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1

The Christian World

The romans ruled palestine through Herod the 
Great, king of Judea, who constructed the vast platform 

known as the Temple Mount over a rocky hill to support his 
gigantic Temple built around 25–10 BC on the site of Solo-
mon’s original Temple of nearly a thousand years earlier. It 
is Herod’s Temple that is referred to in the Gospel of Mark 
13:1–2, when a disciple says to Jesus, ‘Master, see what man-
ner of stones and what buildings are here!’, to which Jesus 
replies, ‘Seest thou these great buildings? There shall not be 
left one stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down.’ 
And it was this temple that, duly bearing out the prophecy, 
was destroyed by the Roman emperor Titus in AD 70 in the 
course of putting down a Jewish rebellion. During a second 
Jewish revolt the rebels occupied Jerusalem in AD 132 and 
intended to rebuild the Temple, even striking coins bearing 
its image. But the Romans returned in force and crushed the 
revolt completely. Jerusalem became a pagan city, Colonia 
Aelia Capitolina. All traces of the Temple were obliterated in 
AD 135, and statues of Hadrian the conqueror and of Jupi-
ter were erected on the site. Thereafter Jews were forbidden 
by official Roman decree to enter Jerusalem, although from 
time to time tacit permission was given for them to enter 
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the precincts of the former Temple. Nothing remained, only 
the desolate rock, and here the Jews poured libations of oil, 
offered their prayers and tore their clothes in lamentation.

Meanwhile, starting in the Middle East during the first 
century AD and extending across North Africa and Europe, 
Christianity took hold throughout the Roman Empire, not 
by force of arms nor because it was imposed or even encour-
aged by the state, but rather in the teeth of the most ferocious 
imperial opposition. Despite suffering terrible persecutions 
for their faith, Christians numbered about one-seventh of the 
population by the early fourth century, and their influence 
went far wider. The Christian doctrine of equality of the indi-
vidual soul gave it a universal appeal, it was well organised, 
and it attracted some of the best minds of the time, who in 
rooting its theology in Greek philosophy made it intellec-
tually acceptable. By promulgating in AD 313 the Edict of 
Milan, which tolerated Christianity and gave it rights in law, 
Constantine won the support of the strongest single group 
in the Roman world. Constantine was baptised only on his 
deathbed in 337, but his conversion had already occurred in 
312, when his vision of the Cross accompanied by the words 
εν τούτῳ νίκα, usually rendered in Latin as in hoc signo vinces – ‘in 
this sign you will conquer’ – preceded his victory against the 
rival emperor Maxentius at the battle of the Milvian Bridge 
outside Rome, a battle in which he had the Cross emblazoned 
on the shields of his soldiers and carried aloft as their stand-
ard.1 During Constantine’s lifetime and in the reigns of his 
successors, Christianity flourished under imperial patronage, 
and by the end of the fourth century dominated the empire. 
In 392 the Emperor Theodosius I declared Christianity the 
official religion of the Roman Empire: henceforth pagan-
ism was proscribed. During his reign temples throughout 
the empire were in whole or in part destroyed and churches 
built, so that in Damascus, for example, the great temple of 
Jupiter was rebuilt as the Church of St John the Baptist, and 
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throughout Egypt churches were built within the temples of 
the pharaonic gods.

•

In what had already been the universal Roman Empire, 
Christianity added a new dimension of unity between the 
diversity of local cultures. Christian ideas and images were 
shared from the Thames to the Euphrates, from the Rhine 
to the Nile. The word ‘catholic’ means universal and all-
embracing and was the word used to describe the original 
Christian Church. It was a universal Church, and the faithful 
travelled freely from one end of Christendom to the other. 
Tens of thousands of pilgrims travelled to the lands of the 
Gospels, to visit the holy sites and to obtain the blessings 
of monks and other holy ascetics there. And they came not 
only from the West but also from the East. ‘Not only do the 
inhabitants of our part of the world flock together’, wrote the 
fifth-century Syrian monk Theodoret of Cyrrhus, ‘but also 
Ishmaelites, Persians, Armenians subject to them, Iberians, 
Homerites, and men even more distant than these; and there 
came many inhabitants of the extreme west, Spaniards, Brit-
ons, and the Gauls who live between them. Of Italy it is 
superfluous to speak.’2

