 

became bishop of Mopsuestia. Theodore wrote widely and daringly 

on theological matters, although the mainstream church later con

demned some of his ideas as heretical.
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Theodoret of Cyrrhus (393-457): born at Antioch and became 
bishop of Cyrrhus in 423. He became a leading activist in the de
bates surrounding Nestorius and was a principal adviser to the bish
ops of Antioch in their conflicts with Alexandria. The second 
Council of Ephesus (449) condemned and excommunicated him, 
but he was restored by the Council of Chalcedon (451). Theodoret 
was also a significant historical source in his own right.

Theodosius  I (347—95): born in Spain, emperor of both Eastern 
and Western Roman Empires from 379 to 395. He called the First 
Council of Constantinople in 381.

Theodosius II (401—50): Eastern Roman emperor from 408 
through 450. He was strongly influenced through much of his reign 
by his sister Pulcheria. Theodosius was responsible for calling both 
the First and Second Councils of Ephesus.

Theodosius  of Alexandria: patriarch of Alexandria from 535 to 
567 and a Monophysite leader. In 536, the Orthodox/Chalcedonian 
church ceased to recognize his authority, beginning a formal schism 
in Alexandria that lasted for centuries.

Theophilus of Alexandria: bishop of Alexandria (385—412). He 
suppressed pagan temples in Alexandria. He engaged in a political 
feud with John Chrysostom, in which John was deposed from his 
see of Constantinople.

Timothy Aelurus: patriarch of Alexandria (454—77), although he 
spent much of that time in exile or in hiding from imperial authori
ties. He was a Monophysite and a deadly enemy of the Chalcedo- 
nian cause.

Timothy Salofakiolos: in 460, the emperor chose Timothy as pa
triarch of Alexandria in the Chalcedonian cause. The local Mono- 
physites opposed him so strongly that his power seemed shaky, 
giving him his nickname of “Wobbly Cap.” He was deposed in 475 

but returned to office from 477 to 481.
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Valentinian III (419—55): Western Roman emperor (425—55).

Zeno (425-91): Eastern Roman emperor from 474. He issued the 

Henoticon in 482, which was an unsuccessful attempt to end debate 

between One Nature and Two Nature believers.
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133-35,138-40,142,150,156,160-61, 
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61,285

Melkites, 71, 220

Memnon of Ephesus, 81,150,152,154, 
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146,185-86; Paul’s epistles, 44; synoptic 
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285,287; Apollinarius and, 7—8,54, 
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physis, 56, 57,59,174
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Pulcheria, 24,26,113,116—21,125,132, 

133,138—40,160,170,175-76,195-96, 

210,217,220,282,286,287; Chalcedon 
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199,285,286; Marian devotion and, 
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Quartodecimans, 133
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Resurrection, 46, 57 
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115,171-72, 217, 238,257; battles, 87, 

122, 223; bishops in, 23; Britain lost, 

171; Christian, xiv, xvii, 13,14, 50,79, 

126; church-state alliance, 106—10, 

122-28, 241; clerical power, 123-24; 

collapse of, xiv, 25,107,122,171; cul
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86-90; Eastern and Western, 104, 

105, 238; Eastern churches of, 193; 

emperor as sovereign, 104; eunuchs, 

power of, 106; finances, 107; imperial 

family, 101,103; imperial women and 

Christianity, 112-20; judicial system, 

108-9; military, fourth century, 104—5; 

as military-ecclesiastical-courtier com

plex, 103; Monotheletism and, 37,72; 

Nicene orthodoxy in, 113,122; patri

archates, xix; Persian threat, 256-58; 

providential world views, 31; taxation, 

108. See also Eastern Empire; specific 

emperors

Rome, city of, 85-90; sack of, 77,87,115, 

217,225,282

Rome, see of, 16-18, 78, 86-90;

