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The Georgetown Lectures

This book is dedicated to an enthusiastic group of people in Georgetown, Tasmania, 
Australia. They granted me the privilege to give an introduction to the history of the 
Western Church. In the course of fifteen lectures and many an enjoyable evening, I 
outlined the events and ideas that governed the centuries and have shaped the Western 
Church as we know her today. 

The wonderful efforts of Dr Phillip and Mrs Pam Dawson in organising these events 
are particularly noted. With much appreciation the session of St Andrew’s in 
Launceston is being acknowledged for allowing me to spend time on this worthy 
project.  I also mention the friendly editorial assistance and advice by Miss Muriel 
Bisset (Tasmania), Prof Dr Nigel Lee (Queensland) and Dr Steven Paas (Malawi) and 
Mrs Beulah Visser (South-Africa). 

The front cover shows Hans Holbein’s preliminary study of Erasmus’ hands 
(1523AD), presently found in the Louvre in Paris. This image was acquired from the 
Erasmus Centre of Early Modern Studies in Rotterdam.  
The other picture is a 19th century painting of St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in 
Launceston, Tasmania.  The cooperation of Allport Library and Museum of Fine Arts 
at the State Library of Tasmania in making this print available is kindly 
acknowledged.  

St. Andrew’s is one of the oldest churches in Launceston, built around 1850, a literal 
fulfilment of Jesus’ words that the faith would spread to the ends of the world 
(Matthew 28).  It is particularly symbolic of the spread of the Western Church all over 
the world.  Its background of Scottish Presbyterianism also indicates something very 
important about the history of the Western Church, namely that this Church went 
through a Reformation in the Fifteen Hundreds, reforming from medieval abuses, but 
also shaping its own particular traditions that went beyond reformation.  
While other Scottish churches care to mention that they were consecrated, St 
Andrew’s was “opened for worship”. Prominent colonial government officials and 
Scottish ministers attended the laying of the foundation stone in 1849 and the opening 
in 1850AD. As one enters the building from the entrance to the right, the visitor’s feet 
tread a tile floor laid out with the patterns stipulated by Freemasonry.  Somewhere 
unknown, carefully hidden in the foundations, Masonic symbols sanction the place of 
Scottish worship.
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Preface: Hope and Disillusionment

Perhaps you feel the same way about the Church, disillusioned.  You started out in 
your Christian life expecting great things from God. Attracted by the promises in the 
Gospel and the values of Apostolic Christianity, your subsequent experience with the 
Church, however, has been one of profound disillusionment.  

Cheap answers about the sinfulness of all men don’t satisfy you anymore, for good 
reason.  Why?  Because there is much more to this problem of disillusionment with 
the Church than sinfulness in general. There are principles, organisational and 
spiritual, at work.  These are not new, nor restricted to our day and age. Your 
experience is not unique, but a result of processes that have affected the Church 
throughout its existence.  The good news is that these principles can be discerned and 
explained.  Once you know what is happening, you may retrieve some of your initial 
hopes and expectancies again.  I certainly hope my book will help you to do just that. 
It has definitely helped me to improve my understanding of God’s way with people 
and people’s ways with God and fellow Christians.  

Before we start, let me introduce myself.  I am a minister who more or less, literally, 
travelled the world and the Seven Seas.  I am best characterised as a “Kingdom man,” 
that is to say, I am interested in bringing people closer to God and his rule.  Although 
I belong to a denomination, I do not necessarily mistake all its actions for the 
Kingdom of God.  Fluent in English, Afrikaans and Dutch, I have ministered in many 
different cultural settings and denominations, from Presbyterian, Anglican, Reformed 
and Pentecostal, to black, white and coloured. 

I was born in The Netherlands, and started out as a journalist and politician, joining 
the local governing board of the main political party in town when I was sixteen years 
of age, which probably qualifies for the Guinness Book of Records.   My aim was to 
serve Christ and to further His cause.  Still a teenager, after moving to a different 
town, I was elected to the state board of another party, and led it to a local victory in 
the city council when I was twenty one.  Talking about being busy, I presented radio 
programs and was involved in youth work at the same time! As a journalist I furthered 
the cause of many a Christian activity and organisation by writing about them in the 
national papers. The Lord led me away from that eventually, as He called me to the 
ministry of the Word in the late 1980's.  I took up studies in Theology at two 
universities in Europe, continuing in South Africa, where God opened a window of 
opportunity at the University of the Orange Free State in the early 1990's.  There I 
also earned a doctorate (Doctor Theologiae) on the subject of Scripture authority in 
the second century Church.  In 1999 I was called to Australia and have been 
ministering here since January 2000, presently as a chaplain at a high care institution 
for the elderly. 

One of my unpleasant discoveries in Christian life was the way denominations are 
being run. In management and politics, churches suffer from the same sinful processes 
as secular organisations.  Goals are set and the organisation is put in place to serve 
these.  Without this system, nothing much would happen, and consequently everyone 
becomes organisation focussed.  The system gets things done. As a result the 
organisation is not lightly crossed, because otherwise, the business would suffer. This 
invites all sorts of scheming, networking and politics.  Compromise is mistaken for 
humbleness, and especially useful if it delivers greater power to do ‘things’. In this 
regard, it does not make a great deal of difference whether your church finds itself on 
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the theological left, right or centre.  

When I committed my life to the Lord as a teenager, I was eagerly looking forward to 
meet fellow Kingdom seekers.  Let me be eager to say that I met them indeed and 
have continued to meet them since, all over the world, precious people, who take 
Christ seriously as their Lord and are really prepared to actually follow the mind of 
God.  Generally speaking, however, I encountered Christian subcultures that were 
building little structures and clubs. What was even more disturbing, these 
organisations seemed to become goals in themselves. 

One of the first warning lights, as I entered more conservative evangelical circles, 
flashed when I was studying journalism.  Generally speaking I had a wonderful time 
at this Christian institution.  Most subjects were very stimulating, but I must confess I 
felt awkward about the uncomfortable prominence of the College as organisation in 
the mind of some......  what was good for the institution was automatically good for 
the cause of Christ!   This came to a climax when a ban on the use of radio-walkmans 
on the premises of this tertiary institution was introduced by the Director, someone I 
admired for his otherwise sharp intellect and analytical mindset.  He explained this 
move with a measure of sarcasm. “Because we want our students to make an 
intelligent impression,” was the Director’s brief to the student community at the time. 
As a keen journalist, who was already writing for two national newspapers, I could 
not afford to ignore this.  I sent in my report, and the story made it to the front page of 
at least one national newspaper at the time.  The result was not: “Congratulations for 
having learnt your lessons in journalism very well!” but a temporarily suspension 
from the institution. Not for leaking state secrets or spreading false rumours, neither 
was the case, but for allegedly harming the school’s public image!  This was 
considered a heinous sin against my neighbour in Christ, whom I allegedly had not 
loved as I should have.  I stayed because I liked the institution’s curriculum and many 
of its teachers. 

As I entered the Church in professional ministry, this experience of disillusionment 
with Christian organisations would continue. Everywhere Christians were taking 
control of their little kingdoms in the Name of Jesus.  This resulted in a profound 
unwillingness to recognise the mind of God, as the leadings of his Spirit may well 
contradict “our ideas” of church management!  As a result we end up with Christian 
people doing their own thing in Jesus’ name.

On the left side of theChurch, I found myself in the heartbreaks of a liberal mainline-
denomination in South Africa that was actively expellingand keeping out Bible 
believing ministers who opposed women’s ordination. This became personal when I 
was prevented from ordination, because all of a sudden an unconditional promise to 
ordain women was required.  Of course I could not do this.  I hold women in very 
high esteem, but like the Church through nearly all of its history, I don’t approve of 
women’s ordination. This caused considerable embarrassment for two reasons.  
Before presenting myself for ordination, the Dutch Reformed Church in the Orange 
Free State had assured me that my objection to women’s ordination would not be an 
issue.  “The DRC is a church of freedom,” proved infamous last words.  Freedom is 
often betrayed in that way when a system takes over from the Lord.  The second 
reason that caused considerable discomfiture was the unfortunate circumstance that I 
happened to be their best theological student, graduating cum laude in all subjects 
with a straight line of best student awards.  As well as this, I represented the position 
this denomination had held, itself, throughout its history.  This was changed only four 
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years earlier as a new generation of theologians had gained the upper hand.  Despite 
this, nothing short of a promise of willingness to ordain woman elders and deacons, 
was good enough. Of course I could not give such a promise.  A friend of mine, a 
retired professor who had made it his mission to oppose woman’s ordination in the 
past, but obviously failed, was delegated to persuade me to give in and make an 
unconditional pledge to women’s ordination.  He still felt it was against the 
Scriptures, but warned me to think about my future, my wife and family.  As we 
parted we both cried and never saw one another again in this world. 

Nobody dared to speak up against what the denomination was doing.  The ones that 
should have spoken sought excuses for their silence.  It was dangerous to speak one’s 
mind, because the ‘liberal inquisition’ was running at full speed. Several ministers 
were removed and left jobless and destitute after at least six years of university studies 
and many more years of active service in the church.  At least I could go back to The 
Netherlands and make a new start.  It was not just the Dutch Reformed Church in 
South Africa.  The Anglican Church in the UK was troubled by the same ruthless 
wave of liberalism.  Many hundreds of priests sought refuge elsewhere in what 
effectively developed as a plot to assassinate traditional Anglo Catholicism and 
conservative evangelicalism in the Church of England.  The Episcopal Church in the 
USA was even more ruthless in the promotion of its liberal causes.   Although these 
movements come in the name of equality, ecumenism and embracing all, they actually 
practice the very opposite.  Nearly two thousand years of Christianity are effectively 
expelled.  Synods and bishops make sure that nobody still practicing these convictions 
is allowed into the ministry of these denominations.

Was the right wing any better?  Not necessarily.  We had already tasted some of the 
spirit at the evangelical institution for journalism that I attended.  Some conservative 
churches are worse.  Whether Presbyterian, Reformed, Baptist, Roman Catholic or 
Pentecostal; some will require of you to assent to every little detail of their particular 
Statement of Faith.  A complication is that many of those in leadership will not 
always understand these issues themselves.  It is more the feeling of the group or 
those in positions of prominence that counts. More often than not the leadership will 
violate details of their own Statement of Faith, either deliberately or out of ignorance.  
In the first case it is them doing it for the good of the church, nobody there to stop 
them doing it anyway, and in the second situation it is the capacity to “worry” that is 
absent. However, if the alleged departure from some detail of the organisation’s 
statement concerns someone who still has to prove his loyalty to the system, heresy is 
alleged quite easily.  This becomes particularly controversial when this detail from the 
denomination’s statement differs from what most Christians have believed on that 
topic for most of the history of the Church. 

By requiring such a detailed commitment on issues of minor importance consciences 
are compromised and most other Christians in the history of the Church declared 
outlaws.  Great names like Augustine and Martin Luther are paid lip-service to of 
course, but should these men turn up in the flesh they would be excommunicated or 
expelled from the ministry because they would fail to commit themselves to all the 
requirements of that particular denomination!  Either because they were ‘adults only’ 
Baptists or ‘adults & children’-Baptists, speakers in tongues or lacking the evidence
thereof, either because they failed to support the futuristic visions embraced by their 
denomination or because these visions would be considered outrageous, because they 
did not wear specially prescribed clothes or did or did not acknowledge the Pope as 
the sovereign of all Christendom, etc.  It all depends on whether your right wing 
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denomination is Baptist, Reformed, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Orthodox or Roman 
Catholic.  Take the example of Augustine, Roman Catholicism would have 
denounced him for not acknowledging the Pope’s claims and conservative Lutherans 
would have done the same with him because Augustine contradicts several beliefs of 
the Augsburg Confession of Faith.1  

It is quite easy to mistake one’s church for the Kingdom of God in a terrible way.  
Like most countries, Australia counts several denominations that are touched by a 
spirit of exclusivism that was prevalent in most churches a century ago.  The Roman 
Catholic still teaches exclusive legitimate access to the Body of Christ through its 
organisation, for members only. At least one denomination of Reformed persuasion 
seriously teaches its members that theirs is God’s only true Church in Australia.  All 
the others are erring at best.  If Christ came to Australia he would surely attend this 
denomination only and allow only members of that particular church to take part in 
His Supper.  During a communion service (in the third Millennium!) in one of those 
churches, an unsuspecting visitor was removed, so to speak from the Communion rail, 
because the man could not produce a certificate of membership!  To the Exclusive 
Christian Brethren the same applies, without certificates.  Try to use a radio or 
television - we are not even talking about program contents - and you will soon find 
yourself without a church to go to. 

The disillusionment continues, especially in our present day climate, where Christians 
have to be winners, not losers. Health, wealth, numbers and organisational acclaim are 
perceived indicators of God’s will and blessing. Prayer and Christian small talk cover 
up secular management strategies.  Loyalty to the system is required, because the 
organisation is in the ‘God business’ and who would want to oppose God?  Many well 
meaning Christians feel extremely disconcerted about this. The most dedicated and 
sincere give up first.  Statistics from the main Protestant denomination in Holland 
show that the odds, that you will at some stage leave the church, increase dramatically 
when you become involved in the leadership of a congregation.

There remains, however, Christian hope despite disillusionment. You can find hope 
rekindled in Church history. Disillusionment about Christians lording it over the 
Kingdom has been with us since the days of Pentecost and even earlier.  This does not 
indicate that God is on the wrong side or unreliable, but that Christians are pursuing 
the wrong things in his Name.  

To spiritually grasp these situations, you need discernment. Developing discernment 
is not a quick fix, but requires a consistent pursuit.  For this reason I have written this 
introduction to the history of the Western Church, showing us where we come from 
and what luggage we carry, to understand both ourselves and the Age we live in.  
To enhance this spiritual discernment I will concentrate on principles and 
                                                
1 Initially, the Protestant Churches used their ‘confessional documents’ to explain their faith and to 
guarantee an appeal to the Scriptures as the highest authority for Christian conscience.  High Church 
Lutherans opposed this, but sixteenth century Lutheranism took a different stance.  In 1566 Frederick 
the Pious of the Palatinate in Germany was called to account for his Calvinistic views in Augsburg 
before the emperor and Lutheran princes.  Although high Lutherans were furious because he disagreed 
with several topics of the Confession, e.g. on Holy Communion, he was allowed to continue within the 
Lutheran Church.  Although he might seem to deviate from the Augsburg Confession, yet he stood 
upon the Word of God.  Neither was this the intent of this confession, the Evangelical princes said.  
Those who were united in religion could not live in peace and harmony if trials had to be held over and 
over to decide whether someone’s interpretation of the confession was the true one or not.  Cf. T.B. van 
halsema, Three Men Came to Heidelberg, Baker Bookhouse, Grand Rapids 1982, p.59-67. 



11

developments.  This innovative approach of Church history makes this book 
extremely relevant for disappointed Christians.  Don’t sell your dreams too soon!  
God has been dealing with the same kind of rubbish for thousands of years!  And 
what is more, we can improve the “Kingdom focus” of our Christian organisations 
and churches, by recognising the principles and pitfalls of “Christian sins” that have 
troubled each and every generation of Christians throughout the history of the Church.

We need convictions that come from God and room for spiritual growth to apply them 
as we serve Him together. Enjoy this journey through the history of the Western 
Church!
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An introduction to the History of the Western Church

From Pentecost to Present
Chapter 1: Introduction
About the methods, limitations and concepts of Church History

How do you feel about history? I have always loved it.  This love probably was a 
combination of curiosity and interest, encouraged by books, movies and an 
environment that made ancient buildings and museums readily available. As a boy 
this showed in drawing pictures, playing with miniature knights, castles – at that stage 
without fair ladies – and reading books about wars, pursuits of pirates, knights, 
frontier men and explorers.  Although I set becoming first Lord of the Admiralty as 
my modest official goal in life, I kept dreaming about owning my own castle in a 
world without cars, overpopulation or industries. 

High School
I grew up in The Netherlands at a time when national history was grossly neglected in 
the classroom.  This probably reflected the situation in the wider world.  Dutch 
children were indoctrinated to become world citizens, well pleasing to the United 
Nations and mentally prepared to contribute positively to a united Europe at some 
future stage.  Consequently, taking up history as a matriculation subject was if not a 
mistake, then certainly a disappointment for a student with romantic aspirations about 
the history of his own people.  The highlight of five years of study was a thesis I was 
allowed to write at home, by choice, on the Eighty Year War between the Netherlands 
and Spain, of course firmly focussed on the Dutch victories.  Our teacher was very 
appreciative and showed this in his marking. Poor man, he was a great story teller, 
able to make history really come alive.  Unfortunately he was seldom allowed to 
make use of his talents because of a demanding curriculum stuffed with social 
engineering goodies. 

The official authorities pressed us to study an overdose of boring subjects like the 
United States during the Depression, communism in China and the Vietnam War. 
This was most annoying to a boy whose heart lived in the Middle Ages and was 
certainly no admirer of the so-called modern era with its noise, motor cars, bricks and 
air-pollution.  If I had any sympathies with Marxism or the era of industrial 
revolution, they must have been very vague. We had a cold war going on with mother 
Russia making the life of millions of its subjects miserable and aiming its nuclear 
missiles at our capital and our national boundaries within the sudden reach of its tank 
divisions. The left wing’s new deal of history was wasted on me.  I freely confess that 
it must have been my Christian upbringing that prejudiced me: (,) a good tree cannot 
bring forth bad fruit.  In this sense I have become somewhat of a Christian pragmatist 
in my approach to history. If it’s real, we keep it alive.

Primary School
This explains why my fondest memories of history go back to primary school. In this 
awesome place of education national history was not a taboo.  The knights, the 
castles, the emergence of the United Dutch Provinces, the French occupation, the 
wars, it was all there, if your little mind was able to grasp it.  Mine was very eager. 
We even learned something more, finding out that Christianity was very important. 
Not in some vaguereligious personal preference sense people talk about it these days. 
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On the contrary, it had played a very important role in our nation’s history.  The 
Dutch war of independence and the emergence of our nation had been largely 
religiously motivated. I admit, this was a mixed Christian school, boys and girls, but
in danger of quoting C.S. Lewis, it was not nearly as mixed up as the minds of those 
in the education departments responsible for secondary history education.

Spirit of Modernity
If national history was avoided, in secondary education Church history was more 
classified than the Pentagon papers. This should be considered strangely amusing in a 
generation that taught sexual hygiene in the biology class.  For some reason it was 
both the Church and the concept of nation that seemed vaguely threatening to the 
spirit of modernity.  Some schools suffered more than others. At that stage I didn’t 
particularly understand why. I just took the educational system for granted.  It was a 
necessary evil anyway, as far as I was concerned. 

Now, in hindsight, it is clear that the lack of nation and Church in history education 
was not a coincidence.  Many books later and after years of living abroad in South 
Africa and Australia in turbulent times, I recognised it was all part of a different spirit 
and worldview taking over. The concepts of nation and the moral and spiritual 
authority of Christianity have become an embarrassment to the prevailing Western 
views of the 20th and 21st centuries.  Without going into this too deeply, we could say 
that a nation traditionally finds its identity in shared race and area, collective 
experience in history and common values.  Those values are often shaped and 
characterised by a particular religion. For Western Europe this is where the Church 
comes in and the two subjects are linked.  Nations like the UK, Holland, Germany and 
France were shaped by Christianity.  From the 1920’s, however, many western 
nations dislodged themselves from their Christian roots in public life, moving into an 
era of moral and spiritual liberalism.  This was based on a new concept of freedom, 
with the poor guidance of a fifty percent plus one vote and economic viability 
checking on what is allowed.  

In this worldview the distinctive features of a nation are considered to be a limitation 
to a higher ideal of personal rights and economic development.  Emotional loyalties to 
ethnic groups or a piece of land are all very well, as long as they are exercised on the 
football or rugby fields only.  In this way of thinking national boundaries are not 
much more than an unfortunate heritage of a less enlightened past.  Towards the end 
of the twentieth century this showed in a remarkable stream of economic and other 
refugees from the third and second to the first world. A worldview of one man, one 
vote and no discrimination in race, religion etcetera, unavoidably contributed to the 
identity crisis in the West.  Traditionally, shared religion used to be a very important 
criterion in the admission of refugees or immigrants from other countries. This is why 
Jews were expelled in the Middle Ages, Scottish Protestants fled to German brothers 
in the 16th Century, and French Huguenots ended up in the Dutch Republic. No 
Christian country in Europe would have dreamt about admitting Hindus and Moslems 
as new citizens. 

These days the Church has largely disappeared as a unifying and restricting factor for 
the Western nations. Whether we allow more immigrants in our country is no longer 
based on shared religion, race, and history (in that order).  They have been replaced. 
Economic performance, practical social issues like language requirements and 
willingness to live up to the ideology of modernity are decisive.  A historian has to 
perceive that this has not always been the case, but part of a new worldview.  Several 
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governments have experienced grave dissatisfaction on the immigration issue from 
the ‘indigenous’ populace. To meet this discontent about different cultures streaming 
in, but causing ill at home, governments upgraded language requirements. Some 
would be surprised to realise that originally Christianity was a far more important 
criterion in European countries than language. In earlier days language had its proper 
place but was considered subservient to religion. William of Orange hardly spoke 
Dutch, and no one would try to argue that King George was fluent in English.

These issues show the enormous importance of Church and religion in the history of 
Western Europe.  They also mark the spiritual watershed that developed during the 
20th century. It would be a fair statement that we cannot appreciate or evaluate these 
present conditions without a grasp of the history of the Western Church.  

Painting a Picture
To interpret the present we must understand the past.  If Christianity played such a 
crucial role in the identity of European nations, we should ask how this came to be 
and how it changed.  This is what we shall endeavour together in this book.  I shall
take you from the earliest beginnings of Christianity to the 21st century.  When one 
starts to build on a view of Church history, it is sensible to realise that it will remain a 
building in progress. As you go on, there will be changes and additions as you meet 
with new information.  But it is important to have some of the main structure to work 
with.  What I shall endeavour, is to identify key events and to paint a general picture 
of the history of Christianity in Western Europe as I have come to see it.  This will 
give you some idea of the general shape.  Once you have an idea of what Church 
history is about and what to look for, you can move on to the next stage, gather your 
own information and add on, correct and basically do whatever you like.  If one 
embarks on historical journeys, while travelling through myriads of information 
independently, it is probably wise to use a map to know where you are travelling and 
where discoveries fit in.  I suggest you use this book in this way. 

First you need to know what to look for.  That is easy, you say: “I am studying the 
history of the Church”.  Indeed.  But what is the Church?  If we look around us there 
are Orthodox, Old Catholic, Roman Catholic, Episcopalian, Methodist, Presbyterian, 
Reformed, United, Pentecostal, Lutheran, Charismatic and probably hundreds of other 
organisations around that claim the name Church.  Some reflect the original ideas of 
Christianity more than others.  So we need to make a choice here. But this choice is  
not necessarily one between churches.  

One apostolic Church
I suggest we rather concentrate on the wider move of Christianity from the original 
teachings at Pentecost to the present era.  Initially there was only one Church, and 
perhaps we should say there still is, from a heavenly perspective.  

The movement we have come to know as Christianity started when a group of 120 
men and women received the Holy Spirit in a building in Jerusalem where they had 
come together to pray, following the instructions of Jesus Christ.  They had come to 
the wholehearted conviction that Jesus was the Son of God, who had died for their 
sins, and was raised from the dead before his bodily ascension into heaven.  

If you are not a Christian, you will naturally be disinclined to believe this, but
accepting their convictions as a historical reality should not pose too many problems.  
Remember that the early writings of both Christians and their pagan antagonists, 
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alike, firmly indicate that this is what they actually believed.  The opposition at the 
time didn’t agree with the Christian view, misinterpreted and even ridiculed it. But it 
acknowledged that Christians believed “stupid things” like the virgin incarnation, 
atoning death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus.  The pagan writers just had their 
reasons why they didn’t think it very sensible to believe those doctrines.

Those who belong
The Church could be defined as a people with a “faith connection” to Jesus as Son of 
God and Christ the Lord, who had been promised by God in the Old Testament 
Scriptures.  This actually comes out in the meaning of Church.  This word is very 
likely to have been derived from the Greek word “Kuriake,” meaning “what belongs 
to the Lord”.  It is quite easy to see the linguistic connection between “Kuriake” and 
the words “Kirk”, “Kerk”, “Cherche” and “Church” in old English dialects.2 The 
Church consists of those who belong to the Lord. Men, women and children who have 
found new life and forgiveness of sin in Jesus as Son of God, their Lord and are filled 
with his Holy Spirit like the original group of men at Pentecost.  

The focus of Church history is the body of those who belong to the Lord. Whether 
those men, women and children live up to His claims on their lives is a different 
matter.  I shouldn’t add: “entirely”, although the history of the Church might tempt 
one into such a bold statement.  It has been said: the great lesson of history is that 
mankind does not learn from history.  We could equally say about Church history that 
its great lesson is that the Church has not lived up to its name. It is a fact of life, so it 
is better to make peace with this before we start.

A book for religious instruction written in the 16th century, used by Protestant 
churches, explains the concept of Church along these lines.  Based on a very old 
summary of the teachings of Jesus’ apostles (the creed that reads “I believe in the holy 
catholic Church, the Communion of Saints”), the Heidelberg Catechism states:

L.D. 21, Heidelberg Catechism 

Q. What do you believe concerning "the Holy Catholic Church"?
A. I believe that the Son of God through his Spirit and Word, out of the entire human 
race, from the beginning of the world to its end, gathers, protects, and preserves for 
himself a community chosen for eternal life and united in true faith. Moreover, I 
believe that I am and forever will remain a living member of it. 

Q. What do you understand by "the Communion of Saints"?
A. First, that believers one and all, as members of this community, share in Christ and 
in all his treasures and gifts. Second, that each member should consider it a duty to 
use these gifts readily and cheerfully for the service and enrichment of the other 
members.

These words from the days of the Reformation of the Western Church reveal an 
important limitation we have put on our subject in this book. Technically the Church 
did not begin at Whitsuntide.  It existed from the moment God had special dealings 
with mankind.  From the days of Adam, when mankind fell from its state of 
perfection into sin, God has had a community of people that put their trust in him, 
who served him as Lord.  The apostolic Church teaches that for all those as well as for 
New Testament believers, Jesus died as sacrifice to pay for their sins and put them 
right with God.  The apostles preached that many Old Testament saints rose from the 
                                                
2 Cf. D. Chrystal, The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of the English language, Cambridge University Press 
1995, p.51.
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dead as a result of Jesus’ sacrifice on Good Friday (Matthew 27). This shows that the 
company of “those who belong to him” existed well before the new phase of ministry 
to Jews and Gentiles that started at Pentecost. With the Gospel of the Kingdom and 
the adherence to Jesus as Lord, Christianity spread. It was a body of people that 
would become known as “Church”, the Lord’s people.  This Church was united in its 
allegiance to the Lord, obedience to the Scriptures and governed by the teachings of 
the apostles. This is the body we are going to follow through the centuries.

Practical Limitations
As with every discipline in the field, Church history has its practical limitations. 
Documents are not always available.  Many have not survived the ages past. 
Sometimes any written information on a subject is extremely scarce.  

At times this gives rise to speculation. Every self respecting scholar develops his own 
theory on the matter at hand, leaving the ignorant spectator puzzled and impressed at 
the same time.  Especially when historians and theologians, who tend to be extremely 
good at this as well, start to use expressions like “Undoubtedly”, “It cannot possibly 
be”, or worse, “The consensus of scholarship has established,” you should have all 
alarm bells ringing as a careful scholar!  These expressions usually are a reliable sign 
that they are unable to prove what they claim. Instead they want you to acknowledge 
their learned authority and to swallow what are obviously opinions rather than 
established facts, if there is such a thing in history at all.  Many perceived facts of 
history are hearsay.  

The limitations of practising history are very similar to the restrictions our senses 
suffer from. Only, it is worse, because historians work with a limited amount of often 
biased hearsay.  Still,even our senses tell us things.  Our eyes see an object and 
microseconds later these impressions, which are technically speaking history already, 
reach our brain.  We interpret on the basis of hearsay of our senses. Delusion is 
known to have taken place. Did our senses note everything? Our eyes say the 
lightning was first, our ears insist the thunder followed ten or twenty seconds later…  
Our eyes tell us the aeroplane is far away already,our ears on the other hand maintain 
it is still right above?  What is the role of perception and point of view? What are the 
facts behind them?  Is somebody mistaken? Or is it just a different point of view that 
perceived the same facts, but in a different manner?  

In history as a discipline we face these problems on a far larger scale.  We were not 
present for most of the time and have only a limited amount of hearsay at our 
disposal.  Quite often not from all parties involved. For this reason documents that do 
survive should be interpreted very carefully in the broader flow of history. This is 
where tradition comes in.  

Tradition for discernment
Since the 1960’s and musicals like Fiddler on the Roof, tradition has ceased to be a 
very popular term, even in Christian circles.  It has been caricatured as mere custom, 
shackles that keep us from our rightful liberties. We shouldn’t be troubled by history 
as an imposing force, nor be ruled from the grave by conventions of earlier 
generations.  We, the people, are not interested and have a right to make our choices 
anew. Of course this applies to a certain extent to our moral responsibilities. Whether 
to follow tradition or to go elsewhere is a decision of ethics. What we do is our 
responsibility and notthat of our forefathers. 
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Unfortunately this spirit turns ignorance into a virtue by concentrating on the present 
without the corporate experience of the past. Any other branch of scholarship or 
profession would consider this attitude highly irresponsible. In joining a motor 
manufacturer one isn’t going to deny basic traditions about the usefulness of wheels, 
engines, bodyworks and how they all fit together. Occasionally this attitude as an 
exercise could trigger genius and lead to major improvements.  As a habitual response 
to life, however, this approach would not be helpful. Traditions have kept us alive 
ever since we were babies in the cradle.  Even Dr Benjamin Spock, the great anti-
traditionalist in child rearing, discovered that you can try to ignore corporate wisdom 
and experience of the centuries for a while but not for ever.3

Using Good and Bad
Tradition is extremely important.  Not because it is the source of truth or necessarily 
its standard, but because tradition is a corporate interpretation of truth, a common 
perception and perhaps conviction about how things should be done. As such,
tradition is extremely useful and intriguing to an historian, especially to one who 
studies the history of the Church.  It is useful even when wrong. Why? Because it 
shows the prevailing convictions and insights of the time, and makes us interpret 
events intelligently, otherwise we will just say: “Book burning, how stupid!” “Belief 
in witches, how ignorant!” “Only psalms in church, get real!” In doing so, we deny 
ourselves the opportunity to understand what happened. Not only shall we 
misinterpret history, but we are bound to evaluate ourselves and our times with the 
use of no greater light than that which our arrogance and limited conceptions dictate.

Of course traditions should be carefully scrutinised. They are not always valid.  
Popular faith has not always based itself on truth.  Some traditions are based on 
experience in specific circumstances.  If circumstance changes these may become 
redundant. But wrong, or right, for an historian they are very useful to grasp the flow 
of convictions and shared customs down the centuries. Mankind usually has its 
reasons, even for a tradition, to emerge. Many a time these reasons can be traced back 
to earlier history. Sound or controversial, certainly to be evaluated in their own right, 
the traditions they gave birth to mark the tide of history. Tradition is a corporate 
summary of historic conviction, wisdom and value.  It can be used to extrapolate and 
suppose about periods that offer not much written information.  It can also be helpful 
in marking watersheds and turning points. For instance, if the Church (corporate 
Christianity) has taught a doctrine from its earliest beginnings, but seeks to change 
this into an opposing view after nearly two thousand years, the reason for this change 
should be sought in contemporary views rather than in a change in the Almighty. 
Especially, if the old view seems to carry the support of the Scriptures and the new 
view could not be considered an improvement on this basis.  In other words: tradition 
would indicate in such an instance that the Church faces an identity crisis and is 
moving from the Word of God as its foundational authority. As a rule good traditions 
are solidly founded in apostolic teaching and there will also be support for it in the 
history of the Church from a very early stage.  

Challenge for the Present
Good traditions are there to challenge our perceptions and interpretations. They help 
us to face issues we would prefer to remain ignorant about.  Many Christians, if they 

                                                
3 In 1994, at the age of 92, Spock published his book “A Better World for Our Children: Rebuilding 
American Family Values”.
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are interested in history at all, have conveniently limited their concept of church 
history to what suits their particular denomination. Unwilling to expose themselves to 
broader traditions, and even claiming to go by Scripture alone, they have embraced 
their particular traditions, starting with their favoured passages from Scripture, 
making a jump through history to where their particular way of doing things started, 
while conveniently ignoring calls to wider accountability and readily condemning 
different ways without taking trouble to face the issues.

Of course there are bad traditions as well. Even in the first century churches in the 
Revelation of St John the Divine, we find bad practice and worse doctrine.  
Something is not right necessarily because it is old. Murder is as old as Cain, but not 
commendable, although still widely practised. 

We should consider that tradition is indicative, but not normative. How does the 
Church know that a particular one is bad or good?  By testing it against the mind of 
God, applying the measuring rod of the Scriptures. The voice of God was supposed to 
be the highest authority in the Church from the very beginning. It is his Ecclesia4 and 
if the Lord speaks he is entitled to the obedience of his subjects. Traditions are not 
right because they are old.  They are helpful as far as they assist us in being true to the 
Lord of the Church.

 One example of an old, but bad tradition in my view is invoking dead saints in 
heaven above.  Asking forefather spirits to do a job for me is probably not at all well 
pleasing in God’s sight. Despite Roman Catholics and even Presbyterians5 doing it, 
you won’t find such calls approved in the Scriptures.6 The apostles did not teach 
invocation and Jesus coached his Church to do the very opposite.  He told his 
disciples not even to ask him, Jesus the Son of God, to pray for them.  He commanded 
them to go directly to the Father, using God’s love as an incentive.  So in this case 
tradition apparently helps us trace a corporate departure from apostolic teaching in the 
Church at some stages in its history.  It is still helpful, not because it is right, but 
because it begs the question “Why?” and helps us to understand the Church and 
subsequent events better.

Counsel from a Mirror
Church history is a fascinating mirror, against which we can understand ourselves and 
our times. Many developments and movements that have claimed both originality and 
truth in recent times are not new at all.  The only reason enabling us to make such an 
assessment is knowledge of the past. One of my professors in Church history spoke 
words that have stuck since: “If you know the first three centuries, you know them 
all.” Most moral and doctrinal issues under the sun confronted the Church in its early 
history. Assisted by the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures the Church responded to these 
issues, formulating doctrines and moral guidance. In a sense later history is just a 
repetition of the same.  Doubting Christ’s divinity and virgin conception is not a 
modern issue but as old as the first centuries. Nor are the Church’s relation to the civil 

                                                
4 Lit: Meeting of those whom He called. 
5 Particularly in Africa. Dr Steven Paas from Zomba Theological College in Malawi alerted me to the 
numerous Rest in Peace prayers used by Presbyterians in those regions to address the forefather-spirits.
6 We find address, cf. 2 Samuel 1:25-27: “How are the mighty fallen in the midst of the battle! O 
Jonathan, thou wast slain in thine high places. I am distressed for thee, my brother Jonathan: very 
pleasant hast thou been unto me: thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women. How are 
the mighty fallen, and the weapons of war perished!”  Enquiries and requests, however, are expressly 
forbidden or discouraged. Cf. Deuteronomy 18, 1 Samuel 28. 
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government, its response to calamities in times when God “does not make sense” and 
economic issues. The basic questions have been asked long before we saw the light. 
Why not learn from previous generations and waste time spent to invent the wheel?

Courts take the same approach.  They consult files on “the people” or “the crown” 
versus so and so. Similar events have taken place and come to court.  It is only 
prudent to learn from their considerations and outcome, if only to understand the 
problem better.  Careful consideration of Church history will reap comparable 
benefits. New insights are usually old heresies in updated disguise. New moral 
struggles are usually as old as mankind. Atheism, Agnosticism, Bible criticism, just 
visit the first three centuries AD and you will find them there.  In the multitude of 
councillors is victory, says the old Book.  Why not use the knowledge and the labours 
of the saints without troubling them unnecessarily by invocation? 

Importance of Integrity
As we move into Church history it is important to do so with integrity.  Of course, all 
of us approach it with particular convictions and from a precondition and a certain 
phase of history itself. We are all biased in a way, but this should not keep us from 
pursuing truth. We may not find it perfectly accurate this side of heaven, as even our 
minds are fallible and the records of history scarce, inaccurate, partial or prejudiced. 
But we may approach a fair picture that does justice to the Church and the available 
information. For this reason it is important to let history speak. If one is convinced 
that the Church was in the Dark Ages from the New Testament until one’s particularly 
blessed denomination arrived on the scene, whether that is in 1517, 1570 or 1903,7  
one is bound to do injustice to historical documents and their context. If one 
deliberately ignores the vices and heresies of bishops and clergy alike, one is bound to 
do the same just in a different way. If there is sufficient evidence that the Church held 
a certain view or tolerated a questionable practice even in its highest ranks, let us face 
the issue and let the Church be sinful and unfaithful if she deserves these 
qualifications. From the New Testament itself it is clear that the Church is not 
automatically perfect or faithful to her Lord.  St Peter denied his Lord and long after 
Pentecost one of the other apostles had to rebuke him about hypocrisy!  Why should 
the history of the Church after the New Testament era be any different?  My plea is: 
let us be fair in judging friends and enemies alike.

