Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1992¯ Number 19

Writing Christian History

Robin Darling Young

The Oxford Illustrated History of Christianity . Edited by

John McManners. Oxford University Press. 724 pp. $45 cloth.

Thisis a handsome book, and a weightyone, too, at over seven hundred glossypages. But was it necessary? Should the general reader trouble himself to knowthe historyof the church?

The answer is, that without a grasp of the historyof the

Christian church, no thoughtful person can hope to understand the spiritual, moral˘even thegeopolitical˘world in which he lives. Thereasons for thisare at least two. First, the church was the dynamicforce transforming theclassical world from Roman Empire to Christendom, just asthe church’sdismemberment dynamicallytransformed Europe in the sixteenth century. Second, Christianitycontinues to manifest a dynamic vitalityin appearing, renewed and changed, in various parts of the world, where it mayagain be the agent of change˘as it was in Eastern Europe in 1989.

Since, then, a knowledge of at least the outline of Christian historyis essential, everypersonal libraryshould have at least a one˘or two˘volume historyof Christianity. Whether the Oxford Illustrated History of Christianity is the most useful treatment to own andread is a matter that will depend upon the predilections, patience, and tolerance of the reader.

John McManners, a historian, has assembled eighteen other professi onal historiansto write the chapters of this book. All but two are English, and the majority˘ten˘write from

Oxbridge, where manyof the chairs are still under eccl esiastical (Anglican) control. Three are themselves eccl esiastical officials, two beingno less than bishops.

The editor has aimed, he tells us, to avoid partisan or confessional opinions. As hewrites in the Introduction,

"The writersof the various chapters of this book belong to the confraternityof professi onal historiansof the ’scientific’ kind; whatever asindividuals theybelieve about human destiny, whatever spiritual contacts theyexpect or do not expect in their own lives, theywrite, within their lights, impartially, with detachment from their convictions." And later: "Areligion is a social institution and, as such, a routinesubject for analysis. . . . Both Christianityand the

church are thesubject of the historian’s investiga˘tions."

Thismeansthat the reader can be assured that thebook is pureof sectarian or theological contamination asit follows the by˘nowquaint˘sounding criteria of a historyobjective and scientific. Perhapsthe traditional allegiance of the authors (manyof whom are practicing Christiansof one stripe or another) operating under the strictures of secularist historyaccounts for the cautious sound of McManners’

Introduction aswell as the conservative structure of the book˘for despite itseschewal of "private" beliefs, the book for themost part still adheres to the ecclesiastical version of the historyof "great men." It describes the actions of notable leadersand thinkers, although it occasionallychronicles popular Christian religiosityor opinion where the historical sources are available.

The book is divided into three sections. The first proceeds chronologically, giving an account of Christianity’s growth from earliest times to 1800. The second discusses the church in particular areas of the world from 1800˘1990. The third, interestingly, departs from McManners’ cautious viewpoint and does tryto assign meaning to thehistoryof Christianity.

Thissection, "ChristianityToda yand Tomorrow," contains four essays on belief, community, moral theologyand social ethics, and the future of Christianity. Here the book moves beyond historyto theology, journalism, and, finally, to prophecy. Indeed, in thisfinal section the essays are openly opinionated: Maurice Wiles expresses theological preferences and Bryan Wilson, despite his sociological approach, editorializes about "genuine community."

The book has manyattractive passages, and whole chapters are occasionallydistinguished for comprehensiveness or freshness of approach. HenryMa yr˘Harting’s chapter on the

"age of conversion" in the West (the former "Dark Ages") is particularlyclear and well˘stated, and JeremyJons’ essay,

"Christianityand Islam," isa useful orientation to the theological challenge of Islam as well as to the more familiar political and militarythreats of Muslims to the late˘ antique and medieval West. McManners’ own contribution, the chapter on the Enlightenment, is particularlygood, arguing that Christians of the period (1600˘1800) continued the efforts of the Reformation to make religion sink in˘to render it less a formal, social obligation and more a spiritual and personal reality. Another fascinating chapter is

Frederick Pike’son Latin America since 1800, wherein the suggestion is offered that liberation theology’s "ahistorical" character comes from its Neoplatonist strain˘ironically, one of themost radicallytranscendental philosophies available as a basis for religious life and theology.