Chalcedonian settlement and, 223-26, 

250-51; Gelasian doctrine, 240; Greek 

replaces Latin, 89,188; imperial raid on 

Lateran Palace, 229-30, 261; jurisdic

tion, 85-86, 88-89; Justin II and, 244; 

papacy, 75—90,261,281,283; rivalry 

with Constantinople, 147,215; spiritual 

inheritance, 77, 83-86,147. See also 

specific popes

Rubenstein, Richard, 19

Sabellianism, 49,53,56,72 

salvation, xii, 8,55 

Salvian, 108

Satan, 125,205,206,219,242

Sayers, Dorothy, 276-77

Schaff, Philip, 55,213 

schism and schismatics, 124,133 

Scholia on the Incarnation (Cyril), 144 

Seleucia-Ctesiphon, 79,246 

Sergius, 259

Severus of Antioch, 18,75, 111, 227,241, 

244,247-48,252,260,268,271,286

Sheldon, Charles, 9

Shenoute, Aba, 18,94,151,286

Simeon Stylites, 110,111
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Syrian Christianity, 12,14,26,75,188,253;
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and, 48; Jacobite church, 253,264; 

Monophysites and, 234,257; Nestorius 

and, 132, 264; Severus and, 111;
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taxation, 108,182
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95-96,220-21

Theodora, 25,249-52,280, 284,286

Theodore of Mopsuestia, 60-62,100,132, 

141,178,250,286

Theodoret of Cyrrhus, 61,124,156,160, 

179,188,192,194,207,214,250,287

Theodosius 1,35,78-79,104,113,120, 

122-24,149,199,287; dynasty, 114

Theodosius II, 17,24,104,106,115,116, 

118-19,148-49,150, 152,158,170, 

282, 286, 287; anti-Semitism, 120-21; 

death, 199; One Nature Christology, 

175, 281; support of Eutyches, 

182-83,188

Theodosius of Alexandria, 252-53,287

Theopaschitism, 274

Theophanes, 267-68,278

Theophilus of Alexandria, 76,92,100, 

101,113,170,184,284,287

Theotokos. See Mary

Thessalonica, 124
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Three Chapters controversy, 37,250

Tiberius II, 236,256

Timotheus, 241

Timothy Aelurus (Timothy the Weasel), 

221-23,232,236,237,285,287

Timothy II Salofakiolos, 233,287

Tome of Leo. See Leo the Great, Pope

Torquemada, 26 

transubstantiation, 59 

Trinity, 35,49, 51,52, 56,69,274,280

Trisagion (Thrice Holy), 31,205-6,234, 

242,272

Twelve Anathemas, 148,156,165-67, 

192-93,239

Two Nature Christology, ix-x, xix, 6-7, 

18,42-68,250,282; Adoptionism, 69; 

Antioch and, 4, 9,179; Babai the Great 

and, 246,280; Cerinthus and, 45,46, 

50,55,70; Chalcedon, 70,213-14; 

continuing battles of, 272; Diodore 

and, 60; Dyophysitism, 67; Flavian 

and, 2; Formula of Reunion and, 160; 

kenotic approach, 273—74; Leo’s Tome 

and, 185-87; living Christ and, 10-11; 

Nestorius and, 68,136,143-44,180; 

paganism and, 136,140,269; Paul 

of Samosata, 8; Pulcheria and, 199; 

Theodore of Mopsuestia and, 60-62; 

Theodoret and, 61. See also Chalcedon, 

Council of (451); Nestorius

Two Swords theory, 240

Unitarianism, 270

Valentinian III, 104,114,115,199,224, 

242,279,282,283,284,288

Valentinus, 73,91,179,180,181 

Valerian, 256

Vandals, 87,172—73,238. See also Gaiseric 

vendetta and blood feud, 28-30,62 

Vigilius, Pope, 37,250-51 

Visigoths, 87,114,240 

violence, causes of, 25-30. See also vendetta 

and blood feud
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Zeno, 106,121,236,238-39,246,280, 

288; Henoticon of, 239,241

Zoroastrianism, 246,256-57 
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