Chronology
A few remarks on chronology, timetables, are in order. We live in the days of 
Greenwich meantime and Anno Domini.  This has not always been the case.  In fact it 
is one of the exceptions tomy professor’s stance on the first three centuries. During 
these, years were reckoned after the reigns of emperors, governors and major events 
in public life. Until quite recently the Western world preserved some of this in official 
business signed e.g. Elizabeth Regina 1968, referring to the Anno Domini year of the 
Queen’s reign, rather than the year of her actual reign since accession. Since the sixth 
century the Christian world started, officially, to measure time from the birth of Jesus 
Christ.  The timetables of the Roman emperors went back to about 753 BC, the 
foundation of the city of Rome.  They reckoned ab urbe condita,8 so many years since 
the city (Rome) was founded. Their historian Livius wrote a series of famous books 
on this. 

                                                
7 Depending on Lutheran, Presbyterian or Pentecostal preference. 
8 “From the Foundation of the City.”
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Dionysius Exiguus, “Dean Little” to his friends, (c.527AD) developed a new system. 
While serving the bishop of Rome by working out Easter dates, he set the incarnation 
of Christ as the beginning of year one Anno Domini, the Year of the Lord.  It is 
important to note that this year one commenced on the 25th of March in the year 754 
AUC. It did not start at Christmas with Jesus’ birth, although Dionysius also fixed the 
western date for Christmas at the 25th of December. His calendar did not come in 
official use until centuries later. Some of Italy and to an even lesser extent Spain, used 
it in the early Middle Ages, but it only took off after Charlemagne and it was not until 
the tenth century that the papal chancery started to make official use of it. 

Although he did a marvellous job, Dionysius left posterity with an obvious problem.  
He seemingly failed to reconcile the birth of Christ with the death of Herod the Great, 
alias the Baby-murderer. This was the king in Judea who threatened Jesus’ life at the 
time of his birth. He died a few years later, after 37 years of a reign that started around 
40 BC when he got a mandate to rule from Rome.  If Herod died in 4 BC, Christ must 
have been born before that. If so, his birth as fixing point for the BC/AD reckoning 
has obviously been set incorrectly. If this prevailing interpretation of the Jewish 
historian Josephus (who provides the information about Herod and also mentions an 
eclipse of the moon shortly before Herod’s death) is correct, then Christ was actually 
born around 7BC in Dionysian calculations. 

So whether consensus is right or wrong in this case, it shows the relative character of 
chronology and dating. Dates are not always as firm as scholars would like us to 
believe. Josephus may have been mistaken or misinterpreted and it is unlikely that a 
man of Dionysius’ standing would have overlooked such an important issue. But even 
then, and people of great standing have failed before, who says nobody made 
mistakes in calculating or preserving the exact years of the reigns of so many other 
rulers?  It shows the same thing I tried to explain before.  In history we try to 
approach truth as closely as possible, but sometimes our instruments are limited and 
our sources fallible or insufficient.  We would like to be sure it is exactly 2007 AD, or 
whenever you are reading this, but we are not.  Perhaps I might add that it is not so 
much the number as the AD that matters most.  The Dionysian calendar has been 
largely irrelevant to the Church for a very long time, while all Christians were very 
conscious of living their years since the incarnation of the Lord.  Their times were in 
the hands of the Sovereign of history.

Even so, these are issues to be aware of as we interpret historical documents.  
Seemingly firm dates are often approximate dates, a human time table to help us place 
events. Things get worse in the 16th century when the Roman Catholic countries in 
Europe changed to “Julian saving time”.9 The old Julian calendar was not precise 
enough to cover the sun year. By that time it was about two weeks out of tune with its 
original intentions, pushing summer into autumn. To complicate matters, many 
countries had different starts of the New Year, the annunciation year, starting in 
March, perhaps the most widely spread. Bishop Gregory put the start of the New Year 
in January.  This happened by issuing a bull, a papal order, in February 1582.  
Gregory also took ten days from the calendar ordering all Roman Catholic countries 
to follow October 4 of said year with October 15. In this way the calendar was in tune 
with the equinoxes (night and day of equal length) of spring and autumn again. After 
this leap years applied so that the calendar would continue to be in tune with the sun. 

                                                
9 What is known in some continental countries as Summer time, adjusting the clock for one hour during 
the Summer season to reduce energy consumption, is called Daylight savings in Australia. 
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Protestant and orthodox countries did not follow Gregory’s directive at the time. 
Eventually all submitted for practical reasons. Britain adopted the Gregorian calendar 
in 1752, Greece, Russia and China only in the twentieth century.  This leaves one with 
interesting dilemmas. Take Sir Isaac Newton, the man of falling apples and gravity, 
for instance. Was the great scientist born on the 25th of December 1642, or rather on 
the 4th of January 1643? The baptismal records in Woolsthorpe, Lincolnshire would 
suggest the first.  Gregorian observers in Spain or Italy assure us the second is the 
case. Both answers are correct.

I never told you that Church history would be easy…

An Overview
At the end of this introductory chapter it is time to give you a summary of my view on 
the History of the Western Church.  My perception is not neutral, but shows what I 
find as significant developments. The division of the past two thousand years into six 
periods also reflects the limitations that condensed space puts on a vast subject.  But it 
is a picture. 

Church in a pagan World (-330)
My first period starts with the empowermentof the Church at Pentecost and the 
spread of the Church through Israel and the Roman Empire.  Christianity found itself 
surrounded by a pagan environment, which gradually broke down as the Church 
gained influence.  

Emerging Western Church (330-800)
The end of this pagan empire in the West was sealed when Emperor Constantine left 
Rome and shifted the capital city to Constantinople in the Eastern Roman Empire. 
This left a vacuum in a world where the old empire was broken down. The unifying 
spiritual and moral authority of the Church with its organisation that would be able to 
surpass state boundaries filled this space, thus leading us into the second period. The 
emergence of the typically Western Church as we have come to know it suddenly 
makes sense.  This helps us to understand what followed during the next five hundred 
years. 

Christian Commonwealth (800-1303)
With Charlemagne the first Christian empire of Western Europe announced itself. The 
Church had grown in stature, influence and landownership. By 800 AD kings realised 
that they ruled by divine right, accountable to God and to a lesser degree also to those 
who were close to Him on earth. Leo III, bishop of Rome and by that time also 
spiritual ruler of Western Christendom, crowned the emperor. This general state of a
Christian commonwealth was to last and to expand during the next five centuries.  
Even the Normans gained some Christian sense after all.  New monastic orders 
brought renewal and the gothic cathedrals mark the golden age of the Church. Never 
were the worldly powers of the Church as great as in the days of Innocentius the third.  
But didn’t someone say that absolute power tends to corrupt absolutely? Boniface the 
VIII (1302) went as far as to claim absolute subjection to “the Roman pontiff” by all 
human creatures.  Christianity and empire split. The next year Boniface died and with 
him the Christian commonwealth.
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Corrupted Church (1303-1517)
After 1303 all hell broke loose, as if the judgements from heaven rained down on
Christendom, whose corruptions became openly displayed and leadership had become 
decidedly sectarian.  Western Christendom split with popes and anti-popes.  At parish 
level priests and their concubines struggled with a recently enforced celibacy many 
popes and cardinals did not care to practice. Young bastard children were consecrated 
bishops, charges for sale, adulterers and murderers leading the Church of Christ. The 
plague and countless cruel civil wars were ravaging God’s people, often in God’s 
name. Combined with new inventions and rediscoveries of old truths and practices 
this could only lead to one thing: Reformation of the Church. 

Reformation, Secularism, Missions (1517-1918)
Although calls to reform had been heard in Italy and England before, an actual change 
for the better did not take place until Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses for renewal on 
the Wittenberg door.  This ultimately led to a permanent schism in the Western 
Church, (i.e.) Roman Catholic and Protestant (derived from pro-testare, testifying in 
favour of truths and ideals the Church had neglected to observe). 
While the Reformation movement tried to call the Church back to its Biblical roots, in 
resisting the potent influence of the Roman Church it sometimes became entangled 
with unnatural allies that one could bring together under the header “secularism”. 
Amongst these we findsecular merchandise, anti-Roman but not necessarily Bible-
minded governments, and the movement of secular rationalism that put human reason 
forward as the ultimate authority.  It judged the Roman Church and her foundations as 
well, sowing the seeds of decay in Protestantism. 
This episode also marks the awakening of missions. With the loss of its secular 
powers the Church became aware of her Lord calling the nations by a spiritual power 
that transcends crusades, giving hope even for present pagans. These three 
movements of Reformation, Secularism and Mission mark this era.

Disillusioned Church (1918-present)
The Great War was followed by the great disillusionment. From 1918 the Western 
Church publicly lost its confidence in its leadership and those in authority in so called 
Christian countries.  With this shock and increased liberal teaching it also lost its faith 
in God and the Scriptures. It just did not make sense anymore.  Personal choice and 
authority seemed all that was left, a better alternative to the misplaced trust of a 
religious past.  The certainties of the old liberal and conservative evangelical schools 
of thinkinglost their appeal and slowly but certainly Western Christianity entered 
what some would call the Post-Modern Era.10

                                                
10 There continues to be much debate on the issues of Modernity and Post-Modernity.  I will avoid both 
terms.  If you want my view, I tend to regard them as part of the same gliding scale.  Summarised: 
Modernity rejected the certainties of orthodoxy and its worldviews and replaced them with new 
certainties of liberalism and historic materialism. These did not prove certain after all.  Thus Post 
Modernity took over and selectively replaced these with new uncertainties within a system that requires 
advocating equal rights for most as foundational belief.  Those who wish to ignore ancient Greek 
philosophy tend to present Post Modernism as a completely new phase in history.  To others it is
Agnosticism enforced by human rights ideologists.  For me the Disillusionment with the old values and 
certainties is marked by the year 1918.  
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Dates:
330: Constantine moves capital to Constantinople
800: Leo III crowns Charlemagne
1303: Boniface VIII dies after issuing Unam Sancta
1517: Luther’s 95 theses mark start of Reformation
1918: end of Great War
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Chapter II: the Church in a pagan World (-330)
The era of settling issues

The last time that Mary the mother of Jesus is being mentioned in Scripture is in the 
book of Acts.  She was part of the original group of one hundred and twenty people 
who met for prayer in Jerusalem to wait for Jesus’ promise of the Holy Spirit to be 
fulfilled.  During the Jewish feast of Pentecost, fifty days after the Passover and ten 
days after Ascension, the Spirit came to fill those who were owned by the Lord.11  He 
enabled the Church to carry out her great commission of preaching the kingdom of 
God to Jews, Samaritans and Gentiles.  This happened just as the number of the 
apostleship was upgraded to twelve again, after the betrayer, Judas, committed 
suicide. Like the twelve tribes and patriarchs of Israel in the days before, the New 
Testament Church would be founded on the teachings of twelve apostles, men who 
had been Jesus’ disciples and eyewitnesses of his public ministry from the beginning.
This core group of men would provide leadership to the Church in the proclamation of 
the Gospel, to call the world back to its Creator in forgiveness of sin and renewal of 
life provided by the Son of God and his Spirit.

Religious Pluralism
The world that was about to experience this movement was a distinctly pagan Roman 
empire. It was a religious society, but very pluralistic in nature.  The Romans had 
their own pantheon of gods and tried to accommodate quite a few others as well. 
Some Eastern and Egyptian mystery religions with their secret symbolic rituals to 
reach out to higher spiritual realities flourished. I please my gods, you please yours … 
and respect mine. 
Of course it was always important to oblige the powers that be. Preference and local 
needs were a factor too. Worship had a political dimension.  Traditionally towns and 
city-provinces had their particular god presiding over local affairs, often relating to 
their specific needs. Fishermen could do with Neptune’s assistance, while a farming 
community would prefer to keep in Ceres’ good books. Apart from this, gods were 
looked upon to give their blessing or assistance to ventures like war and marriage.  By 
the first century AD the traditional deities were going into a slow decline. Partly 
because of the intellectual opposition by philosophers and satirists who undermined 
faith in gods who had gross immorality, deceit and strife as their hallmark, partly 
because all local deities had succumbed to the even greater power of the Roman 
Empire.  From the moment the empire was led by one man, Julius Caesar, a 
movement started to deify the state and its powers as centred in the emperor.  Since 
Julius’ successor, Augustus, who reigned during Jesus’ birth, the senate deified dead 
emperors by vote. Some one hundred and fifty years later, by the time of Emperor 
Domitian, official religious worship of the emperor became a “must”, at least in the 
eyes of the man himself and was probably applied more strictly in Rome than 
elsewhere. 

One should realise that the emperor cults left devastating marks on Western 
Christianity. It is here that one of its great tragedies found its origins. Declaring 
people gods would be continued in the “sainting” process of the medieval Roman 
Church. Like the senate, church leadership would decide who was worthy and made it 
to sainthood in heavenly glory.Like the dead emperors, famous Christians who died,
got a special status in the heavenly realms. Like the deceased emperors they received 
regular veneration on earth and were called upon in temples dedicated to their 
                                                
11 Acts 2
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memory.  What is more, similar to the dead emperors they were supposed to be able 
to work great things on earth.  Like the emperors they might not be Jupiter, but to 
secure their services was still worth trying.  Many daysafter the fall of the Roman 
Empire, the Roman Church would reintroduce these images of dead leaders and teach 
believers to entreat and invoke them in special chapels. It is by no means a 
coincidence that mediaeval Gothic cathedrals resemble the Forum Romanum.  We 
will come to this at the appropriate time.

Incompatible
Back in the second century it had become obvious that Christianity was incompatible 
with the ideals of the Roman Empire. The Church could not reconcile her conscience 
with subjection to the enforced multicultural and multi-religious policies of the 
Roman Empire. In its turn the State didn’t like to be held accountable to a God it did 
not care to serve. Mighty Caesar shouldn’t have a Lord, especially not a risen Jewish 
leader residing in the “heavenlies” like dead Caesars.  The clash of world views and 
religion lasted for three centuries and ended with the collapse of pagan power. 
Attempts to revive the old gods failed.  They were dead whilst Christ was alive. 

To assist the process of its own decline,12 the Roman Empire produced a series of 
cruel and disorientated madmen to lead the affairs of state.  Nero and Caligula, in the 
first century, were notorious and would probably be committed to asylums in our day. 
One could not honestly plea that later generations of emperors set a more 
recommendable example of divine life. Like the immoral and whimsical gods, they 
thoroughly disappointed their followers.  The Church proved more stable in vision 
and morals and more real in dealing with the things divine and eternal.  It lasted 
through many a persecution and opposition because of the strength of its convictions 
and the reality of its experience. Pagan Rome did not. 

Holy Scriptures
The strength of the Church had its foundation in religious truth.  Her beliefs were 
connected to the historical involvement of God in the world.  He spoke through the 
prophets and his Son came into this world. This was on a completely different level 
than the religious antiquity or occasional oracles of the deities. Christianity’s claims 
to God’s involvement were of a historical nature, while the truth-connections of the 
                                                
12 Eusebius II, Chapter XXV. The Persecution Under Nero in Which Paul and Peter Were Honoured 
at Rome with Martyrdom in Behalf of Religion.
“When the government of Nero was now firmly established, he began to plunge into unholy pursuits, 
and armed himself even against the religion of the God of the universe. To describe the greatness of 
his depravity does not lie within the plan of the present work. As there are many indeed that have 
recorded his history in most accurate narratives, every one may at his pleasure learn from them the 
coarseness of the man's extraordinary madness, under the influence of which, after he had 
accomplished the destruction of so many myriads without any reason, he ran into such blood-guiltiness 
that he did not spare even his nearest relatives and dearest friends, but destroyed his mother his 
brothers and his wife, with very many others of his own family as he would  private and public 
enemies, with various kinds of deaths. But with all these things this particular in the catalogue of his 
crimes was still wanting, that he was the first of the emperors who showed himself an enemy of the 
divine religion. The Roman Tertullian is likewise a witness of this. He writes as follows: "Examine 
your records. There you will find that Nero was the first that persecuted this doctrine, particularly then 
when after subduing all the east, he exercised his cruelty against all at Rome. We glory in having such 
a man the leader in our punishment. For whoever knows him can understand that nothing was 
condemned by Nero unless it was something of great excellence."
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Greek and Roman religions with their myths and symbolisms were much vaguer. The 
apostles and their associates wrote 27 books and letters that found their way all over 
the world, as these originals were carefully copied and read in many churches as 
Scripture, as Word of God. 
As early as the beginning of the second century, prominent Church leaders quoted 
passages from New Testament books as authoritative. They accepted these as divine 
statements.  This did not happen in one or two obscure incidents, but in many 
statements by recognised church-leaders in Africa, the Middle East and Europe. These 
books were experienced as vehicles through which the risen Lord made his will 
known to the Church. The living God continued to use these books to speak to his 
people in the same way as he did through Moses and the prophets. For this reason 
both the Old and New Testament Scriptures were cherished by Christianity to such an 
extent that one of the Fathers of the Early Church did not hesitate to refer to them as 
“Holy letters and syllables”. Through their recognition in the Church all over the 
empire these would become an authoritative collection, known as the New Testament 
or Covenant: the legacy of the Church in her Lord Christ Jesus. 

A summary of what the New Testament taught and the Church believed can be found 
in the Apostles’ Creed.  This should not be considered a document of apostolic 
authorship, but rather as a faithful summary of apostolic teaching and doctrine in the 
first centuries.  It is very useful in grasping what the Church was about. It reads: 

I BELIEVE in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth. 
And in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord. Which was conceived by the Holy Ghost, 
born of the Virgin Mary. Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and 
buried, he descended into hell. The third day he rose again from the dead. He 
ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty. From 
thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. 
I believe in the Holy Ghost. The holy catholic Church. The communion of saints. The 
forgiveness of sins. The resurrection of the body. And the life everlasting. Amen.13

What happened after?
The New Testament documents focus on historical situations, but use biographical 
details about apostles only where they could benefit the message. The biblical details 
                                                
13 Latin Text 
Credo in Deum Patrem omnipotentem; Creatorem coeli et terrae.
Et in Jesum Christum, Filium ejus unicum, Dominum nostrum; qui conceptus est de Spiritu Sancto, 
natus ex Maria virgine; passus sub Pontio Pilato, crucifixus, mortuus, et sepultus; descendit ad inferna; 
tertia die resurrexit a mortuis; ascendit ad coelos; sedet ad dexteram Dei Patris omnipotentis; inde 
venturus (est) judicare vivos et mortuos.
Credo in Spiritum Sanctum; sanctam ecclesiam catholicam; sanctorum communionem; remissionem 
peccatorum; carnis resurrectionem; vitam oeternam. Amen.

Greek Text
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are a bit sparse. James, the brother of John, was executed by the sword under a later 
king Herod, with the intent to please the religious hatred of many Jews against 
Christians.  Jesus indicated that Peter would probably die a martyr’s death, particulars 
of which are not shared by New Testament books, most of them predating such 
events. For this reason the careful reader of Acts travels with Peter to Caesarea and 
with Paul to Rome, but has to say goodbye after that.  Paul was left in limbo between 
execution and release, a thought almost too much to bear for the reader who takes a 
personal interest in the apostle’s affairs. But at least Paul and Peter continued to be 
present in the written history after Pentecost.  One wonders what happened to the 
others after Pentecost. We won’t go into all men of prominence, but it is quite nice to 
know about some early traditions that give us an idea of what happened afterwards.    
Early historians and documents provide us with information. Eusebius of Caesarea is 
perhaps the best early source. Although he was not sound in all of his theological 
sentiments he provided the Church with a helpful overview of its past and preserved 
traditions that would otherwise have been lost.  At least he took the trouble to consult 
major libraries at the time, to sit down and bring it all together in a few books. Much 
of it is hearsay, but based on libraries and oral traditions that are no longer available 
to us.

Eusebius tells us that the apostles were dispersed all over the world. 
John and his family settled in Asia Minor, present day Turkey. He was reported to 
have fled a local bathhouse as he feared the judgement of God on the building 
because of the presence of a well-known heretic.  John received revelations while he 
was in exile on the isle of Patmos. Apparently this was only for a season and he 
continued to live to a very old age as a free man.
Thomas, the doubter, who inspected Jesus’ scars after the resurrection, ended up in 
Parthia, a region stretching from the River Tigris in Iraq to the Indus in Asia.   Many 
in India still consider him to be the founder of Christianity in that part of the world.
Scythia, to the North of the Black Sea probably down to present day Iran, has 
traditionally been allocated to Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. So much for St
Andrew’s being a patron saint of the Scots. Still a long way to go: for somebody who 
initially grew up to be a fisherman, close to home in Galilee.
Eusebius wasn’t quite sure about Peter, Andrew’s bold brother, who, despite his firm 
resolutions to the contrary, denied knowing Jesus shortly before his crucifixion and 
repented afterwards. He “appears”     to have preached in Pontus, Galatia, Bithynia, 
Cappadocia, and Asia to the Jews of the dispersion. And at last, having come to 
Rome, he was crucified head-downwards; for he had requested that he might suffer in 
this way.”14 Eusebius based his knowledge on earlier writings by the Egyptian scholar 
Origin and passed on what he had been told for better or for worse. 

Paul, the great missionary traveller of a slightly later generation, was left in custody in 
Rome at the ending of the book of Acts.  Eusebius disclosed what happened 
afterwards. Paul was not executed, but acquitted of everything the Jews had charged 
him with.  After his release he continued to preach the gospel, possibly also in Spain, 
and eventually died for his faith.15

                                                
14 Eus.H.E.III, Chapter I. The Parts of the World in Which the Apostles Preached Christ.
15 Paul: Eusebius H.E. II, Chapter XXII. Paul Having Been Sent Bound from Judea to Rome, Made His 
Defence, and Was Acquitted of Every Charge. “Festus was sent by Nero to be Felix's successor. Under 
him Paul, having made his Defence, was sent bound to Rome Aristarchus was with him, whom he also 
somewhere in his epistles quite naturally calls his fellow-prisoner. And Luke, who wrote the Acts of 
the Apostles, brought his history to a close at this point, after stating that Paul spent two whole years at 
Rome as a prisoner at large, and preached the word of God without restraint. Thus after he had made 
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Persecutions
We already referred to the clash in worldview, as the Church with Jesus as Lord met 
the Roman Empire with its religious pluralism that preferred a divine but mortal
emperor.  The first organised persecutions by local authorities took place in Judea and 
are described in the book of Acts.  These were very much a Jewish affair. 
The Roman government, as such, only started to actively persecute the Church on a 
larger scale under Nero (c.54-68), displaying the beastly cruelty Rome showed to all 
who seemed to oppose her.  Most of his family suffered a similar fate.  It leaves one 
wondering how somebody who died quite young could do so much harm in such a 
short time. His utterly corrupt life remained untouched even by the preaching of St 
Paul. Dying at Nero’s hand would become a recommendation rather than a shame.

Under Domitian (c.81-96) the relations between Church and empire became rather 
tense. History indicates that his divine claims and demands of worship consequently 
led to widespread persecution of Christians, although these were not directly targeted 
against the Church as such, but more against all irreverent subjects.16

One of the best known executions of church leaders was the martyrdom of 
Polycarpus, bishop of Smyrna in Asia Minor (Turkey).  Ignatius, bishop of Antioch 
and a contemporary probably died in a similar way. The only difference being that 
Ignatius was very eager to die for Christ, while Polycarpus seemed keen to prolong 
his earthly usefulness by keeping out of harms way as long as possible. The latter 
avoided persecution and even when arrested his answers offered as much common 
ground with the authorities as he could possibly offer in good conscience.  In the end 
the pagan persecutions claimed the lives of the eager and careful alike.
Only when the pagan empire started to struggle for its very existence and perceived 
Christianity as a threat, things became nasty.  This change of mind is reflected in the 
reign of Septimius Severus (c.193-211). During his early reign he was quite 
accommodating, but this changed in 202 when he issued an edict against converting to 
Judaism or Christianity.  Severus considered the Church a real and present danger to 
the empire. Rome responded with violence, targeting the most committed 
Christians.17 The battle for the minds of the people became widespread and systematic 

                                                                                                                                           
his defence it is said that the apostle was sent again upon the ministry of preaching, and that upon 
coming to the same city a second time he suffered martyrdom…  But these things have been adduced 
by us to show that Paul's martyrdom did not take place at the time of that Roman sojourn which Luke 
records.  It is probable indeed that as Nero was more disposed to mildness in the beginning, Paul's 
defence of his doctrine was more easily received; but that when he had advanced to the commission of 
lawless deeds of daring, he made the apostles as well as others the subjects of his attacks.”

16 Eusebius III, Chapter XVII. The Persecution Under Domitian.
“Domitian, having shown great cruelty toward many, and having unjustly put to death no small number 
of well-born and notable men at Rome, and having without cause exiled and confiscated the property of 
a great many other illustrious men, finally became a successor of Nero in his hatred and enmity toward 
God. He was in fact the second that stirred up a persecution against us, although his father Vespasian 
had undertaken nothing prejudicial to us.” 

17 Eusebius VI, Chapter I. The Persecution Under Severus.
“When Severus began to persecute the churches, glorious testimonies were given everywhere by the 
athletes of religion. This was especially the case in Alexandria, to which city, as to a most prominent 
theatre, athletes of God were brought from Egypt and all Thebais according to their merit, and won 
crowns from God through their great patience under many tortures and every mode of death. Among 
these was Leonides, who was called the father of Origen, and who was beheaded while his son was still 
young. How remarkable the predilection of this son was for the Divine Word, in consequence of his 
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in the reign of Decius (249-251).  This confronted the Church with the issue of what 
to do with lapsed Christians who wanted to make a come back. The North African 
bishop Cyprian wrote a book on this.  His martyrdom a few years later (c.258) 
indicates that by that time the mere confession “I am a Christian” had become 
sufficient reason to be in peril of one’s life.  With ups and downs this situation 
continued until the early years of the fourth century. It takes no great effort to imagine 
what emperor Constantine’s change of heart (c.312) must have meant to the Church.
Three centuries of increased struggle and fear had ended. The Church became an 
official force in a weakened Western empire. Constantine and the strong part of the 
empire ultimately moved on to Constantinople and would leave Rome to the Western 
Church. 

Governing the Church 
How was the Church governed? The New Testament times show us an initial pre-
eminence of the mother church in Jerusalem, where many of the apostles resided 
before persecution drove them out to other lands.  This was not because Jerusalem 
was special as such or because it had a special bishop, but because they were the older 
congregation with the capable spiritual men.  Later on, other cities with Christian 
establishments would develop into spiritual reference points.  In its turn Antioch in 
Syria, having profited from Jerusalem, took on a similar role, as would Rome, 
Alexandria and eventually Constantinople for more worldly reasons. 

The government of the early Church was exclusively male from the start at Pentecost. 
Although women, including Mary, were present, they did not take an active part in 
governing the Church.  The offices of the Church represented Christ who came as a 
distinctly male servant.  As Christ was the head of the Church, and chose male 
leadership for it,18 husbands were to be in leadership in the relation with their wives. 
Women prophesied and received spiritual gifts,19 but publicly exercising spiritual 
authority was discouraged, especially in mixed audiences.20

In the earliest times two regular offices emerged in the Church: elder and deacon. 
Some of the pastoral letters in the New Testament deal with the qualifications for 
these offices. The words “elder” (presbyteros, cf. priest) and “overseer” (episcopos, 
cf. bishop) are dealt with in one category.21  St Paul uses the same words while he 
refers to the same office and tasks associated with that office.22  The deacons 
(helpers)23 are presented as another, second, category for which different requirements 
apply. 

Gradually, especially after the generation of eyewitnesses and apostles died out, the 
Church moved towards an episcopal system where one overseer led a team of 

                                                                                                                                           
father's instruction, it will not be amiss to state briefly, as his fame has been very greatly celebrated by 
many.”

18 Cf. 1 Petrus 2:25
19 Acts 21:9
20 1 Corinthians 14:33-40, 1 Timothy 2:11-14; cf. Tertullian, On the Veiling of Virgins, chap. 9: “It is 
not permitted to a woman to speak in the church; but neither (is it permitted her) to teach, nor to 
baptize, nor to offer, nor to claim to herself a lot in any manly function, not to say (in any) sacerdotal 
office.” 
21 1 Timothy 3, Titus 1.
22 Cf. I Timothy 5:17
23 1 Timothy 3



30

presbyters in the spiritual governance of the Church, assisted by deacons who 
concentrated their activities on material rather than spiritual needs. 

The Church baptised, met around the Scriptures, celebrated Holy Communion, 
worshipped God and prayed. 

Baptism
New adult believers and their households were baptised from the days of the book of 
Acts. As it was a pagan world that converted to Christianity naturally adult baptism 
featured prominently. Interestingly enough, the unanimous testimony of the early 
Church from the second century maintains that infant baptism was an apostolic 
ordinance in the case of believing households, where the father or head of the 
household was a Christian.  This feeling that the Church was not an M18+ affair was 
widespread.  Irenaeus in France speaks about babies and infants being born again, 
Origin in Egypt apparently regarded infant baptism as an apostolic way of baptising. 
From North Africa we know that Tertullian’s disagreement with it affirms the practice 
of the Church. 

The very early Church baptised as soon as possible. The chamberlain on his way to 
Ethiopia and most of the examples in the Acts of the Apostles were baptised the same 
day or even night when they confessed Christ as Lord. This attitude became more lax 
or cautious during the second and third centuries. Baptism became less urgent, 
although one must admit that this impression is only based on a limited number of 
written documents on the period.  These may have been preserved to support 
traditions that prevailed later.  The Lord commanded to go and make disciples, while 
baptising and teaching them to obey,24 but the tendency of later days was to teach first 
over a prolonged period of time and baptise afterwards, on special church occasions 
rather than alongside the desert road. This development was one of the first signs of 
the Church’s institutionalisation.  Christianity still did biblical things, but no longer 
necessarily in the most biblical way. Pragmatic considerations prevailed.

With this greater stress on knowledge rather than profession of faith it is not entirely 
surprising to find catechism classes, followed by adult baptism on the increase during 
the fourth century, especially since by then it had become socially attractive to be a 
Christian.  The massive intake of interested former pagans potentially threatened the 
integrity of the Church, making it more careful but less biblical in its practice. This 
coincided with the emergence of the view that baptism washes away one’s past sins 
until the actual moment of baptism, but will not cover after. In other words, any 
mortal sin committed after baptism will keep you out of heaven forever. In this view it 
was safer to postpone baptism until shortly before death. Emperor Constantine is a 
famous example of someone who was only baptised on his way out. The irony of 
history is that this man, who wasn’t even a baptised member of the Church, was 
allowed to call its councils and sway theological opinion.

About the mode of baptism in the early Church less information is available than is 
commonly supposed.  The later practice in the Greek Church of pushing infants under 
water would indicate that immersion was the way to baptise. Although immersion 
would certainly have been considered a valid way to do it, it wasn’t the only way and 
perhaps not even the most generally used one. The Greek word for “baptise” does not 

                                                
24 Matthew 28:19
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mean to dip, but to bring into contact with water for cleansing purposes. The New 
Testament uses it for washing only hands and feet at the most.25  In later documents 
the Church shows a preference for streaming water, as baptism is connected to the 
cleansing activity of the living waters of the Holy Spirit. The symbolism of the living 
water added to the experience. If baptism was administered by pouring while standing 
in the water, it provided the association with the Spirit as the cleansing power from 
above, who descended on Jesus at his baptism. 

Whether by pouring, immersion or sprinkling, baptise the Church did, “into” the name 
of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit; using much water, less water, streaming water, 
holy water or other liquids, if water was unavailable. 

Teaching
The Church also read the Scriptures. This was a very important feature of the service, 
especially because these were the days without the printing press. Handwritten copies 
were read out loud to many at the same time.  People did not have Bibles to read at 
home, so Church was the place to listen to the Word of God and learn of his ways. 
The Word was also expounded. Exposition and preaching of the Scriptures, the so 
called homilies, have been with the Church since the days of Philip, Apollos and the 
Bereans, receiving even greater emphasis as special prophetic utterances declined.

Communion
The Lord’s Supper was a weekly affair. The wine and bread taken served as a 
perpetual memory of, and thanksgiving for Christ’s atoning death. By taking part the 
believers exercised communion with the body and blood of Christ and rejoiced in the 
passing over of God’s wrath. There is no evidence of the mediaeval doctrine of 
transubstantiation, still widely taught in Roman Catholic circles, in this period. Jesus 
did not eat and drink his own body and blood when he instituted the Lord’s Supper, 
even taking part himself. The apostles spoke about drinking “wine” and “breaking 
bread”, the latter as general expression to refer to the celebration of Christ’s sacrifice.
As such these became vehicles of a real spiritual communion with Christ. But there is 
no evidence that the Church believed that they materially changed into parts of his 
ascended body. Communion was a means by which God strengthened his people. The 
extant writings of the early Church on this subject indicate that all baptised believers, 
including infants from Christian households presented in the service by Christian 
adults, took part.

Worship
The worship of God consisted of praise and prayers.  Most people would be surprised 
to learn that the early Church did not use musical instruments to accompany 
congregational singing. Hymns as we know them were probably only introduced in 
the fourth century and had not nearly the use in Church as they would have after the 
18th century.  The Psalms were considered to be the hymnal of the Spirit, the one 
hymnbook provided by God himself.  The New Testament Church worshipped in 
Spirit and in truth, using the biblical psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  She 
considered that a Spirit filled human voice was sufficient and that she was no longer 
in need of the musical crutches of the Old Testament dispensation of shadows.26

                                                
25 Luke 11:37

26 John 4:23,24; Hebrews 8:5.
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This doesn’t mean that there was less room for personal input.  Chances are, there was 
more. One could question whether pre-dictated hymns and choruses enforced with 
heavy sounds of drum or organ really enhance the spirituality of worship. This 
seemingly boring early Church allowed free prayers, prophecies and speaking in 
tongues and interpretation from its earliest days as well. A gradual decline of these 
features of the worship service took place during this first period.

Battle for the mind
While the Church soldiered on, the pagan world and the Jewish world did not like it. 
Apart from physical persecution another battle raged, the battle for the mind.  Jewish 
philosophy appealed with traditional acceptability, trying to enslave the Church with a 
never ending set of rules and regulations.  But other enemies lured as well. Within the 
Church false teachings came up.  The pastoral letters and the book of Revelation 
indicate that this battle already started in the apostolic times.  St John warned that the 
antichrist would come from within the Church.  They came from us but were not of 
us…

Marcion
One of those who gained a great following was Mr Marcion. He was the son of a 
bishop, from Sinope in Northern Turkey.  Being the son of a bishop was nothing 
strange or immoral in those days.  St Peter himself was married and even St Paul, the 
celibate, pointed out that most of the other apostles took their wives with them on 
their apostolic journeys.

Marcion became a wealthy ship-owner and could afford to have some opinions of his 
own.  Tradition has it that he was temporarily excommunicated for extramarital sex.
If so, he certainly reacted against this initial mishap by teaching strict abstinence, 
disregard for food and marriage, a trait observed in later years with great Church 
leaders like St Francis and Augustine who developed along similar lines. Still, the 
abstinence part was not the problem, celibacy and fasting being recommendable 
virtues if practised with care by the gifted. Marcion’s heresies lay elsewhere.

Marcion was one of the first to teach that Christianity is a new thing and that we may 
forget about the Old Testament.  The spirit of Jesus was a new spirit. Marcion did not 
only break with Abraham, Moses and the prophets, but actually started to teach that 
the God of the Old Testament times was, and still is, a different God.  He was merely 
the creator of the world and the body, a deity who displayed righteousness and wrath. 
The new God of the Christians is the God of love who saved the souls of those who 
put their trust in the crucified Jesus. For this reason Marcion said that the Old 
Testament Scriptures had no place in the Church.  These were genuine revelations of 
the Jewish God but irrelevant to Christians. They served a different God.

Of course Marcion also “knew” better than the twelve apostles who proclaimed the 
kingdom of a promised messiah. He only used selected writings from St Paul and his 
associates.  The merchant became influential in Rome in the days of bishop Pius 
(c.139-151), but failed in his attempt to reform the Church according to his insights. 
After he left the capital, Marcion started what would become a new network of well 
organised congregations, steadfast even unto martyrdom. 

Although Marcion used many of the right Christian words, elevating Jesus, the 
Church recognised this as something vastly different from the apostolic teachings. 
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The post-apostolic Church was unanimous in its condemnation. Tertullian called 
Marcion “Sub Pio impius”, the godless man in the time of Pius.  To some this was an 
understatement to be improved on. Polycarp would bluntly refer to the man as 
“Satan’s firstborn”.