Pilgrimages are practised among all the world’s religions, 
but during its first three centuries Christianity was a perse-
cuted faith and it was not safe or practical to go on a pil-
grimage. Yet despite the danger to their lives, Christians did 
go on pilgrimages from an early date. Already in the early 
second century a ‘cave of the Nativity’ was being shown at 
Bethlehem; people wanted to see sites associated with the life 
and death of Jesus.

The era of pilgrimages really got under way with the end 
of persecutions following Constantine’s Edict of Toleration 
in 313. The pace was set by the emperor’s own mother, the 
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empress Helena, who visited Palestine in 326–8. That she 
was a woman was typical of pilgrimages, for the truth about 
women in pagan societies was that their worth was judged 
almost exclusively on their success as sexual and reproduc-
tive beings, whereas Christianity, once it had been legitimised 
by Constantine, was liberating for women in numerous ways, 
not least in providing them with an excuse for going on long 
journeys away from home. As his mother travelled from site 
to site, Constantine ordered and financed the construction of 
churches to celebrate the central events of Christian belief. 
In Bethlehem, Constantine built the Church of the Nativity, 
and in Jerusalem he built the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
on the spot, discovered by Helena herself, where Jesus was 
entombed and then rose again on the third day.

•

But exactly who was this risen Jesus? No sooner had Con-
stantine tolerated Christianity than competing answers to 
this question threatened to split the universal church. The 
argument was not over whether Jesus was divine – his divin-
ity was almost universally agreed – rather, it was over the 
nature of that divinity, and it was during Constantine’s reign 
that the first great heresy emerged – Arianism, named after a 
priest of Alexandria.

Arius argued that, as Jesus was the Son of God, then surely 
he was younger than God: an appealing notion that brought 
Jesus closer to mankind and emphasised his human nature. 
But another Alexandrian, a bishop called Athanasius, saw a 
danger. If Jesus was younger than God, so there must have 
been a time when Jesus was not. This challenged the unity of 
the godhead – the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit – and 
opened the way to regarding the nature of Jesus as being not 
of the same substance as God’s. Indeed in time Jesus might 
be seen merely as a good man, while God would become less 
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accessible and more remote. The counter-argument of Atha-
nasius was that no distinction could be made between Christ 
and God, for they were of the same substance.

Seeing the Christians within his empire divided between 
the arguments of Arius and Athanasius, in 325 Constan-
tine summoned the First General Council of the Church at 
Nicaea, a Greek city of north-west Asia Minor in what is now 
Turkey. Two hundred and twenty bishops were in attend-
ance, from Egypt and Syria in the East to Italy and Spain in 
the West. The divine nature of Jesus Christ was argued from 
both the Arian and the Athanasian points of view, and when 
the bishops balloted on the issue, it was decided in favour of 
Athanasius by 218 votes to two. This Nicene Creed became 
the official position of the universal Church, but although 
it is the creed of both the Roman and Orthodox Churches 
in our own day, Arianism flourished in various parts of the 
Roman Empire for many centuries to come and allowed 
many Christians in the East to mistake the advent of Islam 
as nothing more than a version of their own belief.

Constantine also faced a problem brought about by the 
great size and diversity of the Roman Empire. The separate 
military threats it faced across the Rhine–Danube frontier 
in the West and the Euphrates in the East made its govern-
ance unwieldy. Constantine’s solution was to establish a 
new imperial capital at the ancient city of Byzantium on the 
Bosphorus, the strategic meeting point of Europe and Asia. 
Beautifying the city and enlarging the circuit of its walls, in 
330 he dedicated Nova Roma, as he called Byzantium, to 
Jesus Christ – although it quickly became known as the city 
of Constantine, Constantinople.

