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Philosophy Thesis

Philosophical Conflict in Christianity
(Focusing on the 2nd-4th Century)

Both philosophy and religion are fascinating to me, because of debates, ideas, discoveries and mysteries that they provoke.  Though many people can distinguish one from the other, I’ve always felt that the two are connected.  A quote I found in one of the readings in my Ancient World Wisdom class summed up my feelings perfectly on the subject; an Indian philosopher by name of Sri Aurobindo said, “Philosophy is the intellectual search for the fundamental truth of things, religion is the attempt to make the truth dynamic in the soul of man.  They are essential to each other; a religion that is not the expression of philosophical truth degenerates into superstition and obscurantism, and a philosophy which does not dynamise itself with the religious spirit is a barren light for it cannot get itself practiced” (Deutsch).  While some religions are almost identical to philosophies in the way they are set up and practiced (Buddhism, Taoism), I found it interesting that philosophy played such a huge role in Christianity across the time period of the 2nd to 4th centuries.  It was during this period that philosophical interpretation of the gospels caused fractures among the Christian faith, was used as a tool to find standards in an attempt to reunite the Christian faith into a “universal church,” and it was philosophical argument that finalized which standards to keep, and which would remain open to interpretation and revelation.
The Christians that first appeared in the Roman Empire, Egypt, and Africa around the 2nd century were far different than most Christians today.  Their practices were far more pious and were held truly as a way of life, not just an optional choice in life.  One of the most important principles that they acted on was that God wanted them to love one another and help everyone (Pagels, 10).  They referred to each other as brother and sister, and practiced self disciplining lives.  Some of their practices, however, were quite strange to the Romans and were not well accepted.  An emphasis on the importance of baptism was among one of the practices that was more understandable, but was performed much differently than it is today.  It involved being completely naked and being completely submerged underwater, to focus on the “cleansing of the soul” and new direction in the life of Christianity.  One of the practices that was not well received by the Romans as well as the Jews was the practice of Eucharist.  It seemed barbaric and Pagan to “eat the body of Christ” and “drink” his blood.  The Jews especially had a problem, because, as well as their pre-existing rules about kosher foods, the idea of eating the body of the Lord was disgusting and blasphemous (Pagels, 19).  Because of these practices as well as others, Christians were often persecuted by their cultures and thus were generally small groups, widely distanced from each other, and therefore had different ways of worship and formed different interpretations of the gospels.  
The first great debate that erupted in Christian groups focused on which gospels to even accept as truth.  Besides the gospels we know about in the Bible today, there were many others that most people haven’t even heard of.  Though the Old Testament was widely accepted, as well as Matthew, Mark and Luke, two very controversial gospels were John and Thomas.  Thomas’s gospel spoke in a more theological tone, with a sense of “seeking Jesus” rather than blind faith; whereas John urged the reader to simply believe.  Ultimately, the reason we see John in the Bible today and not Thomas, is because John offered answers that helped to provide a “foundation for a unified church” due to its stress of belief, as opposed to Thomas’s self-driven search for God (Pagels, 34).  The reason John provided a foundation for the church was because it was the only gospel that specifically mentioned Jesus as God.  In this way, it differed from any of the other three gospels.  While early Christians wondered if it could even be considered a true “gospel,” later theologians used its affirmation of Jesus as God as fuel for their theological debates.  
Among the many differences between John and Thomas, one main difference is how they refer to themselves in reference to Jesus.  Thomas always referred to himself as a disciple that Jesus spoke to, while John claimed that Jesus referred to him as his “beloved disciple” (Pagels, 62, 72).  In Thomas’s recounts of his interactions with Jesus, Jesus was depicted as teaching him to seek and find truth, rather than purely believing in him.  In John, however, Jesus focused on faith and belief.  John recorded Jesus as saying things like “Have you believed because you have seen?  Blessed are those who have not seen, yet believe,” while Thomas’s Jesus said “Let the one who seeks not stop seeking until he finds.  When he finds, he will become troubled.  When he becomes troubled, he will be astonished” (Pagels, 72, 57).  As you can well imagine, these two radically different ways of thought caused differences in the way Christians practiced, yet because of the similarities in some of the stories, each was accepted as teachings of the Christian faith.  For instance, both gospels recounted Jesus as a “light” that existed before time and brought everything into existence.  Both gospels reflected on the beginning of time, which neither Matthew, Mark nor Luke spoke of (Pagels, 52).