Gnosticism
Marcion becomes better understood in the light of Gnosticism, a popular way of 
thinking. The first centuries had their famous more or less secret societies, practising 
religious philosophy and resembling older mystery religions. We won’t be too 
technical in our distinctions here. Gnosticism promised its followers salvation through 
special “knowledge” (gnosis). A common feature of these groups was that they 
instructed their disciples how to work their way upto heaven by renouncing the 
material world. Quite literally so, because the earth was regarded a lower sphere of 
life, subject to corruption and death. One should rather escape to more divine spheres 
of influence, ad astra, and seek eternal and invisible realities. This could be done in 
two ways, depending on the kind of Gnosticism involved. Some opted the hard way. 
They renounced the mortal body of the lower sphere by rituals, even symbolising new 
birth, and observed dietary and other rules.  Others preferred the easy method.  Only 
the spirit was relevant to the divine, so what happened to the body was 
inconsequential. All one should strive for was detachment, while the flesh remained 
entitled to its dues. It is easy to see how this kind of Gnosticism signed the spiritual 
and moral bankruptcy of the ancient world.

Porphyrism
The scholars of the ancient world took the trouble to fight the Church and its doctrines 
from a very early stage. Porphyry wrote a whole series of books “Against the 
Christians”. He was the father of Bible criticism, making fun of future resurrection of 
bodies as a historical reality.  If Jesus’ resurrection story was for real, he should also 
have appeared to people other than his former disciples.  “Why didn’t he manifest 
himself to Pilate, who had punished him,   …or to Herod, the king of the Jews; or to 
the Jewish community?”27

Porphyry also discredited the moral authority of the apostles and saw Daniel as a 
pseudo graphic who claimed to write prophecy, but did so after the facts. In other 
words, Daniel did not really write it.  The book was only ascribed to him to boost his 
image as a prophet. Porphyry was a powerful voice, but he represented a pagan 
philosophy that had probably lost the battle with Christianity already.  Porphyry was 
active around the turn of the fourth century. By this time he had by no means been the 
first intellectual opponent of Christianity, nor would he be the last.

As early as the second century the philosopher Celsus wrote his “True Doctrine” 
against the teachings of Christianity. With Porphyry he shared the central element of 
distance concerning his concept of God. Man was able to attain some concept of a 
nameless first Being, but God was far away.  Personal relationships between God and 
human beings were absurd.

Celsus wrote towards the end of the second century.  He robbed key elements of the 
Christian faith of their historic character: the virgin birth and incarnation of Jesus, the 
bodily resurrection and ascension of Christ. Celsus stated that the Bible was a book 
with cheap fairytales and myths.  Jonah in the fish? Daniel in the lions’ den? Just 

                                                
27 Macarius of Magnes, Apokritikos II.14, Fougart 1876:23.
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unbelievable! He used the method of comparing religions. The virgin birth was a 
concept stolen from the Greek mythology. In reality Jesus invented the story to cover 
up his illegitimate birth. The resurrection brought into remembrance the story of a 
Greek who disappeared after his death and showed himself at several times and places 
afterwards. But Celsus had some psychological capabilities as well.  The disciples 
fabricated the story of the resurrection, inspired by grief and hallucination.  Celsus 
presumed that Jesus only left a spiritual impression upon His followers, but that he, of 
course, did not reappear in the flesh.

Several early Church leaders replied by giving a reasonable account of their faith and 
countered many of the charges and misconceptions, confirming the authority of the 
apostolic teachings and historicity of Biblical accounts.  Unlike Marcion’s teachings 
that came from within the Church, the attacks by philosophers were very much a 
secular affair. They were unbelievers who objected to Christianity for intellectual 
reasons. Years later, as the Church secularised in its thinking, these views would be 
revived, but this time within the Church. 
  
Arianism
The early Church had enough inside battles of its own. Many areas of doctrine needed 
sorting out as conflicting ideas surfaced.  Who was God? The Church realised that 
God revealed himself as Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the Scriptures. But in what 
sense was Jesus God? Did he have a real body and was he truly God at the same time? 
What about the time before the incarnation? Questions like these have been asked 
before.  Most possible answers, right and wrong, were suggested in those early years. 
The greatest controversy about God’s identity would lead to the council of Nicaea in 
325 AD.  Constantine had become emperor and was sympathetic towards Christianity. 
Perhaps it was also the absence of outside threats that enabled the Church to deal with 
internal affairs. At Nicaea both the unity of God and the divinity of Jesus were 
confirmed: “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, begotten, not made, being of one 
substance with the Father”.

Some years before that, Arius, a presbyter in Alexandria, started to teach that the Son 
of God had not always been God.  We call him God because of his position, but in 
reality he was merely created by the Father, ex nihilo, from nothing, like the rest of 
the world that would be called into being through his agency afterwards.  In other 
words, Christ did divine works, but did not share a truly divine nature.  He could only 
be called God in a derived sense. 
Since its earliest days the Church had taught that Jesus was God’s only begotten son 
who came into the world. In other words, he was generated from the essence of the 
Father, not a second God created for a special purpose. To stress the unity of Father 
and Son as far as divinity was concerned, the Church used the term “of one 
substance” to avoid misunderstanding. It was the Emperor Constantine who put his 
weight behind this.  Initially many were inclined to the wider formula “of similar 
substance”, which embraced more points of view.  Constantine’s actions were 
indicative of the state the Church found itself in.  He did not have an office in the 
Church.  He was not even baptised. Nonetheless, the Emperor was allowed to call the 
decisions of the Church. At Nicaea he probably pushed the right cause, of which he 
may have repented afterwards as the Churches of his favoured Eastern Empire had 
strong reservations on the decision at the time, preferring “similar substance” to 
describe Jesus’ divinity.
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The Church was on the brink of a new era, one that would be marked by 
establishment and court intrigues, especially in the East.  Government is about 
stability and rule. The emperor also wanted to ensure these in the most influential 
religion of the empire, Christianity. Nicaea’s settlement turned out to be right, but its 
method had been wrong. Even the victorious party was dissatisfied with this way of 
dealing with Church disputes. It was a poor show if the determination of Christian 
faith was dependent on the whims of an emperor, or prevailing views in government. 
Christianity was about truth. This time it had gained the upper hand, but its 
adversaries had not been converted by the strength of arguments and apostolic 
doctrine, but by imperial force.  Nicaea was perhaps the first government interference 
in Church matters, but it would not be the last. It sowed the seeds of corruption that 
would provide a long and painful aftermath. 

Battle for Holiness
In the meantime many Christians expressed a longing for greater holiness and purity.
As the Church grew bigger and became part of the establishment, it also became 
worldlier. 
  
Montanism
Even in the second century some of the fire of earlier generations had died.
The Montanist reformation was one of the first holiness movements in the Church. It 
was called after its leader Montanus, Mr Mountainman to his English friends.  In 
several respects it was a fairly orthodox group. He stressed the reality of the Holy 
Spirit and the relevancy of prophecy. Unfortunately his prophecies or certainly those 
of his followers got the character of uncontrollable ecstasy. Where the apostles taught 
personal freedom, they issued rules and regulations about fasting days and other 
matters in the name of God.  Montanus’ prime co-workers were women. Two ladies 
prophesied publicly and authoritatively to mixed audiences. If not the Church, then at 
least St Paul would have frowned on this. Their prophecies exalted the prophets and 
mistakenly predicted the end of the world.  This marked the beginning of an almost 
endless series of false predictions on this subject.  Many   self-acclaimed prophets 
down the centuries would favour it, which really makes one wonder about the nature 
of Montanic prophecy. 

Although many extravagant accusations against Montanism have been launched in 
later years, these probably did not apply to the movement in its initial stages or to all 
of its followers.  But one should allow that some teachings were wrong from the very 
start.  One prophetess claimed that she was the last real one. After her the end of the 
world would take place.  Of course the world is still with us, the prophetess is dead, 
and many have continued to prophesy since.  Montanus also found himself at odds 
with the Scriptures in enforcing a stricter moral code, in the name of God, on issues 
like celibacy, fasting and martyrdom than the Bible requires. Where Polycarp and 
Cyprian advised flight rather than risking denial, Montanism exalted martyrdom. 

These things do not necessarily imply that Montanism was all wrong.  Even biblical 
prophets made mistakes and needed correction.28 Even ecstasy wasn’t unbiblical as 
such.29 Montanism also stressed that forgiveness was a gift from God and not of the 
Church.  It insisted that his voice should be received afresh, was a reality today and 
should be honoured with a worthy life. The early Church did not believe that God put 
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a stop to special gifts of the Spirit like healing and tongues and continued to provide 
special guidance through prophecies, dreams and visions. The Montanist movement 
took this seriously in days when the regular Church became less interested and more 
institutionalised.  On top of this many were dissatisfied with the worldly behaviour of 
so called Christians who had nothing to show for the authenticity of their worship. 
There was much more to Montanism than ecstasy and a few mistakes that were 
obvious to all. To Tertullian, for one, the regular Church had become a bunch of 
gluttons and adulterers who hated to fast and loved to remarry.  He joined the 
Montanists instead. 

Monasticism
In the second half of the third century we find the beginnings of a movement that 
would play a very important role in Christianity.  Christians left their cities and their
congregations.  They preferred to be alone in the desert, rather than to be burdened 
with the worldly Church in the city. This was either indicative of the state of the 
Church or the rigidity of their opinions.  Perhaps it was a bit of both. Monasticism 
started with single Christian recluses who said goodbye to the world, even the so-
called Christian world, and moved to the desert to lead a life of prayer and 
contemplation. Initially and certainly at this stage, an Eastern movement, it would be 
of great future inspiration to the Western Church. 
May we call it more than coincidence that in 325, when the emperor had firmly taken 
up his involvement in the affairs of the Church, Pachomius founded the first 
monastery? Were Christianity and the Church still compatible? 

Donatism
A contemporary crisis around bishop Donatus intensified the issues. This church 
leader in North Africa, re-ordained presbyters who had denied Christ under Roman 
persecution and also re-baptised those who had been baptised by “unworthy” clergy. 
His followers took the matter to the new Emperor Constantine and invited the 
government to interfere in Church matters (c.313). The Donatists lost and the Church 
came to the useful insight that the validity of a sacrament or office does not depend on 
the worthiness of the bishop who administers it. However, at the same time the 
Church seemed less concerned with purity and holiness than with forcing clergy back 
into line. True, the Donatists called the secular hand of government into Church 
affairs. Their opinions denied the validity of the Church and basically ruled out any 
amiable solution.

The Church would soon learn from the Donatists. One hundred years later the 
Catholics would call on Roman soldiers to force the remaining Donatists into 
obedience, confiscating their properties and showering death penalties on all who 
attended their meetings. Whether the Church liked it or not, she had become part of 
the political establishment.

The Church entered into a new era with new challenges. Constantine would move his 
capital city to Byzantium. The Latin speaking Western Church would inherit Rome.
In the next period we will see how she comes to terms with a changed world. 
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Chapter III   The emerging Western Church (330-800)
The era of compromise and legalism

The world was a changed place after 330 AD. The days that the city of Rome ruled 
the world were literally over.  It had been in the making for some time. Since the days 
of Emperor Diocletian, late third century, the most important rulers of the Empire met 
in Rome no longer, but preferred Trier, Milan and Thessalonica and Nicodemia in 
Greek Asia Minor (West Turkey).  Many of the Roman nobility had moved east with 
the flow of power and economy.  Others tried to find their luck in Gaulle, rather than 
in the eternal city.

Constantinople was the new capital on the shores of the Bosporus in north-western 
Turkey. It was the first city that could truly claim to be Rome’s successor in grandeur, 
style and power. Institutions, like the senate, were modelled after their Roman 
example. 
A new aged had dawned. A new gold coin standard regulated commerce and the 
Church became part of the state’s mission. Huge buildings of worship, like that of the 
Holy Wisdom and the Holy Peace, set the scenery of the new Christian Rome that had 
replaced the pagan Italian city. The emperor was now far away from Rome, 
concentrating powers and activities in the East, on that great crossroads between Asia 
and Europe. The West was not left without rule, but considered of secondary 
importance and the government found itself in a weakened state.  One weak prince, 
emperor of the West, only in name, followed the other. Shortly afterwards, the eternal 
city of Rome would be sacked by barbarians. The last emperor in the West would be 
replaced by a barbarian king from Italy in 472 AD.

Others tried to fill the vacuum of the dying empire, but the only really unifying power 
and solid organisation left was the Church. In a cultural sense, she had inherited the 
Roman past and kept it alive. As secular powers disintegrated, bereft of ideals after 
years of power for power’s sake, the Church emerged as the unifying spiritual 
authority of the West. Gradually political powers and landownership followed.  In 
452AD it was the bishop of Rome who kept the ravaging Huns out, after governments 
and imperial armies failed. How did this increased importance in the secular world 
come about?

Stirrings of Popery
The withdrawal of the Huns from the city in the year 452 AD marked a turning point 
for the bishop of Rome. Leo would be called “the great” because he succeeded where 
others failed.  Nobody was particularly eager to be butchered by barbarians, so the 
bishop’s endeavours had been widely appreciated. Three years later Leo would save 
the day again after the imperial forces had fled the city as the barbaric Vandals 
approached.  We still use their name to refer to a certain behavioural disorder 
commonly associated with football supporters. Implored by Leo, the Vandals 
restricted themselves to pillaging and spared the city.  The bishop was credited with 
saving Rome twice and his prestige was greatly increased. Some can handle such a 
situation, but others really enjoy it and try to make the most of it.  Leo was like that.  
He tried to exploit the situation, convinced that the world be a better place if all were 
subjected to Leo, who, we must allow, was more capable than many others. 
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One problem with theologians in history is that they usually want the stamp of God on 
their convictions. Leo was no exception. What is worse, he had it all planned. The 
moment he became bishop of Rome for life, Leo raised the status of his office to 
“supreme leader of all Christendom”.  The theological foundation would be developed 
in due course. All bishops were successors of St Peter who was given the keys of the 
kingdom by the Lord himself.30 The bishop of Rome was his ultimate successor, so all 
should bow to Rome. 

The only problem with this line of reasoning was that the early Church did not see St 
Peter as bishop of Rome at all, let alone her first. Traditions about Peter’s martyrdom 
acknowledge only his apostolic presence in the city. To die there, he must have been 
there.  However, just like Ignatius of Antioch did not become bishop of Rome by 
dying there, Peter’s martyrdom didn’t turn him into a bishop of Rome. Leo must have 
argued that Peter was an overseer of some sort, super bishop by all means.  If he was 
present in the city at some stage, Rome could claim him.

In the meantime the West was falling apart. A weak government was willing to assist 
poor theology with its rubber stamp. Valentinian the Third, western emperor from 424 
Ad till 455 AD, presided over the dismemberment of the empire. He made Leo’s 
claims imperial law for the West in 445 AD, for what it was worth and for what was 
left of it, because the primacy of the Roman bishop was only law in the West and 
issued by a weak emperor of a crumbled kingdom who could do with the support of 
an influential Church leader. 

Leo wasn’t pope and his claims far from universally recognised. It was a small pond, 
but no one could deny that the star of the bishop of Rome was rising. This did not 
happen overnight. The development already started from the moment the centre of the 
Roman Empire was moved to Constantinople. The language that dominated the 
regions closest to Rome - Italy, North Africa, Gaulle and the German provinces – was 
Latin. Although Greek was an important cultural language even there, especially 
among the higher classes, Latin was the lingua franca in public life. As the empire 
disintegrated it would, in due time, make way for Italian, French and Spanish. The 
Church would preserve the real language of Rome, gradually simplified of course, as 
it was no longer anybody’s mother tongue. It would continue as a second language, as 
the language of the Western Church, and in due course also as an academic language. 
Well into the nineteenth century, university courses were offered in Latin. Some 
diehard professors continued this even till after the Great War. The Church would 
give up last, succumbing to the inevitable. After the second Vatican Council in the 
1960’s the use of contemporary languages in worship became allowed.  

Ecumenical Councils
The years from 330 AD to 800 AD were a period of Church expansion within the 
Roman Empire. For some of this period, until 364 AD, it would technically remain 
one Empire. Then the West was “amputated” as the unavoidable division was 
formalised.  Both halves of the empire struggled with barbarian Huns and Goths, but 
while the East recovered during the following century, the West totally collapsed. 
Although the Church was drifting apart geographically and politically, East and West 
remained united as one Catholic Church during this period.  They sorted out doctrinal 
and practical problems together.  They did not always agree, but agreed about being 
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united in Christ nonetheless.  After Nicaea (325 AD), meetings followed at 
Constantinople (381 AD), Ephesus (431 AD), Chalcedon (451 AD) and again 
Constantinople (553 AD).  

These meetings are highly instructive for several reasons. They not only dealt with 
interesting issues, but also marked developments in the life of the Church. They show 
just how closely Christianity became allied with the state.  Emperors called out 
synods and councils. Some meetings were ungodly power tools for ruthless church 
politicians.  One synod at Ephesus, 449 AD, not the one mentioned earlier, 
exemplified the degree of bullying, censuring and brutal force some were prepared to 
use to get their own way in church. This meeting, “the robbers-synod”, was ruled by 
the bishop of Antioch, supported by armed monks, to have his way on the nature of 
Jesus and the removal of opponents. What is really shameful is that this was an 
official council of the Church. Its acts would be read at the next council in Chalcedon, 
which had to revise many of its decisions. Like the other important meetings, the 
emperor had convoked it and even the bishop of Rome had agreed to it, although no 
western bishop had been able to reach the convocation in time. 

Other councils, less violent, produced endless lists of new rules and regulations like 
modern law books. A large and accountable body as the Church needs procedures to 
regulate and to provide justice. Still, Christianity lost some of its original flexibility, 
natural expression and spirit in the process. With formalised doctrine and set 
regulations for its organisation, chained to the powers that be, it became vulnerable 
again, but now in a very different way than before.  

Persecution within the Church
The biblical saying: “All who will lead a godly life in Christ Jesus shall be 
persecuted”, proved true. In the previous period it was the pagan government who 
banished or executed godly Church leaders.  This second period would be marked by 
persecution from within the ranks of the Church, but persecution did not stop.  What 
was worse, some of the greatest men of the era suffered tremendously.  We turn our 
attention for a moment to the East of the Roman Empire.

Athanasius
Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria was deposed from office in 335AD because the 
emperor had ordered him to allow the modern equivalent of Jehovah’s witnesses, the 
Arians, into the Church. Alexandria was a metropolitan see of power. The emperor 
felt he needed a housetrained man on the spot who knew where his loyalties lay. But 
Athanasius said “no” and was exiled to Germany soon afterwards. Although he was 
reinstalled after the emperor’s death, his enemies in the church managed to depose 
him again in 339 AD. He lived abroad for seven years, returned to Alexandria, but 
was exiled again in 355.  He tried to make a come back in 362 AD, but was exiled 
once again, almost immediately.  However, a diehard for orthodox doctrine and God’s 
calling, Athanasius returned to Alexandria permanently the next year, and managed to 
remain in there until his death in 373 AD. These are not the chronicles of a pleasant 
life. 
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John Chrysostom
Another see of power was that of Constantinople. John Chrysostom,31 a local priest 
from Antioch, was such a celebrated preacher that he was called to this see. He was 
consecrated as bishop of Constantinople in 398 AD. The bishop of Alexandria did the 
honours but would have preferred to take the position himself.  It didn’t take long for 
John to loose his popularity in higher social strata by attempts to reform clergy and 
prominent laity alike. Tact wasn’t his greatest strength. John also made attempts to 
convert the Gothic Arian population of the city, while others preferred to leave well 
alone. 

John’s enemies in the Church increased their power base while he was absent from 
Constantinople to help out with some local problems in Ephesus. In 403 AD they, 
together with the emperor, organised a synod at a place called Oak, and deposed 
Chrysostom from office. He was put in exile, but an earthquake and a mass uprising 
by the Christian population of Constantinople caused the emperor to call him back.  
The synod at Oak was annulled. However peace would not last a year. The emperor 
did not like one of John’s sermons, because it seemed to refer to his wife, and ordered 
his deposition again. At Easter the imperial forces desecrated the service and stained 
the baptismal waters with blood as they arrested the bishop and sent him into exile to 
the mountains of Armenia. As he continued to exercise influence through his letters, 
he was transported even further to the north east coast of the Black Sea.  John never 
made the journey and died of exhaustion and cruel treatment in 407 AD. 

Bishop John did not die under Nero or Domitian. These were the days of a so-called 
Christian empire.  But were they any different from the preceding period? Hundreds 
of thousands would ask similar questions a millennium later, when the Roman Church 
launched the Inquisition. This institution would massacre more faithful Catholics than 
all the pagan Roman emperors combined. Had the world really become a better place?

Doctrinal Thinking
In some respects it had. The Church enjoyed greater freedom, safety and stability. She 
was also confronted with all sorts of ideas about God and actually dealt with them.  
Some prevailing doctrines were good, others bad, but all claimed to be based on the 
Word of God. Did the difference matter?  How important was it that we do justice to 
God in our views of him?  Can’t we just love Jesus, try to behave and forget about 
those doctrinal issues? No, said the Church, insisting that a wrong view of God would 
not only trouble the relationship, but most likely lead to a different god or idol-
worship while using traditional Christian words. To use fallible analogy: If you serve 
him as though he likes ice cream, while in actual fact he hates this fatty, sugar sweet 
dairy mixture, you won’t do him justice. The Church rightly discerned that we have to 
serve God with our minds as well as our strength. As a result Christianity started to 
bring together biblical teachings in logical summaries. It tried to represent faithfully 
what Scripture had to say on issues like the Trinity, Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  

Inevitably, the formulation of doctrines on moral and spiritual issues involved more 
rational involvement.  With this came a Greek spirit of mathematics applied to 
theology, the knowledge of God.  As mathematicians translate earthly phenomena 
into laws and formulas, so the theologians tried to translate the knowledge of spiritual 
things in mathematical summaries.  It took seven ecumenical councils to come up 
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with the right formulas.  The result was inference, human deduction from divine 
revelation, fallible in principle, but probably as close as one could get in grasping 
spiritual realities that are so much bigger than mankind. Some details became 
shibboleths, markers of orthodoxy, and the emphasis shifted from a relation of faith to 
a public assent to doctrine. Ability to do theological mathematics became a greater 
asset than being able to be lost in wonder, love and praise. In the attempt to draw 
closer to God with the mind, God was in danger of becoming a clinical object and his 
worship replaced by a religion with a new set of rules. 

Inevitable
Rational involvement in religion has been practised as long as the history of mankind.  
All Christians are bound to make doctrinal statements of some sort as they reflect on 
God’s revelation in their lives. Like all humans they are rational beings, so doctrine 
cannot be avoided and is even helpful as a faithful concept of truth. Many Church 
leaders in early years also made doctrinal statements. 
For one subject in particular these statements would be important in the history that 
shouldfollow. Early witnesses like Tertullian, Origin, Max the Confessor and 
Gregory the Wonderworker all agreed that the Holy Spirit proceeds, in the Latin sense 
of the word, from the Father through the Son.  This was a specific doctrinal view.  As 
a result the Western Church would add to the Nicene Creed, requiring the profession 
that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. As it came from Father and 
Son, it proceeded from both.

This clashed with the Greek mathematical and grammatical sense. “Proceeding” 
applies to the source but not to a subsequent channel. Consequently, “proceeding from 
Father and Son” was heresy. This led to a split between East and West that lasted until 
1439 when the Western Church recognised that “and” should be understood as 
meaning “through”.  Some decades later the division continued for political and other 
theological reasons, probably, also, because many Christians in the West continued to 
read “and” as “and”, while the East insisted on “through” or leaving it out altogether. 
What is in a word? In this case a lot. However, one wonders if it would not have been 
more sensible to agree on the divinity of the Spirit without binding one to the other on 
technicalities concerning the exact fountain source in the Deity.  Both East and West 
agreed on the veracity of St John’s Gospel passages that tell us that both the Father 
and Jesus would send the Spirit anyway.32

Ecumenical councils: thinking about Christ
Now that we have seen what doctrinal reasoning may lead to, it is time to consider the 
work of the first four ecumenical councils after Nicaea.33 Together they would 
produce a summary of what was considered to be the orthodox contents of faith 
concerning God.  This helped to distinguish Christianity from those groups that used 
the same words, but with a very different meaning.

Constantinople settled the issue that Christ was of one substance with the Father, in 
other words “very God”. 

                                                
32 John 14:26  But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my name, he 
shall teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I have said unto you.
John 15:26  But when the Comforter is come, whom I will send unto you from the Father, even the 
Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from the Father, he shall testify of me:
33 See preceding chapter.
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Ephesus stressed that Jesus did not have two personalities, but united the divine and 
human in one person. This led to a split with followers of Bishop Nestorius, mainly in 
Persia, who overly stressed the humanity of Jesus’ person.  Jesus was and remained 
the divine Son of God from eternity, so the Church condemned Nestorius’ theory 
about Christ. Historians continue to wonder whether Nestorius was guilty of a wrong 
doctrine or of a wrong emphasis leading to a wrong impression.

In the other camp, those who stressed divinity, extreme doctrines entered as well and 
needed sorting out. Some went as far as to deny Christ’s two natures. They opted for 
the divine taking over the human nature. This happened either by leaving Jesus with a 
mortal divine nature, or as a divine person with only a semblance of humanity. Both 
versions had obvious complications for the doctrine of salvation. God did not die at 
Calvary as the first theory implicated. The second begged the question whether 
Scripture was right in asserting that Christ learned obedience from what he suffered 
and was made like us in all things except sin. Furthermore, could someone who was 
not really human make valid atonement on behalf of the human race?  These were not 
mere theological technicalities irrelevant to normal people. 

The Church affirmed the apostolic doctrine that Christ had been a real human being in 
Chalcedon. However, many in the East were not amused as they quite liked the idea 
of Jesus as a divine extraterrestrial. During a century of rumblings the communion 
between East and West was even temporarily severed.  Nonetheless, the 
condemnation of “divinity taking over a human body” issued at Chalcedon was 
confirmed and clarified in Constantinople one hundred years later.  Truth prevailed, 
but disagreement led to special “one nature”34 churches in the East, from northern 
Turkey to Egypt. In Armenia and Egypt this would even become the prevailing 
religion.  

The Rise of the Underdog
Just looking up all these names in an atlas will reveal that the sites for those important 
meetings were all Greek-speaking towns in Asia Minor.  None of them were Latin 
speaking.  All of them were far away from Rome and close to or even in 
Constantinople.  As state and Church had become partners it was usually the emperor 
who called for these councils of the universal Church. It was all very understandable. 
Rome and Western Christianity were just a minor force. All the great and really 
important events and decisions happened in the East. The heart of the Empire and 
Church beat in and around Eastern Constantinople.  The days of the Western Church 
and an influential Rome seemed numbered. 

But they were not.  Surprisingly it would be Roman Christianity in its western version 
that would take over the world.

Reasons for Roman influence in Western Church
One of the ancient creeds of the Church reads: “I believe in the holy Catholic Church, 
the communion of saints.” The first centuries and the ecumenical councils have 
shown us that this meant something entirely different from Roman Catholic.  The 
universal Church was far from Roman at this stage. Nonetheless, despite some 
obvious disadvantages, Rome gradually became more important. There were two 
major reasons for this. 

                                                
34 The technical term is Monophysitism.  
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In the first place, the Roman Church became the inheritor and preserver of the Empire 
in the West. Consequently her secular influence increased. Bishop Leo even saved the 
day for the empire when Attila stood knocking at Rome’s door. Some time later, in 
the sixth century, this situation formalised when the bishop officially took on the reins 
of the municipality of Rome on a more permanent basis. Gregory, a former prefect of 
the city, became bishop, suitably equipped to arrange the affairs of both Church and 
state.

In the second place, Rome became more important because it did not suffer any 
rivalry from metropolitan sees within the Latin sphere of influence. All the other 
important cities, with an old apostolic history, were situated in the East, from Egypt, 
Israel, and Syria to Greece.  In the West, Rome was the only city firmly linked to 
apostolic tradition. As it was also big and well established it was only logical for other 
congregations to consult Rome in matters of doctrine and Church affairs. In the East 
Antioch and Alexandria shared a similar role. In 381 Constantinople was added for 
political and practical reasons, shortly after also followed by Jerusalem, which had 
been important initially(,) but lost its sway for a long time when the city was 
destroyed in 70AD.  Four major centres of influence made a much more diverse and 
balanced situation.  The set-up in the West with one big fish in a weakened 
episcopalian pond invited the development of Roman leadership.  This would result in 
a pope and a Roman Catholic Church towards the end of this period.

Bones of Contention
Christians would come to appreciate the mortal remainders of exemplary saints. There 
was biblical legitimacy for this appreciation, as the Lord had used bones of a saint 
before. A dead man was raised to life after his corpse came into contact with the 
bones of Elisha, the prophet.35

By honouring bones and relics the Church showed appreciation of Christian martyrs, 
who died for Christ. There is some evidence, as early as the latter half of the second 
century, which suggests that Christians started to celebrate the anniversary of the 
executions of famous Church leaders at their grave sides. This was more to pay due 
respect to their mortal remains than anything else, like the disciples of John the 
Baptist, who carried off their master’s body after his execution. The Christians 
honoured the remembrance of martyrs with a memorial meeting. They did not open 
tombs, and did not try to get into physical contact with the mortal remains. 

This situation changed dramatically as the fourth century and the established Church 
developed. Perhaps it was a desire to be in contact with and grasp some of the reality 
of an era when the Church wasn’t so worldly and institutionalised. It was a longing 
for days when faith and a relationship with God seemed more real. What could serve 
better to promote a sense of the reality of God’s work on earth than to be in contact 
with physical remains of a body that had so obviously been indwelt by his power?  

Most major thinkers of the Church condoned the practice or even encouraged it. This 
practice must be distinguished from the invocation of saints. Although it probably 
served as a stepping stone to invocation, as miracles took place and the saints, rather 
than their God, were held responsible, the veneration of relics as such was a different 
matter entirely. Relics were not about praying to the dead to act on our behalf.  

                                                
35  2Kings13:21
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Jerome, the great scholar and Bible translator, wrote:36 “We do not worship,37 we do 
not adore,38 for fear that we should bow down to the creature rather than to the 
Creator, but we venerate39 the relics of the martyrs in order the better to adore Him 
whose martyrs they are.”

First it was bowing for the tombs where the body was buried only. Gradually and 
inevitably also parts of bodies, hairs, nails and other parts of the anatomy served the 
purpose. The worship spread literally. After this also other objects that the bodies had 
come in contact with were venerated with the expectation of blessing. Didn’t the Acts 
of the Apostles tell us that Paul’s handkerchiefs also did the trick in his absence? 
Gregory of Nyssa wrote about the spiritual blessing of touching a martyr’s tomb and 
the absolute bliss of being able to carry home some of the settled dust. Constantine’s 
mother, Helena, wasn’t the average housewife. Not satisfied with dust, she went to 
visit the holy land to improve on the reality of her Christian faith experience. I am not 
certain if she bottled any Jordan water, but, surprise, surprise, she returned with a part 
of the “true” cross that had been instrumental in Jesus’ death. This would set off a 
trade in true pieces for the next twelve hundred years.  The reformer John Calvin, 
with his usual mathematical sense, would comment that all pieces put together would 
be enough to build a Noah’s ark. Even Augustine, whom he greatly admired, had 
written enthusiastically about the miracle working benefits of soil from the Holy 
Land, or flowers that had been in contact with holy places and objects.
Hadn’t the old Jewish ceremonial laws that spoke about uncleanness by touching the 
dead, disappeared with the New Testament?  The Eastern Church thought so. 
Eventually martyrs’ bodies were chopped up and divided amongst churches. The 
Church in the East became so entangled in this relic service that they were brought 
into the buildings of worship. By 787 AD the situation got so bad that a synod at 
Nicaea prohibited bishops to consecrate a church if it had no relics! 

How different was the attitude in the Western Church. Well into the Middle Ages 
great respect was shown to the bodies of martyrs. Even Gregory, the great Roman 
Catholic, strongly disapproved of the eastern custom that took bodies from their 
graves and showed them around from town to town. It was a sacrilegious act that 
could only expect the judgement of God in due time.  Dividing body parts was 
unacceptable, even the touching of dead martyr’s bodies could only take place after
special preparation. When the empress asked him for the head of Paul, he probably 
thought of the biblical queen who asked for the head of another saint. He politely 
replied that this was quite impossible. She had to be satisfied with some objects that 
had been in contact with the bodily remains instead. 

Mary
Related to the bones is the position of Mary, the mother of Jesus.  She wasn’t a martyr 
in the sense that she died for the Lord, but like St John she had been very close to him 
and represented that initial era of reality and purity. Her body should have been a relic 
of glorious times past in closeness to God. But it didn’t work out. When, after 
centuries, the Eastern Church finally became interested enough to look for possible 
tombs, and decided to transfer some relics, the coffin appeared to be empty. Because 
of this devotees came up with the idea that God must have taken her bodily up into 

                                                
36 Ad Riparium
37 non colimus
38 non adoramus
39 honoramus
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heaven, not like the prophet Elijah who was translated in the twinkle of an eye while 
still alive, but after her death. This resulted in an extremely complicated concept of 
Mary’s bodily assumption that would first take root in the East, but would ultimately 
spill over to the West. 

John of Damascus, 8th century, is the first substantial witness who explains the lack of 
a skeleton in the tomb at the time of Mary’s assumption into heaven. He wrote that, 
during the relic chase of the 5th century, Emperor Marcian wrote to the bishop of 
Jerusalem with a request to send over the body of Mary. The bishop responded that 
this was quite impossible. Mary died in the presence of all the Apostles. But after a 
while Thomas the Doubter lived up to his reputation and asked that the tomb be 
opened. When this happened it was found empty, so the Apostles concluded that the 
body was taken up into heaven.  Another empty tomb, at least, that was the tradition 
seven hundred years later. Close to the dawn of the fourth century even Epiphanius of 
Cyprus, a great admirer of Mary’s, confessed to know nothing about it. Mary wasn’t 
an issue and the site of her grave unknown. Mary’s bodily assumption into heaven 
was a theory only entertained in a few heretical books that lied about many things, 
their authorship included. By the eighth century the religious focus of the Church had 
changed so much that she could use these theories. 
In due time both Jerusalem and Ephesus claimed Mary’s tomb. Ephesus is not as 
unlikely as it seems at first glance. At the crucifixion John had adopted Mary as his 
mother and continued to care for her. As he moved to Ephesus it was only logical that 
Mary would travel with him.  Whether she was still alive at that stage could be 
doubted, so there are others who advocate a death in Jerusalem, the last biblical place 
she was seen. 

Mother of God?
Fact of the matter is that Mary’s site of burial continued to be unknown or at least 
irrelevant to Christians for six hundred years. It only became an issue as late as the 7th

century when Mary had joined the ranks of the saints and taken up a similar role to 
that of martyrs and apostles as object of veneration.  She did not have any role in the 
worship of the Church however, and only in the fifth century were some church 
buildings called after her.  The area where she first became important should be 
considered as well. The region was largely inhabited by followers of the “one nature” 
doctrine. As Christ had lost his connection with humanity in the overpowering divine 
nature, the only really human person left to connect with and that felt like family, was 
Mary.  Consequently, Mary’s star started to rise. Another reason, also related to the 
push of the “one nature” doctrine, was a decision of the Church to acknowledge that 
Mary gave birth to a divine person. 

This fitted in well with the general feeling in the East that stressed the divine nature of 
Jesus. Since the council of Ephesus in 431AD the Church described Mary as the one 
“giving birth to God”.40 Not surprisingly, it was the Egyptian Church under “one 
nature” pressure that pushed for it. The usual English translation for this term as 
“Mother of God” is not accurate. The Greek conveys that God entered the world 
through Mary. “Mother of God”, especially with its capital “M” adds to the original 
meaning, although it reflects a later view on Mary that certainly developed over the 
years. 

                                                
40 Theotokos
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As “Mother of God” Mary seems somehow related to the divine, finding herself in a 
position of authority and motherhood. This was far from the truth, as far as the 
Church of the first four centuries was concerned. Christianity acknowledged that 
Mary had been very important.  She had taken part in Jesus’ mission to save the world 
and facilitated his birth by a great act of faith and personal sacrifice.  Teachers like 
Irenaeus and Justin enthusiastically contrasted the obedience of Mary to the 
disobedience of Eve in Paradise, the restoration of the break between God and 
mankind through the seed of the woman, the new Eve.  But recognising Mary as a co-
worker in bringing about historical salvation didn’t make her a fellow redeemer. 
Being the one who gave birth to Jesus did not make her the “Mother of God”. 
Doctrinally, she was only the “mother” of God in the lower case. She gave birth to a 
person who united the human and the divine, who could be referred to as truly God.  
By inference the Church recognised that she gave birth to God in that sense. But Mary 
was only the facilitator of Jesus’ birth and in no way responsible for his divine nature. 
Of course the terminology was bound to be confusing. In the church political climate 
this invited more inference and speculative doctrine.  The saints and bones madness in 
the East only added to this drive.  The emotional relationship with God was breaking 
down. Desperate crowds sought the reality of ages past in cherishing the relics of a 
bygone era. The blessed memory of Mary was part of this drive.

