Chapter 3:
Persecution of “The Way” 

Christians who refused to renounce their faith were martyred in many different places: the Coliseum, the Circus of Hadrian, Nero’s circus, etc. Because these places were sites of martyrdom, the early Christians viewed them as sacred sites. 
Ironically, when the circuses were dismantled, the materials used to build theses places of martyrdom became the same materials used to build Christian churches in and around the city of Rome. 
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In the earliest years Christians referred to the Faith as “The Way”







Living “the Way” required a life of integrity according to the laws of 






Moses or the Ten Commandments and the counsel of the Gospels. The 






Christians, who actively sought out to live a life in light of these two 






teachings, were sought out by Romans to be killed or tortured. Yet, 






despite the harshness Christians remained true to their faith and rarely 






conceded their beliefs to appease the Romans. 
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The Greatest Persecutions began under the watchful eye of Rome:

Nero 64 A.D.- Nero’s reign began the limited persecutions of Christians

Emperor Diocletian A.D. 303- It was under Diocletian that the Christian Persecutions reached their climax. 

Despite theses persecutions, the Church continually grew throughout the Roman Empire and the entire world.
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Part I: The First Roman Persecutions
The First Persecutions began under the Emperor Nero (A.D. 64)
Nero (Emperor from AD 56-68): 
· Nero was a figure of immense cruelty

· He was the last of the Augustinian Line 

· He began to rule the Roman Empire at only the age of seventeen 

· Under Nero the empire ran smoothly because Seneca, a noble stoic, was his advisor

· In A.D. 59 Nero’s evil began to penetrate the Empire

· He murdered his own mother and then renounced and killed his wife, Octavia. 

· In A.D. 65 Nero forced Seneca to commit suicide. 

· On July 19 A.D. 64 a fire broke out near Circus Maximus that engulfed the entire city of Rome for nine straight days. Nero blamed the Christians for the fire. However, the rumor among the Romans was that Nero himself is the one who started the fire: “Nero fiddled while Rome burned”. 
· Nero, however, blamed the Christians for the fire. In addition to forcing several confessions and killing many Christians, Nero charged the Christians with “Hating the Human Race”. 
· Nero’s Circus: At Nero’s Circus, close to where the Vatican is today, Nero would sew Christians to animal skins and then release the dogs upon them. He would also burn Christians on stakes as a way to provide light for him in Rome and at the arenas. 

· Nero: was in charge of dozens of martyrdoms including that of St. Peter. 

· In A.D. 66 Judea revolted against Nero

· In A.D. 68 Nero’s army had done the same. 

· Nero’s life ended when he committed suicide (some scholars maintain that it was murder, not suicide that took the life of Nero). According to tradition, Nero’s last words were: “What an artist dies with me!” 
During the reign of Nero, Roman officials became increasingly violent, greedy, and provocative. When a Jewish revolt occurred in Judea, the Roman army ruthlessly snuffed out the revolt. Because of the nature of the Roman government, however, Christian persecutions were never consistent. One governor may not persecute any Christians while another may hire informants that aid in the seeking out and prosecution of Christians. After the reign of Nero, Christians were generally left alone until Domitian took over the Roman Empire. 
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Persecution Under Emperor Domitian, “Lord and God” 

Domitian (AD 51-96): 

· Served as Emperor beginning in AD 81

· Opened his letters to the senate by stating “Our lord god order that this be done” 

· Referred to himself as Dominus et Deus (Lord and God)
· Was set on Stopping the Spread of Christianity
· Levied a special tax to only Jews and Christians to pay for a new temple dedicated to Jupiter
By all accounts Domitian appears to have been a thoroughly nasty person, rarely polite, insolent, arrogant and cruel. In a move to increase his power over the senate, Domitian proclaimed himself 'perpetual censor' in AD 85, which granted him near unlimited power over the assembly. Domitian was more and more being understood as a tyrant, who didn't refrain from having senators who opposed his policies assassinated. His strict enforcement of the law also brought its benefits; corruption amongst city officials and within the law courts was reduced.
Part II: “The Five Good Emperors”
Trajan’s Rescript (AD 112):

Trajan: 
· Began to rule the Roman Empire in A.D. 98
· Was considered one of the best emperors because of his treatment of abandoned children and the poor

· Eastern expedition was the last major Roman Empire conquest. 

