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Why did Christianity thrive and expand?
Unlike the thesis (upheld particularly in the 19th and partially  in the 20th centuries) that assumed the Christians had started and spread with the pre-eminent support of slaves and have-nots, Paul reports that the needy people were of course a serious concern inside the early communities. Yet precisely their presence aroused solidarity and mutual aid  in other Christians who could afford to help them and were urged constantly therefore up to the point of sharing radically their properties.

Besides Jesus himself was supported also by persons of substantial revenues while the Gospel according to Lucas is plainly directed to the ‘most worthy Theophilos’.
Conversely, the accent of the first preaching was put on its universal appeal, namely it was intended to reach man as such, beyond any kind of current barriers. The first and hardest barrier was for sure the religious one, since Christianity emerged from the Hebrew tradition which assumed his faith as the prominent value to be looked at. The Hebrew vision of God supposed no social difference in its basic tenets. Even though social differences existed, they did not affect the substantial equality fostered by the common, rigorous  monotheistic belief.  In the ritual gathering of the synagogue on Saturdays all were listeners of the same Bible and full partners of the same community.
The matter of fact that Christianity gave a new start following Jesus message does  not infringe this fundamental spiritual heritage. Christians simply conveyed it to a larger horizon of societies and nations, overcoming the rather rigid prominence till then assigned to the Hebrew stock. 
Moreover the hard core of the early Christian teaching pointed to the ultimate salvation of man. Even when it spoke of poverty, of the privilege given to the needy, all was intended to highlight the relevance of its message of salvation: the fact that salvation attained the most deprived, showed how far and how deep it was. It was not the liberation from poverty the final goal of the Christian message, but a final liberation, that could possibly free man front his spiritual and moral burdens in view of a life of eternal perspective, beyond any historical frontier. 
This relevant datum remarks further another matter of fact which is very important just for the right understanding of what Paul and early Christians meant when they contrasted ‘the world’s wisdom’. It was actually a current attitude among philosophers and masters of that time, as we will see soon, to maintain a distance from common people, not to say from slaves, with the exception of those who became slaves from a previous status of cultivated men (in this case they were – sometimes - even appreciated and required as precious teachers in the high-class milieu: this was the case of Epictetus). But usually common people (the populace, the Latin ‘plebs’ and ‘vulgus’) were not supposed to be the deserving  partners of any cultural or spiritual address. Philosophy and wisdom were currently considered an exclusive heritage of selected and high cultivated persons.

An extraordinary exception in this respect was Seneca, in decided contrast with the surrounding context, who granted a very special attention and respect to slaves. He assumed such an attitude first of all in order to stress that they continued to be ‘human’ as everyone in the world, according to the cosmopolitan vision of the Stoic School, interpreted by Seneca in a quite original way. He reports the tough and indignant objections of his opponents that he firmly rejects, even requiring not only a general human respect but also familiar intercourse toward the slaves. That said, he does not suppose them as a normal point of reference for his teaching
. 
The  specific and very relevant characteristic of early Christian communities was sooner the coming together of people belonging to different social levels in order to achieve the highest requirements of the Gospel than the exclusive pre-eminence of the lowest ones. 
However this did not happen as a normal process of teaching and learning. It resulted from the outstanding and very specific characteristics of the founder.
A founder who died like a slave
The fact is that Christians dared to announce a message of salvation which found its core in a person who was crucified like a slave, and claimed that from this position he had to be recognized as a specific and ultimate messenger of God. This person and his message ought to be extraordinary strong and persuasive to induce people to be convinced.
One should never underestimate the courage Christians showed when they dared to profess that their founder was a person who was condemned by the  legitimate Roman authority to undergo the penalty intended precisely for slaves. 

The apostle Paul  speaks this difficult contextual and the defiant opposite attitude of a Christian in his address to the recently converted community of Corinth, one of the major cultural centers of Greece:
"I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the cleverness of the clever I will set aside."  Where is the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?   For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not come to know God, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe.   For indeed Jews ask for signs and Greeks search for wisdom;  but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block and to Gentiles foolishness,   but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.   Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men”.

We have a large set of documents proving the sometimes hard reaction of the contemporary society in front of statements like this. Christians could hardly be relied on in a society based in almost opposite values, had they not they themselves been deeply transformed in their ways of thinking and living.  Had they not been convinced that such values should be announced to everyone and to man as such, independently of one’s social or national position, because of their intrinsic value and of the religious reliability of the Jesus Christ.
Intellectuals and early Christianity.

Celsus, the strongest opponent of Christianity in the 2nd half of the 2nd century, in his True Doctrine (Αληθης λόγος, ca. 178-180 AC, is an eloquent witness of the elitist mentality shared by the scholars of his time, when in many passages of his work he roughly reproaches the Christian communities with their supposed low social and intellectual level:
“… this philanthropic doctrine, which reaches to every soul under the sun, is vulgar, and on account of its vulgarity and its want of reasoning power, obtained a hold only over the ignorant”

Nevertheless he admits that not alone poor and disadvantaged people were attracted by the teachings of Jesus and accepted His message, he acknowledges that among them there were also persons of moderate intelligence, and gentle disposition, gifted of understanding and capable of comprehending allegories. 
This composed social outline of the early Christian communities is confirmed by other documents, starting from Pliny the Younger, governor of Bithynia (112 a. Ch.), a region where many persons were investigated as a consequence of their belonging to the Christian faith (see below). Pliny remarks that they were a big number 
“of any age, of both sexes and any social condition”.
We may suppose that among them a certain number of intellectuals were present. 
. 
Tertullian of Carthage, at the end of the 2nd century claims (with some emphasis) that
‘we (Christians) have already filled all place: towns, isles, strongholds, municipalities, hamlets, even the camps, tribes, decuries, the court, the senate, the forum“.