Celibacy and marriage
The biblical qualification for bishops and deacons to be the husband of not more than 
one wife speaks for itself about the earliest Church. Polygamy was recognised as 
against God’s intentions at creation. The ministry of the Church should set an 
example, illustrating God’s views with their lives as well as with their preaching and 
serving him. For this reason, polygamy still being relatively widespread, husbands 
with more than one wife were not allowed to enter the offices of the Church. There 
are no indications that the early Church encouraged them to put away the extra wives, 
on the contrary, sending them away would lead to adultery as they would still be 
married in the eyes of God. We can however say that the New Testament Church 
promoted monogamous marriage, one husband and one wife until death do us part, 
right from the start by requiring it from her office bearers. Although remarriage after 
one’s partner’s death was allowed, many felt it was inconsistent with God’s original 
idea of one husband and wife.
Death and remarriage were consequences of the fall and sinfulness of mankind. They 
reminded Christians that despite their new life and future hope, they were still part of 
a broken world. 

From the earliest days the apostle Paul had recommended celibacy as a Christian 
lifestyle, but only for the gifted.  He did not address this issue as a topic for clergy. 
Bishops and deacons should have one wife only, which can be considered a plea for 
restraint, but hardly for celibacy. On this topic Paul gave advice to believers in 
general.  Celibacy was a universal Christian theme.  Both clergy and laity could use it 
for their spiritual benefit. It could be a powerful instrument to strengthen one’s 
devotion to God and also make ministry more effective and flexible, by being less 
entangled in the affairs and responsibilities of this world. However, celibacy was by 
no means required.  It was recommendable, but optional and only intended for those 
gifted in that particular area.  “Forbidding to marry” was considered a grave heresy in 
the apostolic era.41

                                                
41 1Titus 4:3
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This situation was to change, through practical circumstances and the persecutions of 
three centuries. An added factor was the increasing worldliness of the Church by the 
fourth century. Not only did purity in doctrine suffer from a very mathematical 
approach, ‘real’ Christianity became a class apart that couldn’t be practised by 
ordinary members of Christ’s body. One needed a special vocation to distinguish 
oneself from the worldly course of life by rules of denial and ascetism.  So the rules 
for doctrine and life multiplied, but did they bring the Church back were she 
belonged, close to God? 

The initial rings of change were not hopeful. The first well-known advocate for 
celibacy for bishops and deacons was Epiphanius of Salamis, the bishop we 
mentioned earlier. He was also one of the first devotees to Mary and unfamiliar with 
her bodily assumption. When it rains, it pours. It is ironical that the passage most 
confidently appealed to as reason for compulsory celibacy should come from 
Epiphanius. His enthusiasm is not a recommendation at all for those who know their 
Church history. Epiphanius was a wicked schemer who didn’t mind intruding on the 
jurisdiction of other bishops if this suited his purposes. Apart from sowing hatred and 
destruction in general, he was one of the important conspirators against John 
Chrysostom, the bishop of Constantinople.
The mere fact that such a man would develop into the primary authority on Mary-
devotion and celibacy for later generations, is very telling in itself.

For Epiphanius the dignity of the priesthood was very important.  In his view of the 
Church, a view he did not hesitate to press ruthlessly, not anyone who was married 
and having sex with his wife should be admitted to the deaconate, the priesthood, or 
the episcopate. Such a wicked person should not even be a servant of the deacons. 
Epiphanius’ model church accepted only him “who if married gives up his wife or has 
lost her by death”.42 He hastened to add that the practice was still quite different, but 
insisted that celibacy had been the prescribed rule from apostolic times. 

Of course this was a lie. One of the most notable Church historians of the fifth 
century, Socrates, wrote that the Church in general, with a few regional exceptions, 
did not even require the unmarried status of bishops, let alone priests and deacons!43  
Socrates was a celibate himself. Celibacy wasn’t compulsory for clergy.  Neither the 
apostolic Church nor the fifth century required it. But this time church politicians used 
to ascribe apostolic institution to authorise their own preferences. The same happened 
to the issue of fasting during Lent, the forty days before Easter Sunday. Bishop Leo of 
Rome (440-461AD), the one who kept Attila out, alleged theapostolic institution for 
a compulsory fast of forty days. Fortunately he wasn’t speaking with ex cathedra 
authority as yet, because this simply wasn’t true. Not only are the ante-Nicene fathers 
remarkably silent on such an important apostolic rule for church life, but those who 
do speak, Irenaeus and Tertullian, show that the Church did not require a forty days 
fast before Easter at all. By the fifth century however, some were so eager to have it 
their way with an apostolic stamp on it, that they were willing to rewrite history. The 

                                                
42 Haer.49.4.  Cf. HOLL, K., Epiphanius II: Panarion haer. 34-64, rev. ed. Jürgen Dummer, Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag, 1980 (Original edition in 1928: Die grieschischen christlichen Schriftsteller der 
ersten drei Jahrhunderte)

43 H.E., Book I.11
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truth was the first victim of this wilfulness. Human beings would shortly follow in its 
wake. 

Two brilliant men would shape the thinking on marriage and celibacy even further. 
Augustine (354-430AD) and Jerome were contemporaries of Epiphanius. In due time, 
they would be regarded as “doctors of the Church” because of their influential 
teaching.
One of the drawbacks of being a brilliant theologian is that you may gain a following 
because of reputation even in areas that are not part of one’s expertise. Marriage was 
such an area for Augustine, who had not only lived in sexual sin but also left his de 
facto wife of fifteen years instead of marrying her on becoming a Christian. In his 
view sexual intercourse was the channel that transmitted original sin from one 
generation to the next. It was a necessary evil that became sinful if there wasn’t an 
explicit purpose of procreation, because Augustine was Bible theologian enough to 
remember that God issued the command to go and multiply after the fall.44 At least 
Augustine valued marriage as it led to family life, strengthened faith, developed 
fidelity and provided companionship. For Jerome and other hot headed monks, 
marriage and sexual intercourse was something to be avoided at all costs. To be 
captured by bandits into slavery and to strike a good master who forced you to marry, 
was a celibate’s worst nightmare.  Of course this kind of thinking would cast its 
shadows on the centuries to come.

Missions
The first distinctly Roman Catholic missions into Northern Europe took place from 
the sixth century. The Church had given up on the South. North Africa was already 
lost to Christianity.  One should take note that the Roman culture in North Africa did 
not survive the onslaught of the barbarian Vandals.  Augustine of Hippo’s death in 
430AD, while his city was besieged, marked the beginning of the end of the Church 
in those regions. Unlike the Visigoths these invaders were intolerant Arians.  They 
exiled the bishops of the Church to the isle of Corsica, forcing them to cut wood. 
Thousands of other Christians were thrown out of their homes and banished to the 
desert. The first world was taken over by brutal force of numbers of the third world. 
North Africa declined and fell victim to the followers of Mohammed in the seventh 
century. Portugal and Spain joined its fate a century later. 

While the Church was being uprooted in Africa, she established herselfnorth of the 
Mediterranean, the sea that the old Romans once proudly referred to as “Mare 
Nostrum”. It was “our sea” no more. The only direction Western Christianity could 
look to for consolidation and expansion was northwards, further into Gaulle, Germany 
and the British isles. A major step forward was the conversion of king Clovis, c.496 
AD.
He ruled the Francs in Gaulle.  Although he didn’t turn into a saint, his conversion 
seems to be mainly due to the comeliness of a Catholic princess he desperately 
wanted to marry.  The outward change of his kingdom to Christianity would be a 
stabilising factor for a shaken Western Church. For a long time the secular power base 
of the Church would be in France. It would be Charles Martel who drove Islam back 
over the Pyrenees into Spain.  The battle of Tours (732AD) will be remembered as the 
stop to Muslim expansion in Western Europe. In the next period we will see that this 
Frankish kingdom developed into a vast European Empire. When the medieval 
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papacy left Italy it settled in France. The kings of France continued to be important 
until the days of Louis XIV, as late as the 17th century.  

We do not have many written sources on the earliest Church in Northern Europe, but
it is clear that Christianity must have been relatively widespread. Patrick carried his 
Christian message from Wales into Ireland not long after Rome was defeated by the 
Visigoths in 410AD.  We don’t know whether Patrick was a monk or not, but most 
missionaries after him (about whom accounts survive) were bachelors dedicated to the 
service of Christ. During the next century, Columba established churches and 
monasteries all over Ireland. He settled on the isle of Iona to launch missionary work 
in Scotland, which required most of his attention until his death. Like all godly men, 
his pupil, St Gallen, was persecuted both by rulers and worldly clergy alike. Forced 
out of Scotland, he continued his work in Switzerland, where he is associated with the 
establishment of the monastery in St Gallen. In this way Celtic Christianity spread to 
unforeseen places.

Roman imperialism
It was only late in the fifth century that Rome became imperialistic.  She decided to 
take up an unchecked leading role in Western Christianity. The restraining force of 
North Africa was out of the way and she was the only major diocese of old.  Lyons 
and Milan were important too, but had always looked up to senior Rome. With Leo 
and later Gregory the Church had developed a view that Church and state worked best 
together if both were loyal servants of the bishop of Rome.  This was understandable 
in the light of Rome’s local development after the fall of the empire.  It had worked 
well for Rome; the region was much better off than before, so there was no reason not 
to export the concept.  Northern Europe could do with some civilisation and 
Christianity. 

Around 596 AD Gregory sent Augustine to southwest England, as archbishop of the 
Angles, to convert the pagans and establish a distinctly Latin Christianity that 
acknowledged the authority of the bishop of Rome. After Kent, the king of 
Northumberland followed some seventy years later. Roman Christianity prevailed 
over the Celtic Church. It was this Church who sent out missionaries like Willebrord 
and Winfriet to Frysia (the northern Low Countries) and Germany. 

Winfriet was born in England, and became a monk, like most missionaries we know 
of, at the time.  As the Church had developed into the preserver of literacy and 
civilisation in days of barbarian onslaught, and monks its major chroniclers of history, 
it is only logical that we know most of their endeavours and remain relatively ignorant 
about the influence of the Gospel in the everyday Christian life of common mortals. 
Winfriet went to Rome in 723 AD (as the Roman chroniclers want us to see it) to 
pledge obedience to Gregory II, vicar in St Peter’s stead, and his successors.  Pledge 
or not, he proved a very dedicated servant. He cut down Donar’s Oak, an event that 
marked the beginning of the end of pagan Germany. He also convinced the rulers of 
the Western and Eastern Frankish kingdoms to acknowledge the supremacy of 
Rome’s bishop.  Towards the end of his life Winfriet laboured among the Frisians, 
who murdered him at Dokkum in 754AD.  By the time of his death the Western 
Church had turned into a distinctly Roman enterprise.  
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Chapter IV: the Christian Commonwealth (800-1303)
The era of theocracy

The year 800 of the incarnation of our Lord was marked by a very special occasion. 
The bishop of Rome, who, at this stage had become the leader of the Western Church, 
crowned Charlemagne, the great king of the Franks.  This was also the crown on the 
rise of Christendom, as Church and State came together to serve the same God. 
Western Europe had become a Christian empire, which led to manycomplications of 
its own. Many tend to think about Church and kingdom as two separate organisations 
that should mind their own business and attend to different aspects of human life. It is 
easy to say so from a post-Christian perspective, living in asecularised world where 
the illusion that religion is a private affair, without a penetrating world view, is being 
forced upon the masses. God should be kept out of government; bishops should stick 
to their prayers.  This is a very simplistic and idealistic point of view. If it works for 
our age at all, it certainly did not for the Middle Ages. 

Holy Partnership
The Western Church had been shaped by tribal conversions and the king gained a say 
in the appointment of new bishops. The Church could not call synods, unless the 
lawful prince, on whose territory they met, consented. A bag full of gold, political 
loyalty and promises in the right direction would go a long way to office.  The Church 
was in the bag, so to speak. In this kind of set-up it was not a wholly bad idea to have 
an independent leader of all Christendom in Rome, someone at a distance, to create a 
balance of power. However, one can fully understand that issues like celibacy and 
excommunication became swords to wield power that could not be exercised in a 
more natural way.  If appointments were not fully in the hand of the Church, she 
needed to ensure loyalty of her employers in different ways, especially if the Frankish 
bishops were more inclined to dance to the tune of the ruler of the day than to a far 
away pope. In a conflict of interest they would be disinclined to accept directions 
from Rome.  

The Church was far from a babe in the woods. She was the inheritor of the old Roman 
ways, literacy and civilisation. She was the preserver and developer of scholarship in 
a largely illiterate world. Her organisation was superb. The government needed the 
Church for religious and practical reasons. In Charlemagne’s day the government was 
part of the Church.  The empire and all of its officials had subjected themselves to the 
spiritual authority of the Church.  But it worked the other way around as well.  It was 
no less true that the Church was also part of government. She had become a political 
entity. After the Church had received the right to accept gifts in land and property, her 
wealth became substantial, especially among the Franks.  This meant that many a 
bishop also became an important ruler, if not owner, of land and people. As bishop he 
was accountable to God and the Church, but as governor to the king, who was the 
supreme governor of all property and land in the Empire. In these regions theChurch 
and the government were led by the same man. This was an unavoidable 
development, unless one would have been prepared to let the government interfere 
with the material affairs of the Church.  The medieval Church was not. 

Property management
Monasteries and dioceses wanted to run their own property, especially as some kings 
had not really set a good example in protecting the material interests of the Church. 
Charles Battle-hammer, for instance, the one who knocked back the Moors in Spain 
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towards the Mediterranean, was an example. He simply took property from the 
Church and gave it to some knights to produce and pay enough soldiers for his army. 
Later promises of restoration remained promises. “We all work together, and it’s to 
keep the false religions out, so it is only reasonable that the Church should contribute 
to the endeavour,” Charles must have thought at the time. During the period 800-1303 
AD the Church would become much more powerful, more intertwined with
government itself. But this worked both ways, as rulers became enthused with 
Christian visions and ideals. Augustine’s ideas on the Christianisation of society451

were implemented. Western Europe had become a Christian empire with Catholicism 
as its religion. Even pagan Scandinavia, the fearsome Normans, would convert during 
this period, but not before they had caused a lot of trouble and became the subject of 
many a nightmare on North Sea and Atlantic shores. In the end Franks, Celts, Saxons, 
Frysians and Norsemen became part of a post pagan Europe, bound together by 
Christianity and the organisation of the Church, ruled by kings who converted to 
Christianity and taught their subjects to do the same.  God’s cause was supposed to be 
the cause of all people, in whatever walk of life they found themselves. Western 
Europe had become a Christian empire.

The Middle Ages that surrounded the coronation of Charlemagne on that silent night 
or happy morn’ of Christmas 800AD, showed a mainly rural economy in Western 
Europe. After exclusive access to the Mediterranean was lost with the decline of the 
Roman Empire, the West became a self-sufficient society where trade no longer 
played a crucial role. Society was divided in three groups of people with distinctive 
roles.  The priests prayed and had knowledge.  The knights governed, protected and 
made war. The common people worked the land as subjects or slaves. 

Education
Charlemagne used the Church to educate his people. Perhaps it wasn’t the birth of the 
modern educational system as we have it, but it could be called foundational for what 
happened afterwards. The Church was to enforce her role as keeper of knowledge by 
educating the clergy and the next generation of the royal family. Alcuin of York was 
the emperor’s right hand man, who stimulated education and scholarship in cathedral 
schools and monasteries. Many ancient documents would have been lost if they had 
not been copied as a result of this revival of learning under Charlemagne. What 
Europe needed was education. Charles and Alcuin had a dream to revive learning, to 
educate the clergy to overcome paganism more efficiently, establishing abbey- and 
cathedral schools, also building a court library and teaching the princes.  They started 
up basic teaching to educate the resident Christians of the empire, which, after the 
campaigns for the conversion of the Saxons, included more or less everybody. First 
they needed to memorise the Lord’s Prayer.  Charlemagne pressured for the inclusion 
of the Ten Commandments as well, and so it happened, to the greater advancement of 
morality and public justice. 

The emperor, however, showed a remarkable spiritual strength in his independence 
from the results of the deliberations of the learned, in particular if they came from 
Rome.  Especially during the last years of his reign, the emperor’s spiritual influence 
probably exceeded that of the bishop of Rome.  Charlemagne was an important check 
on the popularity of carved images for religious use.  Relics were quite acceptable, but 
statues of Jesus, Mary and the Saints were a product of the mind of a later age and 

                                                
45 De Civitate Dei



52

mere imaginations. The bishop of Rome was in favour of this, but Charlemagne 
showed him that the Ten Commandments teach very differently and that even the 
pope was supposed to teach the Word of God.  So “No” it was and during 
Charlemagne’s reign statues were kept out of or removed from church buildings.

Joint enterprise
The prelude to the joint enterprise of Church and State in the days of Charlemagne 
can be found in the times of his predecessor Pippin the Short. He may have been 
short, but definitely wasn’t scared. When the Longobards threatened to take the city 
of Rome, Pippin rushed to the rescue.  He took all the conquered territories from the 
Longobards and gave them as present to the bishop of Rome.  In this way the 
Church’s worldly empire was extended beyond Rome itself. The bishop ruled by the 
grace of Pippin.  When the Longobards tried again under Charlemagne, they were 
defeated completely and finally.
Bishop Leo was so happy that he crowned Charlemagne emperor at Christmas 
800AD. A new Holy Roman Empire was born.  So very different from the babe in the 
manger! The West was to follow in the footsteps of Constantinople, or rather, of 
ancient Rome.  With one important difference, Rome was no longer the capital of the 
Empire, but of a Church that embraced it. From the very beginning Aachen, 
Nijmegen, Trier en Worms were important cities. Gradually the German power base 
of the empire would show, especially as it was divided after Charlemagne’s death and 
a strong monarchy emerged under Henry I and his son Otto, in the tenth century AD.  
This coincided with a very weak papacy. 

Not so holy Struggles 
This new partnership between empire and religion was an interesting one. The Church 
sought to be the ultimate authority in both, while the State was looking for rights in 
the affairs of the Church. In the Frankish Empire the emperor appointed the bishops. 
Without their permission synods of the Church could not meet. For the clergy, besides 
bishops, a right of patronage developed.  If a wealthy person founded a church, he 
was able to claim the right of patron, which gave him (and his children after him) an 
important say in the appointment of clergy. At times money was a more important 
qualification for office than the spiritual assets of the candidate. 

For many centuries both partners would struggle to see whether they could tip the 
balance of power in their favour. In the tenth century the emperor became so powerful 
that he was able to reserve the right to interfere in Church affairs.  Rome even 
promised not to consecrate any future bishop of Rome without the consent of king 
Otto or his son. 

One hundred years later the situation was reversed. From 1059AD an assembly of 
cardinals elected the new bishop of Rome. Under Gregory VII (1073-1085AD), Rome 
went even further.  She now claimed the absolute right to depose emperors and kings. 
Troublesome emperor Henry IV was excommunicated and had to beg the pope for 
forgiveness, spending three days waiting in the snow in front of the pope’s residence 
at Canossa before he was admitted and received forgiveness.  The parties reached a 
compromise at Worms in 1122AD, deciding that the emperor was the authority 
responsible for bestowing worldly power and that the bishop of Rome should have the 
exclusive right to spiritual power and appointment to office in the Church. 

Of course these arrangements would be tested, especially during the next century, 
when Innocentius III was bishop of Rome.  He was a real power broker. When King 
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John of England did not like the new bishop of Canterbury, Innocentius placed 
England under interdict.  This was a corporate censure. No Baptisms, funerals, Holy 
Communion or marriages were allowed for anyone in England. This was any
Christian government’s worst nightmare, social life was deranged and the government 
distrusted. The pope didn’t stop there. Innocentius excommunicated King John and 
declared the throne of England vacant, while he encouraged the French nobility to 
take his place. John gave in, abdicated and received England again, but this time from 
the mighty hand of Innocentius with the duty to pay tax to Rome. 

Across the channel the bishop showed his authority as well.  He forced King Phillip 
of France to take his wife back after he had sent her away. This predominant power of 
the Church would linger on towards the end of the thirteenth century.  After this a 
spiritual and moral crisis would hit Western Christianity, which would ultimately 
pave the way to the Renaissance, the Reformation and the Enlightenment. 

The united Europe of Charlemagne lasted for one generation only, but its educational 
and spiritual heritage continued as kings and princes went their separate ways. They 
did so, realising that all remained part of the same Church and that all over Western 
Europe it was a Christendom that united them all.  This did not prevent them from 
doing bloody battle, but the Church proved a restraining force. The second Lateran 
Council, 1139AD, explicitly forbade the use of the crossbow against Christians. To 
slay the infidel was a different matter. Crossbows could render valuable service. This 
brings up two important subjects for this period: the Lateran Councils and the 
crusades.

Lateran Councils
The Lateran Councils show us something of the medieval mind and the issues that 
Christians faced in those days.  These meetings took place in the palace of the bishop 
of Rome. In a now very distant past, this residence used to be owned by the Laterani 
family, where it got its name, Lateran Palace.  The Roman Catholic Church used to 
treat these meetings as ecumenical councils, valid for the whole world as the Western 
world considered the bishop of Rome the leader of all Christianity. 

The first council, 1123AD, dealt with the outcome of the investiture struggle and 
accepted the outcome that was reached at Worms. It also made celibacy for clergy 
compulsory and condemned ‘simony’, buying one’s way into office, offering money 
for gifts that are the Holy Spirit’s to bestow.  This was all part of a power struggle.  
Although the papacy had almost reached the heights of its secular power, two popes 
had been fighting for supremacy from 1118-1121AD.  The Church was forced to deal 
with the ordinances of the pope who lost the struggle for legitimacy.

The second palace meeting, 1139AD, stated that usury, taking interest on loans, was 
wrong. It also confirmed the rules against the marriage of priests and issued a solemn 
warning against dangerous tournaments.  Once again a schism had to be dealt with, 
this time with an antipope who reigned for nearly a decade, whose followers were 
excommunicated.

The third Lateran Council, 1179AD, put some checks on the election of, what was by 
now, the pope. It stipulated that a conclave of cardinals should decide who would be 
the new leader of Western Christianity. A two third majority was required. From this 
meeting on, the pope officially ceased to be bishop of Rome in the original meaning. 
Rather than being called by the people of Rome into the office of spiritual overseer 
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and pastor, being ‘bishop of Rome’ now had far greater implications. It had become a 
new office to rule Western Christianity, and, if possible at all, the universal Church.
The new election method appreciated this changed situation that had become only too 
obvious after struggles between the papacy and one of the German kings.

Not quite innocent
The fourth Lateran Council meeting, 1215AD, was of great theological significance.
This was easily the most impressive gathering of them all, taking place when mighty 
Innocentius the II, the most powerful pope in the history of Christianity, was lord of 
the palace. Some 1200 bishops and abbots attended the meeting.  This council showed 
a development in thinking about the ‘breaking of bread’. This was traditionally 
considered as a thanksgiving meal, or ‘sacrifice’ to celebrate the atoning sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ.  By taking part in the Lord’s Supper, Christians exercised spiritual 
communion with their Lord. By this time, however, many had come to like the idea 
that the bread and wine, used in this ceremony, literally changed into the body and 
blood of Christ when the priest consecrated the elements.  Lateran IV was the first 
official occasion that “transubstantiation” was officially used to describe this 
sacrament. 

The Church wanted to be in control, even if this meant more authority than the 
teachings of the apostles. Greater power invites more corruption. By this time the 
Church had come into a position to demand faith, now even beyond the teachings of 
Scripture, in favour of her relatively recent views on the Eucharist. Authority in the 
Church was shifting rapidly, from God to men. There should also be greater 
commitment to the organisation. For the good of the people, of course, all citizens of 
European countries had to take communion and confess their sins at least once a year.  
What should have been a wonderful improvement in Europe’s spiritual life probably 
was not. Why? The new measure bonded not so much to God as to a version of 
Christianity that had lost much of its authenticity.  Status quo and loyalty to the 
system were the order of the day. The fourth Lateran meeting also issued an order that 
no new monastic orders should be allowed. These were in the habit of becoming 
either troublesome or powerful. Lateran IV liked its powerful Roman Catholic world 
order. Nothing, no kings or monks, should interfere with it.  The meeting also 
indicates that the Church was now more willing to authorise violence in the name of 
God than ever. Of course these were the days of the crusades, God willing that the 
Holy Land should be rescued from the infidel and Europe from the sectarian and 
wrong doctrines of the Cathars and the Waldenses.  Lateran IV arranged to call a new 
crusade.

The fifth Lateran Council, 1512-1517AD, will be mentioned here to deal with this 
series of meetings as one topic. This last meeting took place centuries later and was 
mainly an Italian affair. It was prophetic in the sense that it went on for quite a few 
years, thus setting the pace for the later meetings at Trent and the subsequent Vatican 
Councils.  But it made some decisions that were to have a lasting effect. From now 
on, for instance, it was wrong to print a book without the permission of the bishop. 

Development
The first four meetings, however, grant some insight into the development of the 
medieval thinking after Charlemagne. They show us a Church that was able to 
summon Christian leaders to Rome, where the leader of Western Christianity sat 
enthroned.  They reveal a Church that struggled to control its own organisation, over 
and against the powers of kings and princes. One of the means they had to ensure this 
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was enforced celibacy.  In theory this would have left very godly clergy only, with 
enough spiritual stamina to resist the whiles and vices of governors and subjects alike. 
This was not to be, however. But at least, if they transgressed they would be in the 
wrong and consequently without legal rights to exercise over the Church or her 
property. Church land, revenue and property would no longer disappear into the 
families of pastors and bishops. The clergy should be godlier, the world received a 
better example, and the Church system would be better off. The idea was pragmatic 
and aimed at improvement. Unfortunately it was also very much against the spirit of 
the doctrine the apostles used to teach. Within a few centuries the whole affair was to 
blow up in the face of the Church, creating an impossible situation where compromise 
and vice were used to strengthen the moral hold of the Church on its people. Faith, 
love and theological integrity were seriously compromised at these Lateran Councils. 
Subjection to the will of the clergy was mistaken for subjection to the will of God. 
What should have been theocracy became ‘ecclesiocrasy’.46  In due time, 
Christendom would reap its bitter harvest, as the judgements from heaven would pour 
down.

The Crusades
Most people have heard about the Crusades, as it suited 20th century moralists and 
social engineers to paint the crude barbarianism of Western knights as compared to 
Islamic civilisation in all its glory. The truth is more complex. The good, the bad and 
the ugly were represented on both sides. The Muslims were on the warpath, Holy War 
they called it.  They had been treading it for some years and Western Christianity, 
quite frankly, also in leadership, had never liked the concept. The onslaught of Islam 
was driven back into Spain and later into North Africa. 

In the eleventh century the Christian brothers in the East had been struggling to keep 
their crumbling empire together. In 1071AD the Byzantine army lost an important 
battle to the Turks. Palestine and much of the rest of Syria and Egypt had been lost to 
the conquest of an Islamic empire. This had not been the liberation of backward 
gentiles by the forces of civilisation and human rights as some want us to believe. On 
the contrary, they came to break down a Christian civilisation that had lasted seven 
hundred years after Constantine the Great. The Muslims had no business being in 
Palestine. It was their zeal for conquest that got them there and it was done by bloody 
expansion.  The Seljuks, or Turks, fought the Christians and the Fatimid Muslims in 
Egypt.  Initially Fatimids preferred the crusaders to these Sunni Muslim imperialists.  

Some have praised their religious tolerance, after all Jews and Christians were 
allowed to live.  Others respond by calling our attention to the fact that those who did 
survive had to pay tax and do with very little rights except to live. They point to the 
Islamic policy of selling many of the survivors into slavery, raping women, selling 
them into polygamous marriages as sex slaves and castrating boys to be raised and 
indoctrinated as soldiers for Islam. The Seljuks also started to attack Christian 
pilgrims on their way to or in Jerusalem. The Fatimids was no alternative. In 1009AD 
the caliph of Egypt, who ruled that part of Syria at the time, ordered the destruction of 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and all Christian establishments in the city. For 
years Christians were brutally persecuted.  It had been rumbling in Palestine for a 
long time now. If this was the dawn of civilisation, pope Urbanus had some 
justification for his lack of enthusiasm for Mohammed’s idea of spreading the light. 
Something needed to be done. The Eastern Roman Empire had no strength to do it, 
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but the new force of Western Christendom might be able to make a difference in the 
situation. An important background factor was the permanent schism between the 
Eastern and Western Church since 1054AD. Now the true Church of the West should 
take her responsibilities.

There was some historical reason for the West to be willing to make that difference in 
the East as well. The ties between Palestine and the Latin Church went back a long 
time. Centuries before, Jerome and Paula founded the first Latin monasteries near 
Bethlehem.  Gregory the Great had a hospice built in Jerusalem, probably to receive 
western Christians as they travelled to the Holy Land on pilgrimage.  These spiritual 
journeys had been taking place from the West as early as the fourth century.  
Christians not only went to get the same sensation of the historical divine as they got 
from relics, but also for penance, purification and meditation. Several medieval 
chronicles on the ninth century claim a special bond between Charlemagne and 
Jerusalem, with several churches and monasteries as a result. Persistent traditions on 
his protectorate of Jerusalem also survive, although these may have been more 
wishful western fiction than practical reality in Palestine. This would, however, 
explain the extent of involvement of knights with a Frankish background in the 
crusades.  The first crusade was called by the bishop of Rome, not in Italy, but in the 
French city of Clermont. This wasn’t a coincidence. Peter the Hermit from Amiens 
would be one of the most forceful preachers for war on the Holy Land. Later on it 
would be Bernard of Clairvaux, again a Frenchman, who was commissioned by 
another pope to preach the second crusade.  

Pope Urbanus II, who called the first crusade in 1095AD, was not somebody who 
promoted violence indiscriminately. On the contrary, he did a lot to temper unruly 
spirits in Western Europe. He hadn’t been the only one. The Church in general felt 
that way, as was evidenced by the so called "Truce of God", which outlawed fighting 
from Sunday to Wednesday.  Urbanus banned fighting involving priests, monks, 
women, labourers and merchants on any day of the week. The need for these 
measures shows that the Western Church was facing an obvious problem. Christians 
were not behaving as they should. Not love, but rivalry prevailed.  Might was right. 
The Church found out that Christianity, as an organisation, wasn’t necessarily in 
subjection to the Lordship of Jesus.

Crusades: an overview
It wouldn’t do to describe the crusades in any great detail. Many small and big 
crusades took place, even some as late as the seventeenth century!  In essence they 
were wars for a religious reason, with a godly motive and promise of spiritual rewards 
by the Church, like the assurance of forgiveness of temporal sins for those willing to 
partake. The major crusades were eight in number and happened during the 11th -13th

centuries.

The first Crusade (1095-1099AD) was the most successful, in the sense that
Jerusalem was liberated from the Turks and some Christian states were established.  
The second (1147-49AD) and third (1189-92AD) failed in their attempts to restore 
Christian supremacy in the Holy land. 
The fourth (1202-1204AD) was an unholy commercial and vindictive enterprise 
against fellow Christians who didn’t deserve that name anymore, since the theological 
relations between East and West were severed in 1054AD. For three days 
Constantinople was officially ransacked by unholy warriors who committed terrible 
atrocities in the name of Christ. Blessed are the peacemakers. 
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The fifth crusade (1217-19) was probably only useful in that it kept some criminal 
barbarians from doing at home what they practised in the East. It is mostly 
remembered because of the siege of Dalmietta on the shores of the Nile in Fatimid 
Egypt. Jean de Brienne, again a Frenchman, took the city and not many survived. 

Number six (1228-29) was a great success, mostly due to the lack of crusade. The 
impressive diplomacy of Frederic II, 1194-1250AD, emperor of the Holy Roman 
Empire and not a friend of the pope at all, won the day. The Sultan of Egypt signed a 
treaty by which Jerusalem, Nazareth and Bethlehem came into the hands of Frederic, 
who duly assumed the crown of Jerusalem in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. 
Interesting detail…… without religious ceremony!

France and Rome together
After this, Louis, the king of France, tried his best in two subsequent crusades (1249-
52, 1270AD) when no one else in Western Christianity was willing to take up the 
cross and do the pope’s bidding in an enterprise that was not only dangerous, but had 
also ceased to be lucrative.  These two crusades are interesting for a subsequent 
development in the history of the Western Church.  Through this loyalty the papacy 
developed a natural inclination towards France that would show in due course. What 
was in a name, anyway? Those were the days when the Holy Roman Empire resided 
in Germany, as Eastern remnant of Charlemagne’s original Frankish empire. The 
pope was more at home in France.  He decided to move closer by taking up residence 
in Avignon. 

While the King of France fought for the same Holy Land cause as the mighty order of 
the Knights Templar, their influence and money in France were their ultimate 
downfall. The very country that had been most faithful in supporting the crusades 
would rob and massacre its own children shortly.

Peter the Hermit
From the period of the crusades the Western Church learned the important lesson that 
good causes are not necessarily successful, furthermore that there seemed to be an 
important difference between doing something in the name of Christ and doing his 
will.  The powerful preaching ministry of Peter the Hermit led to a great following, 
but not in the steps of self-reflection, repentance and conversion. On the contrary, 
when things went bad along the way, it was always someone else who was 
responsible, more in particular, the Jews. While Peter’s band of rabble marched, 
rampaged would be a more proper description, through Europe towards Asia Minor, 
one of the worst pogroms in history started at their instigation. Some bishops who 
tried to protect the Jews in their diocese had to flee their home. In the end Peter’s 
sideshow of the first crusade ended in one of the greatest disasters of the period.  His 
mob was annihilated by the Turks, while Peter escaped with his life. Apparently he 
founded a monastery afterwards and died a natural death. He could, however, not flee 
his conscience or his memories.

Bernard of Clairvaux
Fifty years after Peter the Hermit, the great preacher, writer and monastic leader, 
Bernard of Clairvaux would have a similar experience.  He was commissioned to 
preach for the second crusade. This was even accompanied by signs and wonders to 
show that this was really what God wanted.  At least that is how Bernard interpreted 
the events. If it was God’s will, it was not carried out in God’s way.  The misconduct 
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and treachery of those who participated was saddening. The venture was a complete 
disaster. The abbot even wrote a book on it, called “Book of Consideration”.  In this, 
he explains that the crusaders should be compared with the Jews of old. Their 
disobedience to God and their sinful life had been their downfall. Christianity did not 
live up to its claims and there was no favouritism with God. When Bernard died, a 
few years later in 1153, nearly 63 years old, he had founded one hundred and sixty 
three monasteries. He had done a lot for the reform of the clergy, to stimulate love of 
God and holy life.  His influence was such that he was afterwards regarded as a 
Doctor of the Church. Still, his life reveals that the Church at large had a long way to 
go.  Perhaps she would never get there on earth.  Christian causes without Christian 
lives, only provoked the wrath of God.

The monastic reforms, of which Bernard had been part, had been very influential 
though. This movement started from two places in France, first in Cluny (from 
910AD), then also in Citeaux (from 1098AD),47 with a more disciplined and 
respectable monastic life as a result. In a way the monastic orders would become the 
backbone of the Church in medieval society.  Their behaviour as well as their power 
would reflect on the Church at large.  After the ninth century, reform and revival was 
what the Church needed, especially in Rome. The papal palace had been a den of 
wickedness and vice for far too long.  It was time that somebody set an example. As it 
was monks and normal clergy that ended up as bishops, it was important that the 
reform started with them.  

Medieval Theology
During the 13th century the Western Church reached the height of its power as 
organisation. The power of the papacy had become tremendous. As the Eastern 
Church and empire declined even further, during and after the crusades, the Western 
Church became more arrogant in its claims and its theology. The great monastic 
thinker Thomas Aquinas wrote his thick book on distinctly Roman Catholic doctrine 
during this time.  Those were the days after Lateran IV with the Church now set on a
course of papal supremacy, transubstantiation, celibacy and purgatory. Thomas wrote 
“Against the Errors of the Greeks” and tried to prove the existence of a temporal place 
of punishment for Christians. Before they would be allowed into heaven, they should
pay for all their temporal sins.  The efforts of the flames of purgatory would 
compensate for the lack of fruits of Christian profession during one’s life. Just a look 
at the average crusader, or even some of the popes, showed that it was hard to imagine 
that God could accept that sort of Christians straight into heaven with himself. The 
doctrine of purgatory satisfied the desire for righteousness. Many medieval people 
were considered Christians, but their lack of Christianity was as obvious as the reality
with which they partook of the sacraments of the Church. The doctrine of purgatory 
was the natural answer.  

What were once doubtful interpretations of Scripture and tradition, had now become 
official teachings of the Church, sine qua non. Instead of being a faithful channel to 
God, the Church had opted to rule with the law of her own controversial 
interpretations that were catholic no longer. Of course this was schismatic, but the 
Church did not realise this because she was powerful.  What was wrong anyway, she 
still preached Jesus, and Him crucified? As for the rest, all just had to obey her and 
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trust the pope to do the right things in doctrinal matters that were nothing for common 
folk to worry about. 
Unam Sanctam
This sectarian development in Western Catholicism found its completion during the 
papacy of Boniface VIII (c.1235-1303AD). During his time in office the secular 
powers of the diocese came under increased pressure. Genoa and Venice didn’t want 
to listen to the pope in their quarrels, didn’t even want him around.  Boniface went on 
with efforts to restore order in Tuscany. The only result was that he made some 
permanent enemies. Dante, the great medieval writer, immortalised him by denying 
Boniface a place in heaven, and designating him to a place of perpetual punishment 
for his wickedness. The pope decided to concentrate on his spiritual powers. He 
reinforced them by an official decree, a bull, called Unam Sanctam on November 18, 
in 1302AD.  
It was a bull on papal supremacy and the one true Church on earth, which Boniface 
identified as the Roman Catholic Church organisation. True unity was founded in 
bowing the knee to the bishop of Rome and his views. As this was issued as part of a 
personal controversy with the king of France, Phillip, the bull was controversial from 
the very beginning. 

