
 
N THE LATER ROMAN REPUBLIC and the 
early Empire no restrictions were 
imposed on opinion. The general rule 

was to tolerate all religions and all 
opinions. Blasphemy was not punished. As 
the Emperor Tiberius put it: “If the gods are 
insulted, let them see to it themselves”. 
There was even tolerance of Judaism, 
despite the fact that it was regarded as 
exclusive, fanatical and intolerant.
     Christianity resembled Judaism, from 
which it sprang, in intolerance and in 
hostility towards Roman society, but it 
differed in that it made many proselytes 
while Judaism made few, and therefore 
was a greater threat. As J.B. Bury writes 
(History of Freedom of Thought), “if the 
Emperors made an exception to their 
tolerant policy in the case of Christianity, 
their purpose was to safeguard tolerance” 
(p44-45). 
       So the situation began to change as 
Christianity grew. The first intensive effort 
by the state to eliminate Christians came 
after the burning of Rome during the reign 
of the Emperor Nero in AD 64.  Nero made 
the Christians, a new 'Jewish' sect, the 
scapegoats for the disaster, and they were 
savagely tortured and burned. According 
to Tacitus, writing in about 100 AD, the 
emperor “fastened the guilt and inflicted 
the most exquisite tortures on a class 
hated for their abominations, called 
Christians by the populace”. Trajan 
(Emperor from 98-117 AD) declared that to 
be a Christian was an offence punishable 
by death. Empire-wide persecutions 
occurred periodically over the next 200 
years, though Christians exaggerated their 
extent. As is so often the case, martyrdom, 
or the myth of it, strengthened the faith. 
The Christian writer Tertullian (circa 
155-230 AD) observed: “The blood of the 
martyrs is seed”. 
      In practice the law was not applied 
rigorously and by the third century, 
though still forbidden, Christianity was 
quite openly tolerated. It was not until 
Diocletian that a determined effort was 
made to suppress its growing influence, 
and in 303 AD the last and greatest 
persecution  of Christians by the Roman 
Empire began. Possibly 3,000 Christians 
were killed, but they were now too 

numerous to be crushed, and the 
campaign was abandoned within a 
decade. Toleration was re-established by 
edicts of 311 and 313, the latter being 
the Edict of Milan issued by Constantine, 
who allegedly converted to Christianity 
on his death bed. In 380 Emperor 
Theodosius I made Christianity the 
Roman Empire's official religion.  
     Not only was the Gospel Jesus not a 
Humanist but also the religion founded 
on his teachings destroyed humanism for 
a thousand years. The decisions of, first, 
Constantine and, then, Theodosius 
inaugurated a millennium in which 
reason was enchained, thought was 
enslaved, and knowledge made little 
progress. When Christianity was 
persecuted, it claimed toleration on the 
ground that religious belief is voluntary 
and cannot be enforced, but when it 
became the official state religion of the 
Roman Empire it abandoned toleration in 
favour of coercion. It was a 'Christian' 
duty to impose the only true doctrine 
and thus save souls from damnation. In 
the words of St Augustine (died 430 AD) 
persecution was necessary to ‘compel 
them to come in’.
      Non-believers were damned as 
enemies of God and punished severely, 
often with death.  At the same time, the 
myth itself was broadened and fortified. 
The Council of Nicaea in 325 AD decided 
to replace the myth of the Jewish 
Messiah by an even more fantastic claim 
that Jesus was God incarnate. In 381 
Theodosius issued an edict proclaiming 
that there was only one way of 
interpreting Christian faith, the Nicene 
creed, and that all other Christians were 
heretics and would suffer eternal 
condemnation. In legislation which 
followed in the 390s pagan worship was 
condemned and Jews and pagans 
violently attacked. 
      The period from roughly 400 AD to 
1400 AD is sometimes called the Dark 
Ages, (or less cruelly the Middle Ages, 
though many modern historians would 
argue that the Dark Ages covered only 
the early Middle Ages to about 800 or 
even 1000 AD). The concept was        
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created by the Italian poet 
Petrarch, often called 'The father 
of Humanism', who wrote that 
history had had two periods: the 
classic period of the Greeks and 
Romans, followed by a time of 
darkness, in which he saw himself 
as still living in the 14th century. 
Renaissance writers generally 
believed that one day the Roman 
Empire would rise again and 
restore classic cultural purity, and 
by the late 14th and early 15th 
century humanists such as 
Leonardo Bruni, Flavio Biondo and 
Marsilio Ficino thought they had 
attained this new age, and so a 
third, Modern or 'golden', Age had 
begun. The age before their own, 
which Petrarch had labeled dark, 
thus became a 'middle' age 
(Biondo's term) between the 
classic and the modern. 
    As Charles Freeman shows in his 
fascinating study, The Closing of 
the Western Mind (Heinemann, 
2002, Pimlico, 2003) the Greek 
intellectual tradition of rational 
thought did not simply fade away 
but was actively suppressed by the 
rise of Christianity. The Greek 
ethos had thrived on an attitude 
that is immensely important for 
any kind of honest inquiry: it was 
never enough to know that 
something was true, one must 
clearly understand why, what is 
the basis for some belief, what is 
the evidence or the axioms from 
which it proceeds? By contrast, 
with the rise of Christianity we 
come to see a very different 
attitude: the most important 
question is not why something is 
true but from whom it originates 
 – that is, it now becomes a 
question of authority rather than 
reason. By the fifth century Pope 
Gregory the Great was warning 
that "those with a rational turn of 
mind, by looking for cause and 
effect in the natural world...are 
ignoring the cause of all things, 
the will of God". This was a vital 