Thomas and John were not the only two gospels offering different points of view, however.  In fact, all of the gospels had one view or another that conflicted with other gospels.  Questions such as, “How should we pray?  Should we give alms?  What and how should we eat?” were all answered fairly straightforwardly in Matthew and Luke.  In Thomas, however, Jesus only gave hints and clues as to what the answer might be (Pagels 53, 54).  In reading some of the passages of Thomas, Jesus almost sounded like a Zen master in his responses to questions such as this.  Because of all of these different points of view, different answers, and different teachings all apparently from the same person, Christian groups basically chose one or another gospel, or perhaps a few gospels to follow and to associate themselves with.  Some groups even associated themselves with the gospel of Mary of Magdalene which would be completely unheard of in the minds of Christians today.  These groups would then say that they are “from Paul” or in some other way tie themselves to a “patron” apostle (Pagels, 66).  From there, they would view their apostle as better or, “more favored,” than the others in the eyes of Jesus for whatever reason, thus splitting up Christian groups even further.  Their own philosophical interpretations of the gospels lead their group to one “truth” or another, yet none of the philosophical truths led the groups towards each other.
These differences of beliefs broke down to violence, not only among differing factions, but also from the public itself.  At this time, Christianity was still not sanctioned by many cultures, yet the Christian movement started to attract more and more people.  This, of course, alarmed officials, and Christians started to become targets for hostility and wild accusations (Pagels, 77).  One of the first to identify what was going on was an African convert by the name of Tertullian.  He remarked, “[We are called] monsters of evil, and accused of practicing a sacred ritual in which we kill a little child and eat it… …you think the Christian is capable of every crime – an enemy of the gods, of the emperor, of the laws, of good morals, of all nature” (Pagels, 77-78).  Part of these wild accusations came from misunderstandings of rituals like the Eucharist and baptism as I mentioned earlier, while others were from jealousy of the rapidly growing movement, or simply the need of a scapegoat.  Another reason that Christians were such an easy target was from their lack of cohesiveness.  Without a common foundation for all Christians to stand on, and instead so many different interpretations of the same religion, they could not rely on each other for strength and had no grounds to stand up to the accusations and violence forced upon them (“a religion that is not the expression of philosophical truth degenerates into superstition and obscurantism”).
Towards the end of the time of Tertullian in the late second century and early third century, some Christian officials started to recognize this problem and set about trying to find a common set of beliefs for all Christians.  One of the more influential figures was a bishop named Irenaeus of Lyons.  He followed the ambitions of his teacher Polycarp in creating a “universal” church for all Christians that they would call “Catholic” (Pagels, 80).  Irenaeus and Polycarp urged Catholics to reject all variations of Christianity except one.  Irenaeus used philosophy and theology to create a central belief system that could be followed by Christians and it became orthodox for Catholics to follow.  One of the first things that Irenaeus set up was the canonized set of four gospels to make up the central core of the New Testament.  He was the first to put Matthew, Mark, Luke and John together.  Unlike others, however, he put John at the beginning of these, because of John’s definition of Jesus as God and because of the fact that John speaks of the beginning of creation.  His four gospel core became his main force in dealing with the unification of the Christian church, and became the basis of orthodox teachings (Pagels, 81).  
During this time, the bishop of Rome took notice of all the violence as he was being petitioned by Christians to do something about the rising number of attacks against them.  Also at this time, more Christian groups were popping up with even more radical ideas given to them by “revelation” and “prophecy.” Because of the book of Revelations, the question as to the validity of these new “visions” from God remained unanswered, and allowed these new groups to flourish (Pagels, 89).  Who was to say which people actually received a revelation from God, and which were just using God as authority for their own motivations?  When Irenaeus went to Rome to try to help all of this confusion, he met opposition of his canonized four from all sides of the spectrum.  