Unam Sanctam, however, set the doctrinal framework of the Western Church as it had 
developed into an exclusive Roman Church. This document, representative of the now 
prevailing attitude in the West, made it clear that the Roman Church in its present 
form could no longer claim true Catholicism in the old sense. Before the convictions 
that were ventilated in Unam Sanctam took over the Western Church, Catholics were 
those who followed apostolic teaching in communion with all who did the same, all 
over the world. Not so anymore. Catholicity, which means belonging Christ’s 
worldwide Church, was now defined in terms of allegiance to a church organisation 
that acknowledged the bishop of Rome as leader of all Christendom, even if this 
meant denying views that had been regarded as biblical and apostolic for ages. 

Greek Church
One of the first to suffer was the Eastern Church.  All of a sudden Greek Catholics 
were Catholics no longer, although they had been regarded as such for more than 
twelve hundred years.  Even the early crusaders had been inspired by the ideal of 
helping out the Greek brothers. Of course these relations cooled down a bit after 
longstanding disagreements, especially on the exact source of the Holy Spirit, and led 
to a break in 1054AD.  However, as mentioned, these disagreements had existed for 
centuries, without doubting one another’s catholicity. For this reason it is likely that 
the practical disagreements, cultural clash and distrust in the crusading period played 
an important role as well.  With Unam Sanctam the doom of all Catholics who did not 
wish to bow to the bishop of Rome was sealed, at least for all practical purposes, on 
earth. As leader of the Western Church, Boniface officially proclaimed that the Greek 
Christians were not really sheep of Christ. Had they been so, they would have listened 
to the voice of St Peter’s successor, and obeyed yours truly.48 Boniface died the 
following year, shortly after officially proclaiming the Western Church, in as much as 
she was obedient to the pope, as God’s only legitimate Church on earth. 

Of course this spirit of exclusiveness did not come about in a few weeks.  Unam 
Sanctam was the result of at least five hundred years of theology and power struggles 
between Church and State. By 1204AD it had given birth to violent exclusivity, 

                                                
48 These actions instilled of course potent counter curses and a similar spirit in Greek Christianity.
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especially in situations where material gain and control were on the agenda as well. 
By now it was all right to crusade in the name of God also against Christians whose 
allegiance to the Roman system should be doubted.  Constantinople was sacked, as it 
was no longer wrong to slaughter second rate Christians. The irony of history is that 
the Venetians who profited, a breed with greater love for mammon than God 
almighty, would give the pope many a headache in times to come. They remained 
loyal members of the system, however, and that is what counted most. Now that the 
spirit was out of the bottle, it was a matter of controlling it, and Rome was, as always, 
the proper authority to do this very thing. A century later the pope officially 
sanctioned the view that Greeks were not really Christians anymore.  Catholicism 
became defined in terms of ties with the see of Rome, never mind the Lordship of 
Jesus Christ and apostolic doctrine, which the Church was supposed to be allabout. 

Slaying Cathars and Catholics alike
Another lead-up to Unam Sanctam was the Albigensian crusade. In 1209AD the 
knights of Western Europe launched a crusade against the sectarian Albigenses.  If the 
accounts of their doctrines by enemies are reliable, these “Cathars” from Southern 
France were no Christians by any standards, but their lives were more exemplary than 
that of some contemporary Christian bishops.   

The Cathars were heretics.  The Roman Church had tried to convince with words and 
preaching first, but even the loyal Roman Catholics in the region preferred living with 
the Cathars to receiving so called Christian knights into their district.  When the pope 
had called for a crusade, the not so holy armies answered the call to do his bidding.  
When they demanded that the Cathars be handed over, the local Roman Catholics 
preferred to leave the city gates closed to keep the pope’s idea of church discipline 
out. Of course the system did not call it church discipline. Excommunication for 
heretical doctrine or permanent sinful life was as old as the New Testament. This 
however, was a different spirit, similar to the one that deposed Athanasius and 
Chrysostom, prepared and willing to kill for lack of loyalty to the system.  The 
crusaders massacred a whole town, desecrated the sanctuary of the main church 
building and killed men, women and children without discrimination, both Cathars 
and Catholics alike.  The Catholics had not been “good” Catholics, otherwise they 
would have promoted the crusade’s cause.  God would know his own, it was said, so 
they murdered them all.

In theory the Church had done its loving best with words first, Benedictines 
preaching, that sort of thing, but, when she had exhausted this, she would hand the 
unconvertible over to the government, who, by this time, was as Roman Catholic as 
the pope.  The more or less Catholic theocracy of Charlemagne’s day had turned into 
a Roman Catholic theocracy by the times of Innocentius and Boniface. Of course the 
history of compulsory tribal conversions had provided some fertile soil for a 
philosophy that made a government prepared to kill for doctrinal reasons.  The spread 
of unbelief in one’s realm would lead to eternal damnation of their subjects and harm 
the kingdom of God. By the thirteenth century the bishop of Rome thought himself to 
be Lord of the Realm. If they do not submit, we wipe them out. Those who butchered 
heretics and Catholics were blessed and promised spiritual rewards in the name of 
God. This new spirit paved the way for another institution, closely associated with the 
‘holy’ see, the Inquisition. 
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Architecture
This new exclusive spirit that had gradually entered the Western Church, especially 
after 1054AD, was not only found in documents and crusading attitudes.  It was also 
expressed in a new architectural style, suitably called “Roman”. This name was no 
accident.  By the eleventh century the Western Church had become Roman in spirit 
and leadership. From the eleventh century a confident building mania, probably 
originating in Northern Italy, spread all over Western Europe. Even relatively small 
country parishes had to have their own new church building.  The Church now built in 
stone, she was here to stay, a new Roman empire. 

Some think that the building spree reflects on a general relief after the year 1000 of 
the incarnation of our Lord was completed, without the expected second coming of 
Christ taking place and, perhaps even more important, the last judgment. Instead, the 
world continued, as did the Christian kings, bishops and peasants. Some cities 
flourished, but the building took place everywhere. Even churches that had been 
perfectly all right were replaced. 

Building spree
The new Western Church, the Roman variant, was increasingly prepared to 
communicate with the dead. This was all right, as long as the deceased were 
Christians of whom one could be reasonably sure that they had passed through the 
fires of purgatory into everlasting bliss. If that was the case they would be endowed 
with special powers on earth, so if their bones wrought a miracle it was the surest sign 
that they had popped out of the fires and made it to paradise. As long as there were 
poor Christian sinners on earth, begging for their intercession and expecting them to 
put in a few good words with God, they would oblige. This reflected in the 
architecture of the times, new church buildings got connected to saints in a profound 
way. 

Even to contemporaries this must have come as somewhat of a surprise. One 11th

century author writes: “In those days (i.e. of the building spree shortly after 1000AD) 
nearly all cathedrals and abbey churches were consecrated to all sorts of saints, even 
small village churches, nearly all of which were rebuilt by the faithful, more beautiful
than ever.”4  The saints also got their special chapels. 

If one compares the new style big church with the old Christian basilica, it is not only 
obvious that the design is more elaborate.  What really strikes one is the addition of 
little chapels to the apsis,5 or adjacent to the cloister walk around it, and the transept.6  
These turned out to be places of worship dedicated to one of the recognised saints, as 
the building at large had been committed to the care of the most suitable and deceased 
spirit as well. For a 21st century mind it is important to realise that we are not just 
speaking about keeping a precious memory and example alive.  Roman Catholicism 
built with a new expectancy. It expected to stay around and, as far as the saints were 
concerned, encourage them to do their bit for the system and its people.  Deceased 

                                                
4 Radulphus Glaber, Historiarum III.4
5 The curved eastern ending of the church building, containing, from the east: the bishop’s preaching 
chair, the presbyterium (seats for the priests, or elders) and the table for the administration of the 
Lord’s Supper. As a result of Gregory the Great’s introduction of choir service in the sixth century, 
later churches also have a choir space west of the altar.
6 The transept was itself an innovation to make the church look like a cross. The Saviour’s suffering for 
mankind was a beloved theme in Western art, in contrast to Eastern Christianity where the majesty of 
Christ in his present glory and his lordship were stressed.
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emperors had their fora, remnants of which can still be seen in Rome today. This 
developed into a complex of meeting places with little temples for Julius, Augustus, 
Nerva and Trajan, who were deceased emperors who had literally made it into 
stardom. In a similar fashion, the Gothic basilica was a religious complex as well. 
Contrary to earlier basilica, chapels for the saints became part of the structure of the 
building.  The bigger churches now had annexed meeting places with little or big 
altars dedicated to Christians who had made it into an influential position in the
heavenlies. It was all supposed to be about Christ and his was the big meeting hall 
with the choir, even the altars in the chapels. But others in the realms of glory were in 
fact much more approachable and likely to make a practical difference in daily life. 
Christians bowed their knee to the dead, who were alive in Christ. The cult of the 
saints was there to stay, it was built in stone.

Expressing the times
In the Roman architectural revival several powers that helped to shape the times came 
together, not only theological exclusiveness and the saints. Improved agriculture and 
greater trading did their bit. An important factor in making it possible was the 
monastic orders, linked to the pope himself, rich and influential in their own right. 
The combination of their wealth, expertise, building ventures and a network of 
monasteries all over Europe led to organisational skills and practical know how being 
readily passed on.  Some monasteries became centres for the practise of religious arts. 
The monastic orders were also a separate link to Rome, some accountable onlyto the 
pope himself and not so much to local bishops or kings. 
A new architecture showed heaven and earth connected through the services of the 
Roman temple, which employed a supreme pontiff, priests, saints and angels alike.
The Church became less and less comfortable with God. 
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Chapter V: the corrupted Church (1303-1517)
The era of fear and hypocrisy

The periods in this book are not of equal length. The first was roughly 300 hundred 
years, the second and third about 500 years long. These divisions are not clear-cut, but 
try to grasp developments as they took place. We have now arrived at a period that 
marks, what is traditionally considered, as the twilight zone between the late Middle 
Ages and the early Renaissance. This was an era marked by fear and hypocrisy, not 
the best qualifications for a communion of faith in any day. 

Of course, sin, fear and hypocrisy have been with the Church since Pentecost, but the 
years 1303-1517AD had them in greater measure than perhaps ever before. The nine 
hundreds had been bad as far as the leadership from Rome had been concerned, but 
her major crisis the Church would face after the Unam Sanctam declaration was 
published. 

Plague, wars and weather
From the fourteenth century it was as if the judgements from heaven started to rain on 
a Church that was withdrawing from God. As Western Europe had become 
Christendom, it was not only the Church that suffered, but Christian society in 
general.  The bubonic plague struck Europe with all its mortal force. Corrupt and 
cruel princes did their bit to make life miserable. Bloody wars between Christian 
nations and among local princes ravaged the countries of Western Europe. Rebellions 
took place everywhere. The Inquisition would make darker history than ever before. 
The cults of the saints became more intense, without offering deliverance. As it were 
to mark the verdict of the heavenlies, a climatic change set in that would last for about 
400 years and became known as “the little ice age.”  The harsh weather combined 
with plague and war, produced famine.  This was a vicious circle that was again 
strengthened by the shortage of skilled labour to work the land, as the population was 
dramatically reduced. 

A matter of loyalty
In the meantime the Church was a powerful organisation with politics of its own. 
Loyalty to the system was valued more than holy life. Unam Sanctam and the Lateran 
councils had made sure of that. 

To abide by the new rules, Roman Catholicism forced married priests to send away 
their wives or remove them from office. This happened almost everywhere, Wales 
being a notable exception. The hypocrisy and irony of the times was that the system 
no longer had any room for honestly married men, who stuck to one wife, while 
adulterous monks and bishops, even popes, continued to serve in high office. 
Immorality could be absolved by the system. One of the future popes fathered a child 
with another man’s wife, while her husband was travelling. This did not prove a 
barrier to advancement in the Church.  A decent marriage, however, barred one from 
office altogether.  

If power tends to corrupt, it is clear that the Unam Sanctam Church was bound to 
corrupt from the start. Adulterous priests with de facto relations and mistresses shared 
their profession with many others who did not get there because of their spiritual 
qualifications either, but because of their powerful family relations and a healthy 
purse with private means. Generally speaking, the leadership of the Church had lost 
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its integrity. This did not only show in the life of the clergy, but also in wider, 
especially money related matters. Nobody can serve two masters, God and money, 
because he will hate the one or despise the other. This version of Christianity still 
heard the words of Jesus, esteemed his person and appreciated what he had done for 
them, but they were no longer prepared to listen if this seemed unpractical for the 
system. 

A Gothic cover-up
One theological innovation was that the Church started to sell tickets for the alleged 
improvement of the afterlife, to make money to meet papal expenses and building 
projects.  Many know about the Church hiring the artist Michelangelo and look back 
at these days as times of advancement, the Church discovering beauty and 
renaissance. Artistically speaking there might be some truth in this view, although the
Gothic Art with its stress on light, space and natural beauty had been in the making 
for some centuries, as had the spirit that prevailed with Unam Sanctam. Spiritually 
speaking, however, the days were not bright at all. Few realise that the famous 
Michelangelo worked for the most promiscuous and unscrupulously pragmatic pope 
of all time.  O yes, increased Gothic splendour lifted the eyes of the people to the 
heavenlies, a divine romanticism that took them away from the realities of hypocrisy, 
corruption and lack of spiritual integrity. The medieval church bazaar was running at 
full speed, but where was it going?

French Moves
Boniface died shortly after issuing Unam Sanctam, the following year, in 1303AD, 
and with him the final obstacle to tying the Holy See closer to France was removed.  
A Frenchman, an abbot from Bordeaux, was elected and consecrated as the next 
bishop of Rome. This was the beginning of one of the greatest series of crises the 
Western Church would ever encounter.  Of course there was some logic behind the 
move towards a French pope. France had been the greatest supporter of the Church 
during the crusades and it was from France that the influential monastic orders that 
now permeated medieval society originated.  Naturally the position of the French king 
with the Roman Church had greatly improved, especially now the new pope was a 
Frenchman. The king also exercised a hold on the new bishop of Rome, time and 
again asking for his predecessor to be exhumed and tried for heresy. Poor old 
Boniface, he probably deserved it!

Knights Templar
The French king at the time, Phillip, had never been a crusader himself, which is 
important to keep in mind as this story develops. He did not mind this lack of crusade 
experience very much at all, but he resented the wealth and influence of others who 
had.  The monastic order of the Templar Knights, a fruit of pope-instigated warfare, 
had become quite rich and powerful.  With the days of real crusades being over, the 
order had developed into one of the banking houses of Europe.  Might is right and 
money is power, even over kings and popes. Phillip did not like this at all.  Himself a 
devious politician, he had no use for an armed and powerful state within his kingdom. 
The Templars had to go, like Nabot and Bathsheba’s husband of old the king could do 
without, but their money should stay. 

Why on earth did the pope agree with the knifing of one of his orders?  Was he just a 
weak bishop who did as the French king dictated?  To some degree this was the case, 
but there were other factors as important. The shared French nationalism of king and 
pope was one. The French origin of the monastic orders that kept the Church going 
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was another. But probably the most important reason for lack of opposition from the 
pope was the question of loyalty and enthusiasm for the post Unam Sanctam Church 
and its mentality. The order had become powerful in its own right, not really needing 
pope or king.  She could even afford to stay aloof, and largely did so in the crusade 
against the Albigenses. 
Another order of monks, the Cistercians, did not abstain.  They even preached the call 
for crusade against the heretics. It had been their abbot Arnold Amaury who shouted 
at Bezier to kill Christians and heretics alike. Traditionally the Knights Templar had 
close ties with this Cistercian Order, Bernard of Clairvaux being some sort of hero to 
most of them. Several grandmasters retired from the Knights Templar to spend their 
last days in Cistercian monasteries, Renaud de Vichier had done so as late as 
1257AD.  At the dawn of the fourteenth century, however, relations had cooled down 
a bit, especially as, militarily, the monastic knights were not as strong and 
experienced as they used to be. 

In 1288 AD pope Nicholas IV reprimanded the Cistercian order for trying to take over 
property that belonged to the Templars.  The bishop of Albi (!)49 was asked to act 
against the Cistercian monks for that reason.  The Templars may still have been a 
powerful order, but it had become an order of bankers. It no longer was the powerful 
military machine that once put the fear of God into the infidels.  The order was 
obviously showing some weakness. The king of France saw his chance as he tried to 
strengthen his position of exclusive power and keep the continental French speaking 
regions under his crown. 

A new idea of church discipline
To appreciate these times fully, one should be aware of the formation of a new system 
of church discipline.  In the twenties of the previous century Gregory IX, struggling 
with emperors as usual, had formed a system with judges, separate from the secular 
powers, to investigate matters of life and doctrine in baptised Christians as it saw 
prudent.  They were answerable to the pope but should work with the local bishop, as 
not to interfere in his diocese.  Countless popes after Gregory had to stress this last 
part, indicating that the idea did not always work out that way.  Right from the 
beginning the Inquisition had the tendency to be a federal bureau of investigation with 
special powers of its own.

The Church judges were appointed from the ranks of two newly formed monastic 
orders, the Dominicans and the Franciscans, reflecting the spirit of the times.  
Although the Inquisition was perhaps more humane than some secular authorities at 
the time, this can hardly be an excuse for the brutalities that this institution left in its 
wake.  It was a poor show of justice, especially concerned with the purity of life and 
doctrine of those within the system whose loyalty was in doubt.  

Torture
One of the few good things about the inquisition was that anonymous accusations 
were rejected as a rule, and that the character of some inquisitors compared 
favourably with contemporaries in secular functions. Nonetheless, the accused were 
denied a proper defence and once the inquisitor’s mind was made up about the 
likeliness of accusations, it was either confess or suffer.  As torture was authorised by 
the pope and local bishops as a proper investigative instrument in church discipline, it 

                                                
49 See the crusade against the Albigenses in the previous chapter.  Catholics and Cathars were wiped 
out alike.  The new ecclesiastical hierarchy was aware on which side its bread was buttered.
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was safer to confess and do as the Church said.  Mild penance could be the result this 
way. Otherwise it would be hard to imagine Jesus or any of the Apostles shepherding 
the flock with this new Roman idea.  
It was the first pope after Unam Sanctam, ironically named Clement V, 1264-
1314AD, supposed to be the ‘merciful’, who introduced regulations for the 
employment of torture.  This painful regime was intended as an internal disciplinary 
system, as it was designed to be applied to Christians by the Roman Church. 
Clement’s rules were silent on the inspiring topic of not only putting those 
investigated on the rack, but witnesses as well. Even after one confessed, torture could 
be applied to implicate friends or family. 
On the one hand the idea was that a confession should be made voluntarily. Torture 
should be applied only to investigate the truth and take place with the permission of 
the local bishop. In practice this meant a ‘voluntary’ confession would be inspired by 
the threat of gross spiritual and bodily abuse, or the experience of the same by real 
diehards. 

Pharisees as work
During the early stages, like the first decades of the fourteenth century, some 
legalistic perverts restricted the records of the inquisition to the courtroom events, but 
had the accused tortured by secular officials outside, so that the courtroom part of the 
confession would be free and voluntarily on paper. Officially the conditions in prison 
had to be so that they did not endanger the captive’s life. The rules said that the local 
bishop was supposed to provide food for the prisoner from his confiscated property. 
These were the days of guilty until proven innocent, and that could take a long time 
and a lot of torture. Even if they had property convicted sinners were left to die in 
chains, in deplorable unhygienic conditions with little more than some bread and 
water to support them.  What you did to the least of them… Was this the kind of 
Christianity that Jesus had inspired? 

Those who ask our attention for the mildness of the inquisition in these early stages, 
honestly point to some early records in France. These show that in Palmier, between 
1318-1324AD, ‘only’ five out of twenty four convicted were handed over to the 
secular authorities to be burnt at the stake.50  In Toulouse it was about one out of 
every twenty over a period of fifteen years from 1308AD. 

Here was a Church so preoccupied with loyalty to its system that it was prepared to 
kill as a church disciplinary measure! This certainly had not been the mindset of the 
New Testament or the early Church. Although the Holy Spirit caused Ananias and 
Saphira to die because of their lies against God and before his people, there had been 
no need for believers to assist in this. That would have been murder! 

Imitations of the Divine
By thirteen hundred AD the Church was satisfied by the poor imitations of the divine. 
The apostles of old had been replaced by a system that lacked all proper integrity.  
Unlike the apostle Peter, it made sure to acquire silver and gold, but it lacked the 
power of true religion. The apostolic miracles were substituted by poor imitations, 
usually no longer worked by the living, but attributed to the powers of the dead. 
Saints became something of the past and sainthood was deferred to the realm of the 
occult.   Without spiritual power and integrity the Church was in a poor state.  The 
inquisition was a ruthless instrument to sort out brothers, prepared to kill all who 

                                                
50 Relictus culiae saeculari, cf. Catholic Encyclopaedia.
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failed to be loyal.  The rule of fear had replaced Christ’s rule of love. The order of the 
Knights Templar, who had tried to spread the rule of Christ by the sword, would soon 
find out what it felt like to also die by the sword.  It was not the blade of an infidel, 
but of a Christian king and a fellow monastic order that struck swiftly.

Brother betraying brother
The Church marked the end of the crusading period by sacrificing the finest of the 
crusader orders to the politics of the king of France.  His greatest ally in this venture 
was another monastic order, the Benedictines. King Philip of France demanded that 
the Church’s new Big Brother Organisation join him in his surprising concern for the 
holiness of the Church of Christ. 
In a carefully planned assault the Benedictine monks, the preaching order, and the 
king moved together. On Friday the thirteenth of October 1307AD, a day symbolic 
ever since, the king took the headquarters of the order, the temple, in Paris. On the 
same day, all over France Benedictine monks were employed to read a list with 
accusations against the Templars: pacts with the devil, witchcraft, homosexual sex 
with men and demons alike, urinating on the holy cross. 

Behold the father’s love
King Philip got the pope’s permission for the use of torture in inquisitorial hearings, 
so much for having the Holy Father as personal protector of one’s order. This was a 
grand betrayal by all standards, whether the pope was forced in his weakness or not.  
It was a poor show as far as his responsibilities were concerned. 
Indeed, there had been a move to fuse all three remaining orders of knights together 
for some thirty years already, but this had not realised and the knights were still 
independent under the pope’s protection. By papal decree the Knights Templar had 
been made exempt from secular jurisdiction.  The order also found itself independent 
from local bishops, but was under direct authority of Rome as a monastic order.  Their 
churches and chapels could not be placed under interdict, nor were they subject to 
paying tax or church tithes on their estates. Of course the king of France and local 
clergy did not like this and envied the Templars because of their rich and privileged 
position. 

The result of the move on Friday 13th was that, under torture, many monastic knights 
confessed to crimes of heresy and homosexuality, but denied these again after the 
pains ceased. This was not strange, as breaking bones, pulling teeth, nails and 
skinning alive was part of these supposedly God-honouring procedures. All these 
were applied to save the souls of these dear brothers in the name of Christ.  Jesus 
probably wept in heaven as he saw those who claimed to be his Church go about their 
business. In Paris a quarter of the jailed Templars did not survive the treatment. 
Convictions were convictions, the powerful combination of State and Inquisition 
would never lose a case. It was as if a prelude to the Third Reich had found its way to 
history.

Abroad
Outside France, things went less ruthless for the Templars. In England the king 
confiscated Templar property –kings never mind doing things of that sort anyway and 
the pope was adamant.  However, there was no torture applied in the hearings and, not 
surprisingly, nobody confessed. The year after the raids in France, the pope issued an 
inquest into the Templars in Portugal.51 King Dinis of Portugal, a learned and more 

                                                
51 Regnas in Coelis
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Christian man than most of his contemporaries, worked on this together with Aragon 
and Castilia, modern day Spain. The result was that the Knights Templar were cleared 
from all accusations. Nonetheless, the pope gave their possessions to the order of St 
John.52  The king responded by interpreting this as the permanent use of the 
properties, while a new Portuguese order,53 received their ownership. 

The official version
In 1308AD the pope published another bull54 to tell the Western Church how the 
Christian king Philip, by such a display of unselfish behaviour, discovered the 
disgusting sinfulness of the Knights Templar. Three years later the pope dissolved the 
order in Vienna.  What was left of their possessions was handed over to the order of 
the Hospital Knights, while the king of France received a tremendous sum to 
compensate him, officially for unpaid Templar debts to his royal treasury. King and 
pope thought they could get away with all this, as they represented the reign of 
Christendom in Western Europe. 

In France, with torture and a hostile king, the official version of the annihilation of the 
Knights Templar had to be sanctioned by all. The Templars were forced to confess 
and confirm the king’s accusations.  Those who confessed and remained loyal could 
save their meagre life. It was again a matter of loyalty, rather than of truth. Those who 
withdrew their confessions when the pains died down, had their chance and were 
burnt alive at the stake. 

After surviving nearly seven years of jail, the grandmaster of the order Jacques de 
Molay was to receive a life sentence after sharing his sins with a small group of 
clergy. It turned out to be quite an event. De Molay showed his scars and mutilations 
instead, and declared the order of the Knights Templar innocent. More than seventy 
others followed his example.  Nearly all were burnt as unrepentant heretics.  As the 
grandmaster died, he called for the wrath of God from heaven on king and pope alike. 
One month later, pope Clemens died. King Philip had another six months to
contemplate his sins before he met his Maker.

Rome moves to France
While Philip and the pope sorted out the Templars’ treasures, they had also come 
together in a more literal way. In 1309AD the bishop of Rome moved his see to 
Avignon in France. What in earlier years would have been an intrusion on another 
man’s diocese was now considered perfectly all right for the leader of all 
Christendom. 

The French pope Clement was fed up with the quibbles and intrigues of the Italian 
families in Rome. Sick of being their pastor, he continued to be their bishop at a safe 
distance, from his native France. This would not have made any sense in the situation 
of the apostolic Church, but in the new situation it did.  France was the new 
powerbase of Roman Catholicism, so the move to Avignon showed logic from a 
political perspective. Technically Avignon wasn’t part of the French kingdom at the 
time, but it had been the French king who had bestowed it on the king of Naples. The 
papacy, nine popes in total, would reside here for 68 years.  

                                                
52 Ad Providam
53 The Order of Christ
54 Faciens Misericordiam
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Avignon
Avignon was a city with an interesting history. In 736AD the Muslims had taken it, 
but they were hit hard by Charles Martel, thus putting the Franks in control.55

Avignon had subsequently: been part of the kingdom of Provence56, inherited by the 
German Empire and even been a city republic for a while. The city came to the king 
of France during the crusade against the Albigenses (1226AD).  In a way it 
symbolised the subjection to Roman Catholicism. After a three-month’s siege (they 
were not eager to let the pope’s holy warriors in) the city opened the gates and was 
forced to demilitarise. 

The region, including the city, was later given to the king of Naples as a royal gesture 
(1290AD). Consequently, when Clement made the move, Avignon was not even part 
of the bishop’s secular domains. Eventually some arrangement was made to make it 
look better. Clement VI bought the city for the sum of eighty thousand Florins in 
1348AD.
Very shortly before he died Boniface VIII had founded a university in the city. Now 
the papal court, Church meetings, the building projects, the string of Italian bankers 
who followed and opened shop, all did their part to improve the importance of 
Avignon, turning it into a prosperous centre of commerce and diplomacy.

Roman Connection broken
“Ubi papa, ibi Curia”, was the philosophy of the Roman Catholic Church in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth century. If the pope moves, the Church moves with him. This 
was a new view.  It showed how important the authority of the system had become in 
comparison with apostolic doctrine on bishops in general, and even alleged apostolic 
tradition about Rome in particular. 

First, the Church of Rome was simply an important diocese, led by its bishop, who 
got his authority from his local office.  Against the doctrines and earlier practice of 
the Catholic Church, his function evolved in that of spiritual leader of the Western 
Church with claims on all Christendom.  Then the Unam Sanctam Church emerged as 
the exclusive Church that could decide that even the alleged tradition about Rome and 
Peter that helped the pope in the saddle as the leader of Western Christianity was only 
useful inasmuch as it served the system.  Rome was there for the pope and not the 
pope for Rome.  This was a most peculiar approach to New Testament ears, again 
showing how far the system had removed itself and how arrogant her power had left 
her. 

Angry Romans
From the 1320’s the friction between Rome and Avignon would cause serious 
rumblings. The cardinals, the curia and the French court stood firm though. By 1377 
AD the situation was such that the exasperated Romans threatened to elect an anti-
pope.  For Gregory XI (1370-1378AD), already under the influence of the prophetic 
warnings of mystics like St Bridget and St Catherine, this was the final push to shift 
back to the eternal city, in spite of renewed French opposition. 
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The move didn’t bring much joy though, despite the enthusiasm of the population. 
Gregory died the following year. Rome had only brought him sickness and 
disillusion. One could change places without bringing about the miracle of a changed 
Church. Much more was needed for that and it wasn’t going to happen soon.  On the 
contrary, the situation would deteriorate very quickly.

An Italian pope and a French Butcher
After Gregory’s death the people of Rome and the Italian lobby pressured the 
cardinals into voting in favour of an indigenous pope.  In other words, he should be a 
real bishop of Rome from Italy and for the people. They elected Urban VI, a suitable 
name for a bishop for the eternal city. On leaving the city, however, the French 
cardinals got second thoughts and held a new conclave, deciding that they had felt 
pressured into voting for the Italian at the time.  For that reason the election was not 
valid.  They elected a new pope, as French as can be, to accompany them to Avignon. 
A schism was born.  

The French antipope was just the type. Robert of Geneva was a cardinal and had been 
papal legate in upper Italy for the previous two years (1376-78).  He really made a 
name for himself. He was widely known as the “Executioner of Cesena,” because he 
authorised a massacre of four thousand people while having the best interests of the 
Papal States at heart. He took on the name Clement VII, the merciful, just like the 
predecessor who regulated torture as instrument of church discipline. This name was 
another mockery of the holy office, realising Robert’s track record and future 
performance in office. But the Church was used to this by now, come to think of it, 
the ruthless powerbroker Innocentius had not been quite innocent and there had been 
many others who did not live up to their names. 

A Church in turmoil
France, Naples and Savoy supported this Clement VII immediately, later followed by 
Spain and Scotland.  Both popes and their successors heartily proclaimed curses over 
their rivals, to enhance their idea of Christian atmosphere in Western Europe. It would 
not be an injustice to call the fourteenth century and the following one of great 
turmoil for the Western Church. After 1378AD the Church officially split to follow its 
particular regional and economic interests. Unable to establish who was the real pope, 
an endless battle ensued, during which the ancient powers of councils were 
rediscovered. In the end, by 1417AD, both popes were denied their claims to the 
throne by general meetings of bishops and other clergy.  A new bishop of Rome was 
appointed to replace the others.  There had even been three at the same time at one 
stage.

A devaluation of office
This newly discovered use of Church councils was both a desirable and very negative 
development.  It was laudable in its recognition that even bishops of Rome are not 
infallible. It was disastrous because the authority became founded in the institution 
even more. With the decline of powers of popes and nobility alike, combined with the 
rise in importance of cities, the council of Constance (1414-1418AD) was a show of 
social democracy in the Church, at least for medieval standards. Shockingly, the legal 
status of a bishop before God and his congregation was made dependent on a two 
third majority vote of a meeting that represented the system’s leadership. By now, the 
system had officially become more powerful than its offices and could even depose a 
validly elected and consecrated bishop if this was the most practical thing to do. The 
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popes had already set the example of pragmatism prevailing over holiness anyway, so 
nobody really worried. They just took over from the pope to set matters right.  

Constance sells out integrity
Constance was one of the best attended councils of all times, about one hundred 
thousand strangers gathered, amongst whom were over 18000 priests and countless 
princes and knights with their following. At the same time it was one of the councils 
with one of the worst performances on integrity of all time. Thousands of prostitutes 
gathered, showing where Western Christianity’s real priorities seemed to lie. Those 
who submitted and paid their way out were rewarded.  Those who did not lost all 
support. Officially the schism lasted for another twelve years, because the Spanish 
Benedict continued to thunder anathemas57 from his castle, but the majority of the 
Church preferred not to take notice. And the majority was now right, despite what 
may have been true. Benedict’s successor submitted to Martin V, the Constance pope, 
in 1429AD. 
The wicked thing about Constance was that the Church gave up on moral integrity 
and natural justice. Pope John XXIII was used as long as he suited the purposes of the 
council. Jan Hus from Bohemia was convicted and burnt as a heretic, despite a solemn 
declaration that had promised his immunity. Hus was a follower of teachings by the 
Englishman Wycliffe that started to cause uneasiness in the Church because he 
seemed to deny the traditional value of the sacraments. However, in his trial we see 
the anti French politics returned. Hus had preached against John XXIII issuing 
indulgences to pay for his war on his doorstep against Naples with its French 
sympathies. Hus was burnt in 1415AD, John was dumped and Constance proceeded. 

Fines for the afterlife
The doctrine of indulgences, a fine to pay to avoid punishment for sins in the afterlife, 
had received an official status in the Church by now.  It was proclaimed 
authoritatively only in 1343 by Clement VI.  The basic principle was easy, the Church 
received money to absolve people of the consequences of sin. Initially this was only 
to pay off the sins of the living that might cause them to spend time in purgatory later 
on. But it did not take more than another century, a little theological creativity and an 
increased commercial spirit to extend the pope’s power to bind in earth and heaven 
even to the realm of the dead.  
In 1477AD Sixtus IV sanctioned the idea that the Church should willingly accept 
money to issue indulgences for the dead. As long as they were Christians with 
mistakes, and what Christian could plead his relatives free from these, it was 
imminent to pay the pope.  As a result he could release their souls from temporal 
suffering in purgatory.  This was the place where sinful Christians were sorted out 
before God allowed them entrance into heaven. 
Initially indulgences took the form of a proclamation of reward for spiritual deeds. 
Boniface VIII used it to promote pilgrimage. For fifteen days of penance in one of 
Rome’s churches, fifteen hundred years of release from temporal sins would be 
granted. It was so successful, hundreds of thousands flocked to the eternal city, that 
later popes made a year of Jubilee out of it, with an interval of fifty years. In due time 
paying the expense for such a journey was a sufficient show of goodwill, and by 
1477AD any hard cash for the living or the dead would do.  Blessed are the poor.
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Dangerous holiness
The aftermath of this struggle between France and Italy would last well into the 15th

century. Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498) a very influential monk and leader of the 
Church in Florence would be one of the most prominent victims of the rivalry. He was 
the vicar general of the Dominican order and preached a moral and spiritual revival so 
successful that the women of the city brought their vanities to a bonfire. Savonarola 
favoured the French and when Florence could not permanently secure the presence of 
the French, he opted for a republic similar in its aims as John Calvin’s 16th century 
Geneva. 
Savonarola had accurately prophesied the death of Innocentius VIII in 1392 AD, as 
well as the overthrow of the corrupt Medici family in Florence by a French army. Of 
course Pope Alexander was not impressed, neither were some of the rich leading 
classes.  The bishop of Rome did not take long to lay a charge of heresy, which really 
should have been “wrong politics” and true prophecies that were most inconvenient 
for papal policies. The pope excommunicated and the rich, adulterous and drunkards 
revolted after yet another bonfire, fed up with this kind of rigour. Savonarola and his 
friends were tortured into confessions, which they afterwards withdrew, and so, were 
hanged and burnt at the stake like the Templars. This time French politics and moral 
strictness that extended also to the clergy and the rich proved a fatal combination.

Bubonic Plague
Problems arrive in pairs or worse. The Church would soon find this out and in a 
painful way. While Western Christianity faced its greatest leadership crisis, Christian 
kings cut one another’s throats, and all sorts of bishops made authoritative but 
contradictory proclamations, literally telling one another to go to hell, the bubonic 
plague chastised Europe.  
The first firmly recorded outbreak of this disease in Christian history occurred in the 
Byzantine East. Under Justinian, in 541-42 AD, who temporarily reunified the old 
Roman Empire including North Africa, an estimated five thousand people died in 
Constantinople daily, probably killing forty percent of the city’s population at the 
time.  This outbreak probably originated from the grain imports delivered by Egypt 
and Ethiopia with rats and fleas included.  
The Black Death, as most know it, continued to rage from the middle of the 
fourteenth century well into the sixteenth century. At the time of its outbreak, in the 
fourteenth century, this plague was probably unsurpassed in living history. It was 
caused by the Yersinia pestis bacterium, spread by fleas from rats, and is still known 
as the Pest today.  As the cause was not understood at the time and no successful 
treatment available, many panicked.  In Germany rumours that the Jews had poisoned 
the drinking water led to organised massacres.58 Others blamed witchcraft.  
Still others saw the wrath of God in all this.  The Franciscans stressed apostolic 
poverty in the face of a Church that was ruled by money and politics. Of course their 
doctrine was outlawed.  Another special movement, of the Flagellants started. They 
were called the “floggers” because they went about in groups calling for repentance, 
while whipping one another till the blood ran. Thirty-three days of flogging oneself or 
of being flogged by other flagellants, while acknowledging one’s sinfulness, would 
turn away the scourge of God.  This movement of self-inflicted harm was condemned 
by Clement VI, who, very sensibly, also disapproved of the pogroms against the Jews. 
In the end the times were too desperate and hectic to enable him to make much of a 
difference, but at least this Clement had tried to provide some leadership. The Pest 
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continued to rage. Many towns lost half of their citizens, clergy and laity alike. 
Family life and social structures were ripped apart. If, which seems a reasonable 
inference, the population of Western Europe was reduced with one third then at least 
25 million people must have died.  

