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CHAPTER 4 

CONSTANTINE’S GHOST: 

THE COLLAPSE OF THE CHRISTENDOM PARADIGM 

 

Christendom has done away with Christianity without being quite aware of it. 

Soren Kierkegaard 

Danish Philosopher and Theologian, 1813-1855 

 

Christendom – Definitions 

 

Chris·ten·dom  [kris-uh n-duh m]  n.  1. Christians considered as a group.  2. 

The Christian world. From Old English cristendǾm : cristen, Christian; see 

Christian + -dǾm, -dom: kingdom.
1
 

 

Christendom.  In its wider sense this term is used to describe the part of the 

world which is inhabited by Christians . . . But there is a narrower sense in which 

Christendom stands for a polity as well as a religion, for a nation as well as for a 

people. Christendom in this sense was an ideal which inspired and dignified many 

centuries of history and which has not yet altogether lost its power over the minds 

of men.
2 

 

The interesting thing about paradigms is that since they influence our thinking and actions on a 

nearly subconscious, quasi-habitual level, most of us find it quite easy to operate out of several 

of them at the same time ï sometimes even out of paradigms that conflict with each other. As 

theologian E. P. Saunders once said, "World views, in fact, are not very often exclusive. Most of 

us carry two or three around with us all the time."
3
 And so, an exploration of the paradigms 

under which we operate is very much like peeling an onion. After we have peeled away and 

thoroughly examined the current paradigm ï with great concentration and a few tears ï we often 

find another, older paradigm, lying underneath. It may even be a paradigm that we thought we 

had grown out of or moved beyond, but which still influences us at fundamental levels. 

 

The problem with such outgrown but underlying paradigms is that given the right set of cues 

from our environment ï and especially in periods of conflict ï we may find ourselves slipping 

back into them, like a comfortable old shoe. Garrison Keeler gave a humorous example of this 

kind of regression in an episode of A Prairie Home Companion. He told a story about going 

home to his parentsô house for Christmas. He described the trip in this way: When he left his 

                                                           
1
 Christendom. (n.d.). The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition. Retrieved 

January 19, 2007, from Dictionary.com website: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/christendom 
2
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house he was a fully grown, mature adult. But along the way a mysterious transformation 

occurred. As he drove down the highway he seemed to shrink in size. With each mile it seemed 

increasingly difficult to see over the steering wheel. The story ends with him hopping down out 

of his car, skipping up to the house and into the living room, easing himself up onto the big 

overstuffed sofa, and dangling and swinging his legs, as he shouts out, ñHi Mommy, whatôs for 

dinner?ò All of us can remember times when the stress of our lives has made us regress from our 

adult ways of relating to the world into more immature habits of thinking and acting.  

 

In the previous chapter, we peeled away the troubled and collapsing Enlightenment paradigm of 

Foundationalism. We examined how the paradigm came to be, explored how it influenced the 

Churchôs thinking, discussed the reasons for its imminent demise, and considered the 

implications of its death. But we are not done just yet. There remains another layer of the onion 

for us to peel, another paradigm for us to examine, one we thought we had disposed of centuries 

ago but which still influences the Church today:  the paradigm of Christendom. 

 

Why am I talking about the ócollapseô of the Christendom paradigm? Isnôt Christendom really 

about theocracy? And havenôt we disposed of that with the separation of church and state?  The 

answer is both yes and no. The Christendom paradigm is perhaps most associated with the ideal 

of a single, unified Christian nation, a la Constantine (which is why some call it 

Constantinianism
4
). But even in Constantineôs time, when he briefly transformed the Roman 

Empire into a unified Christian empire, the integration of church and state was never entirely 

complete.  

 

Our founders did agree to put up a ñwall of separationò
5
 between church and state at the creation 

of our republic back in the late eighteenth century (though the permeability of that wall was 

subject to some debate).  But there are many other countries around the world that have never put 

up such a wall, nor think that building one would be a good idea. Many countries still exist today 

ï at least in theory ï as Christian nations, or at least with an established denomination.
6
  

 

                                                           
4
 Hauerwas &Willimon. (1989). Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony. Nashville: Abingdon Press. The 

authors use Christendom and Constantinianism interchangeably. 
5
 Jefferson, Thomas. (1802). Letter to the Danbury Baptists. Washington, D.C. Library of Congress. 

http://www.loc.gov/loc/lcib/9806/danpre.html  
6
 Brierley, Peter. (2006). Pulling out of the Nosedive: A Contemporary Picture of Churchgoing - What the 2005 
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regular basis. Cf. Ashworth, Jacinta, & Farthing, Ian. (2007). Churchgoing in the UK: A research report from 

Tearfund on church attendance in the UK. Teddington, UK: Tearfund. As a whole these nations have some of the 

lowest levels of church attendance in the world. England, for example, could be considered a Christian nation. 

Christianity, in the form of the Church of England, is the state religion and more than 70% of the population is self-

identified as Christian. Yet less than 10% of the population attends church weekly and more than 60% of the 

population is unchurched. (Although the percentages that believe in God and who pray regularly are relatively high). 
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Whatever is Christian is legal; whatever is not is illegal. 