The Illustrated History , so itsjacket proclaims, isthe

"uniquelyauthoritative history. . . for the general reader."

And certainly, the book appeals to the hand and eye of a reader looking for an easilydigestible meal of ecclesiastical history. The editor has, as a rule, not let more than two pages passwithout an illustration and accompanying caption. The pages are glossyand restful whitespace abounds, surrounding the smoothlywritten text. The authors of individual chapters are seasoned scholars whose prose has been edited into a mellow whole.

Like another well˘intentioned volume of church history,

The Christian World (1982), this is the National

Geographic version of church history, or, to followthe culinarymetaphor, the Gourmet magazine edition of it. It is sweet or savory, nouvelle or ethnic, depending on the chapter, but served up, above all, toappeal˘not to burden or, unfortunately, nourish. Missing are troublesome discussions of primarydocumentsand their significance, of contested interpretations of events (or of interpretive theories themselves), or of the book’s predecessors in the long and illustrious genre of ecclesiastical history.

Thisvolume, like othersin the Oxford Illustrated series, isa kind of denouement of church history, just as the volume on the classics representsa popularized handbook of classical studies for those without firsthand acquaintance with the discipline. These books give the appearance of learning, and the satiated feeling of a meal, without actuallyforcing the reader to suffer through preparation, cooking, and chewing.

That aside, thepresent volume cannot be considered a really comprehensive reference book: it is uneven in itscoverage of thegreat personages, events, and documents of the historyof the church and selective in its attention to popular

Christianity. At the same time, it is not basic enough to be a reliable introduction to the field and to the bodyof knowledge that ischurch historyor the historyof

Christianity.

Some readers, though, maybe encouraged bythe Illustrated

History to look once more at, listen harder to, and ponder the meaning of the men, women, and events that have made our own religious world.

II

The pattern of interaction between thehistoryof the church and secular historytook shape in the earlyfourth century.

When the later Roman Empire, from Constantine in the earlyfourth centuryto Justinian in the mid˘sixth, learned to live in institutionsformed by, if not alwa ys true to, the

Christian vision, the population of Europe and parts of Asia were fated to become in degrees Christian too. Once

Christianityceased to be a sometimes˘persecuted, illicit religion, and bydegrees became the state religion of the

Empire, the religions of "Hollones" (pagans) and Jews became, increasingly, tolerated but private affairs(as that of the Christians would later be in Muslim lands). Nowculture and civilization centered around Christ and his church;

literature, political ideals, mores, and innermost imagination were transmogrified, not uniformlyand transculturallybut according to howindividual cultures˘whether of Armenia, or Nubis, or Kievan Rus’˘alreadyhad expressed themselves in their pre˘Christian past.

Such are themore obvious reasons for a knowledge of

Christian history: the historyof the West, considered in toto or byregion, is incomprehensible without it. Anytourist in anyEuropean cityknows this. Yet there isanother reason for learning the historyof the church, which isthat

Christianityis itself a religion in which historyhas its own profound meaning as an expression of supernatural purpose.

Christopher Dawson wrote that "Christianitytransfers the meaning of historyfrom the outer world of historic events to the inner world of spiritual change . . . [with] thelatter . . .

concei ved as the dynamic element in historyand asa real world˘transforming power." History, on this classical

Christian view, has meaning that is veiled, yet maypartially yi eld to prudent investigation.

Partisanship has always been part of the writing of church history. In this, as in other disciplines, critical scholarship and authorial abilityhave coexisted with thepartisan viewpoint. Church historians have often been apologists, more or less frankly. Yet their works also serve a higher, if less well proclaimed, function: theyexplain religious change on a massive scale, changein what it hasnow

(following the French) become fashionable to call mentalitea . Earlychurch historiansbeginning with

Eusebius, that revisionist of ecclesiastical historyfor the court of Constantine, wrote in opposition to their pagan counterpartsto describe the rise of Christianityas the proof of God’s providence, and to demolish the pagan notion of fate as controlling historical events. Presumabl ysuch an approach had the effect not onlyof controverting pagan arguments against Christianity, but also of combatting the long˘lasting attachment among Christian converts to astral determinism and magic˘a form of belief that appears repeatedlyin the use of Christian amuletsand charms on the popular level.