Wars and rumours of wars
The Church was in a moral crisis and the grim reaper gathered in a bountiful harvest. 
Europe was sick and politically and spiritually divided. A complicating factor was the 
increased power of the nobility and the people as compared to that of the king. The 
fourteenth century was characterised by cruel, immoral rulers, both in England and on 
the Continent. Civil wars between rival houses abounded and continued to rage for the 
next few centuries. In the Low Countries a series of succession wars between the 
“Hoeken”59 and “Kabeljauwen”60 lasted intermittently from 1345 until 1492AD. 
Bloody internal power struggles helped England through the fourteenth century, and 
we have already seen some of the fighting and crusading in France and Italy. The 
throne of France was also a reason for most of the western part of the former Frankish 
empire, including England, Normandy and Burgundy, to be at war amongst itself for a 
period of one hundred years, starting from 1337AD.  England had hardly recovered, 
when the War of the Roses between the houses of Lancaster and York was next in line 
(1455-1487AD).  

One of the results of this period was that knighthood and warfare lost much of its 
fairness, if not chivalry in combat. The French employed the defamed crossbows that 
the Church had forbidden to use against fellow Christians. The English, with their 
deadly longbows, picked the enemy off at a distance. War became more brutal and 
less personal. This was not strange, as these were the days of Inquisition and Crusade. 
Pope had launched curses and excommunications at pope.  Whosoever dared to 
follow the opponent was placed outside the kingdom of God. Knights with less 
qualms about theology than the raging leaders of the Church took no unnecessary 
risks.  Their opponents needed to be tackled, by hook or by crook, especially if the 
enemy showed a clear lack of chivalry by guerrilla tactics. Armies were out there to 
win, because the winner takes it all and the loser has to fall.

Women’s rights and civil unrest
This lack of principled behaviour on the battlefield was a reflection of a general 
approach to secular life. It was not a coincidence that both the endless wars in the 
Low Countries and the One Hundred Year War found their causes in changed and 
conflicting views on women’s reign and the validity of the female bloodline for the 
inheritance of kingdoms. 
These late medieval times did not only see the beginning of a movement for 
aristocratic women’s rights, but also witnessed an increased importance of local 
nobility and a willingness of peasants and porters to claim rights. Because of the high 
mortality rate labour had become scarce. The authorities tried to impose low 
maximum wages.  Workers rose up against wealthy merchants and peasants 
demanded reduction in compulsory labour services to the noblemen. In all parts of 
Europe, from England and the Low Countries to France, South Germany and Spain, 
revolutions took place, the most famous being the Tyler rebellion that took over the 
city of London and the rebellion in Brugge, present day Belgium, against the French 
nobility. Noblemen and archbishops were killed alike as representatives of an abusive 
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hierarchy. Although the rebellions were suppressed, brutally punished or appeased in 
the end, and most powers continued to be, it was clear that peasants and the freemen 
in the cities had not only demanded but also gained a recognised place. Serfs and 
practical slavery gradually disappeared in the West through new political realities and 
economic necessities. In Eastern Europe the elite maintained its firm grip and 
continued to rule with an iron hand well into the twentieth century.

Corrupt Popes
At the same time spiritual matters were not improving in the Vatican.  Architecture 
had improved and with the move from Avignon Gothic plans were carried out in 
Rome as well. Although the great schism had been finally solved, the now again 
exclusively Roman Catholic system reached a new low as far as Christian morals and 
example was concerned. The tenth century had been bad, episcopalian behaviour so 
ghastly that it invited otherwise soft-spoken scholars to adopt the label “age of 
pornocracy,” for obvious lack of holiness. By the late fifteenth century the leadership 
in Rome did their very best to rival its reputation.  For some reason it was the Spanish 
who were responsible for taking matters to their limits, founding the cruellest version 
of inquisition ever and providing the Vatican with a dynasty of men that were so 
obviously corrupt that the sins of the Church were hard to miss for any onlooker that 
was prepared to think for himself.

The Spanish dynasty
The infamous Spanish dynasty was founded by pope Callixtus III (1378-1458AD).  
Bob was their uncle, so uncle Callixtus made his nephews cardinals. One of them 
would in due time be the most notorious pope of all time, Alexander VI (1431-
1503AD), who fathered children, annulled marriages and murdered enemies as he 
pleased.  Michelangelo and Raphael, amongst other artists, worked for him.  These 
Gothic and Renaissance Art works supported the system as exclusive mediator 
between God and men, by trying to create a heavenly reality and presence that was 
lacking in the behaviour of those who claimed to be God’s people.

The Spanish dynasty in the Vatican coincided with the establishment of one of the 
most fearsome institutions of all time, the Spanish Inquisition, 1479AD, which would 
become synonymous with torture and cruel execution in the name of Christ.  In his 
showpiece, Pygmalion,61 G.B. Shaw made Professor Higgins sing that he would 
prefer a new edition of the Spanish Inquisition than ever let a woman in his life! 
However, just a little exposure to the devilish injustice and cruelty of this Christian 
organisation, so called, would have made him change his mind in favour of 
womanhood.

Alexander’s successor, Pius III, only reigned for about a month. He probablywas too 
much of a Christian for that kind of Church. Pius was so disgusted with the reputation 
of the Church that he forbade saying mass for the repose of Alexander’s soul, as one 
“doesn’t pray for the souls of the damned”. No doubts in Pius’ mind about the eternal 
destiny of Alexander. You will recognise them by their fruits, he must have thought.

Working on the Gothic building                                                                                  
The Gothic churches were a product of the medieval cities that had grown in 
importance by now. Since Charlemagne agriculture had started to improve and in late 
medieval times the production was no longer based on self-sufficiency, but aimed at 
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producing to sell as well. As a result merchandise started to thrive and settlement in 
the cities increased. Wealth increased as well, which always comes in handy for 
expensive building projects. Of course there was the usual rivalry between towns. If 
one city enlarged its church building the neighbouring town usually felt an obligation 
to show that they were even better, more affluent or perhaps even more devoted. 
Keeping up appearances was sometimes mistaken for faith, but of a kind that 
disappointed. Several Gothic building projects took many years to complete, some as 
late as the twentieth century.  Others were never finished. Of course these churches 
were built in stone as well, a thought that would prevail for ordinary houses as well. 
From the second half of the fifteenth century many cities started to enforce building 
regulations that required at least stone sidewalls to prevent fires from spreading too 
rapidly.  

Romanticism
A dreadful late medieval world instilled a spirit of romanticism. Of course one would 
like to escape it and focus on things more bright and beautiful. At least in church the 
medieval Christian witnessed some beauty and a permanent security that his world, 
plagued by war, sickness and corruption, seemed to lack so desperately. The Gothic 
architecture flourished during these centuries, becoming an international movement in 
the fourteenth century, as if the people wanted to lift their eyes up to God and reach 
out to heaven.  Perhaps this reflected a desperate desire in the hearts of the medieval 
Christians. This building style was characterised by vertical lines, ornaments, 
spaciousness and light. Mary became even more important, also as far as artistic 
attention was concerned. The Gothic movement had an eye for detail, which shows in 
thousands of carefully carved statues. This marks a shift from symbolism to realism, 
also visible in the paintings of the day. 

Realism
Altar pieces in Gothic Churches, like the one by Jan van Eyk in the St. Bavo 
Cathedral in Ghent, Belgium, show real people with natural emotional qualities. In 
this quest for spiritual realism, a church for and by the people, even nudity wasn’t 
shunned any longer. An attractive Eve casually covering the most delicate part of her 
body awaited the people as they knelt down to celebrate the holy Eucharist and were 
supposed to enjoy blessed communion with Christ. Other masters, like Hieronymus 
Bosch, painted the gruesome spiritual realities of death and hell with awesome detail, 
warning against the deadly sins and God’s punishment that lay in store.  
The medieval Christians lived in a sinful world.  At least they realised their 
accountability and did not try to shy away from it. The image of the suffering Christ 
was nowhere as prominent as in the medieval Western Church. Christ wept over their 
sins and vices, and they knew it.  He served them in Holy Communion. The church 
was a portico to eternity, a beautiful place to approach the heavenly spheres and to 
escape the profoundly unchristian realities outside. However, realities could not be 
avoided even there. What could one expect, when even inside God had become a 
stranger or a servant of corruption, reaching out, but o so far away.  The system, that 
was more comfortable with Mary and calls on the dead, rather than with approaching 
the living God. With all this beauty, money, craftsmanship, love, wide support, 
dedication and realistic painting and sculptures put into the buildings, the system that 
produced them had to be true as well.  But was it?

A new era
Thinking about the Church, about science and authority in general was changing 
towards the end of the fifteenth century. Many had seen enough of the old order to 
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prefer something new. Experiment, exploration and research got a greater priority in 
general thinking and scholarship.  Not only did the arts become more lively and 
natural, so did scientists start to formulate hypotheses on the basis of observation, 
both in medical science and astronomy. Explorers from Portugal and Spain sailed the 
world and explored, Columbus with his famous 1492AD discovery being one of the 
many exploits.

Of course the fall of Constantinople had sped up the urgency to look for other trade 
routes and markets, but there was much more to it.  There was a new spirit in the air, a 
longing for reality, a desire to find out for oneself and no longer act on the word of 
ancient or present authorities. For nearly two centuries hell had ruled below. Now was 
the time for truth. Those who started to think for themselves this way, were no longer 
satisfied with a more beautiful church building than the neighbours’ and a place of 
quiet to focus on the things above. They started to express their longing for a better 
world and a Church with greater integrity.  In olden days that would not have made a 
rapid change, but from 1440AD the art of printing had advanced tremendously, to 
such an extent that even today the names of some thousand 15th century printers in 
Germany are still known. German and Dutch cities rapidly developed into centres of 
printing.  The first projects consisted of Latin Bibles and Psalters (the medieval and 
early Church, the monasteries included, sang or read their way through the biblical 
Psalms instead of introducing new hymns and choruses at a regular basis). Other 
books soon followed. 

A quest for humanity and truth
One of the influential books that realised something of the profound crisis in the 
Western Church was the “Praise of Folly” by the Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus.  
It was first printed in 1511AD and expressed some profound dissatisfaction with the 
ignorance and hypocrisy of the Church and Christian society of the day. Erasmus 
desired moral reform and greater civilisation. Trying to remain loyal to the Roman 
Church and desiring ethical reform within, he died lonely and excommunicated.  A 
relatively obscure German monk would go further than Erasmus. Martin Luther and 
others would soon point out that doctrinal flaws had entered the teachings of the 
Church, necessitating a more radical approach that warranted a rethinking of the 
Church system, theology, and life. Erasmus and Luther were still encouraging service 
to God. A third group, however, disappointed with the abuses of the past, started to 
concentrate on the visible here and now, putting their trust in scientific experiment 
and reason as basis for knowledge, while re-appreciating the scientific spirit of the 
Greeks and Romans.  With the supremacy of reason and personal experiment, 
ultimately no other authority would be safe, not even God himself.  The abuses of 
Medieval Roman Catholicism were a fertile soil for excuses, but also for a longing for 
a greater reality in things spiritual and secular.  Men were no longer prepared to 
accept on the basis of human authority anymore. A silent revolution was about to 
become vocal. The times had led up to this situation and now the bomb was about to 
go off, leaving the Western Church more shattered than ever before.
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Chapter VI: Reformation, Secularism, Missions (1517-1918)
The Age of Arrogance 

Among historians there is a tendency to allocate more attentionto recent times than 
centuries that are relatively far removed from the present. This approach is excusable, 
if not understandable, as one is always inclined to determine relevance in terms of 
proximity. The years from 1517-1918AD have reaped the benefits of more advanced 
technology and education, especially since literacy and book production vastly 
increased during this period. To still provide a useful introduction to this turbulent 
episode of the life of the Western Church, a rigorous limitation is necessary. 

Three movements
This chapter will concentrate on understanding rather than facts, which are available 
elsewhere in abundance.  We will concentrate on the general flow of this period by 
identifying three major developments that would shape Christianity in Western 
Europe: Reformation, Secularism and Missions.  You will have noticed I called this 
chapter “The Age of Arrogance.”  I did so for good reason.  Generally speaking, none 
of these movements was able to escape the Age of Arrogance.  I do not mean that 
their actions were inspired by arrogance, but that the age was marked by self 
confidence.  Each of the movements mentioned was affected by this self assertive and 
superior spirit of knowing better than the old or other ways.  Theirs was a reactionary 
age that responded to what it considered an inferior past or present elsewhere.  The 
next age will not be less reactionary with its own creeds of post modernism and 
equality, but we will come to that in the next chapter.

Reformation
Although the Reformation as such was a “back to the Bible” movement, many of its 
adherents did not practice what they preached62 and, sometimes unwittingly, joined 

                                                
62 This was already a problem in the first generation of the movement. When Erasmus wrote to the 
reformer Martin Bucer in Basle (11 November 1527), he pointed out the intense discord between the 
leaders of the Reformation movement: “What embittered pamphlets Zwingli, Luther and Osiander 
write against each other!  I have never approved the ferocity of the leaders, but it is provoked by the 
behaviour of certain persons; when they ought to have made the Gospel acceptable by holy and 
forbearing conduct, if you really had what you boast of.”  Erasmus was very disappointed about the 
lack of spiritual life and moral reform in many supporters of the Reformation: “You will say that there 
is no crowd without an admixture of wicked men.  Certainly it was the duty of the principle men to 
exercise special care in matters of conduct, and not be even on speaking terms with liars, perjurers, 
drunkards and fornicators.  As it is, I hear and almost see, that things are far otherwise.  If the husband 
had found his wife more amenable, the teacher his pupil more obedient, the magistrate the citizen more 
tractable, the employer his workman more trustworthy, the buyer the seller less deceitful, it would have 
been great recommendation for the Gospels.  As things are, the behaviour of certain persons has had 
the effect of cooling the zeal of those who at first, owing to their love of piety and abhorrence of 
Pharisaism, looked with favour on this movement… It is not without deep sorrow that I speak of all 
this, not only because I foresee that a business wrongly handled will go from bad to worse, but also 
because at last I shall myself have to suffer for it. Certain rascals say that my writings are to blame.”  
Erasmus also points to the wilfulness of abolishing spiritual practices without useful alternatives: “And 
they should not have heedlessly wrecked anything without having something better ready to put in its 
place.  As it is, those who have abandoned the Hours (set times of prayer) do not pray at all. Many who 
have put off pharisaical clothing are worse in other matters than they were before.  Those who disdain 
the episcopal regulations do not even obey the commandments of God.  Those who disregard the 
careful choice of foods indulge in greed and gluttony.  It is a long-drawn-out tragedy, which every day 
we partly hear ourselves and partly learn from others.”  Erasmus also dwells on the discontinuation of 
Communion services in favour of services with preaching and prayers only: “If anyone thinks that 
Mass ought to be abolished because many misuse it, then the Sermon should be abolished also, which 
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forces with humanistic science,63 pragmatic governments and trade with its almighty 
dollar. This does not deny the tremendous amount of good the Reformation produced 
in its call to bring the Church back to grace, spiritual freedom and the authority of the 
Scriptures. But it does take into account the spirit of the age. 

Secularism
Of course arrogance presented itself in a much more profound manner in the 
movement of secular humanism.  This would also greatly affect the historical 
developments in the Protestant Church and cause it to be taken over by liberal 
leadership that denied much of the authority of the Scriptures that the Reformers 
started out with.  In the nineteenth century it would be the scholars and universities of 
Lutheran and Reformed persuasions who tragically broke down the authority of the
Scripture and denied the reality of the supernatural.  Not that secular humanism was 
all bad.  It often was more humane than the spirit of brotherhood reflected by the 
inquisition.  It took creation seriously and did away with many unwarranted 
superstitions.  

Missions
Although it took place in the Age of Arrogance, as I call it, the movement of Missions 
was a glorious one in many respects.  But to understand it fully and also to realise 
some of its limitations that former colonial countries still struggle with one should 
understand that it took place in the Age of Arrogance.  Most mission endeavours were 
marked by Western cultural superiority and covenanted with the results of secular 
science to persuade the pagans to the cause of Western Christianity. The Apostles 
healed through the power of the Spirit, but medical missionaries healed through the 
advancement of medical science in so called Christian countries.  This was quite 
different.  

To understand the Reformation, we will first look at the situation that called for 
reform through the eyes of an individual, Erasmus.  In him the love for the medieval 
Church and the need for change come together.  After we understand the 
circumstances, it will be time to consider the man who initiated actual change in 
1517AD, Martin Luther. 

General disenchantment
This was an age confident in making its own judgements and interpretations, 
encouraged by a general disenchantment with corrupt authorities.  This brought about 
                                                                                                                                           
is almost the only custom accepted by your party.”  Cf. Erasmus, Selected Letters in J. Huizinga, 
Erasmus and the Reformation, London 1924. 
63 Both in matters of worldview and personal life. Curiosity was no longer held in check by values that 
were formerly considered sacred. E.g. In natural & medical science the sanctity of the bodies of 
deceased was disregarded and dissections painted for public display. In 17th century Holland human 
sperm was acquired and its study under the microscope published. This does not indicate Reformation, 
but an departure from the previous. The same applies to the field of Biblical studies.  The Greek Old 
Testament Scriptures had been the standard since the days of the New Testament, but these were 
discarded in favour of early medieval copies by Jewish scholars who deliberately opposed Jesus claims 
to be the Messiah and Son of God.  Rationalism, secular humanism and heresies were accommodated 
by the governments of Protestant countries within a century after the initial Reformation movement.  A 
new network of scholastic church rules developed and the new establishment would persecute godly 
ministers who did not submit.  In so the called liberty loving Netherlands ministers were forbidden to 
preach from the Old Testament and required to baptise and administer Communion from lengthy fixed 
formulas developed by the synods. The frequency of Communion was restricted to only a handful of 
Lord’s Days per year etc. Not because the Bible told so, but because men in their wisdom had reason to 
know better.  
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a stress on the human reason, which first demythologised the world of the 
supernatural and subsequently the Scriptures.  The so-called modern theology was 
born. Nonetheless this period was the age of great missionary endeavours by Roman 
Catholic and Protestant nations alike. Western Christianity spread its wings all over 
the world. 

This period started and ended with a severe authority crisis because of a profound lack 
of Christian integrity in the leadership of Christendom, popes and kings alike. Its 
ending would leave the Church in a terrible predicament after the Great War, when a 
secular Christendom had sacrificed the blood of millions of its sons to the whims and 
stupidities of a worldly aristocracy that had clearly served its time.  More about that in 
the next chapter, for now let us concern ourselves with the crisis situation of the early 
fifteen hundreds that begged for change and revolution to take place. It was no longer 
a question of if, but when. 
  
By 1517AD, the Western Church was surrounded by a world that realised she did not 
live up to her claims. Christianity had become an endless circle of sin, confession and 
penance, staged by a religious system that had developed into a forgiveness industry. 
To sin was unfortunate, but as long as the perpetrators acknowledged the rules that the 
Roman Church laid down, those sins could be dealt with. Adulterating priests and 
monks could do penance, but married priests had to go or to send away their wives.  
Popes and bishops, however, could steal and murder, and stay on. At one stage the 
papal legate in England who had come to preach a fierce sermon on enforcing 
celibacy was caught with a mistress in his bed the very night after he had delivered his 
fire and brimstone oration. At least he had the decency to leave quite soon after this 
incident, but it shows that the Church had become a social system and a filter for what 
was applied of the Scriptures’ moral code. The clergy still took their Latin bibles 
seriously, but what difference did saying all those masses make in their lives? 

Between Rome and Reformation: Erasmus of Rotterdam
The world, however, had started to wake up to issues of integrity and reality. The 
Church’s claims failed to deliver and its practical standards were perceived unfair. 
Questions were being asked, privately and publicly, for some time. Savonarola, 
Wycliffe, Hus, and others less well known had all asked questions and some of them 
had paid with their lives. By 1517AD the pressure on the system was simply too great 
and the general feeling of disenchantment too intense.  With Erasmus of Rotterdam 
(1466-1536AD), the Dutch Humanist, arriving on the scene, the criticism became 
systematic and comprehensive, now supported by the art of printing.  

What was more, Erasmus, like Chaucer one hundred years earlier, was an appreciated 
member of the establishment. He caused the first stirrings in circles of Christian 
leadership with the publication of the Praise of Folly in 1511AD. The timing of this 
book was important, especially if one looks at the chronology of Erasmus’ life.  He 
wrote it just after he had turned down a crucial position at the court of the pope. 
Erasmus could have been extremely influential at the centre of power in Rome, but he 
preferred to leave instead. As if to say, by declining, that Rome was beyond 
reformation as far as he was concerned. So he travelled to England and wrote the 
Praise of Folly in Latin, dedicated to his friend Thomas More, the Lord Chancellor at 
the British court with Henry the 8th.  
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Preferring folly
Instead of serving Rome, Erasmus preferred to praise folly, a useful insight. To him 
the bishopric of Rome had become a most unholy chair that no longer reflected the 
spirit of the Christ it was supposed to represent: “And for popes, that supply the place 
of Christ, if they should endeavour to imitate His life, to wit His poverty, labour, 
doctrine, cross, and contempt of life, or should they consider what the name pope, that 
is father, or holiness, imports, who would live more disconsolate than themselves? or 
who would purchase that chair with all his substance? or defend it, so purchased, with 
swords, poisons, and all force imaginable?”64  
By using these words, Erasmus effectively accused the Roman papacy of being a 
bunch of murderers who did not have Jesus for their master and who bought their way 
into office with money instead of by virtue and holiness.  This was strong language of 
course, but it did not bring about a reformation as yet, perhaps because it was 
moralistic in nature and Erasmus’ loyalty to the Church was not in any doubt. Many 
saw him as a friend making good natured fun of fellow club members, like Chaucer 
had done a century earlier. Erasmus, however, was serious in his analysis and showed 
this not only by the timing of his book, but also by tackling Western Christendom and 
the practices of the Church in a systematic way. 

An un-spiritual focus
The Church at large had become an un-spiritual commercial affair. Erasmus wrote: 
“Again, the priests that call themselves secular, as if they were initiated to the world, 
not to Christ, lay the burden on the regulars; the regulars on the monks; the monks 
that have more liberty on those that have less; and all of them on the mendicants; the 
mendicants on the Carthusians, among whom, if anywhere, this piety lies buried, but 
yet so close that scarce anyone can perceive it. In like manner the popes, the most 
diligent of all others in gathering in the harvest of money, refer all their apostolical 
work to the bishops, the bishops to the parsons, the parsons to the vicars, the vicars to 
their brother mendicants, and they again throw back the care of the flock on those that 
take the wool.”65

We allow Erasmus to say a few more words. His book was reprinted many times 
during the twenty years that followed its first publication, indicating that his analysis 
is very helpful in grasping something of the spirit of an age at the time. Many of the 
issues were points of genuine concern for many and would ultimately trigger the 
Reformation of the Western Church from 1517AD. Erasmus shows there was a 
serious problem with the Church, that it suffered from a disease so serious that he 
personally preferred to escape contamination. In his criticism he did not so much offer 
a solution, but rather made a moral appeal to the conscience of the Church. 

Moral appeal
One such issue of concern was the unholy lives of monks in general. This troubled 
more spirits than those of the later protestant reformers. Erasmus, as a loyal son of the 
Church, sums up his assessment: “And next these come those that commonly call 
                                                
64 Desiderius Erasmus: The Praise of Folly (in Moriae Encomium), 1509, translated by John Wilson, 
from the oration on Lights of the World reduced to mere Wallets. Although written in 1509 its first 
impression appeared in 1511AD.  One year later it was banned by the universities of Leuven, 
Cambridge and Oxford. Erasmus being under the protection of the emperor and subsequent popes, the 
book was added to the papal index of forbidden books (Iibrorum prohibitorum) only in 1559AD. 
Nonetheless France put the book on its national index as early as 1543AD.  Even during Erasmus life 
the French translator of in Moriae Encomium was burnt at the stake.
65 Idem.
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themselves the religious and monks, most false in both titles, when both a great part 
of them are farthest from religion, and no men swarm thicker in all places than 
themselves.”66  Monks are supposed to be about devotion to God and celibacy, but 
according to Erasmus they practised neither. 

Unfortunately the Western Church showed a lack of willingness to reform, probably 
because of its un-spiritual focus, lacking in authentic religious motivation. 
Consequently others, Luther among them, decided to do the reforming for them. 
Erasmus showed the hypocrisy of the clergy.  Others after him would look for reasons 
and solutions, and looked at the theology, the way of thinking about God, which may 
have caused it.  At the same time, out of disenchantment with the late medieval 
Church, they tended to be pragmatic in dealing with traditions.  Many of the reformers 
would easily discard institutions that did not seem to work, or did not seem to work 
for them. Luther agreed with Erasmus’ verdict on the hypocrisies in monastic life.  

Having faced the persecution of the system after his initial attempts to reform, Luther 
became very pragmatic. If it’s real you keep it alive.  If not, it might as well go. A 
monk himself, he called it quits, married a nun and encouraged others to do the same. 
Luther had found a higher authority than the Church in the Scriptures.  He had simply 
made a wrong vow, against the Word of God, and as he bowed to this newly found 
authority, he felt at liberty to set aside what he had previously sworn, together with its 
consequences that had now become undesirable. Erasmus, on the contrary, never 
married.67

Candle snuffed
The reformation movement was driven by a combination of selfish interest of secular 
rulers and honest zeal to reform the Church. Henry the 8th in England abolished the 
monasteries and filled his pockets, while his personal life was probably far less 
Christ-like than that of the average monk. Local rulers in continental counties68 with a 
Lutheran or Calvinistic persuasion did not mind picking up the extra dollar either, not 
to speak about Scotland with its greedy lords that furthered the cause of the protestant 
reformation, but would continue to harass the Church well into the nineteenth century.  

It is important to realise that with the fall of the monasteries (first in life, consequently 
in esteem, finally from grace and also literally) Western Christianity lost its traditional 
backbone.  The monasteries had spread the Gospel among the pagan nations of 
Western Europe and revitalised the cause of the Church when reform was needed half 
way into the Middle Ages. Now they had lost their life andtheir spiritual zeal, 
seemingly beyond repair. They had become redundant as they served the cause of 
Christ no longer.  The Lord took away the great candlestick that had once burnt so 
brightly. 

                                                
66 Desiderius Erasmus: The Praise of Folly (Moriae Encomium), 1509, translated by John Wilson, 
from the oration on Monks that call themselves religious.

67 Cf. Psalm 15:7 “He that sweareth to his own hurt, and changeth not.”

68 Provinces ruled by lower gentry on behalf of emperor.
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Church versus Bible authority
At the dawn of the 16th century the world started to realise that the Western Church 
had withdrawn itself into a sectarian cocoon that isolated itself from the authority of 
the Scriptures and the work of the Spirit in the Church of all Ages.  Theologians and 
popes only took from the Bible what they liked.   “And how great a happiness is this, 
think you? while, as if Holy Writ were a nose of wax, they fashion and refashion it 
according to their pleasure; while they require that their own conclusions, subscribed 
by two or three Schoolmen, be accounted greater than Solon's laws and preferred 
before the papal decretals; while, as censors of the world, they force everyone to a 
recantation that differs but a hair's breadth from the least of their explicit or implicit 
determinations. And those too they pronounce like oracles. This proposition is 
scandalous; this irreverent; this has a smack of heresy; this no very good sound: so 
that neither baptism, nor the Gospel, nor Paul, nor Peter, nor St. Jerome, nor St. 
Augustine, no nor most Aristotelian Thomas himself can make a man a Christian, 
without these bachelors too be pleased to give him his grace.”69

The post Unam Sanctam Church had developed into a sect, committing heresy, 
schism, separating herself from the apostolic teachings and the Early Church.  
Especially the first generation of Calvinistic reformers on the Continent and Britain, 
men like John Calvin and Thomas Cranmer took great pains to reform the Church, 
taking her back to her origins, rather than establishing a new one.  The Roman Church 
however, was willing to tolerate men like Erasmus for the time being as long as they 
continued to acknowledge this Church as the way to God for all practical purposes. 
The reformers, in their zeal to go back to the Bible and apostolic teaching, went one 
step further than Erasmus.  If the system had developed into what could be justifiably 
called a sect, it should change or go, but bearing its yoke any longer was intolerable. 

Heavenly perspectives
The less radical Erasmus, first and foremost the romantic son of the medieval church, 
looked up to the heavenlies instead. While Church and world alike were focussed on 
the visible, Erasmus called Christianity back to the invisible, spiritual things of God. 
It was a call to faith. “In like manner the common sort of men chiefly admire those 
things that are most corporeal and almost believe there is nothing beyond them. 
Whereas on the contrary, these devout persons, by how much the nearer anything 
concerns the body, by so much more they neglect it and are wholly hurried away with 
the contemplation of things invisible. For the one give the first place to riches, the 
next to their corporeal pleasures, leaving the last place to their soul, which yet most of 
them do scarce believe, because they can't see it with their eyes. On the contrary, the 
others first rely wholly on God, the most unchangeable of all things; and next him, yet 
on this that comes nearest him, they bestow the second on their soul; and lastly, for 
their body, they neglect that care and condemn and fly money as superfluity that may 
be well spared; or if they are forced to meddle with any of these things, they do it 
carelessly and much against their wills, having as if they had it not, and possessing as 
if they possessed it not.”70  

Towards pragmatism
Erasmus realised how far the Church had strayed from her Creator’s intents and called 
for a focus on things invisible, just like Thomas of Kempen had done one hundred 
                                                
69 Desiderius Erasmus: The Praise of Folly (Moriae Encomium), 1509, translated by John Wilson, 
from the oration on great illuminated Divines.
70 Idem, from the oration on the Christian Religion’s Alliance with Folly.
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years earlier in his famous book about following Christ,71 a focus on a godly life and 
things invisible. The Gothic art and spirit of the late Middle Ages had been a 
concentration on making the invisible real through expressions of art in the churches.  
This failed.  Jesus told his Church that it is the Spirit which makes alive and that the 
flesh does not avail to anything. Nonetheless the late medieval, other would prefer the 
term Renaissance Church, tried the ultimate deception, the religious way of the flesh.  
Respect and appreciation for the arts rose, especially in the Church, who would be a 
great benefactor of the arts during the 16th and 17th century, but at the same time 
religious respect for life and the human body declined even further.  The pragmatic 
attitude that was seen earlier on the battlefield with the introduction of crossbows and 
longbows, now also reflected in times of peace. With the clergy’s blessing, artists like 
Leonardo da Vinci started to carve dead bodies that were once loved ones, to add to 
knowledge and experiment that had become goals in themselves. Painters and 
sculptors started to use nude models and revealed them in all their nakedness to the 
world, while the popes and Christian princess nodded and expressed their 
appreciation. 

Communion without spirituality
Even the sacrament of Holy Communion had become a secular affair. Erasmus was 
disturbed to see the Church concentrate on the visible elements of bread and wine, 
rather than the relationship with the Almighty that they were supposed to keep going.  
He wanted the sacraments to have a profound impact on life. It was not sufficient to 
take part, but one should also taste the invisible realities available beyond the 
elements. “In like manner, in the Eucharist, though, say they,72 it is not to be esteemed 
the less that 'tis administered with ceremonies, yet of itself 'tis of little effect, if not 
hurtful, unless that which is spiritual be added to it, to wit, that which is represented 
under those visible signs. Now the death of Christ is represented by it, which all men, 
vanquishing, abolishing, and, as it were, burying their carnal affections, ought to 
express in their lives and conversations that they may grow up to a newness of life 
and be one with him and the same one among another.”73  

The Church did not heed Erasmus’ wake-up calls. Some were angry, especially in the 
French speaking regions.  Others read his In Praise of Folly as witty reflections on the 
system by an otherwise loyal member of the organisation.  Few leading clergymen 
desired change. When the Roman Church was forced to change by the time of the 
council of Trent, it was more window dressing the exclusive Unam Sanctam Church 
than a return to apostolic Christianity, faith and things eternal. 

Painful sacrifice to the system
St Peter’s Church was being transformed into the Gothic style during the days when 
Erasmus and Luther visited Rome. The architect Bramante had started this change a 
few years earlier.  By 1627AD the new church was completed. A new baldachin was 
built, a canopy on columns nearly one hundred feet high, covering the high altar that 
covered the place where St Peter was supposed to have been buried. 

In his vivid and monstrous style the great artist Bernini (1598-1680AD) glorified the 
pope of the day, Urban VIII.  The pope’s family heraldry, the shield of the Barberinis, 
can be found on the sockets of the baldachin’s columns.  Each of the eight shields 

                                                
71 De Imitatione Christi
72 Whom we should take as example.
73 Ibid.
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shows the keys of St Peter and a papal crown. Seven also show the face of a woman 
and the last one portrays a newborn baby. The face is that of the pope’s niece. As a 
young man, Bernini had been in love with her, but her family denied him permission 
to marry her because of his lack of status. Even a child out of wedlock, fathered by 
Bernini with the woman’s cooperation, did not change their minds.  Vengeance was 
bittersweet. The artist used the high altar at St Peter’s, the heart of Roman 
Christendom, to retaliate.  

Each portrait on the column sockets shows his Barberini-girlfriend in a different stage 
of giving birth. Calm, pain, anxiety, relief and tiredness are all presented. While the 
breast and the belly are covered with bees, underneath the female organs are shown at 
their subsequent stages of labour, surrounding the altar where the pope celebrates 
mass!  The final stage shows the baby. It is highly ironic, if not insightful, that 
Bernini, of all artists, is said to have captured the spirit of the Counter Reformation, 
the Roman Catholic reaction against the protestant movement in Western 
Christendom.  

Bernini was an anathema to the classical art and one could safely say that some other 
major works also invite an erotic interpretation rather than a religious one. The 
ecstasy of St Theresa is just one example of erotic expressions with religious imagery.  
This marks, however, the focus with which the Roman Church would try to counter 
the Reformation. It was a response with an even greater stress than the late Middle 
Ages on making the invisible seen and touchable.  The literalist interpretation of the 
Eucharist was reinforced, the priests and monks had to be seen doing the right thing, 
and with images and statues the Church launched her public relation campaigns.  The 
art of the contra Reformation was art that had to appeal to the people, to impress, 
making them feel that the Church understood them and wanted to meet their needs. 
Theirs was a carnal and sectarian appeal, calling Europe’s flock under the wings of 
the only true religious institution on earth. 

The death of love
Every time mass is celebrated in the centre of Roman Christianity, the faithful are 
reminded of an exclusive church, led by a papal family that separated loved ones and 
kept a child from its father.  Bernini paid the ultimate price by working for those who 
ruined his life.  However, as long as he showed himself a faithful son of the Church, 
the papacy would further his artistic career.  Both Bernini and pope Urbanus accepted 
the arrangement. The truth could be spoken and even expressed, as long as this would 
not have too many practical consequences, especially not if these would rock the 
system, or make a difference in loyalty and the authority of the papacy. Urban’s 
successor, Innocentius, never liked the artist’s work and for good reason, but the 
tragic part of it is that nothing changed.  The baldachin that was supposed to mark the 
gravesite of St Peter continues to serve as a gigantic memorial on the death of love in 
an artist’s life, sacrificed on the altar of the Unam Sanctam Church. “This is what the 
papal family did to me.”  Instead of proclaiming the death of Christ, the death of love 
is sealed at the high altar in St. Peter’s. 

Counter Reformation: Rome always right
Ever since the Church had started crusading and burning among her own people, love 
hadn’t exactly been her hallmark.… By this shall all men know that you are my 
disciples?  A monstrous tombstone still marks a memorial site that was supposed to 
celebrate communion with God and fellow Christians. Of course, the ritual of Holy 
Communion is taking place, but what are the actual fruits if we sacrifice our love and 



85

integrity on the altar of a rigid system?  Unam Sanctam Christianity had developed a 
profound love and communion problem. While giving the impression of the will to 
reform, it was rather positioning itself to face movements of much greater spiritual 
witness. 

The various sessions of the council of Trent (1545-1563AD) did not reform any 
doctrinal abuse, but reaffirmed that the system had always been right whatever it said, 
and especially was now. Objective standards were hardly a factor anymore, because 
by this time the Unam Sanctam Church held many doctrines that could be hardly 
considered apostolic. 