shift of perspective, and in effect a denial 
of the impressive intellectual advances 
made by the Greek philosophers.
    Moreover, it happened mainly for 
political reasons. The Emperor Constantine 
and some of his successors thought that by 
throwing the weight of the state behind 
Christianity, and institutionalising it, they 
could turn it into a weapon of mass 
distraction: it would act as a unifying force, 
at a time when the empire was under 
threat from marauding invaders, and be an 
effective means of social control. It was, 
according to Freeman, because the 
bishops acquired political power, and were 
given a rich and powerful institution to 
operate, that dissent and the tradition of 
free inquiry were crushed.
    It was a period of the total dominance of 
Christianity and the repression of all art, 
science and progress that was not 
Christian in nature  – when indeed 
theocracy combined with cultural and 
intellectual stagnation. All scientific 
thought which contradicted the Bible was 
suppressed, with the most obvious 
examples being the ancient knowledge 
that the earth revolved around the sun and 
that the earth was round. The Bible talks 
very clearly the earth being the centre of 
the universe and of its four corners, 
therefore, the church argued, it must be 
square. This dogmatic belief was quietly 
dropped only when the voyages of 
discovery finally proved beyond debate 
that the earth was round: despite this fact 
having been known by the non-Christian 
Classical Greeks since the time of 
Alexander.
    During this period, all art forms became 
Christianised, with the result that the only 
art works of note are all scenes from the 
Bible, or those depicting great Christian 
events of the time. The Christian 
dominated artists portrayed Christ as a 
Nordic racial type, with blond hair and blue 
eyes, an image which has lasted to the 
present day in the minds of many 
Christians the world over, despite the fact 
that he would have been of Middle Eastern 
Jewish ancestry and the chances of him 
looking like a Nordic would be very remote 
indeed.