David Barton 

President of Wallbuilders, Inc. 

Paraphrasing from William Penn's 1681 Pennsylvania constitution 

 

But even in the US, though there was to be no official established religion, the habits of 

established religion were hard to break. Many of the original states had, for all intents and 

purposes, de facto established religions, the vestiges of which can be seen in the Blue Laws that 

persisted, in some cases, for more than two centuries. It might be more accurate to say that the 

problem in the United States was establishment religion or civil religion, along with a 

sacralisation of the state. Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon, in their book Resident 

Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony, date the fall of Christendom sometime between 1960 and 

1980, and the beginning of the end to ña Sunday evening in 1963 . . . [when] in Greenville, South 

Carolina, in defiance of the stateôs time-honored blue laws, the Fox Theater opened on Sunday.ò
7
 

 

Yet even though we can now be said to have officially buried the Christendom paradigm in the 

United States, the case can be made that its ghost haunts us still. There remain many who cling 

fast to the old paradigm, continuing to insist on calling the United States of America a ñChristian 

nation.ò  

 

If you think of the Christendom paradigm in the broader sense ï that the Christian church ought 

to have the power to directly influence the culture ï then I would argue that its birth, or at least 

its conception, dates from long before Constantine. Constantine was just the first to give that 

power the force of law. 

 

I pledge allegiance to the Christian flag 

and to the Savior, for whose Kingdom it stands, 

one Savior, crucified, risen, and coming again, 

with life and liberty for all who believe.8 

hƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ άtƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ !ƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜέ 

 

Bear in mind as you read this chapter that it is not intended to be a comprehensive history of the 

Church, not even in summary form. Others have the knowledge and expertise to do that much 

better than I. While I have accumulated some small level of expertise in some narrowly focused 

areas of early Church history, I am not by any means a Church historian.   

 

                                                           
7
 Hauerwas, Stanley, & Willimon, William. (1989). Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony. Nashville: 

Abingdon Press. 
8
 Goldberg, Michelle. (2006). Kingdom Coming: The Rise of Christian Nationalism.  New York: W. W. Norton. 

Based on  the pledge originally written by Methodist minister Harold Lynn Hough in 1908. 
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As we consider the rise of Christendom, think of it instead as a series of historical vignettes 

intended to mark key turning points in the rise and fall of a paradigm. That being said, letôs 

examine the rise and (continuing) fall of the Christendom paradigm. 

 

The Rise of Christendom 

 

Many date the concept of Christendom to Constantineôs so-called ñEdict of Milanò which 

legalized Christianity within the Roman Empire and paved the way for its eventual recognition 

as the official religion of the Empire, but its origins can be traced much earlier. 

 

The Apologists and the Church Fathers 

 

The case for Christendom began to be made in the second century as Justin Martyr and other 

early Apologists ï early Christian writers seeking stop the persecution of Christianity by the 

Roman Empire ï by making the Church less of a threat to the Empire than many non-Christian 

authorities had claimed. The late second century would find another Apologist, Tertullian, taking 

the argument a step further, asserting that not only did Christianity not threaten the Empire and 

that many of its virtues were actually supportive of the highest virtues of Roman culture. 

 

As a result, by the third and fourth centuries it was not unusual to find many of the Church 

Fathers arguing that, for the good of the Church, Christianity ought to be the unifying force 

behind the Empire. As the Church moved away from being a despised and persecuted subculture 

and became more and more assimilated into the mainstream of imperial culture, it more 

frequently began to express itself using imperial images, metaphors, or even direct analogies. For 

example, many spoke of God as a heavenly emperor and argued that the heavenly emperorship 

of God aught to be mirrored on earth by a human emperor over the Church.  

 

To be fair, this pairing of heavenly and earthly rule did not originate with Christianity. Despite 

Godôs attemptôs to dissuade them, the people of ancient Israel could not bring themselves to give 

up the idea that earthly kings ruled in the name of God.
9
 They, like the other nations that both 

preceded them in the land and surrounded them in the present, wanted to have a king like all the 

other nations. This paradigm of God-King parallelism was already widely accepted and had a 

long history before Christianity came on the seen. So perhaps it was to be expected that the 

temptation to lapse back into this paradigm would be strong. 

 

The Emergence of Christian Empire 

 

So it was a small leap rather than a radical departure when in the early fourth century Emperor 

Constantine appropriated Christianity as the unifying force for the rapidly fracturing civil empire 

                                                           
9
 1 Sam 8:4-22. 
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of Rome. Constantine merely effected a merger of Church and State, making Christianity the 

official religion of the Empire and himself not only the head of state, but the head of the church 

as well. 

 

No civilization other than that which is Christian, 

is worth seeking or possessing. 

Otto von Bismarck 

Minister-President of Prussia, 1st Chancellor of Germany, 1815-1898 

 

From Constantineôs actions it would seem that his primary goal was to achieve the unity of the 

empire through uniformity of its culture. And since the Church was his primary tool to achieve 

that unity, it was of critical importance to Constantine to enforce uniformity upon the Church.  