Not long after thebeginnings of Christian historical writing, eccl esiastical historyalso began to serve the purpose of justifying sectarian differences. In the earlyfi fth century, the Arian Philostorgius wrote a historyof the church to justifythe viewpoint of a group that, in themid˘fourth century, looked like it might come to dominate Christian theology. Similarly, the fifth˘and sixth˘centuryhistorians

Cosmas Indicopleustes (a Nestorian), ZachariasRhetor and

John of Ephesus (Monophysites), and EvagriusScholasticus

(a Chalcedonian) all wrote their histories in part to justify the views of their particular movements, and in theprocess collect ed documents attesting to thefoundation of those movementsas separatechurches sprung from theGreat

Church of thefourth century.

At thesame time, church histories also lent themselves to fuller theological expressions. An apposite comparison could be made between the seven turgid books of the

Historia adversus paganos (417) of Orosius˘a universal historyending with the triumph of thechurch over the pagan empire˘and themagnificent City of God of

Augustine. In the latter work, Augustine attempted to put forward not just a controversialist viewto refute pagan charges that the conversion of theEmpire had led to its downfall, but a philosoph yand theologyof history. In it he traced theinterwoven, but differentlydestined, tales of two cities, the Cityof God and Cityof Man, in order to refute not onlypagan charges against thechurch but also that naive Christian optimism which held that the visible church was to be identified with the kingdom of heaven.

Augustine’swork, however, isunique in the earlyhistoryof eccl esiastical history. Far more prevalent was the viewpoint, expressed in the Latin West aswell as the Greek East, that the historyof the kingdom of God was to be identified with the historyof the Christian imperium or basileia . The nation and the church, in these church histories, melded into a two˘ sided whole in which God’s handiwork was visible and identifiable.

Thisviewpoint dominated the works of medieval church historians, East and West, with the interesting exceptions of those churches which had separated themselves from

Byzantium, or had been separated from it byforce of

Muslim arms. It was God’s work, according to Bede (d.

735), to have brought theEnglish peoples into thechurch of

Christ˘rather, the church of Rome˘and Gregoryof Tours (d.

594) took a similar position with regard to theFranks.

Interestingly, the earlymedieval kingdoms of the West had largelyabandoned universal histories in their accountsof the historyof the church; these were largelylocal stories of bishops, pettykings, and princes, with varying degrees of awareness of events in churches outside the ethnic domains.

In theEast it was different. Despite the Byzantine church’s steadilyshrinking size throughout the medieval period, its historianscontinued to take a cosmic point of view, regarding thepatriarch of Constantinople as the center of the

Christian world and the Byzantine Emperor asGod’s earthly viceroy. Here theywere following a precedent established long ago byEusebius (sometimes even labelled the

"Eusebian" viewof church history) and reaffirmed bythe

Emperor Justinian himself. Farther to theeast, of course, church historiansrejected the imperialist interpretation of church historybecause theyfelt that their churches had been betrayed byimperial decrees and by"ecumenical" councils sponsored by"heretical" emperors. Thus Armenian

Christian historians wrote the historyof the church from a national point of view, with thespecial task of writing their histories to flatter one or another leading feudal family, and

Syriac˘speaking church historians, if theywere

Monophysites, wrote from the point of viewthat Chalcedon and the Byzantine church were a catastrophe (or, if they were Nestorians, from the viewthat the Byzantine church had no jurisdiction in non˘Roman realms).

Although the writing of eccl esiastical historycontinued in the later medieval period, it was a comparativel yminor and regional literature. Not until the rise of Renaissance humanism and the disruption of the reforming movements did church historyonce again become an important wa yof understanding the changes that had come about in a once˘ familiar religious world. The landscape at the end of the sixteenth centurywas at once familiar and completely altered bythe principle of cuius regio, eiusreligio (i.e., the religion of therealm follows the religion of its ruler). The church was still marked byregional characteristics, but no longer was it led bythe Bishop of Rome, and no longer were religious practices and beliefs similar from one part of

Europe to another. Although sudden changes had sundered the reforming churches from theCatholic Church, it remained for historians to perform again the task of explaining and justifying religious change.