Origen, in his criticism to Celsus, prompts us a more precise insight of his Alexandrian community, among the biggest since that time on. This piece of information is relevant precisely because he takes into account the attitude of his community towards culture. 

As Celsus had argued against Christians that Jesus was the son of a carpenter, his mother an insignificant woman compelled to work hard for their surviving, his disciples were poor people, and that Jesus himself was driven to a pitiable death
, Origen acknowledged that the ordinary Christians did not care for scientific and speculative thought. The majority felt no liking for deep exegetical investigation on the Bible. Some of them were even prone to speak against culture, claiming (unfairly, noted Origen) that ignorance enjoys a kind of privilege in front of God. However, remarks Origen, all this should not be looked upon with contempt. On the contrary, the Gospel gives a deeper insight in man’s condition, enables people to understand it in a more universal view. Therefore ignorant people did find enough reasons to recognize themselves in the dignity granted by faith. Even if they are looked upon by man’s eye as being ‘rough’
, God accepts them with the same breadth of mind and love. 

This is, according to Origen, one of the relevant spiritual and cultural revolution introduced by Christianity.
All the more so as often poor and ignorant follow the dictates of morality better than cultivated men. Scholars, as the Christian education demands, should be in any case full of charity towards simple-hearted people avoiding any incautious speculative trouble.

That said, Origen, in his numerous works and in the schools he tried to build up both in Alexandria and in Palestine, always stressed the importance of a wide-ranging rational approach to the Scriptures, any time presupposing a thorough knowledge of the basic elements given by the current  sciences precisely in order to penetrate the true sense of faith. 

This is the full text of Origen’s reply to Celsius:
“Celsus supposes that we may attain the knowledge of God either by combining or separating certain things after the methods which mathematicians call synthesis and analysis, or again by analogy, which is employed by them also, and that in this way we may, as it were, gain admission to the Highest Good. But when the Word of God says, ‘No man knows the Father but the Son, and he to whomsoever the Son will reveal Him’, He declares that no one can know God but by the help of divine grace coming from above, with a certain divine inspiration. 

Indeed, it is reasonable to suppose that the knowledge of God is beyond the reach of human nature, and hence the many errors into which men have fallen in their views of God. It is, then, through the goodness and love of God to mankind, and by a marvellous exercise of divine grace to those, whom He saw in His foreknowledge and knew that they would walk worthy of Him, that He made Himself known to them. 

So they would never swerve from a faithful attachment to His service, although they were condemned to death or held up to ridicule by those who, in ignorance of what true religion is, give that name to what deserves to be called anything rather than religion. God doubtless saw the pride and arrogance of those who, with contempt for all others, boast of their knowledge of God, and of their profound acquaintance with divine things obtained from philosophy, but who still, not less even than the most ignorant, run after their images, and temples, and famous mysteries. Seeing this, He "has chosen the foolish things of this world’ - the simplest of Christians, who lead, however, a life of greater moderation and purity than many philosophers - ‘to confound the wise’ who are not ashamed to address inanimate things as gods or images of the gods. 

For what reasonable man can refrain from smiling when he sees that one who has learned from philosophy such profound and noble sentiments about God or the gods, turns straightway to images and offers to them his prayers, or imagines that by gazing upon these material things he can ascend from the visible symbol to that which is spiritual and immaterial. 
But a Christian, even of the common people, is assured that every place forms part of the universe, and that the whole universe is God's temple. In whatever part of the world he is, he prays; but he rises above the universe, shutting the eyes of sense, and raising upwards the eyes of the soul. And he stops not at the vault of heaven; but passing in thought beyond the heavens, under the guidance of the Spirit of God, and having thus, as it were, gone beyond the visible universe, he offers prayers to God. 

But he prays for no trivial blessings, for he has learnt from Jesus to seek for nothing small or mean, that is, sensible objects, but to ask only for what is great and truly divine. These things God grants to us, to lead us to  that blessedness which is found only with Him through His Son, the Word, who is God”
. 

Confronting the surrounding cultures

Origen’s position highlights some recurring topics of Christian apologists. Summing up:

1) the Christian message reaches man’s mind more deeply and more widely than any philosophical school. Such a universality is due to God’s revelation of His true nature, that excels man’s understanding. At the same time the God, revealing Himself, grants a better knowledge of human dignity

2) the doctrines of the most venerable philosophers were not able to go beyond the circle of their disciples and neglected common people, especially the most destitute

3) therefore it is a mark of authenticity for Christians when they are reproached to grant a privilege upon them

4) the supposed wise men and philosophers are often slaves of idolatry

5) unlike the ‘simple’ Christians, even though they are not educated

Nevertheless, Origen remains he himself one of the most eloquent witnesses of the relevant role played by scholars in the first Christian communities. In his relevant systematic work On the Principles, always standing faithful to the above mentioned positions, he revealed the great appreciation of the philosophical knowledge precisely in order to convey the tenets of the new religion to the cultivated ones, whom he specially took into consideration. In this sense he created his own philosophical school in Alexandria, following a tradition of Christian open centers of dialogue with the surrounding cultures and of training for Christian intellectuals that were working since the time of Panthenus (ca. 180 a. Ch.), the pioneer of such cultural enterprise.

Clement of Alexandria (ca. 140 – ca 215 a. Ch.) was actually his most relevant follower. His voluminous works are all intended to pursue the aim of meeting the requirements of the intellectuals of his city, which was, after Athens, the greatest cultural center of that time. 
One of his leading ideas was that the Greek culture, from a Christian point of view, performed a kind of providential preparation if not a fully accomplished duty to open man’s mind towards a better comprehension of truth. This truth is basically the Logos, the Word of God, whom Jesus not only announced, but represented and embodied personally. The biblical revelation goes beyond every culture both in time and perfection. Yet, insists Clement, faith itself needs of philosophical support. Only from harmonic sharing of both could be attainable the authentic ‘gnosis’,  namely the true Christian knowledge. 
When Clement and Origen speak of philosophy they mean mostly the Stoic and the Platonic teachings, preferably the last one, conveyed through the re-interpretation of Philo Judaeus, the great thinker and Jew exegete, who worked as well in Alexandria in the 1st century AC.