Uniformity of doctrine became paramount as well. This was evident both in Constantineôs 

calling of the Council of Nicaea and his direct intervention at critical points in its deliberations. 

Ironically, it would be his intervention to enforce uniformity on the ñfilioqueò clause (i.e., that 

the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father AND the Son), that would drive such a wedge between 

the Eastern and Western branches of the Church that they would eventually excommunicate each 

other in the ñGreat Schism.ò 

 

The Effects of the Christendom Paradigm 

 

On Worship Practices 

 

The ripple effects of this way of thinking about the Churchôs role as unifying force for civil 

society and the need for uniformity within the Church resulted in the elimination of diversity in 

religious doctrine and practice. Within a generation of the Council of Nicaea, the Church had 

excommunicated all remaining Jewish Christians, not for their doctrines, but because they were 

unwilling to give up their Jewish forms of worship.
10

 This brutal inflexibility was bitterly ironic, 

since these forms had been the dominant forms of worship in the earliest Church. It was only the 

flexibility of the earliest leaders of the Church ï all of whom were Jewish ï that permitted the 

Apostle Paul and others to develop the culturally non-Jewish forms of worship that spread so 

quickly and drew so many Gentiles into the Christian fold. (As a rabbi colleague of mine once 

said, ñPaul was a marketing genius. He invented a way for people to be spiritually Jewish, 

without having to cut of the tips of their penises . . . it spread like wildfire.
11

) Constantine took 

these Gentile-oriented forms of worship and practice and made them the imperial standard.
12

 

                                                           
10

 Howard, K. W. (1993). Jewish Christianity in the Early Church, Alexandria, VA: Virginia Theological Seminary. 

In the first century the question was not whether it was acceptable to worship in a Jewish fashion but whether it was 

even possible to follow Jesus without first converting to Judaism. 
11

 In addition, most Gentiles were steeped in Roman culture and tended to view Jewish worship practices as 

primitive and crude. 
12

 Acts 15:1-31. 
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Over time the Western Church would also eliminate almost all other locally-developed variations 

of Christian worship in favor of a uniform liturgy across the entire Church. 

 

On the Understanding of Christian Community 

 

No “Us” Without a “Them” – The Crusades.  Another unifying principle of the Empire, one 

which arose long before Christianity, was their ñUs-Themò view of the world. The Empire had 

perfect the use of unity in the face of common enemies to an art. You could be with the Emperor 

or against him ï the was no middle ground. In agreeing to be the unifying force for the Empire, 

the Church took on the Empireôs ñUs-Themò world-view. The Crusades are an example of using 

ñthemò to create an ñus.ò In the face of infighting that threatened the unity of the Western 

Church and his own papacy, Pope Urban II called for the First Crusade, ostensibly to defend 

Byzantine Emperor Alexius I against the Seljuk Turks. The resulting sense of unity, however, 

was not to last. Once each crusade ended, the internal squabbling resurfaced. And this temporary 

illusion of unity came at a high price. In the First Crusade, as well as the dozen or more that were 

to follow, the hatred that was whipped up and turned outward resulted in great brutality and 

horrific massacres, not only falling upon Muslim ñenemy,ò but also upon Jews, and Byzantine 

Christians, and all who were perceived as ñother.ò
13

 

 

On Evangelism 

 

Because of this fusion of Christianity with culture, it soon became the common wisdom that 

people had to be acculturated (e.g., ñcivilized enoughò) before they could be evangelized. It was 

not thought possible that primitives or barbarians could understand the Gospel. This assumption 

had at least three impacts on evangelism. 

 

We send missionaries to China 

so the Chinese can get to heaven, 

but we won't let them into our country. 

Pearl S. Buck 

American writer, Nobel Prize winner, daughter of missionary to China, 1892-1973 

 

Evangelism, Conquest, and Coercion. First, the fusion of Christianity and culture tied 

evangelism to conquest and coercion. People began to view the Empire and the Church as 

inextricably entwined, if not entirely synonymous. The Empire conquered and civilized and the 

Church converted. Soldiers were followed, if not accompanied, by priests. Even after the Empire 

collapsed, the individual states continued to ally with the Church in using coercive methods to 

gain conversions.  

 

                                                           
13
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In fifteenth century Spain, for example, edicts were issued jointly by the Vatican and the Spanish 

rulers to force Jews to convert to Christianity. The coercion grew in intensity until in 1492 

Ferdinand and Isabella issued the Edict of Expulsion, also known as the Alhambra Decree, 

expelling from Spain all Jews who refused to convert. Queen Isabella is rumored to have said, 

ñone-third will convert, one third will leave, one third will die.ò It is estimated that more than 

100,000 Jews were ñconvertedò in this manner. More than 165,000 were expelled. Tens of 

thousands were killed. But even those who submitted to conversion were never trusted. This 

distrust eventually resulted in the Spanish Inquisition, also jointly sanctioned by Church and 

state, in which many thousands of conversos were tortured and killed. 