Trajan’s Approach to Christianity:

· He took what he thought was an enlightened and balanced approach

· His policy for handling Christians:



a. If Christians renounced their faith and offered sacrifice to the Roman Gods, they would be allowed to live in 

    spite of being Christians in the past. 


b. Anonymous denunciations were not to be pursued.



c. Anyone who denounced the Roman Gods openly who admitted their status, as Christians would be killed. 

Thus, Christianity was itself a crime, but Trajan clarified under what conditions Christians could be prosecuted 
The Coliseum:

Some scholars believed that the Coliseum was NOT a place where people were martyred
a. No tombs/catacombs have been found close enough to the Coliseum to suggest that Christians were martyred there. 

b. During the Middle Ages when sites of martyrdom were sought out on pilgrimages, the Coliseum was largely ignored. No guidebooks have been found from this era that referred to this site as a place of veneration or heroism.

c. During the Middle Ages (particularly during the age of the Crusades) when knights visited Rome they reported that when they asked the local Romans what the Coliseum was they were told that local tradition held that this structure was most likely a temple dedicated to the sun god. 
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Hadrian’s Rescript (A.D. 123/124):

Emperor Hadrian: 
· Rule began in A.D. 117 (after Trajan)
· Was an advocate for Hellenism 
· In religion he promoted the cult of Gods and designed a special temple for Venus and Roma in the Roman forum
Rescript (which came after some leaders asked him how they should handle the violent crowds who were killing Christians):

a. Emphasized the primacy of the rule of law over the mob
b. Christians could NOT be prosecuted for their beliefs, only when they violated common law. 
c. Accusers who made false accusations would be punished
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Christians under Hadrian enjoyed a fair amount of tolerance. 
Emperor Marcus Aurelius, The Philosopher King:

Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 121-180):

· A favorite adopted son of Hadrian
· Reign began in A.D. 161
· Wrote Meditations: a thoughtful, moving work that reflected upon the Stoic’s life. 
· Adhered to Trajan’s Rescript:

a. Outlawed Christianity
b. Reinstated the practice of anonymous denouncements.
c. Did not hesitate to kill Christians when it served the interest of the Empire
St. Justin Martyr: 

· A.D. 100- c.a. 165
· Was one of the most famous martyrs to die under the reign of Marcus Aurelius
· Was born of pagan parents
· Studies philosophy in his early years
· Converted to Christianity by the age of 30 after, according to tradition, having met a man who revealed to him that true knowledge of God comes not just from philosophy, but through the revealed word of the prophets 
· Was an outstanding apologist of the Faith 

The following is an excerpt from one of Justin Martyr’s apologies: 

First Apology Chapter LVII:

“Nor can the devils persuade men that there will be no conflagration for the punishment of the wicked; as they were unable to effect that Christ should be hidden after He came. But this only can they effect, that they who live irrationally, and were brought up licentiously in wicked customs, and are prejudiced in their own opinions, should kill and hate us; whom we not only do not hate, but, as is proved, pity and endeavour to lead to repentance. For we do not fear death, since it is acknowledged we must surely die; and there is nothing new, but all things continue the same in this administration of things; and if satiety overtakes those who enjoy even one year of these things, they ought to give heed to our doctrines, that they may live eternally free both from suffering and from want. But if they believe that there is nothing after death, but declare that those who die pass into insensibility, then they become our benefactors when they set us free from sufferings and necessities of this life, and prove themselves to be wicked, and inhuman, and bigoted. For they kill us with no intention of delivering us, but cut us off that we may be deprived of life and pleasure.” 
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Part III: Later Persecutions and the Edict of Milan
In A.D. 193, Septimus Sererus took control of the Roman Empire. At this time, the military in the Roman Empire began to play an increasing role in the selection of the emperor and the elimination of his enemies. In A.D. 202, Septimus outlawed Baptism and circumcision. Thus began another round of persecutions. However, these persecutions were concentrated not in Rome, but in Syria and Africa. 

Sts. Perpetua and Felicity: 

Under the reign of Septimus Perpetua sought Christian instruction for her and her household, including her slave, Felicity. When these women and their fellow catechumens were discovered, they were arrested and placed in jail. Both women and their fellow catechumens were martyred together in the main arena in Carthage. 

The following is an excerpt from the writings of Perpetua: 
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“When my father in his affection for me was trying to turn me from my purpose by arguments and thus weaken my faith, I said to him, ‘Do you see this vessel—water pot or whatever it may be? Can it be called by any other name than what it is?’ ‘No,’ he replied. ‘So also I cannot call myself by any other name than what I am—a Christian.’”
The story of Perpetua and other martyrs became so popular that it is rumored that 

St. Augustine had to remind his congregation that the visions and legends of these 

martyrs were not as authoritative as Sacred Scripture. 