Some thoughts of Clement in this connection:

“Whence, o Plato, is that hint of the truth which you give? Whence this rich copiousness of diction, which proclaims piety with oracular utterance?  …   for the laws that are consistent with truth, and your sentiments respecting God, you are indebted to the Hebrews ….

And let it not be this one man alone, Plato; but: O philosophy, hasten to produce many others also, who declare the only true God to be God, through His inspiration, if in any measure they have grasped the truth”.
 

“ … by reflection and direct vision, those among the Greeks who have philosophized accurately, see God …

The teaching, which is according to the Saviour, is complete in itself and without defect, being ‘the power and wisdom of God’; and the Hellenic philosophy does not, by its approach, make the truth more powerful; but rendering powerless the assault of sophistry against it, and frustrating the treacherous plots laid against the truth, is said to be the proper ‘fence and wall of the vĭneyard’, and the truth which is according to faith is as necessary for life as bread; while the preparatory discipline is like sauce and sweetmeats”
.

The first case of  persecution 

Christian intellectuals start working out an elaborated confrontation with the Neo-Platonic teachings during the 2nd and the 3rd century. The Neo-Platonists, as far as we can reconstruct the events from the extant literature and with the exception of the sharp polemical work of Celsus, seemed not to perceive the relevance of the new religion for a long time. Maybe they disdained (for the above mentioned reasons) any serious approach to it, even if the Neo-Platonism as a whole was deeply concerned with the religious aspects of the philosophical research, as we will see in another part of this report. The same attitude of cultural distance we realize, for instance, in the Stoic Emperor philosopher Marcus Aurelius.
Taking the Christian mindset, it seems that the most important reason which on one hand hampered and on the other gave them an impulse to pay attention to the current philosophical schools was indeed the permanent persecution by the Roman Empire since the sixties of the 1st century. From that time persecutions burst intermittently until to the middle of the 3rd century, when they exploded with a systematic and sometimes very violent way. However since the very beginning, the persecution was inspired and justified by an ambiguous and at the same time dangerous principle.
This principle came out already in the first outburst, namely on occasion of the fire of Rome under Nero in July 64 a. Ch. 

The report of Tacitus, the famous Roman historian, a qualified member of the high bureaucracy, speaks out in plain words which was the atmosphere the Christian communities had to face in the capital city of the Empire. Tacitus reports Nero’s attempt to lay on Christians the blame of the fire which devastated 7 of the 14 sectors Rome was divided in. The emperor was personally charged of the fire because people knew he was aiming  to build up a new splendid and luxurious royal palace (domus aurea) to the prejudice of the wooden popular quarters of the city. Nero could easily lay the fire on Christians as he knew, according to Tacitus’ words, that they were loathed by people. However he was so cruel in punishments that he inspired instead compassion for the condemned Christians. 
This is the report of the Roman historian:

“ … all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and the propitiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the conflagration was the result of an order. Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their centre and become popular. Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind. Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired. Nero offered his gardens for the spectacle, and was exhibiting a show in the circus, while he mingled with the people in the dress of a charioteer or stood aloft on a car. Hence, even for criminals who deserved extreme and exemplary punishment, there arose a feeling of compassion; for it was not, as it seemed, for the public good, but to glut one man's cruelty, that they were being destroyed.”
 
In this context the historian voices the current very negative feelings about Christians and at the same time relates  includes his personal view. The charges are extremely prejudicial and infamous. They outline the wide gap of mistrust that surrounded the followers of the new religion. Tacitus says: 
1) the Christians were reportedly hǐdeous because of their shameful habits (flagitia) and abominable superstition (exitiabilis superstitio). With this term, as usual in Rome, Tacitus thinks that Christians contrasted the existent forms of belief by means of something exceeding the rules of what is religion apart from the differences in the worshipped deities. Maybe his vision associated Christians with the general depreciation in Roman aristocrats of the Hebrew religion and the obvious agreement with the sentence of death, that kind of death, passed by Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator who condemned Jesus Christ
2) He actually supposes that they could have worked in Rome only because in this city was allegedly pouring in whatever was awful and rotten from all around the world
3) So Tacitus states that they had to be punished with extreme severity

4) even if not in the arbitrary and counterproductive cruelty exerted by Nero, that conversely, raised the compassion of the Roman citizens.

It can be easily understood how far was the way the first Christians had to go in order to open a dialogue with the surrounding world. In the foreground of Tacitus’ report does not appear any violation of the loyalty towards the religion and the rules of Rome’s empire. The historian, relating his and the current opinion that Christians had an absolute bad reputation, gives no legal ground  to justify a penal procedure against them. Even though it results that their lives were any time at stake also their behavior, censured by severe criticism and likened to a-morality, is accompanied by no precise allegation.
The first criminal proceedings against Christians

Around the same time when Tacitus was writing his Annals, another important bureaucrat, a man of letters and a close friend of the emperor Trajan (98-117 AC), spoke of Christians and gave the first, very interesting portrait of their communities, yet inside a precise penal procedure. His correspondence with the emperor created an opportunity to fix a juridical background – as far as we know- to read the position of Christians in front of the Roman Law.
Owing to some anonymous pamphlets which secretly accused a lot of people to be Christians, Pliny was uncertain how to proceed: should they be sentenced just because they were Christians or should they be condemned only in case they were proved guilty of other specific crimes? 