 

This kind of conquest-conversion partnership and the coercive conversions associated with it 

continued into the period of European colonial conquest. The activities of Spain and Portugal in 

Central and South America were perhaps the most egregious, but English conquest-conversion 

activities in Africa were also quite coercive. 

 

Cultural Evangelism and Dehumanization. Another corrosive impact of this fusion of Church 

and Empire, which became especially evident during the time of the European conquests in the 

New World, was the sacralisation of the dominant culture and the resulting dehumanization of 

potential converts because they did not hold the norms of that culture. One can see this tension in 

the memoirs of Christopher Columbus. Even though he clearly believed that a major objective of 

his mission was to bring the Gospel to the indigenous peoples in the New World, until they were 

converted he apparently felt little need to treat them as human beings. Many Caribbean natives 

met their death by the sword before they had the opportunity to come to terms with the Cross. 

Even after their conversions, he did not treat them as having equal humanity to white, civilized 

Europeans like himself. Columbusô not doubt absorbed this from his exposure to the Spanish 

caste system, which was a powerful force in Spanish society, and exerted a strong influence in 

the Church there. 

 

This same dynamic continued for centuries after the colonial period. A major legacy of this kind 

of thinking was the international slave trade. It informed the relationship between Christian slave 

owners and their slaves, whom they Christianized enough to maintain social order, but continued 

to treat them as less human than themselves. 

 

This dehumanizing way of thinking also leaves a legacy in the current cultural conflicts in the 

Church. Those who hold differing opinions about theology or worship practices often view 

people on the other side almost as non-Christians. They often feel free to treat their opponents 

with extreme disrespect, saying and doing things to them that they would ordinarily never direct 

toward another human being, let alone a brother or sister in Christ. One has to wonder how the 
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world might be different today if those who brought the cross to the New World had not been so 

profoundly influenced by the Christendom paradigm.
14

 

 

Most people are willing to take the Sermon on the Mount as a flag to sail under, 

but few will use it as a rudder by which to steer. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes 

Abolitionist, Attorney, Supreme Court Justice, 1841-1935 

 

Evangelism Turned on Its Head. The symbiotic relationship between the Church and the 

Empire came to color the way Christians viewed the whole process of evangelism. The 

evangelist became the Churchôs equivalent to the Roman proconsul. In dealing with potential 

subject nations or peoples, the proconsul would (1) present the Emperorôs terms to their leaders; 

(2) demand a immediate decision as to whether they would accept or reject those terms; and (3) 

if they accepted, make them subjects of the Roman Empire, who could enjoy all the benefits of 

Roman citizenship. If they declined, the result was war and perhaps enslavement. 

 

The model of Christian evangelism quickly evolved into something very similar. The evangelist 

would (1) present the Gospel; (2) require a decision as to whether his listeners would accept or 

reject Christ; and (3) if the answer was positive, offer fellowship. Either implicit or explicit in 

this model, rejection of Christ, or at least the image of Christ that was presented, resulted in 

eternal condemnation.  

 

Christians had not previously conceived of the process of evangelism in this way. Prior to the 

advent of the Christendom paradigm, Christians thought of evangelism as more interpersonal and 

hospitality oriented. Reminiscent of the way in which Evangelism is explained in todayôs 

Cursillo movement, they would offer Christôs love, in the form of unconditional hospitality and 

fellowship. The recipients of this love would slowly be transformed by it, until they expressed a 

desire to formally enter the Christian community through baptism.
15

 As they say in Cursillo, 

ñMake a friend . . . Be a friend . . . Bring your friend to Christò ï except in the early Church the 

evangelism effort was an effort of the entire community, rather than just individuals. 

 

However, the imperial approach to evangelism remains the dominant model to this day. In fact, it 

is so strongly associated with evangelism that liberal Christians often reject evangelism itself 

because they can picture no other way of doing it.
16

 

 

                                                           
14

 One writer of popular science fiction and fantasy, Orson Scott Card, has done exactly that. In Past Watch: The 

Redemption of Christopher Columbus (1995, New York: Tor Books), Card imagines a team of time travelers who 

go back in time to strand Columbus on Hispaniola by sinking all his ships, thereby forcing him to live among the 

indigenous people for a decade and come to terms with them as equal human beings. 
15

 Acts 8:36, 16:29-30. 
16

 Hunter, George G. (2000). The Celtic Way of Evangelism. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. 
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On Interfaith Relations 

 

Some of the saddest influences of the Christendom paradigm have been on interfaith relations. 

This urge to achieve the end of conversion through the coercive means of the state has often been 

irresistible. From the Crusades to the Inquisition it has always had disastrous effects on interfaith 

relations.  

 

We kind o' thought Christ went agin war an' pillage. 

James Russell Lowell 

American Romantic poet, critic, satirist, 

diplomat, and abolitionist, 1819-1891 

 

It has often been said that Judaismôs suspicious view of Christianity has less to do with Jesus 

Christ than with the untold numbers of injustices and even atrocities that have been done in the 

name of Jesus Christ. Similarly, while the Koranôs depictions of Jesus (pronounced ñIsaò in 

Arabic) are quite positive, the dark and bitter historical memory of the Crusades has resulted in 

the average Muslim taking a fairly dim view of the One in whose name the Crusades were 

carried out.  

 

Looking at Christianity though the eyes of those who have fallen victim to depredations done by 

those claiming to be Christôs followers, one can easily imagine the warped picture of Christ this 

must have presented to them, and more readily understand how they would reject that image. 

 

On War and Peace 

 

Nowhere was the impact on the Church of the Christendom paradigm felt more strongly than on 

the issue of war and peace. 

 

There is little question that for the first three centuries of its existence Christianity understood 

itself as a faith with which violence was incompatible. This understanding was based on both the 

teachings and the example of Jesus himself.  Jesus consistently and explicitly instructed his 

disciples to respond nonviolently
17

 ï though not passively
18

 ï in all circumstances. Jesus himself 

                                                           
17

 Mt. 25:52, cf. Jn. 18:11 (ñPut your sword back in its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.ò); 

Mt. 5:44, cf. 10:23 (ñBut I say love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.ò); Lk. 6:27-28 (But I say to 

you that listen, love your enemies, do good for those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who 

abuse you.ò); Lk. 6:35 (ñLove your enemies, do good and lend [to them], expecting nothing in return.ò); Mt. 5:21-22 

(ñYou have heard that it was said . . . óyou shall do no murder.ô But I say to you that if you  are angry with a brother 

or sister, you will be liable to judgment, and if you insult . . . you will be liable to the council, and if you say óYou 

fool,ô you will be liable to the hell of fire.ò); Mt. 5:39 (ñBut I say to you, do not resist [lit. oppose by force] an 

evildoer, but if someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.ò) 
18

 Wink, Walter. (Winter 2002). ñCan Love Save the World?ò Bainbridge Island, WA: Yes Magazine. 

http://www.yesmagazine.org/article.asp?ID=485. Wink points out that in texts like Mt. 5:39, Jesus is not counseling 

http://www.yesmagazine.org/article.asp?ID=485
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unfailingly responded with nonviolence to friend and enemy alike, even when his very life was at 

stake. Therefore, his disciples believed they had no other option but to emulate the One they 

followed: Jesus. Christians routinely refused to join the Roman military. If they became 

Christians while in the military, they retired at the earliest opportunity if. The Roman authorities 

responded by making it illegal for Christians to join the imperial armed forces and imprisoned 

those who openly admitted their Christianity. In the face of persecution, Christians unfailingly 

chose martyrdom over violent resistance, refusing to take the life of another human being self-

defense. 

 

But all of this changed as Christianity became first an accepted religion, then a mainstream 

religion, and finally the official religion of the Empire. Christianityôs understanding of itself as a 

religion of nonviolence slowly turned upside down. Christian thinkers began to endorse the use 

of violence under some circumstances. Before long, Christians began to join the military in large 

numbers, until by 416 C.E. laws were passed making it illegal for anyone but Christians to serve 

in the Roman military. Even looking backwards, as we must do, through the lens of the 

Christendom paradigm, it is astonishing to think that it took only a century for Christianity to 

morph from a religion which abhorred violence into one that came to believe, as Walter Wink 

called it, ñthe myth of redemptive violence.ò
19

 

 

Everyone knows Christianity is a religion of non-violence, 

except Christians. 

Mohandas K. Gandhi 

Pioneer of peaceful mass resistance of tyranny, 1869-1948 

 

Most people identify Augustine of Hippo as the originator of the Just War Doctrine and his book 

The City of God its source. But this observation is also one that we make looking backwards 

through the Christendom looking glass. What became known as Just War Doctrine is a relatively 

minor component of The City of God.
 20

 

 

Augustine, a Roman citizen, wrote The City of God in the immediate aftermath of the fall of 

Rome in 410, felt keenly the takeover of his civilized homeland by the barbarian Goths. He was 

also sensitive to the accusations of Romeôs pagan citizens that Christians were responsible for 

the fall of Rome (because they dissuaded Romeôs other citizens from worshiping the traditional 

pagan gods). No doubt a subtext of this accusation was the fact that many recently baptized 

Christians still declined to take up arms in defense of Rome. It was from within this context that 

Augustine wrote. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

pacifism, but creative, non-violent resistance (e.g., ñturning the other cheekò would force the offender to make a 

choice between the shame of using his ñunclean handò to strike again or the humiliation of backing down). 
19

 Wink, Walter. (1999). The Powers That Be. New York: Random House (Galilee Trade). 
20

 One-half of a book (the equivalent of a modern chapter) in a volume containing 22 books (or in the modern CUA 

Press version 39 out of 1,479 pages). 
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Book 19, the portion of The City of God which contained Augustineôs arguments regarding war, 

was addressed not to Christians but for ñthe benefit of unbelievers.ò
21

 Augustine was not 

expounding a theological justification for Christians to engage in warfare.  Rather his intent was 

to restrain the destructiveness of pagan nations and tribes involved in war.  

 

Augustine began by stating that while individualsô obligations to society were ñwretchednessò 

compared to humankindôs obligations toward God. He then continued by making the observation 

ï as though it should be obvious ï that the truly wise would ñlament the factò that they were 

ñfaced with the necessity of waging just warsò even in order to defend against the great injustice 

of an aggressor. He wrote that a truly wise person would not celebrate war as patriotic, nor 

contemplate taking up arms without ñheartfelt grief,ò and that to do so would be evidence of loss 

of ñall human feelingò
22

 He argued that even the ñsavage beasts of the animal kingdomò suppress 

their own violent instincts for the sake of their young offspring, asking ñhow much more 

stronglyò should we rational and spiritual human beings ñkeep peaceò for the sake of the survival 

of humanity.  

 

Augustine railed against those who claim ï as he does ï that peace was ñthe desired end of war,ò 

yet unlike him thought of peace as merely the absence of war, deriding them for settling for 

unjust peace, which does violence to the true meaning of peace, which is ñjust peaceò (i.e., peace 

with justice).
23

 Finally, Augustine concluded this brief section of his book with the statement that 

our obligations as citizens of the heavenly city (i.e., the City of God) would always be superior to 

our obligations to the earthly city, and that as citizens of the heavenly city we have two supreme 

earthly obligations: ñDo no harm to anyone,ò and ñHelp everyone whenever possible.ò
24

  

 

Clearly Augustine was no advocate for war as just and good in and of itself. Rather, Augustine 

argued that war was never good, but allowed that under certain extremely limited circumstances 

ï for example, when the lack of armed self defense would result in greater injustice ï it might be 

considered justified as the lesser or evils. Augustine never intended his arguments in this chapter 

to become a doctrinal justification for Christians to engage in warfare. Nowhere in this or any 

other of his writings did Augustine describe, even in theory, Christian participation in war, nor 

did he offer any specific justification for it. That task would fall to Thomas Aquinas in the 

thirteenth century. Yet within the span of a single decade, the now Christian Empire had latched 

upon Augustineôs writings to justify an all Christian imperial army.  

 

Since the time of Constantine, with the exception of a few historic ñPeace Churchesò such as the 

Quakers and Mennonites, Christians have considered armed service to be their patriotic duty, 
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even if it involved taking the lives of other Christians. In almost every war fought in Europe, 

Christians fought against other Christians: sometimes on behalf of warring Christian nations, 

sometimes even between warring Christian denominations. 

 

In the Unites States, the majority Christian government took up arms and invaded the Cherokee 

nation, the vast majority of whom were Christians, and Christian brother took up arms against 

Christian brother in the Civil War. In the two World Wars, Christians fought on both sides, and 

the United States dropped nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the only two cities in 

Japan which had majority Christian populations. 

 

The transformation of Christianity from a non-violent movement into a religion which endorsed 

armed warfare would have been unthinkable to the earliest Christians. But the evolving 

Christendom paradigm, in which the Churchôs exercise of power and influence in and over the 

culture was became accepted as a given, made this transformation not only possible, but 

inevitable.  

 

A Common Thread: 

Us Versus Them – Demonizing the Other 

 

Throughout this entire narrative of Christendom runs a common thread. The paradigm of 

Christendom, relying as it does on the use of power to unify the Church through uniformity, 

cannot help but divide the world into ñusò and ñthem.ò An inevitable result of this approach is to 

demonize ñthem,ò since they are opposed to the will of God as understood by those who consider 

themselves ñus.ò  

 

This tendency to demonize and dehumanize those who disagree has contributed to some of the 

worst excesses of the Church over the centuries, generally by whatever branch of the Church 

believed itself to hold legitimate authority. This us/them demonization has continued to the 

present day, practiced by liberals and conservatives alike. Just sample some of the ñscorched 

earthò rhetoric on some of the more extreme blogs on either side of the current debates and you 

will see what I mean. Those on both sides feel free to employ the kind of sarcasm, derision, and 

ad hominem attacks on their ñenemiesò on the ñother sideò of Christianity, that they would never 

think of using on their non-Christian next door neighbor. It is simply breathtaking, and incredibly 

sad. 

 

Death Do Us Part . . . And Then Some: 

Christendom’s Subtle Continuing Influence 

 

In all of these areas, and perhaps many more, Christendom has continued to haunt us long after it 

has been officially laid to rest. Like a divorced couple who wonôt release their hold on each 
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other, the Church and the state still reach out to bend the other to their will, sometimes without 

either of them realizing it. It has been said that it took a day for God to get the Israelites out of 

Egypt but 40 years to get Egypt out of the Israelites. Such is the seductive memory of 

Christendom. The Church cannot wield any of societyôs instruments of power and influence 

without being seduced by them. The Christendom paradigm reaches down through the years to 

influence all of us, conservative and liberal alike, even now ï even as it grow increasingly 

irrelevant. 

 

The Increasing Irrelevance of the Christendom Paradigm 

In Today’s World 

 

What once was the unifying principle of the culture has over the last several centuries become 

increasing irrelevant to it.  The spheres of influence of the Church and western culture are 

rapidly separating.  The separation that began with the rationalism of the Enlightenment is nearly 

complete. Popular culture, with a few exceptions, has become largely post-modern and post-

Christian.  

 

In saying that popular culture has become post-modern, I simply mean that it no longer accepts 

the modernist assumption ï born out of the Enlightenment paradigm of  Foundationalism ï that 

there are self-evident, universal truths. Increasing numbers of people believe that either there are 

no universal spiritual truths or that, if there are, it is impossible to know them. Truth, if it is 

acknowledged at all, is understood to be limited to the context out of which it developed. 

 

By post-Christian, I mean that Christianity is rapidly losing its dominance in western society. 

Once the established, or at least preferred, religion in most western nations, it has now become 

one of many options, and not necessarily even the majority option. Christianity is no longer the 

answer that most people seek, since an increasing number of people cannot even remember the 

question. In the United States, membership and attendance in mainline denominations is either 

static or decreasing.
25

 Elsewhere the trend is most drastic in countries in which it remains the 

state religion.
26

 

 

Organizations which feel their power and influence to be threatened by changes in their 

surrounding culture generally respond reactively to preserve that power and influence. They 

respond reactively (i.e., reflexively, without much forethought) because, at some level, they 

perceive that loss of power and influence is ultimately a threat to their very existence. Therefore, 
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organizations that perceive cultural change as a threat react in one of two ways: (1) defending 

themselves against the change in the culture or (2) accommodating themselves to it. 

 

Being very human organizations, churches ï and the various groups that exist within them ï 

react in similar ways. Conservative churches and religious groups generally tend to defend 

against the cultural change. Liberal churches and groups generally tend to seek ways to 

accommodate to the change. Here are a few examples of how these two survival mechanisms 

play themselves out in conservative and liberal churches: 

 

Conservative Churches – Defending Against Cultural Change.  Sensing that their values, the 

integrity of their beliefs, and their influence are being threatened by the culture, conservative 

churches tend to react by defending themselves against the culture. They do this in many ways: 

 

¶ Seeking Refuge in the Past (Traditionalism). This reaction is found mostly in mainline 

denominations (i.e., those with a received tradition). The goal seems to be to draw the 

line on change or perhaps even to roll it back. This may take different forms in different 

denominations. Roman Catholicism still has those elements within it intent on slowing, 

stopping, or reversing Vatican II reforms. In my own Anglican/Episcopal tradition, what 

seems to energize the forces of traditionalism is to roll back what they call ñrevisionism,ò 

that is, the increasing acceptance of gays and lesbians in the church and their ordination 

to the priesthood, and for some the ordination of women. 

 

¶ Seeking Refuge in Denominational Boundaries (Anti-Ecumenism). Many 

conservative denominations are raising barriers against ecumenical and/or interfaith 

activities. For example, the Roman Catholic Church and several Orthodox denominations 

have increasingly distanced themselves from ecumenical activities with Protestant 

denominations. On the Protestant side, several of the more conservative denominations, 

such as the Southern Baptist convention, have disciplined pastors who engaged in 

interfaith prayers. 

 

¶ Seeking Refuge in Certainty. In Protestant Christianity this reaction is evident in 

fundamentalist, inerrantist, and literalist strains developing within almost all 

denominations. Similarly, Roman Catholicism is returning to a greater and more rigid 

emphasis on the Magisterium (i.e., teaching authority of the churchôs hierarchy). 

 

These survival-level, defensive responses have not been without positive effects. One gain has 

been an increase in concern for the clarity of belief and integrity of doctrine, which can be a 

healthy challenge to conservative and liberal Christians alike. Likewise there has been an 

increased concern for the consistency of belief and behavior, which is also healthy for Christians 

generally. Other gains have included a concern for consistency and connection with what has 
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come before. This can provide a sense of certainty and stability for those to whom those are very 

important.  Many such conservative congregations are experiencing rapid growth.  

 

On the other hand, these defensive reactions have also resulted in losses. These losses have 

included a further disconnection with society (becoming a subculture), an inability to adapt to 

change, and a loss of tolerance for those who are different. Ironically, over the long term this 

may leave the conservative churches isolated from the culture they wish to influence. 

 

Liberal Churches – Accommodating Cultural Change.  Liberal churches have also responded 

to their sense of a loss of influence in a reactive way. Perceiving a need to be more attractive to 

those in the culture, liberal churches attempt to adapt to and be tolerant of the changes in society. 

This accommodation is evident in several ways: 

 

¶ Emphasizing Relevance in Liturgical Language and Practice. This reaction is 

sometimes evident in an over emphasis on remaining current in language and style by 

reflexively adopting popular language and sensitivities into the language and style of the 

liturgy. This often becomes clear in retrospect when in only a few years, liturgy and 

music that once seemed current begins to sound and feel dated. 

 

¶ Deemphasizing Uniqueness of Faith and Denomination.  It is not unusual in more 

liberal church groups to see doctrine deemphasized in preaching and teaching, for fear 

that these may not only seem irrelevant to the culture but also potentially divisive. 

Distinctions between denominational doctrinal traditions may be downplayed as 

unimportant. Differences between world religions are minimized by assuming that they 

all teach the same ultimate truths. 