On the death of the emperor Theodosius I in 395 a more 
radical step was taken, and the Roman Empire was for-
mally divided into a western empire ruled from Rome and 
an eastern empire ruled from Constantinople. Greek culture 
and language increasingly reasserted themselves in the East 
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Roman Empire, which, taken together with its Christian 
foundations, has led historians to give it a different name, 
the Byzantine Empire. But long after Rome fell to Germanic 
invaders in 476, and throughout its struggle in the Middle 
Ages against Islam, and indeed right up to the last when 
Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453, the emper-
ors and their subjects in the East called themselves Romans 
and spoke of their empire as the Roman Empire.

•

Palestine was part of this Christian empire. Jews in significant 
numbers inhabited lower and upper Galilee and the Golan 
as well as Caesarea on the coast, but Christians became the 
majority during the Byzantine period.3 And not only was 
Palestine predominantly Christian, but for people all over 
Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, Palestine was 
a shared Christian landscape. ‘All we, the faithful, worship 
the cross of Christ as his staff: his all-holy tomb as his throne 
and couch: the manger and Bethlehem, and the holy places 
where he lived as his house […] we reverence Jerusalem as 
his city; we embrace Nazareth as his country; we embrace 
the river Jordan as his divine bath’, wrote Leontius of Byzan-
tium, who travelled to Palestine in the early 500s.4

This feeling for Palestine contributed to the social and 
economic well-being it enjoyed during the Byzantine period, 
reflected in the tremendous growth of population, which in 
numbers and density reached a peak it would not see again 
until the twentieth century.5 Just as Palestine was central to 
Christian sentiment, so it figured favourably in the imperial 
concerns and attentions of Constantinople and of people 
throughout the Christian world. Emperors, ecclesiastics and 
wealthy believers invested enormous funds in the country 
to take care of the spiritual and material needs of pilgrims, 
monks and the local inhabitants, so that its cities expanded, 
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agriculture flourished and even the Negev desert was irri-
gated and brought under cultivation. Syria and Lebanon 
also enjoyed prosperity under Byzantine rule, reflected espe-
cially in the profusion of both secular and religious buildings 
in the northern highlands, in the Hauran in the south and in 
Damascus too, all rich in variety and innovation, drawing on 
both metropolitan and local architectural styles. Peace and 
security contributed to this well-being and growth. Under 
Byzantine protection Palestine and its neighbours were free 
from wars and their destruction; no foreign armies crossed 
the country causing damage on their way. But then came the 
titanic struggle with the Persians, followed by the Arabs afire 
with the faith of Islam.

•

After the fall of Rome to the barbarians in 476 the Byzantines 
managed to recover a great deal of Roman territory in the 
West, so that by the mid-sixth century their empire included 
almost all of Mediterranean Europe except for France and 
the interior of Spain, nearly all of northern Africa, as well as 
Asia Minor and the Middle East. But in 568 northern Italy 
was invaded by a new German tribe, the Lombards. The 
empire managed to hold no more than Ravenna, while Rome 
was preserved only by the energy of its pope, Gregory I, who 
in the process established the temporal power of the papacy. 
As its Western links dissolved, the Byzantine Empire became 
a decidedly Greek empire. Instead of taking the Latin title 
of imperator when he came to the imperial throne at Con-
stantinople in 610, Heraclius took the Greek basileus, and it 
was Heraclius also who decreed that Greek, for centuries the 
language of the educated class, was to replace Latin as the 
official language of the empire. Roman in conception, Greek 
in language and culture, Christian in faith, the empire was 
also composed of people of many backgrounds. Heraclius 
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himself was of Armenian descent, and his rise was part of 
the pattern of increasing Armenian prominence in Byzantine 
society, a consequence of their homeland serving since the 
second half of the sixth century as the battleground between 
the empire and Persia.