    By the year 1000, according to 
Freeman, all branches of science, and 
indeed all kinds of theoretical knowledge 
except theology, had pretty much 
disintegrated. Most classical literature 
was largely unknown. The best-educated 
people (all of them monks) knew 
strikingly less than many Greeks 800 
years earlier. And the few mathematical 
writings from the time were for the most 
part downright stupid. Freeman notes 
tellingly that the last recorded 
astronomical observation in the ancient 
Greek world was made by the Athenian 
philosopher Proclus in 475, and it was 
more than 1,000 years before the science 
made significant steps forward once 
more.
    Moreover, as Margaret Knight suggests 
(Christianity: The Debit Account, National 
secular Society, 1975, p5), "no other 
religion has such a bloodstained record 
as Christianity". In his City of God 
Augustine condemned war but violence 
had to be met by violence in order to 
keep the peace (City of God, 1.21 and 26). 
In his letters he stated that God does not 
disapprove of soldiers; it is possible to be 
a soldier and please God. David was a 
warrior, and Jesus praised the faith of a 
centurion at Capernaum (Matt. 8: 5-13), 
War is inevitable in this world because of 
sinners, who are allowed to test God's 
people so that they can be purified and 
made perfect; but God's people will have 
to fight against them to restore peace. 
What is wrong with war is not the 
fighting itself but the motivation behind 
the fighting: cruelty, desire for revenge, 
greed, savageness, lust for power. In fact, 
in fighting and punishing these evildoers, 
God's people are actually showing them 
mercy, by correcting them and enabling 
them to repent and find the right way. 
So, war is waged in order to gain peace; 
soldiers are peacemakers.
    Thus the medieval church sanctioned 
killing. Leo III, for example, crowned 
Charlemagne on Christmas Day, 800, 
despite, or because of, his murderous 
military conquests. In 1095 in the French 
city of Clermont Pope Urban II preached 
a crusade, a war on behalf of the Cross, in 
which, he said, a person could obtain 
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God's favour by killing the Muslim 
infidel and helping to liberate 
Jerusalem. So began the Crusades 
in which, during the subsequent 
two hundred years, Jerusalem fell 
and was retaken many times but 
the whole enterprise ended in 
failure: the Holy Land was not 
won, the advance of Islam was not 
permanently checked and the 
schism between the East and the 
West was not healed. But, 
whatever the official objectives 
and motivation for the Crusades, 
the reality was that the crusading 
armies were arguably a disgrace to 
the name of Christ. Personal gain 
in wealth and power became a far 
more real motive for many of the 
leaders. The 'soldiers of the cross' 
were often savage, cruel and 
brutal. They looted and vandalised 
as they went through both 
'Christian' and Muslim territory, 
and they fought among 
themselves more effectively than 
against the Muslim foe.
     In 1208, while the above was 
still in progress, Pope Innocent III 
launched a new crusade, 
demanding that a 'sacred war' 
should be undertaken, this time 
against heretics in the south of 
France described as worse than 
the Muslim infidel. They were 
known as the Cathars, the 'purified 
ones', or Albigensians, from the 
French town of Albi which was an 
early centre for their activities  – 
though they came from a much 
wider area. The Cathars regarded 
the medieval church as a fraud 
and refused to pay taxes to 
support it. They also rejected all 
killing, including capital 
punishment, because it was 
against the teachings of Jesus. 
Their own name for themselves 
was 'good Christians'.
      This Albigensian Crusade 
against the Cathars was the first 
ever to be launched in a Christian 
country against other Christians. 
An army of up to 20,000, whose 

spiritual leader was Arnaud-Amaury, Abbot 
of Citeaux, attacked Béziers and sacked the 
town in July 1209. When asked by one of 
the army leaders how to distinguish 
heretics from loyal Catholics, the Abbot 
gave the infamous reply: "Kill them all, God 
will recognise his own". Nearly 20,000 men, 
women and children were massacred in 
the sack of Béziers, and the Abbot wrote to 
the Pope: "Neither age, nor sex, nor status 
had been spared". More slaughter followed 
elsewhere until 1244 when Montségur, the 
most important remaining Cathar 
stronghold, fell after a sustained siege and 
the immolation of 200 heretics on a pyre 
below the town's castle.
    The last great innovation of the Dark 
Ages was the Inquisition, which started out 
as a measure designed to suppress all 
non-Christian thought, but which 
developed two specific arms: that outside 
of Spain and that in Spain. Outside of 
Spain, mainly non-Jews were targeted; in 
Spain it became primarily an anti-Jewish 
campaign, and the latter then became the 
most famous part of the Inquisition, 
although in real terms it was far less vicious 
than the Inquisition imposed on non-Jews 
(Gentiles) in the rest of Europe.
The Inquisition was an institution formally 
established by the Christian Church, in the 
person of Pope Gregory IX, in 1321, and 
was charged with seeking out, trying and 
sentencing persons guilty of the broadly 
defined crime of "heresy". The Inquisition 
quite openly used torture to obtain 
evidence for a wide range of alleged 
charges, including heresy, witchcraft, 
bigamy, and, a special one just for the 
Jews, usury.
     Let us consider two of these areas more 
closely. A hatred of sex is evident in 
Christianity from at least St Paul, and 
predictably in a  male-dominated society 
this means a contempt for women. In the 
third century Tertullian, one of the Fathers 
of the Church, called women the gate 
through which the devil enters’. Jerome, 
who believed that the hair of all women 
should be shaved off, wrote that ‘woman is 
the gate of the devil, the way of evil, the 
sting of the scorpion; in a word, a 
dangerous thing’. In the 6th century the 
Synod of Macon hotly debated whether 