The answer of Trajan remained for two centuries the point of reference of the Roman proceedings against Christians:
1) you ought not to conduct inquiries starting from anonymous accusations

2) the accusations must be proved

3) supposed there are proved, Christians can abjure and consequently be acquitted

4) the abjuration must be accompanied and certified by an act of veneration of the Roman deities 
5) in case they do not consent to abjure and to worship, you can sentence them

The importance of Pliny’s letter resides also in the accurate description of what came out from his inquiry on the Christian communities, the first extant non-Christian document we know on this object. Important as well is the admission that he does not convince of any penal charge except the  fact that they are Christians. Then the core of the question: are they to be condemned for this only charge or for other stated ascertained crimes? It is therefore worthy of being quoted in full extent:

“To the Emperor Trajan:

It is my invariable rule, Sir, to refer to you in all matters where I feel doubtful; for who is more capable of removing my scruples, or informing my ignorance? Having never been present at any trials concerning those who profess Christianity, I am unacquainted not only with the nature of their crimes, or the measure of their punishment, but how far it is proper to enter into an examination concerning them. Whether, therefore, any difference is usually made with respect to ages, or no distinction is to be observed between the young and the adult; whether repentance entitles them to a pardon; or if a man has been once a Christian, it avails nothing to desist from his error; whether the very profession of Christianity, unattended with any criminal act, or only the crimes themselves inherent in the profession are punishable; on all these points I am in great doubt. In the meanwhile, the method I have observed towards those who have been brought before me as Christians is this: I asked them whether they were Christians; if they admitted it, I repeated the question twice, and threatened them with punishment; if they persisted, I ordered them to be at once punished: for I was persuaded, whatever the nature of their opinions might be, a contumacious and inflexible obstinacy certainly deserved correction. There were others also brought before me possessed with the same infatuation, but being Roman citizens, I directed them to be sent to Rome. But this crime spreading (as is usually the case) while it was actually under prosecution, several instances of the same nature occurred. An anonymous information was laid before me containing a charge against several persons, who upon examination denied they were Christians, or had ever been so. They repeated after me an invocation to the gods, and offered religious rites with wine and incense before your statue (which for that purpose I had ordered to be brought, together with those of the gods), and even reviled the name of Christ: whereas there is no forcing, it is said, those who are really Christians into any of these compliances: I thought it proper, therefore, to discharge them. Some among those who were accused by a witness in person at first confessed themselves Christians, but immediately after denied it; the rest owned indeed that they had been of that number formerly, but had now (some above three, others more, and a few above twenty years ago) renounced that error. They all worshipped your statue and the images of the gods, uttering imprecations at the same time against the name of Christ. They affirmed the whole of their guilt, or their error, was, that they met on a stated day before it was light, and addressed a form of prayer to Christ, as to a divinity, binding themselves by a solemn oath, not for the purposes of any wicked design, but never to commit any fraud, theft, or adultery, never to falsify their word, nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then reassemble, to eat in common a harmless meal. From this custom, however, they desisted after the publication of my edict, by which, according to your commands, I forbade the meeting of any assemblies. After receiving this account, I judged it so much the more necessary to endeavor to extort the real truth, by putting two female slaves to the torture, who were said to officiate' in their religious rites: but all I could discover was evidence of an absurd and extravagant superstition. I deemed it expedient, therefore, to adjourn all further proceedings, in order to consult you. For it appears to be a matter highly deserving your consideration, more especially as great numbers must be involved in the danger of these prosecutions, which have already extended, and are still likely to extend, to persons of all ranks and ages, and even of both sexes. In fact, this contagious superstition is not confined to the cities only, but has spread its infection among the neighbouring villages and country. Nevertheless, it still seems possible to restrain its progress. The temples, at least, which were once almost deserted, begin now to be frequented; and the sacred rites, after a long intermission, are again revived; while there is a general demand for the victims, which till lately found very few purchasers. From all this it is easy to conjecture what numbers might be reclaimed if a general pardon were granted to those who shall repent of their error.

Answer of the Emperor Trajan to Pliny:

You have adopted the right course, my dearest Secundus, in investigating the charges against the Christians who were brought before you. It is not possible to lay down any general rule for all such cases. Do not go out of your way to look for them. If indeed they should be brought before you, and the crime is proved, they must be punished; with the restriction, however, that where the party denies he is a Christian, and shall make it evident that he is not, by invoking our gods, let him (notwithstanding any former suspicion) be pardoned upon his repentance. Anonymous informations ought not to he received in any sort of prosecution. It is introducing a very dangerous precedent, and is quite foreign to the spirit of our age.”  (Epist. X, 97).

The decisional answer of Trajan remained the point of reference in Roman law for two centuries.  However precise it looked out, many aspects continued to be not clarified:

· Trajan made into law the principle that the admission alone to be a Christian could involve a crime punishable even 

· Was it a consequence only of their profession of faith?

· Or a consequence of the refused worship to the traditional Roman deities, supposed a denial of the due loyalty towards the Empire?
· Or a consequence of what was supposed the Christian faith, as such,  charged to be a superstition, a not allowable  form of religion?

· If so: why did Trajan decide that Christians had not to be plainly prosecuted for that precise charge on the direct initiative of the state?

The raised questions are really difficult to be highlighted in a satisfactory way. The answer depends on what the emperor and the world he represented might have perceived chargeable even with death penalty in the new Christian religion. 
The Hebrew religion, actually, was the natural root of Christianity. The Hebrew faith too did not consent any worship of idols.  This was a recurrent cause of difficult relations with the Roman power. However Julius Caesar allowed this religion the privilege not to express such a worship. 
If Christians had, instead, to be submitted to this worship to prove their loyalty, did it mean that Trajan considered them already fully distant from their origin, to represent a new religion?  
This supposition seems to be all the more surprising because the Jews were many times violently revolting against the Empire, while Christians did not partake in any kind of rebellion, which – by the way – caused tensions between Christian and Jews:
· A probable reason of the hostile attitude of the Roman authorities against Christians must be found elsewhere? 
· Maybe in their too private form of community organization, which was not so easily checkable as the official synagogue structure of the Hebrew worship?

