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Our rapid voyage through the centuries has yiclded episodes of glorious
achievement, needless sacrifice, ignominious failure, contemplible
behaviour and intercultural interaction that neced much more study. In
the last few decades the serious study of religion has emerged from under
the rock that has hidden it in a worldly and secular-minded age. 1 offer
one striking example: in the general article entitled ‘India’ in the 199]
~ Encyclopaedia Britannica, of 164 double-column pages dealing with a
country that has been said to be ‘drunk with religion’ for millennia, less
than one column is devoted to ‘Religions’ of all kinds and only 12 lines
to Christianity there. Such studies ought to yield much more knowledge
and undersanding of this interaction in the ncar future, and make more
difficult generalizations that try to indict one culture for all that ails a given
region and exculpate another [rom responsibility for those ills. A Nigerian
friend of mine puts it, ‘God has always been with man’, and if man has
been unworthy of that company, he has also demonstrated the capacity
for sacrifice, service and love to which his faith summons him.
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“The story of the development of man’s consciousness of history,’ wrote
Herbert Butterfield, ‘involves a large-scale aspect of the whole evolution
of his experience. It is a major part of his attempt to adjust himself to
the world in which his life is set.”’ This comment serves as a useful point
of departure for this study of the development of a unique mode of
historical thought in early Christianity and how it evoived in light of the
church's attempts to adjust to the changing historical circumstances of
the world in which it found itself. The reference is to ‘ecciesiastical history’,
or ‘church history’—a unigque mode of Christian historical thought, or
philosophy of salvation history (Heilsgeschichie)—the unfolding story of
God's divine plan of salvation and redemption, or the whole of Christ’s
divine economy of salvation upon earth.? By examining this Christian sense
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of time and view of history, the aim of this study is to analyse some major
changes introduced by the Fathers of the Church from Eusebius to
Augustine into the Christian philosophy of history, especially concerning
the apocalyplic and eschatological dimensions of time and history and the
nature and meaning of the millennium.

From its earliest days the church was ‘conscious of ils existence as a
theological entity’ and also acutely aware of the changing historical
circumstances of the world in which it found itself.> Early Christian
thinkers, both those who wrote history per se, such as Eusebius, or those
who grappled with its theological significance, such as Augustine,
developed their views and assumptions regarding the process of history
in light of their Christian consciousness and interpreted the passage of
time and events in eschatological and apocalyptical terms. They were
guided by a well-defined and coherent Christian theology ol history,
according to which the church is considered to be the main agent in the
process of history, and the church is understood mainly in relation to the
sacred course and progress of the church, or God's chosen people, in the
world. Early church writers acknowledged and maintained the distinction
between sacred history (the inspired account of divine providence) and
secular history (the history of humankind told by human beings), but the
contingencies of Christian belief —its spiritval points of reference and
eschatological impulse — meant that there was inevitably always an implicit
overlapping of the sacred and secular spheres in their understanding of
history. If early Christian chronographers concerned (hemselves with
secular history—that is, the account of events in the world — they did so
primarily in order to provide Christians ‘with a framework, derived from
the redemptive history on which their faith was founded, into which they
could fit other historical information as it became familiar to them'.*

In contrast to secular history which deals with peoples, societies and
institutions during time, sacred history deals with the unfolding of God's
grand plan of salvation, or with God's saving work and his mighty
redemptive acts in the world. Indeed, on this view, all history, secular and
sacred, displays the working of divine providence. Yet, it is only sacred,
ecclesiastical history which tells what meaning historical events have in
the overall divine scheme of things and which elucidates the church'’s role
in this process. The foundation of sacred, redemptive history is thereflore