The most famous cases of such massive church˘historical undertakings are the Lutheran Centuriators, authors of the

Magdeburg Centuries , and the Catholic Caesar Cardinal

Baronius, who wrote his twelve˘volume Annales

Ecclesiastici at the instance of St. Philip Neri in order to refute the Centuries . The Centuriators, six historiansled by

Mathias FlaciusIllyricus, produced both an apologyfor

Lutheranism and the changes it had set in motion among

Christiansand a condemnation of the Roman church as corrupt, even Satanic. Baroniuslabored from 1568 to 1607 to produce his Annales asa rejoinder, and even so did not get farther chronologicallythan the end of the twelfth century. Both works were composed as official church histories, that is, to identifythe true church and expose her enemies as false claimantsto thetitle. Each took the view, hallowed since Eusebius, that the primitive apostolic church had preserved whole theintentionsof Jesus˘who had himself warned of the divisions that would ensue when heresywould penetrate and corrupt. Yet later impostors had corrupted thechurch; the major difference of opinion bet ween Lutheransand Catholics was as to their identityand the date of their corruptions. Thusthe sixteenth˘century church historiansmaintained the viewof their patristic and medieval predecessors. But theyalso, unwittingly, set the agenda for church historians up through World War II and, arguably, the decade of the 1960s.

Unbeknownst to Illyricus and Baronius, theywere not writing histories of the universal church˘theywere writing denominational church histories. With theproliferation of churches and sects following the Reformation and its divisions, each church needed its accompanying historical justification as well as˘somewhat more innocently˘certain special information that would be of less interest to nonmembers of that particular church. Nowit was not the national or ethnic church histories of the medieval period but denominational church historythat was the dominant genre. And although theyadopted thecritical˘historical approaches developed after theeighteenth century, following von Ranke, Mohler, and Semler, ecclesiastical historianstended to cultivate their own gardens.

Thisapproach is familiar to anyone who has taught church historyin a denominational institution, and is familiarly called the "railroad train" method. Among Catholics, it has been common to chroniclethe development of the church in part bynoting, at specific dates, which group disembarked at this or that stop˘never to be seen or heard from again.

Thus the Monophysites disappeared after 451, theGreeks after 1054 (though theypop up again at the Council of

Florence), the Lutherans (after considerable annoyance) after 1530, the Old Catholics after Vatican I, and so forth.

Anglicans, Lutherans, Mennonites˘all have had their own versions of the train, with disembarking passengersvarying accordingly.

III

Ecclesiastical historyis still taught in some places in this wa y, but it is not veryoft en written in this way. The isolated and self˘confident denominational church historian has been replaced, or will soon be replaced, almost universally bya figure of a different sort. Beginning in nondenominational or public institutions, and influenced by changes in the historical craft more generally, church history

has almost entirelygiven wayto the historyof Christianity.

No longer does the subject have to be, verifiabl y, the True

Church; the historyof Christianitymaydeal with anyand all individuals or groups calling themselves Christian. No longer does the historian assume that thehand of God has speciallyguided hisown denomination, whether embattled or triumphant; in fact, God’s hand hasbecome a fainter and fainter presence over the past 150 years of ecclesiastical history˘writing. If the historian discernsGod’s hand, he had better do so quietly. Instead, questionsof providence, authentic development, and orthodoxyhave been bracketed, for themost part, or ceded to denominational polemicists.

The historian of Christianityoften cultivates a small and specialized field, well aware of devel opments in nonreligious history, and eschews the assignment of divine praise or blame asobscurantism, at best. Thistask it leaves for ecclesiastical triumphalists˘and thus theremarks of

McManners cited earlier.

Thisnewform of the genre, although it isless accessible, and sloppier, then the old˘fashioned church history descended from Illyricus and Baronius, hasthe virtue of displaying wider coverage. Descending sometimes to the faddish, it has spawned sub˘specializations and sometimes egregious excursions into the interpretive wilderness. Yet it is here to stay, and the Oxford Illustrated History of

Christianity is a good example of both itsdefects and its strengths.

Robin Darling Young is Associate Professor of Theologyat the Catholic Universityof America.

Copyright © 1992 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com