If so it would be somehow understandable why during the 2nd century Christians were allegedly charged of various secret abominable practices. They actually gathered in meetings marked by informal and at the same time very close and strong ties. Their way of framing a religious community was moreover characterized by every kind of social status so that it was hardly comparable with other religious behaviors. This was surely a strong point for Christian believers, but easily open to suspicion too.
Besides another point of current misunderstandings was their firm profession of faith. Marcus Aurelius, Emperor and Stoic philosopher, in a passage of his Meditations mistakes for an irrational scorn of death the way Christians appeared not afraid of it. In other words he considered such a behavior an expression of religious fanaticism.

A further remark. From the point of view of Trajan, the simple assertion of an accused Christian - in presence of the magistrate - that he was not that like, resulted in his complete discharge:

· Does such a  standpoint imply that the main intention of the emperor was only to dismantle any groundless accusation?

· Or does it simply mean that he considered negligible their presence?

However this kind of proceedings did not work in the same way for the convinced believers: 
· They were absolutely not willing to negate or to conceal their faith. 
· On the contrary they were urged by their conscience to profess it openly, not being afraid of the civil authority, but instead of the divine authority. 
The decision of Trajan involved the consequence that the new religion was de facto considered unlawful, even though the final decision depended to some extent on the interpretation of the single magistrate in the different regions of the Empire. 

Trajan’s ruling, for two centuries, remained working: we have no documents that the Empire took a direct initiative to prosecute the Christian faith, in spite of some episodes in different parts of its huge territory. Mostly, when Christian were sentenced it depended on local popular incitement.
In any case the legal condition of the early Christianity was at any time a risky one, for sure without law’s guarantee   and recognition.
The defense against such a general condition was the main cause that spurred Christians intellectuals to make more and more plain and understandable the true contents of their believing. Generally speaking they tried either the way of rejecting the single charges, sometimes very vulgar and superficial, or of finding a common space of mutual understanding or, even, they made a counterattack against faults, vices and even crimes of the surrounding world. 

The problems were chiefly not philosophical, but instead legal. Nevertheless the arguments of defense implied step by step question connected with several basic views of the Hellenistic culture and consequently also of the philosophical traditions. But, as far as we know from the available literature, this process took more than one century to become explicit and organized. 

Early Christian Apologists
The defense against such a general opinion was the main cause that spurred Christians intellectuals to make more and more plain and understandable the true contents of their believing. Generally speaking they tried either the way of rejecting the single charges, sometimes very vulgar and superficial, or of finding a common space of mutual understanding or, even, they made a counterattack against faults, vices and even crimes of the surrounding world. 

In any case the ambiance of the early Christianity was a very dangerous one. 

The problems were not first of all philosophical, but instead legal. Nevertheless the arguments of defense implied step by step questions connected with several basic views of the Hellenistic culture and consequently also of its philosophical traditions. But, as far as we know from the available literature, this process took a rather long period to become explicit and organized. 

According to The Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius (about 325 a. Ch.), 12 apologies were directed by Christians writers in defense of their faith in the 2nd century,

The first he mentions and the oldest one is the Apology of a certain Quadratus. Eusebius refers that he had at owned in his library a copy of this work. The Apology was sent to the Emperor Hadrian, in the 3rd decade of that century. Other apologists of whom Eusebius gives information are Ariston of Pella, Miltiades, Claudius Apollinaris, Meliton of Sardis, and Apollonius. Of these authors are extant only fragments quoted in other authors, who give scanty news of their lives.

Of other apologists we can get a deeper insight of what they thought directly through their works which came to us either in full or in almost full extent.

The Apology of Aristides was directed to the emperor Adrian (117-138 a. Ch.). The most ancient codices containing his work were discovered only at the end of the 19th century. They introduce the author as a philosopher.
Eusebius of Caesarēa, in the above quoted History, confirms this information and says moreover that being already converted to Christianity he kept dressing the typical mantle of  the wandering philosophers of that time.
 

In his Apology Aristides displays the topics that will recur from now on in the Christian writers when they try to go deeper and deeper in philosophical confrontation with the surrounding cultural world:

1) the belief in God as Creator and in His Providence are the minimal and presupposed conditions for any possible dialogue and such conditions could be verified at least in some cultural traditions of the Roman Empire: 
“Oh Emperor! I came in this world through God’s providence. Having contemplated the sky, the earth and the sea, the sun, the moon and everything else I was astonished looking at the order of the universe. Having seen then that the universe and all what is in it moves according to a natural law, I understood that God is who moves and sustains. In fact all what moves is stronger than what is moved and what owns the order is stronger than what is ordered. Therefore I maintain that God is the Being Himself who created  all things and granted order, who is without origin and eternal, immortal and in need of nothing, superior to  every passion, fault, anger, ignorance and everything else. Everything exists thanks to him. He is in need neither of immolations and offerings nor of anything merely apparent things, all instead are in need of Him”.

These words introduce the Apology. When Aristides speaks of God, his arguments on his nature and works refer mainly to the Stoic school, but they belong at the same time in a large extent also to the Platonic schools, just because in that period the evolution of Plato’s teaching ad tradition was characterized by eclecticism. We will see soon how the reflection on God’s nature, how the question upon the Supreme and Perfect Being in relation with the universe were a main point in the Neo-Platonic debate. At the same time, of course, they became a central item in dialogue or dispute with the Christian faith.

2) the second topic is the interpretation of the other contemporary religious traditions.