Anyone who begged to disagree was literally cursed with a potent “anathema”, one of 
the few occasions when the Latin Church lowered herself to the use of a foreign 
tongue, Greek.74  Cursing became more potent and perhaps less personal this way.  
Most of the stakes, where the mother church claimed to express her love for heretics, 
were quenched during the 17th century, but the self righteous attitude prevailed well 
into the 19th century, mellowed somewhat by the civil revolutions in state life, but 
doctrinally continuing well into the 20th century. 

Divide and rule
The Roman Church marked its exclusivism ecclesiastically by centralising the 
government of the church even more in Rome, and by recognising the almost 
revolutionary idea that having an office in some local parish required the presence of 
one’s person to actually fill it.  Doctrinally the church became even more pronounced 
because of the competition. She not only denounced all who disagreed, but made 
strong renewed commitments to the theological ideas that prevailed during the middle 
ages by validating the theory of transubstantiation, enforced celibacy of the clergy, the 
ruling to keep the cup from the laity despite Christ’s express commandment (“Drink 
ye all of it”). In some respects the attitude worsened when it lacked the means of 
violent expression.  Only in the nineteenth century papal infallibility and Mary’s 
assumption were presented as compulsory articles of the faith. 

One thing Rome and the reformed competition would continue to have in common,
the authority of the Scriptures.75 It is true that Rome did not allow private 
interpretation, but all theology was at least argued from this premise of an 
authoritative Word of God.76 Both Rome and the Reformers believed in absolute truth 
and revelation from God to the human mind in an intelligent and comprehensible way, 
and that the Almighty had done this very thing through the prophets and apostles 

                                                
74 Anathema means to be set aside for the wrath of the deity and was not translated in the Latin 
Vulgate, just transcribed.
75 That is the sixty six books of the common canon. The early Reformation used the Old Testament 
Apocrypha in church, but they did not receive equal status with the other. 
76 In later Calvinism and Lutheranism to some extent private interpretation was denied as well and 
certainly its practice.  Without agreeing to detailed confessions approved by synods one was not 
allowed to become a minister and in many cases the door to profession of faith and full membership 
was also closed.  Of course, in Calvinistic churches, an appeal of conscience to the Bible was 
respected.  But this required an actual appeal process as high up as the national or state synod. In theory 
the confession of faith should be open to alteration because of clearer insight in the Word of God.  But 
to change the synod’s mind about a text of a confession all members of synod had previously agreed to 
was unlikely to succeed.   Of course it did not happen until three centuries later and only for a short 
season.  After that confessions were generally considered as a respectable testimony from a distant past 
that one should learn from but not necessarily agree with. 
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responsible for holy writ. Reformers and popes would appeal to a higher authority, the 
revelation of Divine will in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament. By and 
large they also shared the ecumenical creeds of the early Church, which both 
appreciated. In this sense it was a tragic separation of brothers from the same house, 
the Western Church.  Why did the Church split and what were the consequences?

Martin Luther
While Praise of Folly was an analysis and a call for renewed obedience, without a 
definite program of reform, the situation changed with another monk, Martin Luther, 
arriving on the scene in Germany. More than Erasmus, he realised that there was a 
doctrinal side to the spiritual and moral crisis of the Western Church. A mere moral 
reform would not suffice, because men who believe wrong things about God are 
bound to practice along the lines of their mistaken ideas. Luther could name a few of 
those: concentrating on works instead of a faith relationship with God, praying to 
Mary, the Saints, the teachings of purgatory and indulgences, magic priest craft at the 
Eucharist that defied the senses by requiring a belief that saw bread and wine change 
into the material body and blood of Christ. All these contributed to the crisis in a great 
measure. Luther realised that a Church without faith and integrity cannot be pleasing 
to God.  And wasn’t being right with God and living a life pleasing him what Church 
was supposed to be about?

Martin Luther would soon find himself in circumstances that enabled him to actually 
change the situation. He had visited Rome around the same time that Erasmus left the 
eternal city and immortalised his personal arrivederci in the Praise of Folly.  After a 
short visit, joining a mission of his Augustinian order, Luther left again in January 
1511AD. He was still a young monk at that stage, far less experienced and observant 
than Erasmus, almost with a childlike enthusiasm for the Church he had devoted his 
life to. Later, Luther would say that he was almost sorry that his father and mother 
were still alive at the time of his visit to Rome, because he would have loved to 
shorten their stay in purgatory on this occasion by obtaining indulgences for them, 
but, alas, these were impossible to acquire on behalf of the living. 

Peace through faith
Not even seven years later the German monk was a changed man. He had struggled to 
find peace with God and with himself, tried everything the medieval Church had to 
offer, from good works to chastisement, but failed. At last Luther found acceptance 
with God and assurance of salvation by trusting the apostolic teaching that God 
justifies people on the basis of their trust in him, and on the accomplished work of 
Jesus to wipe out their sin records. This became foundational in his thinking as a 
professor at the Wittenberg University in one of the German counties. It was a small 
and unimpressive institution at the time, but that was soon to change. 

When Luther started to evaluate the practices of the Church in this new light, he found 
that many of the malpractices, like the abuse of authority by church leadership and 
selling usuries, were connected to a neglect of this core doctrine. 
On the 31st of October 1517AD, All Hallows Eve, he nailed 95 theses to the door of 
the Castle Church in Wittenberg.77  Although probably intended for a dispute in 
                                                
77 Some scholars feel there is lack of contemporary evidence to support the nailing and advocate 
mailing instead.  Others point out that there is no evidence against the nailing and that the traditions 
about the nailing of the thesis on the door of the Castle Church are supported by the customs practiced 
in Martin Luther’s Wittenberg.  Cf. Erwin Iserloh, The Theses Were Not Posted: Luther between 
Reform and Reformation, in: Church History, Vol. 38, No. 4 (Dec., 1969), pp. 532-533.
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academic circles, Luther expressed feelings that addressed concerns that had become 
widespread and met with fertile soil. Students and followers copied the theses and 
within weeks these copies found their way through the Holy Roman Empire. 

Spiritual liberation 
The protestant reformation had begun. At the time protesting meant to testify in 
favour of something, not against. To be right with God and to go back to the source, 
the Bible, for Christian life and doctrine, and to be allowed to do this, was the main 
issue. Wrongfully exercised human authority had been a hindrance for far too long. 
The Church should rely on Jesus for salvation and stress the individual faith 
relationship with God. This was an apostolic message of liberation from the 
permanent anxiety of the medieval scale service that balanced sins with good works 
and the efforts of the Church. It was like Christmas, God was a loving reality who 
wanted his people to hear his voice, not someone far away who might be approached 
from a distance through the spirits of the deceased. What could make this newfound 
relationship more effective than hearing the Bible in one’s own language? This agreed 
with the spirit of the times that had seen an emancipation of the cities and county 
gentries. To make the Bible available to the common man (educated people could 
read Latin bibles, available since Gutenberg’s days) Luther translated the New 
Testament, and later the whole Bible into German. 

Luther & Calvin
Other reformers like Zwingli and Calvin followed, mostly having in common that the 
authority of the Scriptures should be preferred to that of men and that the Roman 
Church had turned into an unbiblical system with unwarranted practices. While 
Germany and Scandinavia reformed along Lutheran lines, in France, Switzerland, the 
Low Countries and Britain it was the teachings of John Calvin that proved most 
influential.  

Calvin was the systematic theologian of the Reformation.  Luther had overemphasised 
the role of faith and justification (being right with God) in his Bible interpretations.78    
Sometimes he overlooked the value of good works in general or did not value them as 
an inseparable fruit of faith.  The French theologian was more balanced, and reasoned 
from the Scriptures while also taking the early Church fathers seriously. Luther was 
less appreciative of the fathers.  He volunteered to doubt their value and even their 
Christianity, sometimes giving the impression that true religion starts with the insights 
of Martin Luther.79 Even the great reformer would not be free of the Age of 
Arrogance.

                                                
78 E.g. The earlier editions of his Bible translation carry the words: “St. James Epistle is really an 
epistle of straw compared to [St. Paul's letters], for it lacks this evangelical character” This implies a 
‘letter of straw’, instead of solid Gospel gold. James required proof of faith from works and did not 
take any trouble to explain faith as Luther had come to understand it. Luther, however, continued to 
respect James as a canonical Scripture. 
79 Luther’s “Table Talks” give many an evidence of this attitude: 
“Behold what great darkness is in the books of the Fathers concerning faith; yet if the article of 
justification be darkened, it is impossible to smother the grossest errors of mankind. St Jerome, indeed, 
wrote upon Matthew, upon the Epistles to Galatians and Titus; but, alas! very coldly. Ambrose wrote 
six books upon the first book of Moses, but they are very poor. Augustine wrote nothing to the purpose 
concerning faith; for he was first roused up and made a man by the Pelagians, in striving against them. 
I can find no exposition upon the Epistles to the Romans and Galatians, wherein anything is taught 
pure and aright. O what a happy time have we now in regard to the purity of the doctrine; but alas! we 
little esteem it.” Table Talk DXXVI.
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Original aim of Reformation 
In general, however, one could say that the aim of the reformation movement was not 
a new Church. The reformed Church’s aim was a Western Catholicism continued, but 
purged from the medieval abuses that had crept in,back to the Bible, while taking the 
Church of all ages seriously. For this reason the reformed Church, Lutheran, Anglican 
and early Presbyterian alike, continued to subscribe to the ancient ecumenical creeds 
in their Western edition.80  
In general, one should blame the Roman Church’s sectarian commitments and 
corrupted practice. These caused her unwillingness to even consider or tolerate 
legitimate calls to reform. In retrospect, this was a great chance missed. Had the 
Church been able to reflect the spirit of the second Vatican Council (early 1960’s) 
four or five centuries earlier, Western Christianity might never have split into Roman 
Catholicism and Protestantism.   

Complicating factors
Several forces assisted the cause of the protestant reformation, but left Western 
Christendom spiritually vulnerable at the same time. Democracy of the laity and 
commerce were factors, but also the government. The cause of Church reformation 
was very dependent on the support of local princes and counts, or on the support of 
the governing bodies in the case of cities (really self governing city states in those 
days even having the authority to carry out the death penalty). 

Protestant governments
A complicating factor was the attitude towards one’s legitimate sovereign. This was 
not as clear-cut as might be supposed. Technically the land was owned by the holy 
Roman emperor, but a complex network of royal families had been debating who 
should possess and control what since the days of Charlemagne’s demise. However, 
in principle it was the Emperor or at least the legitimate king who owned the land and 
loaned it to his noblemen, who granted rights to cities, but the rights and loans came 
from the powers that be. 

In furthering the cause of the Reformation many protestant counties on the continent 
not only disobeyed, but actually rebelled against their rightful king or emperor for the 
sake of conscience and religion. Oaths of allegiance were broken and wars launched 
in an active way. Self-righteousness and a degree of arrogance were evident in these 
actions. Although the aim certainly was to be, literally, holier than the pope, noblesse 
obliges. Romans 13 was still in the reformed Bible. 

In fairness it should be mentioned that, as far as allegiance was concerned, Roman 
princes, and even bishops and popes had provided the wrong example. In the 
seventeenth century, it was not the protestant league, but a French cardinal who 
                                                                                                                                           
“We must read the Fathers cautiously, and lay them in the gold balance, for they often stumbled and 
went astray, and mingled in their books many monkish things.”  Table Talk DXXIX.

“The more I read the books of the Fathers, the more I find myself offended; for they were but men, and, 
to speak the truth, with all their repute and authority, undervalued the books and writings of the sacred 
apostles of Christ.”
Table Talk DXXX.
“Jerome should not be numbered among the teachers of the church, for he was a heretic; yet I believe 
that he is saved through faith in Christ. He speaks not of Christ, but merely carries his name in his 
mouth.”  Table Talk DXXXV.

80 Particularly on the issue of the source of the Holy Spirit.
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attacked the Spanish territories in Italy.  These territories were protected by papal 
guarantees and armies, but the French cardinal Richelieu81 decided to butcher his 
fellow Roman Catholics who resisted his particular national interests. He just denied
the legitimacy of Habsburg rule in any part of the world he fancied for France and 
killed accordingly. Freedom of worship and freedom from the ravaging inquisition 
would have been loftier causes. On the whole a very unsatisfactory situation, that left 
some question as to the legitimacy of power, especially where dukes, counts and local 
rule embraced the Reformation. 

After the Reformation a State Church situation developed in Protestant countries. The 
Church was often limited or pushed around by government authorities, especially as 
these paid the salaries of the clergy.  

Democracy in the Church
Closely related to the rise of the lower gentry and growing powers of the cities was a 
republican spirit.  National or local interests were a good warming up to resist 
authority in an even broader way.  A desire for self-determination, peace and order in 
the house to keep the country or city governable were great motivators.  Nonetheless, 
this created some difficulties, especially among the Presbyterian and continental 
Reformed Churches. They suffered the initial social consequences of a Church where 
the ‘laity’ suddenly became very important through a system of elected elders and 
deacons. Middle class rule bestowed with unheard of disciplinary powers, made it 
very hard for the higher aristocracy to be part of such churches for fear of the use or 
abuse of these powers. 
This concept of a people’s Church especially concerned the development of the 
Calvinistic reformation in the Low Countries, Scotland, and even Puritan England, 
having lasting effects on the development of New England and the United States of 
America. 

The mind and influence of the people became an important factor. This was not 
supposed to be a significant influence, as all were supposed to follow the same 
confessional standards, but that was hard to avoid in the long run. It was the spirit of 
the age mixing with a justified desire to obey God more than men, especially if these 
men represented a wicked system. Of course the Reformation still had its standards of 
Biblical truth and took the old creeds seriously, even producing lots of new ones to 
assist in knowing what to believe now that the pope was not a factor in Church life 
anymore.  

New creeds and synods were used to express Scriptural teaching and to safeguard the 
Church against error and heresy.  These served as a check against unbridled Bible 
interpretation by the ill equipped and democracy as determining factor for church life. 
Others perceived these alternatives as the introduction of Reformed Popery.  As the 
ultimate authority seemed to lay in one’s personal interpretation of the faith, and 
many had their particular view sine qua non, the number of secessions and splits in 
protestant circles has been quite substantial, especially after the French Revolution. 
By the late 19th century, the old aristocracy, after a temporary revival between 1815-
1848AD, lost many of its powers. Industrialisation, the power of money and the 
influence of public opinion were on the rise. The issue of civil rights for common folk 
became more pregnant and eventually resulted in general elections for government by 
the 1920’s. Although this was a less violent way of settling issues, it implied an 

                                                
81 Minister of State and uncrowned ruler of France at the time.
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authority shift from objective to subjective truth. The consequences of this new way 
of thinking would only fully hit the Church in the twentieth century. 

God and Mammon
This brings us to the third complicating factor, that of commercialism. The 
introduction of a ten percent tax on the sale of goods was an excellent assistant for the 
Protestant freedom struggle. Unheard of at the time, the Spanish authorities in the 
Low Countries introduced this measure.  Money made the world go round. Nobody 
likes to pay, and those who do like to see something in return. 

Without money to pay them, good soldiers were not available. Weapons had to be 
bought or otherwise produced and this process was also expensive. With the people 
gaining a greater say and representation, parliaments became more vocal.  This 
representation was dependent on the amount of tax paid, well into the twentieth 
century.  Banking houses grew in importance.  

Of course, Roman Catholic nations like Spain and Portugal were also very interested 
in gold, silver, slaves and spices.  However, while exploring west and east, spreading 
the one true Roman Church across the globe was not an afterthought, but rather one of 
their primary goals. This was, generally speaking, slightly different in the protestant 
world. The exploration and outreach of countries where the Reformed Church
prevailed, was not motivated by a desire to spread the message of justification through 
faith to all nations.  Their enterprise had a commercial basis from the beginning. In 
Calvinist Holland the churches did not send out missionaries, but only supplied 
ministers and chaplains for the service of the mighty West and East India companies.  
These allowed church boards and sessions once a trading station had developed into a 
colony, but although some engaged in mission work among the gentiles, the 
company’s interests would not be crossed lightly. 

An important concession to the capitalist spirit of the age was the abolition of interest 
prohibitions, first in Calvinist nations, in due course also followed by countries where 
Roman Catholicism prevailed. The Church, Martin Luther included, had always 
opposed asking interest from fellow Christians.  John Calvin made a distinction 
between lending for need or commercial purposes. If it was not to help out, but to 
allow someone else to make money, it was only reasonable for the lender to share in 
the profits of the enterprise he supported. This sounded reasonable, but once the doors 
were opened, nature’s instincts were more inclined to get rich with the entrepreneurs 
than to lend to the poor because of their Maker. Thus Mammon became a greater 
factor in moral decisions. God is no respecter of persons, but people tend to be 
tempted if the price is high enough. As the aristocracy declined, the new rich and 
merchant classes gained in social status and bought themselves seats of prominence in 
church. St James would not have liked it, but in late medieval terms it was just one 
class taking over prominence or joining the other. First it was birth, land and strength, 
now all was translated in terms of money and power. 

Spirit of Secularism
A point of influence throughout this period is that the Reformation was part of a wider 
movement of discovery. The European nations had started to sail the Seven Seas and 
to explore the world. Experiments in science showed that people no longer wished to 
accept knowledge from authorities.  They wanted to find out for themselves.  If their 
retrieved data and interpretation gave them reason, they would come up with new and 
startling conclusions. Astronomy and medical science revolutionised the world. 
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Ancient authorities fell from their pedestals, proven wrong, just like the pope in his 
field. 

This made the 17th century develop into the Age of Reason. In concentrating on 
understanding and explaining the mechanics, gradually its world view became de-
spiritualised. Matter and spirit developed into separate fields of research. 
Thinking in terms of material cause and effect, led to the Age of Deism in the 18th

century.  By this time the correlation between the spiritual and mechanical was no 
longer observed or recognised necessarily.  God had created the world, but left to its 
own devices, it continued to “tick”. 
After this, the French Revolution had no use for a restrictive God whose existence 
was somewhat irrelevant. Agnosticism and atheism were the logical successors to 
deism. 
In the 19th century the brilliant philosopher Hegel brought substance and spirit 
together again, but the spirit that was joined to the visible world was no longer that of 
Christian revelation. Secular disciples of Hegel’s would produce the National 
Socialism and Communism that were to devastate the scene of the 20th century. 

Towards a secular world view
This big picture of the Age of Arrogance would have severe implications for the 
status of Bible authority and revelation. Probably as a reaction against the gross 
superstition of earlier generations, reformers like Martin Luther included, the 
seventeenth century concentrated on the material world so much that she started to 
exclude the supernatural from her world view.  Witches and demons should not be 
taken seriously by intelligent people. A Dutch Reformed minister wrote a book about 
the Bewitched World, and told the nation it was all superstition. 
The logical next question was: but what about the Apostolic Age, the Scriptures, and 
their witches and demons? Spinoza, a Jewish philosopher residing in Holland, 
explained the Bible in terms of a sacred book produced by religious people and 
fallible in its statements and claims. 

Made in Hong Kong
The 18th century would ripen the time for Bible Criticism with its deistic tendencies.  
To believe in God and the Bible was still the decent thing to do in Western Europe. It 
was in the common interest to adhere to Christian sentiment, as long as one realised 
that all current events on this planet should be explained without God and miracles.82

After the French Revolution, liberated from social constraints to conform, first 
Reformed and later also Roman Catholic ministers started to treat the Scriptures as a 
fallible human production. As the supernatural was phased out, the belief in Jesus’ 
virgin incarnation, miracles and physical resurrection vastly decreased in protestant 
circles of academic leadership, taking over large parts of the main denominations in 
Lutheran and Calvinistic countries. 

As the voice of God could no longer be trusted to be his, man was no longer checked 
by objective Divine revelation in his religious pursuits. First God’s power to 
communicate in a reliable way to his Church, through the Scriptures, was questioned.  
It would not take long to phase out this impotent God out of the picture completely. 
                                                
82 That this rationalistic spirit already prevailed in 17th century Presbyterianism, which required from its 
office bearers to subscribe to a formula that stated that God had ceased to give special Divine guidance 
after the Apostolic era, cf. WCF I.1.  Interestingly, and contrary to later Presbyterian developments, St 
Paul’s enjoinment that it is a disgrace for men to wear long hair was wasted on most Presbyterians 
ministers who attended this assembly because the fashion of the day prescribed otherwise. 
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Western Christianity was redefining God according to its own likeness. The same 
words were still used, but Object of worship had been substituted. It was no longer the 
kind of God that had been recognised by the Catholic Church. A different doctrine 
and religion emerged within the structures of the Western Church.  
Starting on the continent of Europe the enlightenment theology would work itself 
westwards through Scotland, England and also the main Protestant denominations in 
the United States. 

New ways of worship
Apart from liberal theology the humanistic focus led to a change of liturgy and 
worship in the Protestant churches, especially in the nineteenth century. With the
introduction of far less literal Psalms for congregational singing, it did not take long 
beforehymns from contemporary authors found their way into the worship service for 
congregational singing and the organ was introduced.83 Strangelyenough, it was the
organ, which does not greatly feature in Holy Writ, although it probably existed in a 
primitive bagpipe like form. The Old Testament call for ten stringed instruments, 
blowing the trumpet in the New Moon and to clash the cymbals, remained unheeded 
as yet.  So did the manifold calls to bring sacrifices of praise and incense.

Especially for churches of a reformed background along the lines of John Calvin,84

like the Anglican and the Dutch Reformed Churches, these were major departures 
from the teachings of Augustine and Calvin, who saw the Psalms as the hymnal of the 
Spirit and musical accompaniment belonging to the Old Testament dispensation, on 
the same level as the Jewish sacrifices.  They wanted a return to worship in Spirit and 
truth, but at this stage even Protestantism was more interested in pleasing people, 
maintaining order and keeping worse ideas out.  This led to Church splits around the 
globe, where many smaller denominations seceded from the main Protestant bodies, 
only to be confronted with similar thinking in their own circles two or three 
generations later.

Missions
Another movement would also spread across the globe, that of worldwide missions. 
Carrying the Gospel to foreign countries was as old as the New Testament and the 
early Church. From the early medieval days onwards, however these endeavours had 
been largely restricted to celibate men and monks in particular.  These evangelised the 
nations of Europe, becoming a very Roman centred movement as the Middle Ages 
drew to a close. 

After the Reformation it was the Jesuits in particular who laboured at home and 
abroad to further the cause of Christ and the Roman Church. Spreading the true faith, 
without which the gentiles would be lost, featured very prominently in the colonial 
expansion of Roman Catholic nations like Spain and Portugal. 

                                                
83 This does not deny that the contents of many hymns are based on Biblical insights, but it does high-
light the increased need that was felt to satisfy the changed cultural needs of a church population that 
was no longer satisfied to worship without musical accompaniment and with psalms only. Rhyme, 
music and aesthetics triumphed over contents. Everybody now had to sing his agreement with the 
theological insights of contemporary poets out loud, instead of confirming and reliving the inspired 
prayers and songs of the Spirit in Holy Writ. 
84 The Roman Church would reform liturgically only in the 20th century.
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Romantic 
Protestant missions, if taking place at all and ministry not being restricted to those of 
European descent, tended to be a by-product of commercial enterprise.  One should 
take this as a generalisation though. For example, some of the Dutch colonial 
authorities in the 17th century had a great zeal for missions. On Ceylon the Reformed 
Church flourished with hundreds of churches all over the island with a large 
indigenous membership. What happened to Protestantism in general, however, is that 
it only started to be interested in mission work as such, in the 19th century.  Then 
again it was a people’s movement, riding on the back of the structures of European 
colonialism.85 Promoting commerce and Western civilisation were seen as important 
goals of Christian missionary work.86 It had something romantic about it, as its focus 
was abroad while at home liberal theology and revolutionary thinking were taking 
over the affairs in Church and State. Nonetheless, many served with great dedication 
under the greatest afflictions. The children’s graves on the missionary stations of 
Africa continue to be a silent witness to the selfless service and depths of human 
despair.

Two names should be mentioned, shoemaker William Carey (1761-1834AD) in 
Northamptonshire and count Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700-1760AD in one of the 
German counties.  Both inspired a self-sacrificing movement of mission and Bible 
translation work outside the established denominations.  In the English world this 
would ultimately lead to the foundation of the London Missionary Society and the 
British and Foreign Bible Society. These organisations used the inroads created by 
British imperialism during the 18th and 19th centuries.  

On the continent of Europe it was the Moravian brethren, who first laboured among 
the black and coloured peoples in Africa and the West Indies as a separate mission 
movement. One could well say that the modern mission movement started with these 
Moravian brethren. They were also called “Herrnhutters”, because they were 

                                                
85 It would be wrong to think that these missions were promoting colonialism or softened up the 
population to that end. Many a mission arrived in the Dark Continent before the Western Governments 
did.  However, the movement and spirit of colonial expansion for economic purposes started much 
earlier than the Nineteenth Century.  This is witnessed by the remnants of many a Portuguese, Dutch or 
English slave trading station or trade colony for ivory and gold, dating from a few centuries earlier. 
David Livingstone was appointed British Consul to Central Africa in 1856.  In Southern Africa, South 
America, and the 19th century missions used the infrastructure of colonial governments as jumping 
board for their mission operations amongst natives in these territories and further inland. 
86 Interestingly, Livingstone expressed his own missionary aims as follows: “Sending the Gospel to the 
heathen must include much more than is implied in the usual picture of the missionary, namely a man 
going about with a Bible under his arm. The promotion of commerce must be attended to, as this more 
especially than anything else, demolishes that sense of isolation which heathenism engenders, and 
makes tribes feel themselves mutually dependent on, and mutually beneficial to each other.” Cf. S. 
Paas, The Faith moves South, Kachere Books no.27 Assemblies of God Press, Limbe, p.187.
Livingstone even concluded an address at Cambridge University with the words: “I go back to Africa 
to make an open path for commerce and Christianity.  Do you carry on the work that I have begun?  I 
leave it with you.”  Idem, p.188.
He was not alone in this attitude. After Livingstone’s death, James Stewart, a minister of Lovedale in 
South Africa, suggested a mission station in Malawi to the General Assembly of the Free Church of 
Scotland.  This is what he had in mind: “I would humbly suggest as the truest memorial of Livingstone, 
the establishment by this church, or several churches together, of an inistitution at once industrial and 
educational, to teach the truths of the Gospel and the arts of civilised life to the natives of the country, 
and which shall be placed in a carefully selected and commanding spot in Central Afriaca, where from 
its position and capabilities it might grow into a town, and afterwards into a city, and become a great 
centre of commerce, civilisation, and Christianity.” Idem, p.190.
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Moravians who had found refuge on Count Zinzendorf’s property in the town of 
Hernhut. Zinzendorf was a Lutheranand because of this background the Moravian 
churches would ultimately join the Lutheran World Federation. 

The modern Protestant missions started in the early 1730’s, when they sent out two 
young men with the specific goal to live among the slaves on the isle of St Thomas 
and to preach to them the Gospel of Christ.  Within Zinzendorf’s lifetime, 
missionaries preached from Greenland to South Africa.

Societies
Encouraged or challenged by the Moravian example, the nineteenth century became 
the era of mission societies.  These served as a unifying factor between the Protestant 
Churches, although denominations were naturally inclined to join up with like-minded 
organisations.  In the Apostolic period it had been the Church and the Lord sending, 
after this it was largely the monasteries and monastic orders.  The new age was one of 
missions for and by the people. At the same time, Methodism in England, although 
starting off more ecclesiastically, had similar tendencies, so apparently this kind of 
thinking was in the air. One should keep in mind that theirs was the century of 
western superiority. Bestowing civilisation, advancing medical science and the 
Western way of doing things were important considerations in this age of empire 
building.
Again it was not, in the first place, the Protestant Churches and their spiritual 
leadership that took the initiative and responsibility (financially and otherwise) for 
missions themselves. They rather made use of the opportunities that others, first 17th

century commercialism and later missionary societies, developed. The latter half of 
the nineteenth and especially the twentieth century would see a greater commitment 
of the Protestant Churches as an organisation.   

Developments in retrospect
Many more things could be said about the period 1517-1918AD, because the 
available information is almost inexhaustible.  To avoid missing the forest, we have 
zoomed out from the trees of Erasmus and Luther, subsequently discerning three 
major developments in the life of the Western Church: 

a) The Reformation revived integrity and faith relationship with God in the Church.  
This invited the contra Reformation, which committed itself to the promotion of 
Roman Catholicism with its medieval doctrinal developments as the only true Church 
on earth, inspiring the Protestant Church in Reformed countries to similar exclusive 
attitudes.
b) Secularism questioned the miraculous, the authority and reliability of the voice of 
God in apostolic tradition and the Scriptures.  This culminated in a departure from 
apostolic Christianity within the Western Church.
c) Missions operated in an age that also promoted Western cultural and economic 
expansion.  Often, with great personal commitment and sacrifice, missionaries spread 
Western Christianity around the globe, through the labours of monastic orders, 
Protestant ministers in colonial service, laity and missionary societies.
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Chapter VII: The disillusioned Church (1918-present)
The era of freedom 

“This book sets out as forcibly and exactly as possible the religious belief of the 
writer. That belief is not orthodox Christianity; it is not, indeed, Christianity at all; its 
core nevertheless is a profound belief in a personal and intimate God.”87

With these words H.G. Wells introduced his book “God the invisible King” in 
1917AD. This book created such an unexpected demand that Britain saw three 
impressions in three weeks’ time. The British novelist followed in Erasmus’ footsteps 
by sharing a climate of thought and some of his disillusionment with established 
religion.  Wells did not praise folly, but exposed much of what was going on under 
the surface of Christendom.  

Shocked confidence
The time was ripe for a change in perceptions in the Christian world.  The Western 
world had been appalled by the cruelties of war.  The monstrosity of the slaughter and 
the sacrifice of a generation of sons to the utter madness of the generals from the 
upper classes shocked the foundations of society.  After the initial euphoria about the 
war in 1914 on all sides of the conflict, a nightmare came to life, with serious effects 
on Christian perceptions. 

The story of the Great War was one of Christian nations killing one another in a 
merciless way. Roman Catholics stood up against Roman Catholics, Lutherans 
against Anglicans and Presbyterians and vice versa. From the trenches the Christmas 
songs resounded in the holy season. “Peace on earth, good will to men.” Shortly after, 
sharp commands would raise the men once again and send them out to fall while 
marching right into the enemies’ machineguns and shelling, amidst what was left of 
the poppies in Flanders. 

Pragmatism had fully taken over from moral considerations. After the crossbow, 
longbow and guns, the Germans initiated the next phase, that of weapons of mass 
destruction. Initially the British decided against the use of poison gas, but in due 
course the allied forces also used it enthusiastically.88  Within a few years, millions of 
baptised young men would be sacrificed in this senseless way. This was on a 
catastrophic scale far worse than the Crusades and the Inquisition had ever been, 
leaving an overwhelming impression of shock and disillusionment. 

A compromised Church
The moral and spiritual crisis, in which the Western Church already found itself, 
surfaced through these tragic events. The brutality and senselessness of the war 
sacrifice led to questioning the judgement and integrity of the Church as well.  In an 
earlier age the popes had blessed Napoleon and lent divine legitimacy to his 
endeavours. Napoleon made Roman Catholicism the religion of France again, but the 
Church’s position was compromised ever since. The same was already true in many 
of the Protestant state Churches.  As a matter of course they honoured the powers that 
be by a loyal allegiance to an unjust cause. 

                                                
87 H.G. Wells, God the invisible King, Cassell &Co, London 1917, preface v.
88 The French first used tear gas grenades in August 1914.  It was the Germans who developed 
chemical weapons for use on large scale.  They launched the first poison gas attack, chlorine, during 
the second battle of Ieperen on the 22nd of April 1915.
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Over the past centuries the Church had lost much of its authentic voice and power. 
She was happy to take her place as a religious sub-department in the over all social 
order, also, as this took her children into war. In Germany the leading Lutheran 
theologians, representatives of 19th century freethinking, had blessed the weapons of 
the Kaiser. In France and Britain, priests and ministers alike, knew that God was 
fighting for the allied cause. The eventual shock to the confidence in the authority of 
leadership, in what was still being considered as a Christian Europe, was enormous.  

Revolutions
The feeling of hurt was already taking overwhelming proportions in 1917 AD. 
The general disillusionment finally enabled people to speak up. The threat of a new 
series of revolutions was very real. This same year saw a start of one in ancient 
Russia. If the all powerful potentate, the Tsar, had reason to be concerned about his 
position, others could start to do some worrying as well. 
The Tsar read the signs of the times too late. Others in authority were determined to 
be more careful. The deadly flue epidemic of 1918AD reinforced apocalyptic visions. 
The workers’ class spoke up.  All men received voting rights in most countries of 
Western Europe.  The Woman’s Suffrage movement dared to raise its concerns more 
vocally, and what used to be Western Christendom moved towards an Equal Rights 
Society.  

God the invisible king
One of the great minds that spoke up in May 1917 was the visionary writer H.G. 
Wells, author of War of the Worlds and First men in the Moon. He claimed that the 
abuse of human authority in matters of faith had been going on in the Church for far 
too long.  Ever since the council of Nicaea (325), power rather than truth had reigned 
in Christendom.  The important lesson conveyed, was that one should not necessarily 
take the Church’s word for any doctrine. 
Wells failed to see the authority of the Holy Scriptures as well, and said so: “The 
writer of St. John’s gospel appears still to be thinking with considerable freedom, but 
Origin is already hopelessly in the net of texts. The writer of St. John’s gospel was a 
free man, but Origin was a superstitious man.  He was emasculated mentally as well 
as bodily through his bibliolatry.  He quotes, his predecessor thinks.”89 The Bible was 
useful as a reflection of first hand experience of the Divine we should all seek, but not 
authoritative or prescriptive. 

In the Victorian era it was still a matter of concern for many to be regarded as a 
decent Christian.  With H.G. Wells, and others that were shocked by the events of the 
Great War, keeping up these appearances was a priority no longer. Darwinism was 
used as a tool to reject God as the established authority.  At the same time it was 
awfully clear that the Great War had not produced the survival of the fittest.  It was an 
utter madness where the best died young. Potty generals and political leaders lived to 
see retirement. Agnosticism and socialism would be the creeds for the new age. 

Agnosticism
Wells’ approach was more honest and straightforward than that of 19th century 
liberalism. “The writer’s position here in this book is, firstly, complete Agnosticism in 
the matter of God the Creator, and secondly, entire faith in the matter of God the 

                                                
89 Ibid, xii.
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Redeemer.”90  In other words, religious ideas are irrelevant for science and real life in 
general. Otherwise one should just realise that God is nice. 
Even the matter of an afterlife was largely irrelevant, because all that matters is that 
the God we identify with continues. “Many people seem to find the prospect of a final 
personal death unendurable. This impresses me as egotism.  I have no such appetite 
for a separate immortality.  God is my immortality; what, of me, is identified with 
God, is God; what is not is of no more permanent value than the snows of yester-
year.”91

A new religion 
For Wells and many others God could no longer be defined. The general feeling 
before, even among liberal thinkers, was that God could be either denied or defined in 
terms of Unitarianism or Trinitarian Christianity. It was either the “No God and no 
master”, which the French Revolution was able to sing for a short season, the 
Unitarian God of the liberals or the triune God of Western Orthodoxy. Wells, on the 
other hand, claimed something different. He asserted that a modern religion was 
coming up, one that was neither atheist, nor Buddhist, nor Mohammedan, nor 
Christian. The new God was a loving spirit, “a strongly marked and knowable 
personality, loving, inspiring, and lovable, who exists or strives to exist in every 
human soul.”92

This god, however, was a finite god. If he had been able to avoid the madness of the 
First World War, and sickness, calamities and death in general, he would have 
certainly done so. Consequently the god of Wells was no longer all-wise, all powerful 
or omnipresent. If his god was real, it seemed that this earth was ruled by another god. 
This seemed to reduce the proposed new religion to romantic escapism, not in touch 
with the realities on this planet. Not even in touch with Wells’ personal views on a 
wide range of issues, as will be pointed out later.  

Universalism
The author foreshadowed that “the modern religious man will almost certainly profess 
a kind of universalism; he will assert that whenever men have called upon any God 
and have found fellowship and comfort and courage and that sense of God within 
them, that inner light which is the quintessence of the religious experience, it was the 
True God that answered them. For the true God is a generous God, not a jealous God; 
the very antithesis of that bickering monopolist who “will have no other gods but 
Me”; and when a human heart cries out –to what name it matters not- for a larger 
spirit and a stronger help than the visible things of life can give, straightway the 
nameless Helper is with it and the God of Man answers the call.”93

The old Christian view of God was no longer tenable and Wells quite boldly said so.
“The long truce in the criticism of Trinitarian theology is drawing to its end. It is 
when men most urgently need God that they become least patient with foolish 
presentations and dogmas.  The new believers are very definitely set upon a thorough 
analysis of the nature and growth of the Christian creeds and ideas.  There has grown 
up a practice of assuming that, when God is spoken of, the Hebrew-Christian God of 
Nicaea is meant.  But that God trails with him a thousand misconceptions and bad 

                                                
90 Ibid. xiii.
91 Ibid. xvii.
92 Ibid. p.6.
93 Ibid. p.7.
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associations; his alleged infinite nature, his jealousy, his strange preferences, his 
vindictive Old Testament past. These things do not even make a caricature of the True 
God; they compose an altogether different and antagonistic figure.”94

In other words, the God of the Old Testament and early Christianity was no longer 
acceptable to the Twentieth Century mind. He was a product of a backward and 
mistaken religious generation. Even the traditional Christian God, an improvement on 
the one of the Old Testament, no longer sufficed.  He had been forced upon the 
masses by wicked, dogmatising powerbrokers that moved according to the fourth 
century realities in politics. 
All that really matters in religion is that one personally relates to some sort of deity, a 
comfort in times of need. Added to this, one should also be inspired by love in all that 
one says and does. Otherwise any concept of God was largely irrelevant. What 
counted was a righteous life in these terms. The old God was mysteriously unwilling 
to prevent sin and evil.  Keen to avoid this, the new religion opted for one who was 
unable to prevent anything. Wells invited his readers to cling to this deity.  The new 
theology would see God as the opposing but largely impotent force.  He feels bad 
about the evil that befalls us too, but just cannot help it. In the meantime the only 
force he administers is through us.  We are his hands and feet if we live conscious of 
his presence and inspired by his loving force.