He dealt with the new “revelations” of some Christian groups with the phrase “proof of prophecy.”  Irenaeus, as well as some of his contemporary followers, and even Christians of today believed that the only true revelations were the ancient prophecies that predicted things that actually happened, such as Jesus’ birth, death, and resurrection.  Irenaeus felt that these prophecies had empirical evidence, and were therefore clearly “from God” (Pagels, 110).  He then focused on groups that had arisen from tying their beliefs to a specific apostle or apostles.  He rejected those groups that only used one gospel as a focus, then rejected those that used multiple gospels, claiming that certain Christians “boast that they have more gospels than there really are… but really, they have no gospel which is not full of blasphemy.”  Finally, he struck down all other forms of writings that related to the gospels such as the “Secret Book of James” and the Gospel of Mary.  He concluded by saying that the only “gospel” that contained all truth was supported by Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  He referred to them as the four “pillars of the church” and declared that there could be no more and no less than these four (Pagels, 111).  Irenaeus knew, however, that he could not stop people from seeking out new revelations, as “religious traditions that survive through time only as their adherents relive and reimagine tem and, in the process continually transform them” (Pagels, 112).  
Irenaeus knew that getting rid of all other writings and adhering to the four gospels would not be enough to save the Christian movement itself.  The gospels needed to be interpreted in such a way that all Christians could get the same meaning out of them, and that questions that people needed answers to were getting answered.  His solution to this was creating what we now know as orthodox Christianity or, “straight-thinking” Christianity (Pagels, 113).  Despite the fact that he laid down his endorsement of the four gospels, he still had a fear of people misinterpreting them, even as orthodox Christians.  To solve this problem, he made everything excruciatingly clear in a five volume set called Refutation and Overthrow of Falsely So-Called Knowledge (Pagels, 128).  It’s also important to point out where he drew his conclusions from.  Irenaeus felt that the only way to be certain that he was getting as close to God’s wishes as possible is to go as far back as he could to what he first learned.  He said, “hold unmoving in [your] heart the canon of truth received in baptism.”  By “canon of truth” he meant, “This faith, which the church, even when scattered throughout the whole world… received from the apostles,” which he further clarifies through a creed much like the Nicean Creed, stating a faith in: “…one God, Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth, and the seas… and in one Christ Jesus, the son of God, who became incarnate for our salvation, and in the holy spirit… and the birth from a virgin, and the suffering, and the resurrection from the dead, and the heavenly ascension in flesh… of our beloved Jesus Christ” (Pagels, 129).
One of the first things that Irenaeus abolished under his new creed was a process that some “spirited Christians” adopted, which was a second baptism that they called apolutrosis.  It was through this baptism that certain groups of Christians felt that they could move themselves beyond the common group and join a “higher” group which had a “better” understanding of God and spirituality (Pagels, 136).  They cited that the first baptism was to cleanse their souls, and the second baptism, apolutrosis, was for “redemption” or “release” in which they could truly be free to become better, more elite group of Christians.  They even cited Jesus as saying that he had, “another baptism with which to be baptized” (Pagels, 137, 138).  The problem that Irenaeus pointed out was that in all of the different groups of Christians that performed this baptism, the ritual was different.  There was no established ritual that all could follow, and therefore there was no validity to any of these groups’ claims of the need of a second baptism (again, “a religion that is not the expression of philosophical truth degenerates into superstition and obscurantism”).  He ended by declaring that the leaders of these groups were “frauds and liars” (Pagels, 141).
Another very important establishment that Irenaeus made completely defeated the Thomas groups’ views of their independent search for God and spirituality through their personal experiences.  Irenaeus compared it with a common point that atheists made to disprove God.  Irenaeus asked, “If spiritual understanding may arise from human experience, doesn’t this mean that it is nothing but human invention and therefore false?”  To answer this question from both sides (both atheist and “Thomist” points of view) Irenaeus stated that, “it is heresy to assume that human experience is analogous to divine reality, and to infer that each one of us, by exploring our own experience, may discover intimations of truth about God.”  What he meant is, when these groups would read John and try to figure out what “word” meant, they reflected upon what it meant in their own existence, and mistook their own interpretation for actual theology expressed in John.  Irenaeus said that they invented what they found in Scripture to, “validate [their] own experience” (Pagels, 145).  He dealt with personal “spiritual” revelation along similar lines by saying, “the coming of the Lord will appear unnecessary and useless, if, indeed, he did come intending to tolerate and preserve each person’s ideas concerning God” (Pagels, 146).