Today, the names of Perpetua and Felicity are still recited in the liturgy, 

along with other saints, every time a priest recited the first Eucharistic prayer at Mass. 

The bravery and Grace of God in the trials and death of the martyrs have inspired

 hundreds of Christians to be faithful to God despite persecution by the government or opposition to Christianity by their own families. 
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St. Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons: 

· 130 A.D.- c.a. 200
· Disciple of St. Polycarp
· Native of Asia Minor 
· Served as Bishop of Lyons
· Devoted life to combating Gnosticism 
· Emphasized, the episcopacy, Sacred Scripture, and Tradition in his writings

· Spoke explicitly of the importance of recourse to the Church’s tradition, even though Christianity was still in its early stages
· Martyred, according to tradition, under the reign of Septimus Severus

The following is an excerpt from one of St. Irenaeus’ writings: 

“These have all declared to us that there is one God, Creator of heaven and earth, announced by the law and the prophets; and one Christ the Son of God. If any one do not agree to these truths, he despises the companions of the Lord; nay more, he despises Christ Himself the Lord; yea, he despises the Father also, and stands self-condemned, resisting and opposing his own salvation, as is the case with all heretics.” Against Heresies Book III Chapter 1
By the time of Irenaeus, the Christian writings that were eventually accepted as Sacred Scripture were the most important sources of knowledge of the Christian Faith. The writings of the Apostolic Fathers, like Irenaeus, were also regarded as authentic teachings and explanations of the Faith.

The Edict of Decius (A.D. 250): 

After the reign of Septimus Severus, Christians enjoyed peace for about fifty years. One emperor, Alexander Severus even permitted or allowed Christians to own property. However, in the last half of the third century, Rome, once again, would face turmoil. 

Emperor Decius A.D 249-251: 

· Reigned for only three years
· Inaugurated the FIRST empire wide persecutions of the Christians
· Believed that in order for Rome to survive that the pagan cults must be revived/restored
· Sought to unify the Empire through a return to ancient religious practices
· Saw Christianity as the one thing that divided the empire 
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Decius issued an Edict of Extermination to solve the problem –anyone suspected of practicing the Christian faith was summoned to offer up a simple sacrifice to the pagan gods
· Sacrificanti
· Thurificati
· libellatici

Apostasy: Denotes a backsliding from God (St. Thomas Aquinas) 

There are three types of Apostasy: 
a. Withdrawing from the religious life that you are bond to by profession (apostasy from religious life)

b. Rebelling your mind against the Divine commandments

c. Giving up the Faith or turning away from God altogether (apostasy of perfidy) 
Origen: Theologian and Biblical Exegete
· A.D. 185 – ca. 254
· Was the head of the first Catechetical School in Alexandria, which combined instruction in Catholic doctrine with an investigation into the sciences and philosophies
· Was ordained as a priest after giving two homilies (at the request of some bishops) 
· Was stripped of his teaching by the Bishop of Alexandria, who claimed that Origen’s ordination was not valid
· Was taken into custody for two years and tortured, but lived several years after being released
· [image: image15.jpg]


Considered to have initiated the concept of the Homily 
· Is not a saint because some of his teachings were rejected by later Church officials
Origen’s teachings on the Trinity are today very controversial. It is understood that Origen 

believed that the Son was subordinated to the Father. Origen explicitly stated in his writings

“the Son, being less than the Father, is superior to rational creatures alone (for He is second to 

the Father).” 
Pope St. Sixtus II and Deacon St. Lawrence: 

While celebrating Mass, Pope Sixtus II and six other deacons (one being St. Lawrence) were grabbed by the Roman soldiers. Pope Sixtus and all the Deacons, except St. Lawrence, were all beheaded. St. Lawrence was asked to bring the “treasures” of the Church back to the Roman soldiers. St. Lawrence returns with a group of poor people –the treasure of the Church. 