A new theology
This was a startling public break with Christianity. Wells was not ashamed to say so 
at the very beginning of his book. Nonetheless, this way of thinking would become 
prevalent in Western theology during the Twentieth Century. After the War, there was 
no need to further keeping up appearances. People were sick of traditional 
Christianity and all the commitments, disillusionment, legalism, irrelevance and hurt 
it represented. 
With the moral recklessness of the roaring twenties, a similar theological 
recklessness, developing along the lines of H.G. Wells, would soon prevail in Western 
Europe.  Although it emptied the churches, the majority of the population outside was 
still left with some belief in the existence of a personal God and the usefulness of 
love, especially as it was an ageless attribute of this new God, who bestowed it 
universally and without discrimination. God was the father of all and the brotherhood 
of mankind enjoyed his favour. 

Improvement of life?
By denying the authoritativeness of the Scriptures and apostolic doctrine, the Church 
had opened the door to her own irrelevance. The Church as institution was, as such,
no longer required by this new religion of universalism that she had helped to 
produce. The observance of traditional moral restrictions started to fade in the 1920’s, 
among those who considered themselves Christians as well. A changed lifestyle 
preceded the adaptation of theological views. These were no longer compatible with 
the new personal preferences and had to change accordingly.

 Jesus was always more interested in behaviour than in mere words. He told his 
followers a parable. He explained that just like good trees can be recognised by their 
fruit, good people stand out because of their way of life. What about Wells? Did his 
new religion make a better man out of him?  Did he exemplify new moral heights on 
the staircase of evolution? 

                                                
94  Ibid. p.9,10.
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The answer is “no”.  Wells’ personal religion was as invisible as the god of his 
book.9521  He maltreated and abused both his first and second wives in a refined and 
overpowering way. Shortly after his first marriage he embarked on a wilful and 
shameless course of adulteries. His adult life was marked by unfaithfulness and 
bullying arrogance.  Despite his god of love, his road to utopia was guided by the 
spirit of the survival of the fittest.  If inferior peoples and nations had to be sacrificed 
to progress in that sense, so be it. This redefines the concept of love in a profound 
way. Wells advocated a form of social engineering, in which even final solutions were 
incorporated.  Towards the end of his life he met with two other social engineers in 
east and west:  Theodore Roosevelt, the American president, who together with his 
wife, promoted a liberal society through active government involvement, and Stalin 
the Russian dictator who had final solutions for millions of his own people.

Redefining words
The Second World War served as a catalyst for increased secular thinking. Hitler and 
several of his leading Nazi party officials were baptised and confirmed Roman 
Catholics.96 “God with us”, was engraved in the buckles of the German soldiers.  
Western Europe was becoming used to Christian terminology that had lost its original 
meaning. As Europe was still enjoying a nominal Christian majority, it paid to be 
religious and use familiar words to endorse a new ideology and world view. The 
Nazis employed this strategy, but soon after the war those who opposed dictatorship 
would endorse a people’s democracy in similar fashion. 

After both World Wars Western Europe was moving in a “uniting” spirit.  The first 
move did not last.  It was broken up by old moral debts and German militarism. After 
the second, however, the uniting movement received new impetus.  The old 
ideologies gradually gave way.  A new vision of a multicultural and -religious West 
emerged.  Democracy gradually incorporated the opposing elements of absolute 
private constitutional rights that were continuously under threat from the philosophy 
of pragmatism and the dictatorship of the majority, which was not necessarily the best 
equipped or led by morally commendable visions. In ethics, no longer God with 
absolute standards, but a fifty percent plus one rule decided what was right. For the 
time being at least. 

God, as such, was no longer relevant.  He was reduced to a sociological force.  God 
was important only if enough people supported him. The focus swapped from God to 
Christian organisations and views. God’s alleged views, as a Divine Person, were no 
longer received as absolute standards, but only pertinent if a substantial number of 
people shared views that were that way inclined.  

In other words, God became irrelevant in terms of law and national life.  Even after 
the French Revolution the situation had been markedly different because of the 
restoration that followed. Even when the League of Nations was established after the 
Great War, basic Christian principles to govern international life on a Christian-
Roman basis were still acknowledged.  This changed dramatically as the twentieth 
century developed further. The conquests of Hitler’s pseudo religion of Nazi Germany 
served as a catalyst. A new pragmatism took over that was no longer hindered by 

                                                
95 Cf. Coren, M; The invisible Man; the Life and Liberties of H.G. Wells; Bloomsbury, London 1993.

96 Cf. Lewis, D; The man who invented Hitler; Headline, London 2003.
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moral scruples. Not only were euthanasia and abortion put on the agenda, to serve the 
Arian race and to save the government money, but the Nazis also established legal sex 
industries in conquered countries. The peoples of Europe had to get used to the new 
world order. Only thirty years after Hitler’s demise these items would be re-tabled on 
the agenda of what used to be Western Christendom. Marriage in terms of law no 
longer resembled the traditional Christian ideas on the issue, and was reduced to a 
social contract between two people. Church and State still used the same words, but 
spoke different languages.

Breaking the spirit of sectarianism
During and after World War II the Church started to shake off some of the sectarian 
attitudes that had marked many branches of Western Christianity since Unam 
Sanctam. This was really useful, because with this came a greater appreciation of the 
work of God in fellow men. In 1948 the World Council of Churches was founded in 
Amsterdam, in the Netherlands. 

Mankind had woken up to the dangers of nationalism and racism.
The Western world, sufficiently shaken in confidence, moved into the post colonial 
era. The old passed away, new things had come. Everyone was entitled to his opinion. 
We should all live together in reasonable harmony, cherishing freedom and equality. 
The Church was not immune to this and started to reformulate her theology along 
these lines. 

Equality of sex
In the Nineteen Sixties, many of the mainline Protestant denominations decided to 
reflect the wider emancipation of women in the government of the Church. Women 
entered the offices of deacons, elders, ministers and even bishops in subsequent years. 
This was a new view on office and holy orders taking over. Office no longer reflected 
God’s feelings, but reflected those of the people or the church leadership. This was a 
radical break with the preceding nineteen hundred years of Church history and the 
apostolic teachings on the subject. This move to women in office showed that, like in 
society in general, people were less willing to accept authority and have their personal 
views imposed on.  The stress shifted from service to God and considering his 
feelings, to serving the preferences and practicalities of believers and their age.

In earlier days, the offices of the Church were considered as gifts of God with an 
intrinsic value. The offices had qualifications mentioned in Scripture so that the 
Church could recognise God’s gifts. After centuries of state churches and increased 
democratic feeling as a determining factor in the free churches over the nineteenth 
century, the attitude was quite different.  What were once holy orders were now 
pragmatically considered, in terms of vacancies with certain job-descriptions. In this 
new climate of thought the greater spirituality among women was taken into account. 
This combined with the fact that they were sometimes the only ones left to do the job. 
Consequently the issue was pressed in a natural way.

But there was also a political side to the introduction of women in office.
Before the Great War, and to a large extent until World War II, even churches with a 
liberal theological leadership felt the need to keep up the outward appearances of 
traditional Christianity.  Social conservatism reigned in the secular world before the 
war and this was reflected by the church. No women bishops, priests or deacons, just 
in some marginal sects. As the twentieth century progressed, however, this was all 
shaken off as the ballast of a narrow-minded past. It became socially acceptable for 
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women to be in positions of leadership. The advance in medical science greatly 
enhanced woman’s social mobility. 

These were the days of equal rights. Not of a right to be equally appreciated in distinct 
fields, but of an almost religious belief of equal opportunities for all jobs and fields. In 
the twenty first century, the consequences of this were taken to what was previously 
unheard of by introducing women in the combat lines of Western armed forces. 
Womanhood was liberated from the chains of traditional social conventions, but paid 
the price by giving up protection and chivalrous treatment. Womanhood was no 
longer recognised as an outstanding quality in its own right. It had to fight for its 
status by competing with men.  Only in the light of this self-imposed comparison 
would it find its identity. Now was the time for recognition and appreciation of fellow 
human beings, the right to do especially so in a Church that was commissioned to 
preach love. The tragic part is that this longing for appreciation was no longer met in 
terms of womanhood. Women were literally emancipated. The intrinsic value of 
womanhood and investing in family life were no longer sufficiently recognised as 
manhood ideals took over.  Even more tragically, in the Church this important 
theological shift to women in office only happened when men were no longer 
interested in it and Christianity as a party political force had lost the day in secular 
politics. 

A new morality
Within twenty years of the first women’s ordinations in mainline Protestantism, those 
with a homosexual lifestyle openly entered the ranks of the clergy. These two 
phenomena have in common that neither are endorsed by the Scriptures. The 
introduction of a homosexual lifestyle on and from the pulpit seemed more radical, 
but did not differ radically from the first issue.  Considered from a theological 
perspective this was not surprising at all.  Their shared points of departure was that 
the apostolic ideas about office and what constitutes a Christian life, were no longer 
perceived as normative. Oh yes, the Scriptures were still the same in their 
recommendations and condemnations, but their contents ceased to be sufficiently 
inspiring to rule the life of the Church. Not only was her concept of sin reduced.  It 
was also changed according to the governing social conventions of a new era. A 
rejection of discrimination and racism and promoting social care and development aid 
became the rallying points of a new moral crusade. 

 A new morality emerged. It was not all bad.  On the contrary, much was certainly an 
improvement on the capitalism of Victorian industrialists who abused men, women 
and children alike for their own profit margins.  It was, however, as far as world view 
was concerned, a major departure from Christianity’s sources. The Western Church 
was developing a new religion within the traditional structures of the Church. 

Rome and the Bible
It was not only Protestantism that was subject to this climate of change. Although the 
structure of the Roman Catholic Church was more rigid, the teaching at many of its 
seminaries promoted previously condemned views of Bible books and authors.  The 
influence of liberal Protestant scholars was profound and even Bible criticism by 
Roman Catholic authors left its marks. 

After pope Pius X, the Roman Church gave up its old stance on Scripture authority. 
Until Pius, the infallible Bible as God’s revelation was what officially held tradition in 
check. Now however, God did not necessarily speak infallibly through his Word any 
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longer. Consequently, as the authority of the Scriptures was deemed limited in the 
objective sense, the authority of the Church as interpreter turned out to be even more 
important. The relevancy of imperfect Scriptures was being explained and proclaimed 
by a Church that had authorised her leader to make infallible judgements. 

As long as priests and professors showed loyalty to the bishop, secular theology could 
make its progress in the Church. It made its way right into the holy chair. Pope John 
Paul XXIII practically denied that Moses wrote Genesis by embracing a liberal 
Protestant view on the origins of the Pentateuch. The first five books of the Bible 
were regarded as a corporate production of the Jewish faith community. One of John 
Paul’s cardinals allowed for mythological descriptions as far as the presence of angels 
in the Christmas story was involved, only forty years after John Robinson, the 
Anglican bishop, shared similar views in his book ‘Honest to God’. 

Reform
While Scripture was losing much of its previous status, the Roman Church became 
more biblical in other ways. After the second Vatican council in the 1960’s, five 
hundred years overdue, the Roman Church started to make changes that the Church of 
the Protestant Reformation had undergone four hundred years earlier.  The Bible was 
no longer a closed book for those who did not speak Latin.  Services could now be 
offered in the vernacular instead of Latin. The attitude towards the other branches of 
the Western and Eastern Church improved.  Under pope John Paul, Roman 
Catholicism gave up its old oath of allegiance for priests.  The old version was a 
legalistic and detailed commitment, which invited a certain amount of hypocrisy.  The 
new document reflected the spirit of apostolic Christianity and focussed on the Lord 
and his Word. 

In this new climate of openness, the abuse of authority by the Church not only became 
a topic for discussion, but also of confession. In an “unspecific” style, untypical of the 
sacrament of confession, but nonetheless, the bishop of Rome repented on behalf of 
Roman Catholicism for the lethal persecution inflicted on Protestants, Jews and good 
Catholics alike.97 Even children were apologised to. Where the system used to cover 
up matters of child abuse, the Church was now being purified by the moral code of a 
largely secular world that had turned into a Biblical pointer on at least one issue.

Adherence without commitment
Another significant development in 20th century Roman Catholicism is also worth 
mentioning. The Roman Church, like Protestantism, lost its hold on the masses of 
Western Christianity.  She continued to baptise millions, but apparently this infusion 
of grace was wickedly resisted by the recipients on a massive scale. The tree did not 
produce fruits. The pope was admired by many, even voted ‘man of the year’, but 
seldom obeyed. Church visits plummeted with only a small percentage of Roman 
Catholics actually practising. Roman Catholic political parties united into Christian 
democratic unions with their former Protestant counterparts. At least no new Adolph 
Hitlers emerged from Rome’s baptismal cradle and that, in itself, was a small mercy, 
despite the general decline. 
                                                
97 A sevenfold apology was issued during a special ceremony on 12th March in the “Holy Year” 2000. 
He apologised for the treatment of Jews, heretics, women and children.  The pope was sorry about the 
behaviour of sons and daughters of the Roman Catholic Church at the time, especially their use of 
violence “in the service of the truth”.  He did not apologise for any of the wrong doctrines and publicly 
issued series of anathemas by the Church that caused or contributed to these persecutions and abuses. 
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Around the turn of the 21st century, even traditionally Roman Catholic countries like 
Spain and Portugal, refused to take the Church’s lead on ethical issues like provoked 
abortion, any longer. These were all symptoms of a decline of faith and an 
unwillingness to allow the doctrines of Christianity to govern life. Obviously the vast 
majority of the population no longer shared the convictions of the Church.  If some 
paid lip-service they were no longer willing to pay the price. Vocations to the 
priesthood plummeted, also in countries that used to produce a substantial amount of 
priests, like Holland and Ireland. Why continue a discipline that is not required by 
Scripture or apostolic tradition? The consequence of the decline in vocations to the 
priesthood was that an astounding shortage of priests developed. Some of those who 
continued or entered the priesthood faced the care of tens of thousands of souls in 
their parish. The alternative, that of breaking with tradition and of paying all priests a 
stipend that would enable them to support a family, was also daunting. 

In the midst of this turbulence, it came as no surprise that the Roman rule of celibacy 
for the clergy came under increased pressure. Scandals about sexual abuse involving 
priests and widely publicised orgies amongst those who were being prepared for 
office in the Church, did not command appreciation for enforced celibacy either. 
Media coverage and prevailing ideas about democratic and natural rights added to the 
impact.

Paying old debts
The Roman Church has always been a denomination of celibacy, as this was 
advocated by Rome as a disciplinary requirement for priests, probably as early as the 
days of Constantine.98 This disciplinary measure overruled apostolic doctrine.  The 
doctrinal position of apostolic Christianity is that married priests are allowed. 
Therefore it was introduced as a discipline for the well-being of the church, rather 
than a teaching from heaven. Of course, while the recommendation of celibacy was 
apostolic, enforced celibacy was not. Opposition against this had been as old as 
Orthodoxy and St Paul. While a Christian marriage does not guarantee faithfulness 
and chastity, it remarkably favours the odds. Historical standard works on the subject 
show that enforced celibacy introduced a regulated unchaste practice among the 
clergy. Offenders just repented and continued in office. Unchaste single priests were 
still preferred to chaste married priests. Hypocrisy helped to keep up the Church’s 
appearance.  

Rather than removing the unchaste from office for their dangerous track-records, even 
after the First and Second World Wars, the Roman Church preferred her old ways. 
She encouraged them to confess and to continue to pursue the priesthood instead of 
resigning. Again it took the pressures of a secularised world to make a difference. 
Almost against her principles of freedom, an increasingly liberal world cried out 
against the scandalous cases of paedophilia involving priests, and the way the Church 
had covered up the scandals. This caused even bishops under John Paul XXIII to 
wake up, if only for economical reasons and compensation claims in the courts. 
Before this, accusing clergy implied so much as scandalising the holy Church or the 
Faith itself. Now the attitude changed.  Some dioceses even became proactive. In 
2005AD a woman in Belgium received public apologies from the Roman Catholic 

                                                
98 The Greek oracle religions of the Roman Empire had required priestesses who had to abstain from 
sexual intercourse to offer a pure channel to the demon who would speak the mind of the gods through 
her. These same attitudes and ideas would reflect in some of the Gnostic movements.
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Church for the abuse she had suffered as a girl from a priest, decades earlier. At the 
time the priest was protected and the teenager was accused of loose morals and sent to 
a reform school. 

The 20th century’s fascination with the subject of sexual activity brought on a crisis 
that seemed to touch the heart of the Roman system. Not even the Church populace 
was willing to pay the price for outdated disciplines if there were no obvious reasons, 
except for the authority of the system. The Western world, after 1918AD, including 
the vast majority of Roman Catholics, focussed on the desirability and enjoyment of 
sexual activity, even avoiding procreation by contraception. This was a public 
departure from the moral teachings of the Church on a massive scale, especially from 
the 1960’s.  

What was more important, however, was that the Church had already crossed the 
Rubicon on the foundational issue of the nature of sex. Even before the rise of 
Romanism the attitude in the Western Church was shaped by the view that sex was 
intrinsically bad and inferior.  Fathers like Jerome and Augustine promoted this view. 
Sex seemed to be a root of all evils, comparable to the love of money from Chaucer’s 
Pardoner’s Tale. 

Although in Rome, from the sixth century, bishops had started to occasionally send 
away their wives, even in the West the practical reality remained one of tolerance to 
married priests in many dioceses. The Council of Tours, 567AD, still in days when 
wedded priests did not have to remove their spouses, made a revealing decision. It 
decided that bishops and priests sinned if they had sex with their wives, punishable by 
excommunication for a year and deposition from office in the Church. St Paul had 
taught the Church the very opposite! He commanded all married couples that only 
short seasons of prayer, with mutual consent, could interrupt marital commitments.

Hypocrisy
Life in the Western Church did not match the ideals of Augustine and others. This 
brought in an unfair amount of tension that encouraged hypocrisy by unbiblical 
decisions like that of Tours. This same council described the situation in its days by 
admitting that there was hardly any bishop or priest without a wife or mistress. Not to 
be in touch with the Scriptures and reality at the same time is a dangerous affair.  
From the sixth century the Church had sanctioned an idea about intimate relations 
between the sexes that her Lord did not require and that the clergy would not be able 
to live up to.  The next millennium was a string of casualties, until Protestantism said 
“enough is enough”.  Martin Luther, and even Thomas Cranmer the archbishop of 
Canterbury under Henry the 8th, married. 

Tradition and Spirit
Rome, however, continued to cling to the philosophies of 6th century celibates who 
contradicted apostolic doctrine with their teachings. This shows that, however much 
tradition may be indicative of the mind of the Spirit in the history of the Church; it 
can also lead her into terrible hardship if it is not moved by the Spirit but by smart 
theologians with an authoritative voice. It took the liberal pressures of the Age of 
Disillusionment to move even the Pope to publicly deny the view that was 
foundational for the Roman Church’s views on the nature of sexual activity. In 1940 
Pius the 12th denied a long tradition by stating: 
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“Our present explanation would be altogether incomplete if We99did not add a few 
words concerning the defence of human dignity in the use of the generative instinct.
This same Creator, Who in His goodness and wisdom desired the conservation and 
propagation of the human species to be served by the work of man and woman by 
uniting them in marriage, has also disposed that in this function the couple should 
experience pleasure and happiness in body and soul. The couple then, in seeking and 
enjoying this pleasure, do not do wrong. They accept what the Creator has destined 
for them.”100

Marriage and procreation
This contradicted the teachings that had prevailed in the Western Church from the 
days of Augustine and Gregory the Great. Only procreation was a valid goal in this 
area of life, all other motives were doubtful or outright sinful. Probably from the 
kindness of his heart, trying to relate to a changing world, Pius XII deviated from the 
teachings of most of his predecessors.  It was a most sensible move that brought the 
Church closer to the original apostolic doctrines on the subject.  The apostles not only 
allowed, but recommended sex in marriage, not for having children, but for avoiding 
adultery.  Not all had the gift of celibacy and even apostles took their wives with them 
on their travels. 

The worrisome thing, though, was that it took the force of a secular world to move the 
Church. Pius changed, but left the impression of hypocrisy.  He changed under 
pressure rather than moved by conviction.  It was a deliberate ignorance of the past 
and a self-righteous present that acted, leaving as much of the system’s practice intact 
as could possibly be preserved.  The changed attitude on sex was not the “once lost, 
but now found” conviction from the Scriptures as in the days of the 16th century 
Reformation.  On the one hand, this new moral position was not provoked by Biblical 
insights.  On the other hand, it departed from the previously held non-apostolic 
tradition.  In this way the Scriptures and Church tradition were set aside at the same 
time.  This created new dilemmas of its own. It certainly indicated an authority shift. 
The Church was not willing to pay the price of abandoning a position of which the 
doctrinal foundation was now destroyed.

Birth control
All sorts of in consequences surfaced on the related subject of birth control. From 
Pius XII, the rhythm method, using infertile periods to have sex without conceiving 
children, was sanctioned to avoid procreation for physical or psychological reasons. 
Finally the intrinsic value of sexual activity had been recognised by the Roman part of 
the Western Church. Any contraceptives, however, remained intrinsically sinful. To 
Augustine the one was as bad as the other.  One author suggests101 that Augustine 
would have used the medical discoveries about fertility to seek the fertile period to 
make sure sex had the aim of procreation and would not be wasted, or even better, 
abandon sex altogether. Neither Augustine, nor the apostles would have been 
impressed by the changed attitude. This was like trying to please two masters and
satisfying none. Though shaking off the foundations of a wrong tradition the Church 
continued to share its burdens.  Perhaps the burden had become so familiar that it 
would be missed. 
                                                
99 Popes tend to express themselves with a capitalised majestic plural.
100 “On Conjugal love, its meaning and goal.” In: M. Chinigo, The Pope Speaks, The Teachings of 
Pope Pius XII, Compiled and edited with the assistance of the Vatican Archives by Michael Chinigo, 
Pantheon Books, New York 1957.
101 Peter de Rosa in The Vicars of Christ, Transworld, London 1988.
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Divorce and polygamy
The liberal pressures of the Age of Disillusionment, focussing on the pleasures of here 
and now, caused the Roman Church to change. People were no longer satisfied to go 
to a Latin Church and abstain from doing something because the Pope said so.  
Individualism flourished. That Roman Catholics were no longer prepared to 
automatically do the Pope’s bidding was not necessarily harmful. Popes had said 
wrong things before. However, the commitments to higher moral and spiritual ideals 
withered simultaneously.  What was worse, the papacy encouraged this by violating 
traditions about the sanctity of marriage that are as old as the New Testament. 

Although the Roman Empire had very low marriage commitments, Christianity 
begged to differ. From the days of Jesus, the Church regarded marriage as 
indissoluble in principle.  Only adultery or rejection by an unbelieving partner could 
lead to divorce. Even then remarriage was disapproved of.  This must be distinguished 
from the Apostolic Church’s attitude to polygamy. Having more than one wife was 
not forbidden, but discouraged. As late as 726AD Gregory the 2nd wrote to Boniface 
to advise him on a man whose wife could not fulfil her marriage obligations because 
of her serious illness. Gregory discouraged remarrying, but allowed that the man was 
free to do so, provided he continued to maintain his first wife as well. 

Any proper family or civil ceremony leading to a lifetime commitment constituted a 
valid marriage.  This would change as the Church involved itself and introduced the 
thought of marriage as a sacrament bestowed by the Church.  From the tenth century 
the blessing of the Church became compulsory. Under Charlemagne’s Christendom, 
divorce eventually became a civil crime. 

Winds of change
In 1563 the Council of Trent pronounced that a religious vocation dissolved an 
otherwise validly contracted marriage.102 Although this rested on precedence as old as 
the 7th century, it infringed on marriage rights now sealed by a holy sacrament and 
blessing by the Church. This was an attitude similar to that of the Pharisees who 
denied their old relatives proper care by saying that the money they could have given 
to support them had instead been directed to religious sacrifice. 

By the 17th century popes claimed the power to annul unconsummated marriages. 
Although, occasionally, also consummated marriages were dissolved before the Great 
War, the year 1917 brought a changed tide.  Perhaps it was not a coincidence that 
Wells and Pope Pius XI published their books in the same year. In his new ethical 
code on marriage the pope opened up the possibility of dissolving marriages for the 
good of the faith. Within seven years, he dissolved the marriages of a Protestant and a 
Jew, a protestant and a non-believer, and that of an un-baptised Pagan to an Anglican 
so that he could marry a wayward Roman Catholic woman and convert to the ‘faith’.  
It was ironic that this same pope would thunder so publicly against divorce. What 
seemed good for Roman Catholicism was apparently good enough for God. 

During World War II, Pius XII referred to Unam Sanctam once more, exclusively 
claiming Christ’s powers as head of the Church. It wasn’t a good premonition in 
1302AD and it wasn’t now. As vicar of Christ he claimed the power to dissolve all 
marriages for the good of the faith. The floodgates were opened. Eventually popes 

                                                
102 By the 16th century this also implied a marriage sealed by the sacrament of the Church.
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dissolved consummated and validly contracted marriages involving Roman Catholics.  
Pius even managed to dissolve a marriage between two Muslims, followed by five 
others that involved no Christian party. The desire of a Roman Catholic to marry such 
a party became sufficient reason to dissolve the previous marriage!  The arrogance of 
the system had dethroned the authority of supernatural revelation.

Pentecostalism
As mainline protestant churches united, nationally and internationally, another
movement gained momentum. Pentecostalism rediscovered the gifts of the Spirit. 
Pentecostal thought inspired the establishment of a rapidly growing Free Church 
movement outside traditional Protestantism and Roman Catholicism. During the first 
half of the twentieth century it spread mainly through the new world and western 
colonies. Initially Pentecostalism was a separate movement of many and diverse 
groups and denominations. Most were built around charismatic leaders and originated 
in the English-speaking world, the USA in particular.103  Gradually her theology 
would gain field within the traditional churches as well, also in Western Europe, 
under the name Charismatic Movement.

Protestant liberalism denied the supernatural and from the 17th century in particular, 
rationalistic protestant orthodoxy had limited the validity of miracles, special 
prophetic messages and healings to the apostolic era. The Church certainly did not 
encourage the use of these gifts during the services. However, Presbyterian, Anglican,
Methodist and also Roman Catholic history shows a remarkable number of men who 
claimed to use these special gifts of the Spirit. Even the pope was eager to look for 
new miracles to authenticate. So, charismatic thinking as such, was not new.  It had 
always been present in the Western Church. Exorcism was as old as the Church. 
Divine healing also functioned liturgically in Anglicanism, Methodism and the 
Roman Church. However, what was initially an administration of oil and prayer to 
heal the sick, changed into “the last ointment”, last rites to be administered to 
Christians shortly before their departure from this life. This is a fair indication that on 
both sides of the schism the expectation was not extremely high. It was a ministry of 
comfort, but not necessarily of physical healing.

Panoply of new denominations
What happened around the turn of the twentieth century was different. This was not 
the accommodation and use of spiritually gifted individuals, but organising churches 
around this very theme. In this sense Pentecostalism was a sectarian movement that 
added a multitude of new denominations, mostly inspired by laity. In the Protestant 
reformation the role of the Holy Spirit, in acquiring salvation, was stressed.  
Pentecostalism tended to overlook this aspect of his work and concentrated on his 
gifts after man accepted Jesus as Lord. Speaking in unknown tongues, prophetic 
words and faith healing were features of worship that distinguished Pentecostalism 
from what could otherwise be compared with regular Baptist and Congregationalist 
churches.

                                                
103 John Alexander Dowie and Maria Woodworth-Etter in the USA of the 19th century were forerunners 
of a Pentecostal movement that started to preach “speaking in tongues as the evidence of the baptism of 
the Holy Spirit” as Charles F. Parham declared in 1901.  The Welsh revivalist Evan Roberts shared 
several Pentecostal features.  Within a decade the Pentecostal doctrine was catalysed by the black 
preacher William Seymor with his Azusa Street revival in 1906 and spread to European countries.
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Baptist & Methodist cradle
Pentecostalism was a real people’s movement that rallied around gifts of the Spirit. It 
gave hope, self esteem and expectation to many, especially in socially disadvantaged 
situations. Pentecostalism built on the work of two denominations that had always 
stressed the activity and initiative of man.  Both the Baptists and the Methodists had 
been known to do so, in organised religion and individual spirituality. With its stress 
on visible giftedness Pentecostalism progressed along the lines of Baptist doctrines 
that allowed for valid adult baptism only. The Apostolic Faith Mission, the 
Assemblies of God, and many other denominations were the result of this movement.  
Some of them indicating by their name, like the Full Gospel Church, what one should 
think about the message in other churches.

Pragmatism
Travelling evangelists, in their own right, commissioned by none but themselves, and 
all sorts of crusades and meetings were not unfamiliar in these circles. The spiritual 
legacy of the Methodists and Baptists provided the right climate of thinking. The 
United States offered sufficient social and constitutional freedom for Pentecostalism 
to act out its beliefs, making the movement thrive before it spread to South-Africa, 
Australia, Europe and all other parts of the world. This provided an ideal background 
for the religious American dream to work itself out. 

Of course this invited pragmatism and management methods to play a prominent role. 
Religious entrepreneurs would start up a new church as easy as any other business. 
Pragmatism in meeting needs was an important consideration. The USA was not a 
nation, but an amalgamation.  Many former Western Catholics united in the land of 
the free.  Tradition, old social structures, nationalistic and doctrinal considerations 
were far less repressive. The negative attitude of a powerful government who had a 
state church to support was absent.  In short, it was quite easy to take responsibility 
for one’s own religion in America. If the old business was not satisfactory, it was easy 
to make a new beginning. 

In an age of disillusionment and secularism this spirit of pragmatism, focussing on 
results, numbers and popularity, invited the Western Church to become a man-centred 
Church.  An attitude of Consumerism and individualism prevailed, while the previous 
restraints of traditional commitments had disappeared. Freedom brought with it a 
greater responsibility and the opportunity for a more sincere version of Christianity to 
appear on the scene. 

The full circle
It was as if the Western world had completed the full circle. Christianity had started as 
a small minority of believers who claimed a Lord so precious that they were willing to 
confront the spirit of the age in his name. 
After an age of socially compulsory Christianity, the forces of secular thinking 
reclaimed power. It was after many a dismal performance of those who claimed to 
reign in Christ’s name. 
The Age of Disillusionment turned Apostolic Christianity into a minority religion 
again. 

It had been during these days of humble beginnings that the spiritual integrity of the 
Western Church shone brightest.  She was energised by a living hope and a risen Lord 
who proved himself in her midst. 
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The Age of Disillusionment forces the Church back to these basics, to a life marked 
by integrity and Divine truth, to a God-centred worship. Wasn’t Church supposed to 
be about God after all?  

Two thousand years of history of the Western Church taught us that whenever the 
Church focussed on the ideas of men it failed mankind and was an instrument of 
disillusionment. The challenge before her is to regain her focus on God with integrity, 
practising the greatest commandment of them all.  In this way she may, once again, be 
an invigorating source of hope for mankind.



110

Epilogue

The Apostles spoke about Jesus as the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. 
Jesus was the Lord of life, the king who was to reign over his subjects. The Western 
Church started off as a small minority religion in a vast Roman Empire, but would 
spread across the world and become numerically the strongest on this planet.  Its 
history was a history of thought, a development in thinking, sometimes for the better 
and other times for the worse. 

The history of Western Christianity recorded the interaction of the human and the 
Divine.  It was the fine balance between God’s revelation and mankind’s willingness 
to be attentive to his voice. Many times circumstances spoke louder than principles.  
The flesh took its toll.  Power corrupted. Apostolic doctrine was only welcomed if it 
fitted the prevailing insights and opportunities of the day. Doctrinal developments in 
the Church inter-reacted with the spirit of the Age, taking her from hope to legalism, 
from legalism to arrogance and from arrogance to disillusionment.  Still it is a 
fascinating history, one of beauty, love, repentance and words of eternal life.  It is a 
history that continues to flow, containing the heart of the Western world. 

Doctrine and history took one another by the hand and continue to walk together. 
Many times doctrine was shaped by events, other times it was vice versa. Was it a 
coincidence that stories about the Holy Grail became popular and spread throughout 
Europe’s 12/13th century?  Probably not.  The fascination with the chalice that held 
Christ’s blood developed in an age when the Western Church deemed it necessary to 
withhold the cup from the laity at Communion.  Pragmatic considerations and 
manmade religion caused her to violate Christ’s express commandment “drink ye all 
of it”.  Was it a twist of fate that caused large segments of Protestantism to deny both 
the cup and the bread to laity and clergy alike for 48 Lord’s Days per year?  I am 
afraid not.  

This introduction to the history of the Western Church was designed to encourage an 
understanding of developments.  Why do people act the way they do?  There usually 
is a reason, or reasons.  We found that Church history operates in a similar way.  

This makes us realise that to follow in the footsteps of the Master and the doctrine of 
his apostles, is not a process that operates outside of space and time.  On the contrary, 
even the Son of God was incarnate, made flesh, not just taking on a body but 
receiving a human nature. It is in his Spirit that his Church continues. Our walk with 
the Master is an interaction between his revelation and the events and prevailing 
thoughts of our life and age. It is a walk of faith that started the Western Church.  Her 
members are called upon to walk the pilgrims-road in no different fashion.  

The challenge before each one of us is to realise that matters of faith do not operate in 
a vacuum, but are subject to interaction with history.  Are we willing to be corrected, 
or is the stubbornness of our historical personality a more important factor?  Our 
personal convictions might have been shaped by events or social pressures, rather 
than by the knowledge of God.  The frightening realisation after two thousand years 
of Western Church-history is that even the best have been subject to the same and fell, 
so how would we escape? From history it is evident that arrogance and pride come 
before the fall.  Perhaps our age in its state of spiritual disillusionment will realise its 
need to be lifted up afterwards, preferring the assistance of a Higher Power, the God 
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of history himself, to manmade religion.  Perhaps this conversion will drive us out to 
a real experience of the Divine, as our own doctrines and actions have failed to 
produce it. Perhaps we will look at the history of the Church through new eyes, 
seeking signs of the kingdom: acts of faith, love and integrity in a fallible word; (,)
seeking warning signs to keep us on the road where saints have failed.  In this way we 
may interact with the history of this world and the fellowship of the saints. One might 
even find the apostolic word reliable. Faith, hope and love have the potential to 
overcome, to overcome the history of this world, even in our time. 

Thank you for sharing in this historical journey, 
Best wishes from a fellow- traveller.
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Further reading

If you have required a taste for Church history, many useful sources and books are 
available to assist you in your quest.

General:
-Dowley, T., The History of Christianity, Lion Publishing, Berkhamsted 1977.

Scholarly:
-Schaff, Ph., History of the Christian Church, 8 volumes
-Schaff, Ph., Creeds of Christendom with a History and critical notes
These books are freely available at: http://www.ccel.org

Original works in English: 
-Ante- and post-Nicaean Church Fathers series 
-Medieval theologians
-Writings of Reformers
All these books are freely available at: http://www.ccel.org
Visit also: http://www.gutenberg.org/

Biographical:
-Woodbridge, J.D ed., Great Leaders of the Christian Church, Moody Press, Chicago 
1988.

Evangelical
-Visit: http://www.spurgeon.org/~phil/hall.htm

Doctrine:
-Berkhof, L. The History of Christian Doctrines, Banner of Truth, Edinburgh 1997.

Feminist:
-Woodhead, L., An Introduction to Christianity, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge 2004.

Missions:
-Paas, S., The Faith moves South, a history of the Church in Africa, kachere Books, 
Zomba 2006.

Pentecostalism:
-Liardon, R., God’s Generals, why they succeeded and why some failed, Albury, 
Tulsa 1996.

Preachers
-Clifford, N., Christian Preachers, Evangelical Press of Wales, Bryntirion 1994.

Protestant:
-Dowley, T. ed., The Monarch History of the Church series, Monarch Books, Oxford 
& Grand Rapids 2005

Roman Catholic
-Visit: http://www.silk.net/RelEd/churchhist.htm

http://www.ccel.org/
http://www.ccel.org/
http://www.gutenberg.org/
http://www.spurgeon.org/~phil/hall.htm
http://www.silk.net/RelEd/churchhist.htm
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