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12 & Joseph McCabe

methods were such that in one day his men left the corpses of 160
of his rival’s supporters on the floor of a small church. The war
lasted a week and was so furious that the Roman “police” were
swept aside and the prefect driven out of the city. The second fact is
that St. Jerome, who then lived in Rome as a sort of secretary to
Pope Damasus, has left us a large number of letters in which he
describes the character of the Christians of Rome. In almost
incredible language, he insists that clergy, monks, consecrated
virgins, widows, etc., are monstrously and, with very few exceptions,
comprehensively corrupt. “St.” Damasus himself was denounced by
his priests to the civil power for adultery, and was only saved by the
emperor. And the third undisputed fact is that there was no
“attraction” of the pagans at all. In the extant Theodosian Code we
have ten decrees which the bishops got from the emperors
suppressing all rival religions and sects under pain of fine,
imprisonment, or death.

The corruption of character was general in the Church. St.
Augustine in his sermons and letters describes it in North Africa,
which was then more flourishing and populous than it now is. St.
John Chrysostom in his sermons paints an equally dark picture of
the people of Constantinople and Antioch. At Antioch, he says, there
are 100,000 Christians but he doubts if 100 of them will ever see
heaven. They laugh, he says, when he preaches on chastity. St.
Gregory of Nyssa in two extant letters forbids Christian women of
his diocese to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem because it is, he
says, a hotbed of crime and vice. And so on. The Christian world
was sinking into the Dark Age in which not only all attempts at
restoring the shattered Greek-Roman civilization were suspended for
seven centuries, but Europe fell to a level which most historians
describe as barbarism.

That is [but] part of the reply to those who glibly talk about our
Christian civilization. In its primitive purity Christianity was, like
Paul and (possibly) Jesus, quite indifferent to what we call civili-
zation.
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when the Decian Persecution occurred, the Roman Christians,
numbered about 30,000 or more. But in his special study of this
persecution, Bishop Gregg finds that only half a dozen of them won
the golden crown of martyrdom. Of about 150 priests and clerics of
the Church, only six were arrested. And in the next and greatest
general persecution, under Diocletian, the Catholic historian
Duchesne can find only a score of genuine martyrdoms in the whole
Church, and only two of these were at Rome.

The African very orthodox Bishop Optatus has a pleasant little
story about what happened in his History of the Donetist Schism (of
the 4th century). A bunch of the African bishops met to discuss the
appalling general apostasy of their Christians when the persecution
was over. They fell to violent quarreling and it transpired that they
had all dodged the golden crown. One had, presumably with a wink
at the presiding pagan official who was bribed, handed in a medical
work pretending that it was the Bible. Another of the bishops was
accused by his brothers in Christ of murders. “Yes,” he said—and
Optatus is copying a stenographic report of the proceedings, “I did,
and I'll knock off anybody who gets in my way.” In short, modern ex-
perts on this literature find that only a few dozen of the supposed
“acts” (accounts of trial and execution) of the martyrs are not blatant
forgeries, and beyond these we just have the vague reports of local
bishops that a number of the more zealous of their people—generally
enthusiasts who regarded martyrdom as a sure ticket to paradise—
were executed. Delehaye has shown in a special study that all
stories of Christians being exposed to lions in the Roman Amphi-
theater (which so moved Mr. G.B. Shaw that he based a play on
them) are bogus. Of three generations of Christians in the 3rd
century—certainly at least six or seven millions—only a hundred or
two did not deny the faith or take to flight; and the learned Origen
himself says that for the first two centuries you could count the
martyrs on your fingers.

That will give you some idea of the colossal fabrication of the early
Middle Ages on which the first part of the myth of our Christian
civilization—the character of the early Church—is based. Naturally
the corruption deepened when, after the conversion of the Emperor
Constantine, the Church became rich. The legend is that the
Christians were now able to build churches in Rome and attract the
pagans by their virtuous lives. Let me state, very briefly, three
notorious facts.

In the year 366 there was an election for the Papacy, which was
now very rich. The successful candidate was “St.” Damasus, and his