Four Edicts: 

Diocletian produced four edicts during his reign: 

a. The First Edict: Commanded the destruction of churches, the burning of the Scriptures, as well as banning all Christian gatherings

b. The Second Edict: Sanctioned the imprisonment of the clergy 

c. The Third Edict: Demanded pagan sacrifice from every Christian 

d. The Fourth Edict: Demanded pagan sacrifice by every Christian (expanding upon the Third Edict) 

St. Agnes: A Child Martyr for Christ:

· Was a virgin martyr
· Although being a beautiful young woman, Agnes decided at an early age that she would consecrate herself to Christ and live as a virgin 
· Even before the magistrate she professed her faith as they burned her 
· Was sentenced to a brothel to work as a prostitute
· The first young man, according to tradition, to look at her with lustful eyes was struck blind. Upon hearing this, the judge who sentenced her had her beheaded
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The Edict of Milan (313 A.D.): 
After Constantine the Great had won complete control over the Roman Empire, he met with the only other living Caesar in Milan to discuss the affairs of the Roman world. Together the two leaders produced the greatest gift ever given by a government to the Christian people, the Edict of Milan. The Edict that was created by Constantine and Licinius granted Christians property as well as the freedom to openly practice their religion. 

The Edict of Milan: 

When I, Constantine Augustus, as well as I Licinius Augustus d fortunately met near Mediolanurn (Milan), and were considering everything that pertained to the public welfare and security, we thought -, among other things which we saw would be for the good of many, those regulations pertaining to the reverence of the Divinity ought certainly to be made first, so that we might grant to the Christians and others full authority to observe that religion which each preferred; whence any Divinity whatsoever in the seat of the heavens may be propitious and kindly disposed to us and all who are placed under our rule And thus by this wholesome counsel and most upright provision we thought to arrange that no one whatsoever should be denied the opportunity to give his heart to the observance of the Christian religion, of that religion which he should think best for himself, so that the Supreme Deity, to whose worship we freely yield our hearts) may show in all things His usual favor and benevolence. Therefore, your Worship should know that it has pleased us to remove all conditions whatsoever, which were in the rescripts formerly given to you officially, concerning the Christians and now any one of these who wishes to observe Christian religion may do so freely and openly, without molestation. We thought it fit to commend these things most fully to your care that you may know that we have given to those Christians free and unrestricted opportunity of religious worship. When you see that this has been granted to them by us, your Worship will know that we have also conceded to other religions the right of open and free observance of their worship for the sake of the peace of our times, that each one may have the free opportunity to worship as he pleases ; this regulation is made we that we may not seem to detract from any dignity or any religion. 

Moreover, in the case of the Christians especially we esteemed it best to order that if it happems anyone heretofore has bought from our treasury from anyone whatsoever, those places where they were previously accustomed to assemble, concerning which a certain decree had been made and a letter sent to you officially, the same shall be restored to the Christians without payment or any claim of recompense and without any kind of fraud or deception, Those, moreover, who have obtained the same by gift, are likewise to return them at once to the Christians. Besides, both those who have purchased and those who have secured them by gift, are to appeal to the vicar if they seek any recompense from our bounty, that they may be cared for through our clemency,. All this property ought to be delivered at once to the community of the Christians through your intercession, and without delay. And since these Christians are known to have possessed not only those places in which they were accustomed to assemble, but also other property, namely the churches, belonging to them as a corporation and not as individuals, all these things which we have included under the above law, you will order to be restored, without any hesitation or controversy at all, to these Christians, that is to say to the corporations and their conventicles: providing, of course, that the above arrangements be followed so that those who return the same without payment, as we have said, may hope for an indemnity from our bounty. In all these circumstances you ought to tender your most efficacious intervention to the community of the Christians, that our command may be carried into effect as quickly as possible, whereby, moreover, through our clemency, public order may be secured. Let this be done so that, as we have said above, Divine favor towards us, which, under the most important circumstances we have already experienced, may, for all time, preserve and prosper our successes together with the good of the state. Moreover, in order that the statement of this decree of our good will may come to the notice of all, this rescript, published by your decree, shall be announced everywhere and brought to the knowledge of all, so that the decree of this, our benevolence, cannot be concealed. 
Medieval Sourcebook: from Lactantius, De Mort. Pers., ch. 48. opera, ed. 0. F. Fritzsche, II, p 288 sq. (Bibl Patr. Ecc. Lat. XI).

Questions to Ponder: 

1. What impact did the various emperors have on the Roman Empire? Christians? Jews? 

2. Briefly describe your thoughts on the martyrs. Do they inspire you in any way? Why or why not? 

3. Read through the Edict of Milan. Do you think this document was only written by Constantine to unite his empire? Or do you think that this document is a genuine product of a man devoted to the Christian Faith? Explain your answer. 
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