women were really human beings at all. 
Later, Aquinas called woman ‘a failed 
man’ and insisted that she should not be 
permitted any equality in the Church or 
in civil society. Women, he believed, were 
‘created to help man, but only in 
procreation’.
    The climax of this hostility to women 
was reached in the Christian witch-hunt, 
which extended well beyond the Middle 
Ages and resulted in millions being 
tortured and burnt at the stake between 
the 13th and 18th centuries.  The call to 
hunt witches was first made by Pope 
Gregory IX (1227-41) and  it was repeated  
by  Pope John XXII  in his Bull of 1326. In 
1484 Pope Innocent VIII promulgated his 
infamous ‘Witches’ Bull’, which was 
followed three years later by the 
publication of the notorious ‘Witches’ 
Hammer’ - the Malleus Maleficarum. This 
book, written by two Dominican priests, 
explicitly identified witchcraft with 
women and argued that women were 
feeble, carnal, slippery tongued and 
deceitful. It concluded: “Blessed be the 
Most High who has so far preserved the 
male sex from so great a crime”. 
     Women were accused of making men 
impotent, eating newborn babies, 
causing their neighbours’ cattle to die or 
their children to fall ill. So, in accordance 
with the Biblical command that “Thou 
shalt not permit a sorceress to live” 
(Exodus 22:18), women were burnt all 
over Europe. Archbishop John of Trier 
had so many women burnt in 1585 that 
two villages were left with only one 
female inhabitant each. In 1679 the 
Archbishop of Salzburg sent 97 women 
to the stake because so many of the local 
cattle were dying. Such was the 
behaviour of God’s ‘agents’ towards the 
weaker sex in those days.
    Of all the crimes of Christianity, 
however, anti-semitism has been the 
most distressing in our own age. Again, 
the roots lie deep in the Christian past. 
Anti-semitism is apparent in the New 
Testament, where Jews are clearly 
blamed for the death of Christ. Matthew 
has the Jewish people say: “His blood be 
on us and our children”, while, according 
to John, Jews are descended from the 
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devil (8:44). Paul writes of the 
Jews: “You killed both the Lord 
Jesus and the prophets” 
(Thessalonians 2: 15-16).
    This hatred grew through the 
ages.  In his notorious sermons of 
387 AD St John Chrysostom called 
the synagogue the ‘temple of 
demons’, the ‘cavern of devils’  
and the ‘house of Satan’, and 
portrayed Jews as murderers, 
drunkards and whoremongers. At 
about the same time Ambrose 
wrote a letter to the emperor 
Theodosius in which he condoned 
the burning of synagogues. The 
Middle Ages were rife with 
Christian anti-semitism. The 
decisions of the Third and Fourth 
Lateran Councils in this regard 
bear a marked and disturbing 
similarity to the Nuremberg Laws 
and related Nazi measures. The 
Third Council of 1179 threatened  
with  excommunication all 
Christians who lived with Jews. 
The Fourth Council of 1215 went 
further. It banned Jews from 
owning land and all military and 
civil functions and also decreed 
that they should wear distinctive 
dress with a yellow spot on their 
outer garments and a horned cap. 
Jewish guilt was further 
emphasised in Church liturgy, as in 
the intercession Pro Perfidis Iudaeis 
(For the perfidious Jews), an 
intercession which was only 
changed as recently as 1959.
    There was widespread mass 
persecution of Jews in this period. 
During the Black Death which hit 
Europe in 1347 the Brotherhood of 
Flagellants arranged special 
meetings where sin could be 
publicly confessed and 
supplications offered to God for 
the aversion of the plague. The 
leaders found it convenient to 
organise pogroms of Jews, not 
only on the old charge of killing 
Christ but also on a new crime of 
spreading plague by poisoning 
the wells. Just as Hitler’s 

conversion of the German masses to the 
Nazi faith was helped by meetings where 
rhythmic chanting, torchlight processions 
and the like could arouse people to states 
of hysterical suggestibility even before he 
rose to speak, so it was with the 
Flagellants, who anticipated this 
anti-semitic fury. In Mainz alone 12,000 
Jews were killed or committed suicide; the 
arrival of a procession of Flagellants was 
often the signal for a massacre.
     Christianity in the Middle Ages has a 
truly appalling record. In marked contrast 
to the Biblical image of a Jesus of peace 
and good will, it inflicted a  greater amount 
of misery and suffering than any other 
religion that has ever existed. It sanctioned 
slavery, the subordination of women, wars, 
massacres, tortures, racialism, and poverty. 
It almost invariably sided with the dark, 
reactionary forces against progress and 
enlightenment. Even when it voiced 
disapproval of political tyranny and 
injustice, it rarely stuck its neck out to 
oppose these wrongs with the full force of 
its authority. So, while individual Christians 
often acted commendably, the history of 
their Church in the Dark Ages is enough to 
give Christianity a very bad name indeed.        

Jews are cast into a pit and burned: 
Nuremberg Chronicles, 1493
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