Along similar lines was the question of the “humanity” of Jesus.  Many took from the scriptures that Jesus was indeed human, and that his divine nature was not clarified.    This question that Jews as well as “heretics” had was, “What is wrong with seeing Jesus as if he were simply ‘one of us’?  Haven’t we all – ourselves as well as he – been created in the image of God?”  Irenaeus has two answers to this.  The first is that we shattered this “affinity” between God and ourselves when the human race “surrendered to the powers of evil” in which he refers to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (Pagels, 147).  Also, as I mentioned earlier, one of the reasons that Irenaeus constructed his four gospel canon was specifically to deal with this question.  He specifically put John first of the four to directly answer this, because only John directly links Christ with a divine origin.  
The verses in question, used to debate Christ’s divine origin read, “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God [John 1:1-2],” as well as, “all things were made through him [the word] and without him nothing was made [John 1:3].”  One of the leaders of the opposing view, Ptolemy, read these passages to say that, “the infinite divine Source above reveals itself in diminished form in the divine word, which reveals itself, in turn, in the more limited form of the human Jesus” (Pagels, 150).  Irenaeus argues in a form of equivalencies, citing that, “’God the Father’ is equivalent to the word, and the word is equivalent to ‘Jesus Christ.’”  Irenaeus also bridged the gap between a remote God and the world with this equivalency, showing that God created the world and all things, and was not separate from any of these things, by going so far as to inhabit the world himself, through Jesus Christ as “the word made flesh.”  This simple equation is what many Christians today use to profess Christ’s divine origin and it became part of the definition of orthodoxy (Pagels, 151).  Irenaeus knew this claim went further than either of Matthew, Mark or Luke, in which each gospel related Jesus as having important, but human roles, such as king and prophet.  Each of these gospels falls just short of, as Pagels says, “directly identifying Jesus with God, much less as God” (Pagels, 152).  Also, with this assertion, Irenaeus as well as others who believed this felt that this truth found in John makes John not only different from the other three gospels, but also “more elevated” (Pagels, 153).
Irenaeus used this clarification of the interpretation of John to target groups of Christians who believed differently as “heretics.”  He used this definition of “the word” to answer the question:   “Who worships God rightly and who does not?” (Pagels, 153).  Not only does Irenaeus rule Christian groups that opposed this interpretation as heretics, but also the Jews.  He said that God rejects the Jews, not only because they killed the “Just One,” but also because they “fail to recognize Jesus as ‘the God who spoke in human form’” (Pagels 153, 154).  Irenaeus called his fellow thinkers to not only recognize and shun these heretical and schismatic priests for who they are, but also to obey the true and “genuine” priests (the orthodox Christian priests).  Irenaeus felt that for he and his successors in orthodox Christianity, that “making a difference between true Christians and those he calls heretics – and choosing the path of ‘orthodox’ faith and practice – is what ultimately makes the difference between heaven and hell” (Pagels, 157).
Over the next century, these changes that Irenaeus and his successors had set in motion began to form Christians into a more unified movement.  The final push came at the beginning of the 4th century, when Constantine became emperor of Rome.  When Constantine converted to Christianity, he set about with zeal in “Christianizing” the Roman Empire.  He used funds from the Imperial treasury to rebuild damaged churches, build new ones, and even sent out grain and other necessities to help the sick, needy and poor, in the image of Jesus, as he set about helping such people (Pagels, 169).  Unfortunately, with the “kindness” of Christianity that Constantine spread, also came the prejudice.  Because of his position as emperor, he actually made laws against some of the Jewish practices, and basically knocked down the status of Jews in general (Pagels, 170).  Besides all of the side projects that Constantine performed in the name of the Christian faith, his main project was the council of Nicaea in which, at his expense, he set about finishing what Irenaeus had started in creating standards and unification among the Christian faith.
Though many thought that Constantine pulled all the strings at the council, he actually stood back and let the bishops arbitrate and lead most of the discussions (Pagels, 171).  Among the biggest of the debates came from the question of Jesus as a preacher of the Word of God, as opposed to Jesus as God himself.  Bishops of Alexandria in Egypt, Alexander and Athanasius, represented the side of Jesus and God as one, while bishop Arius of Libya spoke of Jesus as preacher of the Word of God.  Alexander and Athanasius attended the council with a clear determination that the phrase “of one being with” would be included in the proposed creed for a “universal” church (Pagels, 172, 173).  There was so much controversy over this topic that Constantine finally stepped in and endorsed the phrase himself to end the conflict.  By doing so he basically made a challenge against the phrase as a challenge of the emperor’s own orthodoxy.  Because of this, Arius and a few of his loyal followers left the council entirely (Pagels, 173).  Ultimately, the Nicene creed was approved and signed by all gathered, and became a document that all Christians must accept if they were to be included in the “Catholic church.”  After the Creed was accepted, Constantine ordered all “heretics and schismatics” (about half of all known Christians in the empire) to cease all practices, stop meeting, and basically stop existing (Pagels, 174).