Aristides lists the Caldean (adoration of natural elements figured in images venerated in their temples); the Greek (worse because in this religion human passions and faults become gods through mythological tales distorting the true image of God and corrupting man’s life); the Egyptian (the worst because here animals and trees are given cult); the Jewish (here is worshipped the true God, even it is not recognized Jesus Christ, His messenger and Son); the Christian, here shortly outlined in its tenets and strongly exalted for the moral effects it induces in its believers. 

The theme of the untruth and groundlessness of the pagan gods on the one hand and the corrupted ethics they nourish on the other will play a permanent and relevant role in the following disputes between Christian theologians and Neo-Platonism. Maybe   as a consequence of this process, a special trend in Neo-Platonism, starting from the 3rd century, will stress the allegorical interpretation of myths or even or even try to reform them in order that they may convey a positive impulse for the traditional religions. They referred to the same Plato and various authors of different schools of the classic philosophical tradition who expressed such an attitude, some of them even in sceptical  or super-rationalistic terms.
Anyway, the comparison the Christians authors make with the surrounding world usually is not based chiefly on a theoretical level, but always and much more on the practical level of the current morality. 

In this sense we can understand why Aristides ends his Apology with these hard words addressed to the emperor Adrian:
“… let your silly wise men stop speaking silly words against the Lord“.

The first organized persecution of the Roman Empire against Christians
Even though persecutions never became a primary intent of the Roman power and there were even periods of a large tolerance, they were never abolished in principle (on ground of the above mentioned Trajan’s principle). They burst out temporarily and locally. 
The status of legal insecurity and sometimes of comparative tolerance changed substantially in the middle of the 3rd century. In this period the Roman authority decided step by step on one hand to uproot the presence of the new Christian religion and on the other to reinforce its traditional religion.

Starting from the Emperor Decius (249-250 AC) persecutions became a planned enterprise of the state aimed at reinforcing and to put to the test the full loyalty of all citizens and in particular the Christians.
Decius, apparently, did not attack only the Christians because he ordained that in the whole Empire public worship of the Roman deities to propitiate the gods in difficult times of war and economic crisis. The proceredi9ngs of this religious petition had to follow precise proceedings:

1) the strict performance of a public petition (supplicatio) directed to the official recognized gods 

2) beseeching them to protect the Emperor and the Empire
3) in a precise day
4) under control of a specific state’s officers
5) who stated the event with a written certificate (‘libellus’, booklet) proving that all was accomplished according to the imperial decree.
As already seen above, Jews were exempted from this kind of worship, the followers of other polytheistic religions met non difficulty in perform this decree. Only the Christians remained. They had only these solutions:

· too flee away, awaiting better times

· to get a fictitious certificate, by corruption or benevolence of the commission

· to perform the worship intending it with a mere exterior and not interior consent

· to deny the Christian faith

· to refuse the worship of the pagan deities
All these choices implied hard consequences:
· Would it be possible to return? What would happen to the properties and relatives?

· How could be the reaction of the Christian communities towards those denying the faith?

As for those refusing to worship the pagan deities, they were jailed at first: after, in case they did not change their decision, they could even be sentence to death.

It was the first time that the Empire imposed such proceedings. Scholars still dispute about the reasons why . In fact, even though persecution never had been abolished before (on ground of the above mentioned Trajan’s principle), yet  now they started becoming a regulated procedure to test loyalty both social and religious for all Roman subjects by means of an accurate (sometimes awful) procedure. People who did not accept to recognize the traditional worship to the emperor’s deities, were considered enemies of the State.
The persecution  caused discouragement and dismay in Christian communities. A certain number was not able to stand such a prove and gave up. They were qualified with specific words according to the degree and quality of their failure: they were called ‘sacrificati’, if they gave offerings to the gods, and ‘thurificati’, when they offered incense to the Emperor’s image. Some other found not-honourable ways of escape and were called ‘libellatici’, because they got the booklet that made them free of persecution by illicit ways, even though without sacrificing. The Christians who resisted faithful up to torture ad to death took the honourable denomination of ‘confessores’, in Latin language, and of ‘martyres’ in Greek language, because they professed courageously their faith. All these terms remained deeply impressed in the early Christianity, and the last two until now. 

The churches as a whole resisted, but they received heavy wounds. This experience induced them to be more cautious in accepting new-converts. Any way the persecutions gave start to contrasts inside the various communities about the hard question on how to behave towards Christian who had fled or had partially or fully denied their faith. The divisions that emerged on this issue were destined to continue for long time. All the more sop because the persecution of Decius was only the beginning of the state’s attempt to dismantle the Christian communities.
The second organized persecution

The next outburst of persecutions, in effect, found Christians stronger to face the new, more sophisticated stages of persecution started 10 years later (257 AC) by the emperor Valerian (253 – 260 AC). He aimed now at plainly upsetting the leading structure of the churches. 

The first Edict (257 AC) ordained:

· To shut up the churches and every place where Christians performed their cult

· To send bishops, priests and deacons 

· To forbid any form of public worship

A second Edict ordained:

· To sentence to death all clergy refusing to abjure their Christian faith

· To sentence to death all magistrates who did not abjure

· To forfeit their goods
Christian were compelled not only to hand over their sacred books (therefore called ‘traditores’)
and to declare their leaders, otherwise they were immediately executed or sent to the awful work in the mines, their goods being as well confiscated.
After the tragic death of the Emperor Valerian (260) in his campaign against the Persian Empire, when he was even taken prisoner and humiliated (an event never occurred before, which shocked the whole Empire), followed a long period (almost 40 years) of peace. 

The emperor Gallienus, who succeeded to Valerian, most probably made even the first attempts to consolidate the Empire by starting a new policy and trying to render definitely lawful the position of the Christian communities. 
Philosophical and political reforms of the Empire’s religious tradition

On the contrary, the emperor Aurelian (270-275 AC) supported a cultural revival of anti-Christian literature. He imposed in the whole Empire a new feast, that of the Sun-God, as the supreme deity, to be celebrated on 25 December. In future, the Christian tradition changed this pagan destination and in the same day worshipped the memory of Jesus’ birth.  