The Persian state religion was Zoroastrianism, and wher-
ever it spread Christianity was persecuted. In 611 the Persians 
launched their conquest of Syria; Antioch fell to them in the 
same year, and in 613 they sacked Damascus, decimating its 
people by murder and captivity. The Persians captured Jeru-
salem in 614 and advanced into Egypt, taking Alexandria 
in 619. At Jerusalem, after a three-week siege, the Persians 
rushed into the city ‘like infuriated wild beasts’ and slaugh-
tered the entire Christian population, wrote Antiochus Strat-
egos, a monk at the Greek Orthodox monastery of St Saba 
outside Jerusalem, who was an eyewitness to the events. 
When the walls were breached, the defenders

hid themselves in caverns, fosses, and cisterns in 
order to save themselves; and the people in crowds 
fled into churches and altars; and there [the Per-
sians] destroyed them. […] Like mad dogs they 
tore with their teeth the flesh of the faithful, and 
respected none at all, neither male nor female, nei-
ther young nor old, neither child nor baby, neither 
priest nor monk, neither virgin nor widow.

In the midst of this horrific slaughter the Persians set fire 
to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and looted the city of 
its treasures, including the True Cross, discovered by the 
empress Helena and Christendom’s holiest relic. The death 
toll was 66,509 Christians, a figure given by Antiochus on the 
authority of a fellow monk who kept a count as he searched 
for corpses and helped bury them. The litany is long, and 
this is just a sample:
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In the church of Saints Cosmas and Damian we 
found 2212 souls. […] In the lane of St Kiriakos we 
found 1449 souls. […] And we found at the spring 
of Siloam 2818 souls. […] In the monastery of Saint 
John we found 4219 souls. […] We found in the grot-
tos, fosses, cisterns, gardens, 6917 souls. At the Tower 
of David we found 2210. […] Just where the enemy 
overthrew the wall of the city we found 9809 souls

and so on.6 According to the contemporary Armenian histo-
rian Sebeos, the Persians themselves arranged for the dead 
to be counted, and he gives a hardly less appalling figure of 
57,000.7 Archaeologists have discovered mass graves confirm-
ing that a great massacre did take place.8

From 622 Heraclius launched a series of counter-attacks 
against the Persians which ‘assumed the form of a crusade’.9 
His remarkable expeditions required that he leave Constan-
tinople unprotected except by its geography, its walls and 
divine providence, and in this his trust was sound; in 626, 
while Heraclius was attempting to outflank the Persians via 
the Caucasus, the Persians advanced across Asia Minor to 
Chalcedon on the Bosphorus in concert with a land and 
sea assault on Constantinople from the north and west by 
Avars and Slavs. But the crusading zeal that Heraclius had 
instilled in the city’s inhabitants kept them loyal to him in 
his absence, and they resisted stoutly. Although the Slavs at 
one point breached the Theodosian land walls, they were 
repelled, it was believed, by the miraculous intervention of 
the Blessed Virgin, while the Slav ships were destroyed in the 
Golden Horn and the Persians were never able to cross the 
Bosphorus.

The following year, as Heraclius advanced deep into Per-
sia, its king was overthrown by revolution and his succes-
sor sued for peace. Syria, Palestine and Egypt were restored 
to the Byzantine Empire, and Heraclius himself with his 
wife, Martina, travelled to Jerusalem, where the True Cross 
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was restored to its former place amid scenes of great joy, 
described by Sebeos:

There was much joy at their entrance to Jerusa-
lem: sounds of weeping and sighs, abundant tears, 
burning flames in hearts, extreme exaltation of the 
emperor, of the princes, of all the soldiers and inhab-
itants of the city; and nobody could sing the hymns 
of our Lord on account of the great and poignant 
emotion of the emperor and of the whole multitude.10
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