The result of the Nicaean council, other than the fact that it greatly increased the authority of “Catholic” bishops, was the Nicene Creed, which aimed to clarify the “canon of truth,” as well as a full listing of the new “canon,” which included twenty-seven of all of the known writings and gospels that ultimately made up the New Testament.  This became what would tie together “orthodox” Christians into one “Catholic and Apostolic” church (Pagels, 170).  Though it wasn’t put together exactly as Irenaeus had set out, it did help to accomplish the goals he had in mind.  Constantine’s goals, however, were more not as strict as Irenaeus’.  While he still used the council ratified doctrines to stamp out Christianity that wasn’t considered “orthodox Catholic,” he allowed some room for interpretation and discussion of the faith.  He allowed this discussion in light of the fact that the Creed was the foundation to which the “universal” church idea would adhere to as an end all say all.  A contemporary historian of the council, Timothy Barnes, said, “Constantine believed that all people should be Christian, but that Christians might legitimately hold divergent opinions on theological question, and that sensible Christians could disagree about doctrine in a spirit of brotherly love” (Pagels, 174).
Throughout this thesis, the “philosophical truth” as quoted in the beginning has taken on a multitude of forms.  It is most interesting (to me), however, when it becomes a faith-based philosophical truth, because most (Western) philosophers are quick to distinguish the difference between philosophy and religion, while I feel they are important – essential even – to each other.  As Elaine Pagels states, “This research [Pagels’ research] offers new ways to relate to religious tradition.  Orthodox doctrines of God – Jewish, Christian, or Muslim – tend to emphasize the separation between what is divine and what is human… Since those who accept such views often assume that divine revelation is diametrically opposed to human perception, they often rule out what mystically inclined Jews and Christians have always done – seeking to discern spiritual truth experienced as revelation, truth that may come from intuition, reflection, or creative imagination” (Pagels, 181-182). Through philosophical argument, differing theological opinions formed as the early Christians came into existence in the world.  Each group had their own foundation to stand on for their own reasons.  Because of the problems that ensued, having a split up group that was not well received by any government and that could not even find a central core of “truth,” a new philosophical truth had to be imposed.  With Irenaeus and his four gospel canon as the core of this new philosophical movement, many other, “deviant” forms of Christianity were stamped out.  Because of this, we just recently (in the last 200 years or so) began to discover lost archives of “Christian” theology, including random “lost gospels”, the dead sea scrolls, and ancient texts found at Nag Hammadi in Egypt, which contained many of the lost gospels, including the gospels of Thomas and Peter.  Finally, through more philosophical discourse that took place at the Council of Nicaea, headed by Emperor Constantine in 325, certain Christian standards were set, yet they agreed to leave the door to further interpretation and revelation at least partially open.  Though theology played a large role in each of these important periods over the 2nd, 3rd and 4th centuries, it was rational thought (albeit faith-based) that determined the results of each of these time periods.
Because of the person I am, how I was raised, and the experiences I’ve gone through personally and with others throughout my life, I will always question religion, or at least parts of it.  Recently I’ve learned that there is a place within myself for faith in God and Christianity, but I also feel that it is a duty to myself to understand what it all means, and that requires examination and analysis.  I feel that the tools I need to do this were largely given to me through my philosophical studies.  Through this thesis, I hope that I’ve proved how it is possible to use rationality, argument, and critical thinking to understand religion and faith.  Better yet, I hope to have proved how philosophy is imperative to religion for providing a way to understand God and faith and all of the concepts that come with religion that are not easy to grasp.  In tying the “true view” of philosophy (using rationality and philosophy to change the world now, rather than to just study and learn old philosophy) within my thesis, I would say that changing the way the bible and the Christian faith is looked at would be one of the most rewarding philosophical endeavors that I could undergo.  A lot of people say that God should not be questioned.  A lot of people are even afraid to think about it.  In my own understanding of God, I would think that he/she/it would want his creations to question him to better understand him and the importance of spirituality in their lives.
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