He himself accentuated the sacred character of the emperor requiring to be addressed as ‘Lord and God’ (Dominus et Deus)
. This did not mean that he considered himself to be a god, but instead he intended highlight the presence of a deity protecting specifically his imperial responsibility.
These were the general conditions that changed also the background of the cultural confrontation between Christians and the Empire and caused also more inflexibility in the cultural confrontation between Christians and non-Christian religions or philosophical thoughts
During the pagan renaissance under Valerian’s rule the important Platonic Porphyry is supposed to have elaborated the polemic books Against the Christians. Presumably a part of the program sponsored by the emperor. For sure one of prominent and well informed attacks against Christianity, destined to be discussed for a long period in the following years.

Neo-Platonism was actually one of the most influent sponsors of the pagan renaissance in the 3rd  century. While it is disputable whether Porphyry was present in the animated discussion inside the Emperor’s Counsel which induced Diocletian to start the most violent persecution of early Christianity (Edict of 23rd February 303 a. Ch.), not disputable, however, is the profound influence his ideas exerted on the ruling elites of this period. There is no hint in Porphyry’s works that might support him having incited to persecutions. Much less there are hints of his direct involvement. On the contrary, even though he remained one of the prominent critics of all times against Christians, nevertheless he tried in the same time to let open a spiritual dialogue with them, aiming rather at supplanting their influence in society through the renewal of the heathen tradition.

In this specific period of Roman history, both because of dangers from outside and because of serious risks of self-dissolution from inside, the Roman Empire was in a condition of absolute need of internal unity. A necessary instrument was a reliable religion. But what religion? The traditional polytheism was supposed to afford it, but only after a deep reform. 

Neo-Platonism worked exactly in the same direction and looked like to be effective for the purpose in the eyes of some high ranks in state’s bureaucracy, more than other contemporary currents of religious thought, namely suitable to afford a resetting of the incoherent pack of traditional cults into a more rational worship. The more so because Neo-Platonism had already prompted not only a detailed critical approach to Christianity, but also proposed itself as a renewed spiritual alternative to the Christian message. 
This was  the major attempt of Porphyry, a disciple of Plotinus,  who, unlike his master, introduced the new rich philosophical and religious program of the Neo-Platonic teachings in the political scene and directed it precisely against Christians.

According to some historians he might have been even a former Christian, so deeply he proved to be acquainted with biblical topics, as we see in his capital book, the Against Christians
, written about 280, around the time when the emperor Aurelian was preparing an Edict to start a new wave of persecutions., which failed only because he was murdered in 265 AC
The last great persecution of Diocletian

Diocletian changed radically the structure of the Roman Empire, dividing it in the Eastern and the Western part, each of them ruled by two supreme Augustus, who in turn controlled two subaltern Caesars. This reform aimed at maintaining a stronger hold on the frontiers always under pressure of manifold barbarian tribes. 

Significantly he assumed the name of the protector supreme deity Jove (Jovius), the deity king of the Roman gods, and Maximilian, his Augustus partner, took the name Hercules (Herculeus, another deity).
After a period of hesitating policy in the first years of his reign, Diocletian published 4 edicts of progressive general persecution (303-304 AD)
Destruction of the Christian religious buildings

Delivery of all religious books

Imprisonment of the leaders of the Christian communities (except those denying their faith)
Order to all Christian to worship the state’s deities

Diocletian’s persecution was the most violent of all. The consequences lasted after he resigned (305), even though with unlike intensity and cruelty according to the different parts of the Empire.
Just these differences caused its failure. After ten years, the most powerful of successors, Constantine, reversed definitely the politics of the Roman Empire, promulgating in 313 a famous edict, the Edict of tolerance, which went far beyond tolerance. In fact Constantine transformed the Roman pagan in a Christian Empire.

The Christian responses on the threshold of a new era

The reactions to Porphyry’s Against Christians was immediate and lasting for a long time in the following centuries. This is quite understandable for the polytheist traditions were still well alive far beyond the period when the Roman Empire was verging to its fall. 

We have no full text of some opponents, namely Methodius of Olympus and Apollinaris of Lăodicēa and Eusebius of Caesarea
.
Some first rang Christian writers stood up in defence of the main tenets of their faith. I am referring in particular to The Evangelical Preparation of Eusebius of Caesarea and to The City of God of Augustine. Here the presence of Porphyry is relevant. Another work of Eusebius should be quoted, The Evangelical Demonstration, specifically intended to comment the prophecies of the Old Testament  in 10 books (only 4 extant). Both the Preparation and the Demonstration were written in open response to Porphyry.

All these works belong to a new era for Christians, when the Roman Empire already recognized freedom for the new religion. A wide and unknown perspective was open: the state was no more a persecutor, but even looking for Christian support; no dilemma whether refusing the worship of the Emperor’s statue or not, but on the contrary became more and more impending the risk to behave with an Emperor either convert or already being a Christian, and possibly requiring to bless his policy. 

In the first decade of the 4th century the Christian communities experienced the most awful persecution and the most promising acceptance. This is clearly exemplified also in the changing fortune of the opposite fronts. During the last persecution the books of Christian were sacked and burnt. In  few years after these awful events the same fate occurred to Porphyry’s books Against Christians. We know actually that a decree of Constantine ordered their total destruction after the council of Nicea (325 AC).
In search of a new presence in history

The Christian knew from the very beginning of their history how to take a distance from the state when it required godly worship and risked their life upon. Now it was not so easy to choose how to behave in front of a state that claimed to be Christian. 
The premises for solutions we meet in some authors who suggest different answers. 

In an extant  fragment of the Apology written by Melito of Sardis to the Emperor Antoninus Pius  already in the 2nd century we read:
“ … the contemporary philosophy (the Gospel) flourished in the first instance among barbarians; and, when it afterwards sprang up among the nations under thy rule, during the distinguished reign of your ancestor Augustus, it proved to be a blessing of most happy omen to your empire. For from that time the Roman power has risen to greatness and splendour. To this power you have succeeded as the much desired possessor; and such shall you continue, together with your son, if thou protect that philosophy (the Gospel) which has grown up with thy empire, and which took its rise with Augustus; to which also your more recent ancestors paid honour, along with the other religions prevailing in the empire. A very strong proof, moreover, that it was for good that the system we profess came to prevail at the same time when the empire of such happy commencement was established, and that  ever since the reign of Augustus nothing  unfortunate  has happened; but, on the contrary, everything has contributed to the splendour and renown of the empire, in accordance with the devout wishes of all. Nero and Domitian alone of all the emperors, imposed upon by certain calumniators, have cared to bring impeachments against our doctrines”.

In Melito’s religious mindset is taking shape a precise ideological background: God’s providence, supposed its conversion to Christianity, could bless the history of the Roman Empire  A kind of a new political theology, according to which Augustus’ peace was a propitious historical condition for the rise and success of Christianity. A condition that ought to be a term of reference also for the time to come. 
The same  vision inspired the important Christian writer Eusebius of Caesarea, who stressed even more in many occasions a supposed divine choice and mission in favour of the emperor Constantine, maybe partially understandable in the excitement that followed the end of the persecutions.

Augustine, on the contrary, introduced one of the most famous theological distinctions of Christian history when he introduced the metaphor of the two cities: the city of God and the city of man
. He wrote this monumental work after the fall of Rome, the capital city of Roman Empire, under the attack of a barbarian invader 406 AC). A shocking experience for all citizens as it was since centuries that people believed in her eternity. She was traditionally worshipped as a deity herself. According to Augustine the two cities of human history, after the rise of Christianity, ought to live alongside each other in history, avoiding both identification and confusion. Dialectics and conflicts are instead quite possible because they aim at different scopes. The first the welfare of the earthly life, the second the eternal destiny of every person. In this meaning the two cities do not overlap with political society and religious community. The new vision of society conveyed  by the Christian religion was no more ruled by a unique horizon where religion and state belonged to the same world, but instead worked in view distinct goals. This new horizon presupposed that insurmountable borders and limits had to be traced in their relation. At the same time he was stressed the independence of each sphere of action:  neither the civil power ought to invade the spiritual world nor the religious (Christian) authority into political power. A paramount challenge destined to render society extremely dynamic and contrasting as well. 
This is then the Christian context in which Porphyry’s arguments are read and discussed.

There is a change of tone in the 4th century that reflects the new atmosphere of the growing presence of Christians in the society. Even though at the beginning of the 4th century one calculates that they were only ten per cent of the total population, now they had a new historical task: to transform spiritually the whole society. 
Neo-Platonists failed in supporting the falling Empire also because they were too elitists. On the contrary, Christian religion was absolutely universal both because it attained already believers living inside and outside  the Empire’s borders and because it involved everyone’s life. 
/ Letter to Diognetus / 6.

The risk and danger for Christianity in the next future would be very great, but of quite different kind.

�  See in particular his famous Letters to Lucilius (Epistulae ad Lucilium), 48.


� First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians, 1, 19-25.


� The true Doctrine, I, 27. Celsus’ work did not reach us directly, but only through a wide anthology of quotations in the Contra Celsum (Against Celsus), 8 books written in the forties of the 3th century AD by the prominent theologian Origen of Alexandria. Origen intended his work as an accurate confutation of every argument of The true Doctrine against Christianity. According to the modern historians we are not in a position to say how much of the original work was actually saved in Origen’s book. Anyway it looks like that the main passages of it were not left out. The quotations of Celsius follow consequently the sequence they have in Origen’s Against Celsus.


� See Pliny the Younger, Epistulae (Letters), X, 96.


� Tertullian, Apology (Apologeticum), 37.


� Celsus, I, 28; I, 62.


� Origen introduces the Greek term commonly used to mark the distance between intellectuals and ignorant people: ιδιώται (idiõtai).


� Contra Celsum, I, 5; IV, 9; III, 58; VI, 7; III, 44; VII, 46.


� Ib., VI, 26.


� Against Celsum, VII, 44.


� Clement of Alexandria, Protreptikos, 4


� Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 19, 20


 


� Tacitus, Annals (Annales), XV, ch. 44. They were composed in the first two decades of the 2nd century AC. It is the first work of a non-Christian writer which gives reliable testimony of the new Christian religion. 


� Pliny the Younger, Letters (Epistulae), X, 96-97. 


� Respectively dating back to the years 981 and 1195 a. Ch.


� Eusebius of Caesarea, Ecclesiastical History, 4, 3, 3. Se also Jerome, Biographies of the illustrious men, 20.


� Aristides, Apology, 1.


�Apology, 17 


� Hence the word ‘traditor’ (traitor), which etymologically means ‘who hands over’, allusive to the books that were given to the authorities.


� Also this couple of terms (Dominus et Deus in Latin language) would be taken after by the Christian tradition to stress that tey belong exclusively to the true Lord and true God.


� Κατα των Χριστιανων, in 15 books


� Jerome, ep. 70, 3.


� Melito of  Sardis, Apology, Exstant fragments.


� See ‘The city of God’ (De civitate Dei). This work occupied the author for many years and was inspired by the necessity to answer the charge directed by non-Christians against Christians as they were the cause of Rome’s fall. Augustine retorted the charge arguing thatit was the traditional religion with its corrupted history the very cause of the disaster. This work takes the opportunity to display a  large critical outline of the whole Roman civilization, framing a kind of encyclopaedia  of all main topics of the Christian apologetic literature of the previous centuries.