Guthrie and C. A, M. Hall, Philadelphia 1963; R. Nisbet, /istory of the Idea of Progress,
New York 1980; M. L. Finley, The Use ond Abuse of History, New York 1975; A. Richardson,
History Sacred and Profane, London 1964; S. Pollard, The Idea of Progress, 1iarmondsworth
l9§B; E. L. Tuveson, Millennium and Utopia, Gloucester 1972, and Redeemer Nation,
Chicago 1968; F. C. Haber, The Age of the World, Baltimore 1959; A. Braunthal, Salvation
and the Perfect Society: The Eternal Quest, Amherst 1979; A. Momigliano, Essays in Ancient
and Modern Hisioriography, Oxford 1977, and On Pagans Jews and Christians, Middlctown
CT 1987'! R. G Collingwood, The Idea of History, Oxford 1961; N. Cohen, The Pursuit
(1,46”8" Millennium, Oxford 1981; J. G. Gunnell, Political Philosophy and Time, Middlelown
3. J. Daniblov, A Iistory of Early Christian Doctrine Before the Council of Nicaes, 3 vals,
trans. J. D. Raker, Vol. 1, The Theology of Jewish Christianity, London 1964, p. 293,
4. R. A. Markus, Soeculum: History and Sociely in the Theology of St Augustine,
Cambridge 1970, pp. 3-4.
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the biblical narratives of God's saving work among his chosen people, the
promise made in the Old Testament and its fulfilment in the New, as well
as the prophetic revelations concerning Christ’s Second Coming and the
transformation of the world into the Kingdom of God. As Robert Markus
has noted, it is the quality of the narrative rather than of the events that
marks the ‘constitutive difference’ between sacred and secular history.*
‘Sacred’ history enjoys its privileged label nol so much because it deals
with actions of a divine origin, but rather because the narrative is deemed
to be divinely inspired. In like fashion, ecclesiastical history is 'ecclesiastical’
not merely because it recounts a series of past events related to the church,
but more importantly because it is an interpretive narrative which highlights
the meaning of the church in the overall context of redemptive history.
In other words, the constitutive feature of ecclesiastical history is the
importance it imparis to the church as an idea and not just as a collective
entity. ’

In its regular, general usage, ‘ecclesiastical’ history purports to present
an objective account of events and developments in the history of the
church, and to that extent is akin to other examples of historical writing
such as Res Gestae and related chronicles of the secular history of
mankind.® But inherent in such an account is the conception of the church
as the theological prism for understanding the evolution and meaning of
human history. This conception is best rendered by the term ecclesiastical
history and it is important to note from the outset that, in using this term
throughout the following study, we are referring not so much to the history
of churches as institutions — which is its more common meaning — but more
particularly to a unique mode of historical thought rooted in the Christian
doctrine of salvation. Thus, while ecclesiastical history is not commonly
used as a ferminus fechnicus relating to the whole of human history—
both sacred and secular—it would be remiss to ignore the philosophical
moorings and other-worldly sense of the concept in early Christianity.
Indeed, by its very nature as the history of the foliowers of Christ, the
son of God, church history must be seen not just as an objective chronicling
of the church’s development in the world, but also as the supreme instance

5. Markus, Saeculum, p. 14.
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New York 1926; Jaroslav Pelikan, The Mystery of Continuity: Time and History, Memory
and Eternily in the Thought of Saint Augustine, Charloutesville 1986, The Vindication of
Tradition, San Francisco 1987, and The Excellent Empire: The Fall of Rome and the Triumph
of the Church, San Francisco 1987; Markus, Sacculum, Cambridge 1970, The End of Ancient
Christionity, Cambridge 1990, and From Augustine to Gregory the Great, London 1983,
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of a distinctive, specifically Christian mode of historical thought which
takes the sacred sphere for granted. Whal follows, then, is essentially a
study not so much of historiography bul of historical thought or
consciousness; and in thus linking ecclesiastical history with the Christian
ideology of salvation history, we are following the example of Eusebius
Pamphili, ‘the father of Church history’, and of ecclesiastical historians
who perpetuated this usage in later centuries.” It may be useful now to
discuss some of the basic features of ecclesiastical history as we understand
the term. i

Ecclesiastical history constituted an important mode of historical
thought from the time of Christianity’s rise to predominance in the Western
world during the fourth century, right up until ‘the secularization of
theological teleology of history' announced by the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment.® *Any history written on Christian principles,’ wrote R. G.
Collingwood, ‘will be of necessity universal, providential, apocalyp(is, and
periodized.” Ecclesiastical history is a good illustration of this claim. It
is universal history inasmuch as the church claims universal validity, for
its teaching appeals to the whole world and not merely to one nation, and
it deals with the origins of human beings, with God's universal promise
and with the end of history. And although ecclesiastical history considers
the Church to be the central agency in the providential drama of human
redemplion, it does not have a particularistic centre such as race, nation
or people. Ecclesiastical history is providential history because it espouses
the beliel that the whole universe is a theocratic one ruled directly and
immediately by divine providence; hence, history is God's domain, a space
of time regulated and controlled by God, as a play preordained and
directed by divine providence. It is periodized history because it divides
history into past, present and future according to the divine scheme which
God has unveiled to humankind. These cpochs in God’s all-embracing
divine providence include the period before Christ, that aflter his First
Coming and the glorious period which is lo unfold after the anticipated
Second Coming. Finally, ecclesiastical history is apocalyptic history,
dealing with prophetic, redemplive reveiations, based on the apocalyptic
visions in the New Testament —especially the Book of Revelation—and
firmly anticipating the fullitment of divine promise. Because it progresses
in a continuum from historical revelation to the future unveiled glory,
from the promisec made in Christ’s First Coming to ils realization in his
Second Coming, each age came to perceive this apocalyptic and
eschatological dimension of history difTerently.

Al the centre of ecclesiastical — or salvation - history stands Christ —
for some obvious reasons. First of all, it is through faith in Christ and
membership in the church—~which is his symbolic body on earth—that
the believer can secure salvation. Moreover, since Christ’s First Coming
is perceived as a historical revelation, all of history prior to his arrival

7. R. A.Markus, "Church History and Early Church Historians’ and *Bede and the T(ndilion
of Ecclesiastical Historiography', in From Augustine to Gregory the Great, and The End
of Ancient Christignity.

8. Bultmann, listory end Eschotology, p. 65.

9. Collingwood, The Idea of History, p. 49.
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becomes sufTused with meaning, and all of subsequent history is seen to
bear his mark until the anticipated Second Coming—an event which will
bring about the end of time and history. With the First Coming, Christ
entered time and history as the Son of God; his Second Coming is thus
seen Lo be inseparable from occurrences within time or developments in
the history of the church. The church, as the spiritual body of Christ,
inevitably assumes a central place in the sacred history of salvation since, .
unltil the Second Coming, history is determined by the revelation of Christ
as cmbodied in the church and its faith. Furthermore, because the process
of secular history has a real significance in ecclesiastical history, history
in fact comes to be seen as a divine epic stretching back in time to the
act of Creation, and pointing forward to a magnificent future event,
namely the transformation of the world into the Kingdom of God and
his son Christ. For, throughout all the vicissitudes of-lime and history
since the Fall, God's divine providence selects, elects and predestines certain
people to restore humanity and reconcile it with its Creator. Accordingly,
in this divine epic of redemption the expulsion from Eden marks the
beginning ol providential history.

Within the context of ecclesiastical history the church is thus the
necessary, perhaps even the main, instrument of salvation without which
there is no grace and without which Christ's Second Coming is
unimaginable. In this divine economy of salvation—that is, the historical
process of human salvation in which man sins against God and God is
willing to redeem him--the history of the Church (hence the term
‘ecclesiastical history’ or ‘church history’) has a most prominent place. The
church ultimately came to deny any possibility of salvation outside itelf
(extra ecclesiam nulla salus), and thus transformed itself into the primary
mcans by which human beings, alienated from God, could become
reconciled with him. Ecclesiastical history is rooted in the notions of human
sin and God's saving grace; for without sin and redemption, history —as
the space of time from the Fall to Christ’s Second Coming—has no
meaning. '

Ecclesiastical history, then, is essentially the story of the attempts to
bring the fallen world to reconciliation with God, with the church as the
main agency in the salvation drama. It is a history that deals with the
struggles, persecutions and triumphs of the church during time; and,
indeed, in Christian historiography this focus became the very theme of
history itscll. However, within ecclesiastical history, earthly events are
significant only insofar as they relate to the sacred history of the church.
To be more precise, in this Christian scenario of time and history, past
and present events obtain their full meaning not only in relation to the
history ofl the church, but mainly and more fundamentally in relation to
the eschatological future and the decisive apocalyptic event which is to
transpire at the end of time. The final revelation of God at the close of
history, the culminating event in which God's glory is to be proclaimed
along with the saivation of the elect, is the goal of ecclesiastical history.

The relationship between sacred, prophetic revelation and the goal of
history is the main concern of ccclesiastical history. For on this view, God's
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grand scheme, directing, conditioning and controlling each and every event
in history, has been unfolding from the beginning of time. History,
therefore, is linear and teleological. The task of ecclesiastical history is
1o both record and illuminate the sacred course of events in the history
of salvation. Thus, within this Christian ideology and philosophy of history
the past is seen to be replete with symbols and prophecies pointing to the
glorious future, the millennium, the Kingdom of God or the heavenly City
of God —the New Jerusalem.

Matters touching upon the relationship between prophecy and history
obviously have far-reaching consequences for humanity and the meaning
of history, and it is not surprising that the apocalyptic and eschatological
dimensions of the goal of history and the end of time created a deep strain
in ecclesiastical history, particularly in the church's carly years. A pressing
question, for example, was whether the apocalyptic hope concerning
Christ's Second Coming and his millennial role with his saints should be
situated within time and history or beyond it.'” For many centuries (even
outside the time frame which directly concerns us) ecclesiastical historians
have grappled with this question, not only because of its theological
implications, but also because of its crucial social, religious and political
significance. As we turn now to examine the intricate relationship between
ecclesiastical history, apocalypse and eschatology, we shall see that with
the rise of Christianity—and especially in the fourth century—the
eschatological and apocalyptical dimension came to be undermined. As
the church gradually established a firmer presence in the world, and as
Christians began to realize that the Second Coming was less imminent than
they had thought, the notions of cosmic eschatology and of an imminent
apocalyptic revelation were banished from the historical horizon to some
vague future, outside the boundaries of time and history. In general terms,
Western Christianity came to adopt the view of those who rejected all literal
interpretation of the Apocalypse, or of salvation, in favour of the
allegorical.

The establishment of ecclesiastical history as a unique mode of historical

10. Christian histotiography, of course, is only one important example of attitudes loward
time and history. On the general issue of humanilty's sense of time and vision of history,
see Man and Time: Papers from the Eranos Yearbooks, Joseph Campbeli (¢d.), Princelon
1983; G. Van Der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestations, Princcton 1986; The Voices
of Time, 1. T. Fraser (ed.), Amherst 1981; Donald J. Wilcox, The Measure of Times Post,
Chicago 1987; G. J. Whitrow, Time in History: Views of Time from Prehistory (o the Present
Day, Oxford 1989; Anthony F. Aveni, Empire of Time: Calendars, Clocks, and Cultures,
New York 1989; Reginald L. Poole, Studies in Chronology and History, Oxford 1934; Frank
Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studics in the Theory of Fiction, Oxford 1967; John
G. Gunnell, Political Philosophy and Time, Chicago 1987; Stephen Toulmin and June
Goodfield, The Discovery of Time, Chicago 1982; Richard J. Quinones, The Renaissance
Discovery of Time, Cambridge MA 1972; J. L. Russell, ‘Time in Christian Thought’, in
The Voices of Time, J. T. Fraser {cd.); Gilles Quispel, ‘Time and History in Patristic
Christianity', in Man and Time, J. Campbell (ed.).

On the refationship between history and apocalypse, see Bernard McGinn, Visions of the
End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages, New York 1970, and ‘Early Apocalypticisny',
in The Apocalypse in English Renaissance Thought and Literature, C. A. Patrides and
Y. Wittreich (cds), lthica 1984; Klaus Koch, The Rediscovery of Apocalyplic, London 1972;
The Apocalypse in English Renaissance Thought and Literature, C. A. Patrides and Joseph
Wittreich (cds); Thomas J. J. Altizer, Hisiory as Apacalypse, New Yark L9RS; Austin Farrer,
A Rebirth of Images: The Making of St John's Apoacalypse, New York 1986,
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thought coincided with the transformation of Christianity from a

perscc.ulcd sect into the official church and faith of the Roman Empire.

‘Euseblus Pamphili (¢.260 — c.340), bishop of Caesarea, is rightly considered

the Father of Church History’,'" or ecclesiastical history, because of his

celebrated Ecclesiastical History. The principal source on Christian history
from (1.16 A.poslolic age up until his own day, its final complete edition

appearing in 323 ck, this work is an excellent example of church history

proper, that is, a chronicling of developments within the Early Church; '
bul it also sets forth the Christian Weltanschauung, or assumplions'

rcgarc.ling the sacred beginnings and goal of history. '

‘It is my p\_xrposc', wrote Eusebius, ‘lo hand down a writlen account
of the successions of the holy Apostles as well as the times extending from
our Sz}wour to ourselves; the number of those who were [the Church's]
iliustrious guides and leaders’, of those who ‘in each generration by word
o( mouth or by writings served as ambassadors of the word of God' along
‘wnh ‘113c names, the number and the times’ of those who out ’ol' the
extremity of error’ were ‘mercilessly ravaging the flock of Christ like
ravening wolves’, of those who waged war ‘against the divine Word: and
the character of those who . . . have passed through the contest of b‘lood
and lorturles in His behalf; and, in addition to this, the martyrdoms of
our.o“'/r}znmes and with them all the gracious and kindly succor of our
S'avmf. In these words we see not only the clear intention to write an
hlslon_cal account of concrete deeds and devclopments in the church’s first
centurics, that is, a ‘church history’ in the more limited sense of the word
but. also (h.e implied divine parameters of the historical process and thé
tacit meaning of ecclesiastical history as a mode of historical thought —
one whxg:h later ecclesiastical historjans were to adopt.

Euscbius was not without predecessors in his stated endeavour to recount
the progress of the ‘ambassadors of the Word of God’ in the world.
Theophilus of Antioch (later second century), Julius Africanus
(c.150 - c.240) and Hippolytus of Rome (c.170 ~ ¢.236) were among those
whp hac{ \.vrillen earlier about the church in relation to world history. But
(hcnr' w_nung—which survives only in fragmented form—largely reflects
the limited self-understanding of the early Christians who perceived the
Church of Christ ‘not as a historical but as an eschatological
phenomenon’."> Eusebius’ importance lies not only in the fact that he
defined ecclesiastical history proper —even taking credit for being ‘the first
to enter upon this undertaking, attempting as it were, to travel a deserted
and untrodden road’ (1, p. 36)— but also, and more importantly, because
he gave Christianity meaning within history, '

Wn!mg‘ at the time of the conversion of Constantine the Great to
Christianily and the subsequent rise of that faith to dominance in the
Roman E,'mpirg, Eusebius considered this act to be of the highest historical
and providential magnitude, ‘a divine act, establishing Christianity in the

. Mmk\_»s. ‘Church History and Early Church Historians', p. 10.
12.  Euscbius Pamphili, Ecclesiastical History, in The Fathers of the Church, trans. R. J.

2;{::‘;;:“' Vol. I, Washington 1981, pp. 35— 6. All Turther references in the text are to this

13, Bultmann, History and Exchatalogy, pp. 51, 37.
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citadel of government decisions as a means 1o its further cx(ensioq’ a’ng
‘an essential step in the diffusion of the gospel throughout the empire’.
'For Constantine’, Eusebius wrote, ‘God was Friend, Proleclqr, and
Guardian', and it was for this reason that Constantine and his sons
‘cleansed the world of hatred for God' (11, pp. 282, 28'8).‘0111 of the
persecution and suffering which had characterized C!lri§l1anxly from.lhc
time of Christ up until the time of Constantine, Christianity l}ﬁd now risen
up and finally been acknowledged as the faith of the empire. Euscbius
closely identified this historical development and the adYal\cc ol the church :
with God's redemptive scheme of history. The conversion of Cons'tamme
was for Eusebius a supreme illustration of God's wondrous provn_dcnce,
and in composing his work he seized on this notion of proyid_cnual aqd
redemptive intervention to imbue Christianity with a new sagn.xﬁc;ancc. in
terms of world history. In his view, ‘the Christians were a nation Wh.lch
had 'a transcendental origin’; for standing behind them ‘there was Christ’,
and Christian history, dealing as it did with the Christians’ struggles upon
earth against Christ's enemies and the Devil lurking behind the scene, was
seen to differ radically from earthly, profane history. Eusebius z'lccordln'gly
begins his ecclesiastical history with an account of ‘the first dispensation
of God in our Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ’ (I, pp. 36-7), and p.rocc'cds
1o consolidate all the events from Christ o his own time ‘in an historical
narrative’."

Eusebius’ endeavour to consolidate ecclesiastical history —an cndgavour
based on Christian faith—presents a model for providential history,
highlighting the view that from the bcginning of. time God’'s grand
providential design has been unfolding within l]lslory. lndced,' the
*Constantine revolution’ had not only foreed Christians to face the xs'su,e
of ‘Christian orientation within a newly Christianized Roman Emplrc’,
il also obliged ‘Christianity to reassess itself in relation to its own past’.
And with the end of the ‘age of martyrs and of a pcrseculed.church in
a hostile empire’, Christians increasingly began the most crucial process
of reconstructing the history of the church upon earth. Such was th case
with Euscbius who ‘gave the Constantine church a new past in .hls
Ecclesiastical History'.'® No wonder, then, that in tl}is divine Chnst'xan‘
epic, the advent of the first Christian emperor stirred up Euscbu‘us
messianic hope in ‘a day bright and radiant, with never a~cloud casling
a shadow upon it, [shining] down with rays of heavenly light upon.lh'c
churches of Christ throughout the whole world® (11, p. 241). Yet it is
noteworthy that the notions of cosmic eschatology and of apocalyptic
salvation, or the pursuit of the miliennium, are noliccabl)f abscn_( from
Eusebius’ writings. This absence can be explained by Eusebius’ belief lh.:u
with the conversion of Constantine providential history had reached its
zenith and that Christianity would soon spread throughout the world. He

14. H. Chadwick, The Early Church, Harmondsworth 1982, p. 71.

15. Momigliano, ‘Pagan and Christian Hisloriography', p. ll()._ )

16. Markus, The End of Ancient Christianity, p. l37';.‘l’rc|'_ncc to me‘/lugu.flm_c fo
Gregory the Great, pp. i —ii; "The Problem of Sclf—(lcﬁ.mlmn: l-ro!n Scc[ to (,hurf:h . {‘rm(l
Augustine 1o Gregory the Great, p. 14; and ‘Church History and Larly Church Historians’,
From Augustine 1o Gregory the Great, p. 1.
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indeed saw the conversion of Constantine as the culmination of
providential history and associated the Roman Empire with the realization
of God's redemptive plan in history. Nevertheless, Eusebius considered
this Christian success to be an earthly triumph which, though achieved
‘with the aid of God, the universal King and the son of God’ (I, p. 287),
was clearly not the climax of salvation history in which the all-time drama
of human salvation and redemption would be resolved. In short, while
demonstrating by means of ecclesiastical history that Christians ‘became
history-conscious at this time' because they saw ‘events reach a great
climax’,'” he pointedly discredited millennial dreams and refused (o see
the church’s earthly viclory as a portent of eschatological salvation, or
as the last and final act in the all-time mystery of sacred, providential
histary., L

The fact that at this turning-point in Christian history, with the
conversion of Constantine and the transformation of Christianity into the
faith of the Roman Empire, the apocalyptic dimension— which had once
given power and meaning to the persecuted church — was no longer deemed
a central feature of Christian expectation, is of tremendous consequence.
This, indeed, was a pivotal moment in the history of Christianity, when
‘the Church of the Catacombs became the Church of the Empire'?; hand-
in-hand with this transformation came a crucial theological
metamorphosis: the belief in the literal realization of the millennium was
cast out of mainstream Christianity as the notions of eschatology and
apocalypse were pushed beyond history and time. Among the clearest
exponents of this de-eschatological trend was Eusebius.

Eusebius was a staunch opponent of chiliasm (from the Greck word
for ