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PART ONE:
Early Christianity: The Power-Brokers' Version



  

● Paul's missionary communities in 
the gentile world

● Two great centers of theology: 
Alexandria vs Antioch

● Debates about the signifcance 
of Jesus
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Early Christianity

Who is this Jesus?



  

● The contours of early Christianity 
can be traced via the writings of 
prominent leaders, known as the 
Church Fathers

● Theological debate was very 
signifcant: salvation was at stake

● The challenge of Christian belief in a 
Hellenistic world
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A Time of Theological Confict



  

● Two schools of thought debate: Jesus' humanity (fesh) vs his divinity
● Antioch (Turkey): Emphasized Jesus' humanity and moral example
● Alexandria (northern Egypt): Union of human and divine in Jesus, 

emphasizing the divinity of Christ

A People's History of Christianity 
Christianity in Late Antiquity

'God in fesh appearing'



  

● Arianism: The Son was created, 
thus 'there was a time when the 
Son was not'

● In 312 Emperor Constantine has a 
conversion experience and 
shortly after, in 325, convenes the 
frst ecumenical council in Nicaea, 
creating a 'creed', confrming the 
divinity of Christ

● Debate over Jesus, or Christology, 
not over, but got to frst base

A People's History of Christianity 
Christianity in Late Antiquity

The Church Lays Down the Law: Nicaea 325CE
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REFLECTION:
Who do you think get to be the 

power brokers of today's theological 
debate?
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PART TWO:
What do we think of religious fervor today?



  

● Harvard professor, Samuel 
Huntingdon, predicted the 
post-Cold War world would 
see a clash between eastern 
and western civilizations and 
religious identities

● Our images of religious fervor 
have been colored by: militant 
Zionism, Islamic radicalism, 
apocalyptic Christianity
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The Clash of Civilizations 



  

● Polarizing tendencies in the media and political life

● Fear and mistrust in society
● A failure to embrace multiculturalism; the re-emergence of 
modernity's grand narratives such as 'democracy' and 'terror'
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The Consequence of the Clash?



  

● Martin Luther King, 
Gandhi, Mother Teresa, 
might all be described as 
having religious fervor

● People we may know, 
whose religious 
convictions shape deeply 
sacrifcial lives
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Positive forms of religious fervor
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REFLECTION:
What do you think about religious 

fervor in today's world?



  

A People's History of Christianity
Martyrs or Madmen?

PART THREE:
The Age of Persecution and the People's History



  

● Our modern view of religious fervor 
vs 

the view from antiquity
● A parallel people's history

A People's History of Christianity
The Chronological Gap

Ancient religious fervor's other view of history



  

● Jesus encourages his followers to take up 
their cross and follow him

● Paul makes it clear repeatedly that the 
way of Christ will be a way of suffering 
and rejection

● Thus, the early Christians were both 
expecting suffering deep within their 
tradition and were expected to give 
public testimony (martyria) of their faith
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All followers of Jesus as martyrs



  

Martyrdom was considered to be a sacrifcial death that often 
coalesced around certain theological themes: defeat of the devil, 

redemption of the people, the transformation of the victim to the 
new temple or an angel
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Martyrdom as Cosmic Victory 



  

● Acts of the Apostles 
records the martyrdom 
of Stephen and James

● Certainly, the early 
martyrs are recorded as 
having a special, 
'Christic' experience, 
sometimes called 
'pneumatic ecstasy'
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The frst martyrs



  

● Emperor Nero blamed the Christians 
for the great Fire of Rome in 64CE

● According to tradition, both Peter and 
Paul were martyred for their faith in 
Christ during the period that followed

● Thus, persecution and martyrdom, 
often due to refusal to worship the 
Roman emperor, became a hallmark of 
early Christian identity
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The persecutions of the frst Christians



  

● During the late 1st century and early 
2nd century, a Christian hierarchy 
develops with bishops, presbyters, and 
deacons

● Church leadership emerged under the 
Apostolic Fathers (who by tradition 
knew the Apostles) such as Clement 
of Rome and Irenaeus of Lyons

● Martyrdom, though, gave people 
beyond the hierarchy popular power
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Martyrdom & the Emergence of Church Hierarchy



  

● Whilst the early church soon established a hierarchy of power in the 
church, martyrdom was open to all

● Indeed, martyrs became the quintessential representatives of Christian 
identity, so much so that some early martyrs were considered to be 
rivals of the bishops 
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Martyrdom as a Priesthood of all Believers



  

● The devotion of the laity to the cult of the 
martyrs gave it great power, with liturgies 
for martyrs lasting for days

● In their writings and funeral eulogies, the 
Cappadocian Fathers (4th century) equated 
the piety of family members with the acts 
and powers of martyrs

● Thus they chose to establish their own 
family's power by appropriating the popular 
appeal of the martyr cult thus revealing 
martyrdom’s social capital
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Martyrdom's Social Capital 



  

● Martyrdom has continued to 
have a powerful impact on the 
history of Christianity to the 
present day 

● This part of the people's 
history of Christianity might 
suggest that unless living the 
faith is a matter of life and 
death, it is not fully Christian
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A Faith to Die For?
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Do you think that 
the Christian life 

should be a matter 
of life and death?
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