 

¶ Focusing on Cultural Believability. It is also not uncommon for liberal church groups to 

selectively present only those aspects of the faith that the culture finds easy to accept and 

to de-emphasize those it does not. Thus, in a scientific age miracles are not on prominent 

display and in times of national threat the peace teachings of Christ are rationalized away. 

 

As with the defensive reactions mentioned above, these accommodating reactions are not 

without their positive aspects. Liturgical language and practice need to be renewed if they are to 

speak the truth in ways that the culture can comprehend. The uniqueness of denominational 

traditions must be held in tension with the unity of core beliefs, and it is important to 

acknowledge the ideas and values that the Christian faith shares with other religions. As the 

Apostle Paul said, there is some benefit in feeding new believers with baby food before making 

them chew on the tough meat of the faith. Such actions can be healthy if taken in order to make 

the Church understandable to the culture, resulting in outreach to marginalized groups, an 
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openness to cultural differences, and a sense of radical hospitality and inclusivity not unlike that 

of Christ. 

 

But if such actions are taken in an effort to accommodate (as opposed to explain) the Church to 

the culture, they can become destructive to the Church at its core. The losses inherent in such 

accommodation include a loss of scriptural/theological grounding and a loss of courage ï 

attempting to be all things to all people, but ultimately standing for nothing. 

 

The Last Throes of the Corpse of Constantine 

 

As we observed in Chapter 2, the death throes of a paradigm are often quite violent. Like the 

spasms of rigor mortis or the thrashing convulsions that occurred in one of Jesusô exorcisms, a 

dying paradigm does not peacefully release its grip on those who hold it. In their reactions to the 

collapse of their paradigm, its adherents may do damage to the very cause they hold dear, and 

strike out angrily at those who do not react to that loss in the same way they do. Perhaps the 

increased intensity of the argument between the conservative and liberal strands of Christianity 

ought to be viewed as merely the final gasps of the Christendom paradigm before it departs the 

body of Christ for good. 

 

The death of the Christendom paradigm is slowly but surely disconnecting the Churchôs 

enmeshment with the culture and ending its ability to directly exert power, control, and influence 

over the culture. This is not a bad thing, because such a connection always works both ways. 

When the Church attempts to lead the culture, it has to hold the culture in an intimate embrace. 

And in the end, the Church ends up following as much as it leads. 

 

Christianity, 

with its doctrine of humility, of forgiveness, of love, 

is incompatible with the state, 

with its haughtiness, its violence, its punishment, its wars. 

Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy 

Russian writer, dramatist, philosopher, reformer, 

and pacifist Christian anarchist, 1828-1910 

 

When at last the paradigm of Christendom has been peeled away and the chains that bind the 

Church and to the culture have been broken, where will this leave us?  

 

Hauerwas and Willemon might have described this as a return to the time when the Church 

thought of itself as a colony in this world, being ñin the world but not of the world.ò
27

 Rather 

than trying to change the world through the means of the world ï power, control, and influence ï 
                                                           
27

 John 17:11-18. 



The Death & Resurrection of Christianity 12/13/07 

©2007 K. W. Howard – All Rights Reserved – Not for Reprint without Permission Page 17 
 

the Church instead changes the world through the witness of its communal life and its servant 

ministry.
28

 Whenever the Church abandons its true means and takes up those of the world, it 

almost always loses track of its true end as well.  

 

Simply put, the collapse of the Christendom paradigm will provide the Church with an 

opportunity to return to something like its way of life before Constantine joined the Empire with 

the Church and made them ñone flesh.ò In other words, by ending its bigamistic marriage to 

Empire, the Church will be freed to faithfully and undistractedly focus its attention on its true 

marriage, which is to Christ.   
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Biblical Reflection 

 

Mark 12:17
29

 

Give to the emperor the things that are the emperorôs and to God the things that are Godôs. 

 

What belongs to the emperor? What belongs to God? How do you discern the difference? 

 

John 18:36-40
30

 

Jesus answered, "My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my 

followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my 

kingdom is not from here." 

 

Where is our kingdom? How should this influence our relationship with this world? 

 

Ephesians 6:12 

For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil 

in the heavenly places. 

 

How should we deal with brothers and sisters with whom we disagree? 

 

 

Questions for Discussion 

 

1. On what issues do you believe you, your church, or your denomination should attempt to 

directly influence public policy in the society in which you live?  In what ways have you, 

your church or your denomination attempted to exercise this kind of influence? Is it 

possible to influence on the culture without resorting to the cultureôs methods of control? 

 

2. To what degree does your church or denomination demand uniformity as the price of 

admission into its spiritual community? List the areas of your churchôs or denominationôs 

corporate life in which is uniformity seems important. From among these areas, identify 

which are the are the most likely to be enforced and which are least likely to be enforced. 

What is the difference between unity and uniformity? 

 

3. Describe for your church or denomination who is ñusò and who is ñthem.ò Is there more 

than one category of ñthem?ò Which of these categories of ñthemò would you be most 

reluctant to give up? Is it possible to have an ñusò without a ñthem?ò 
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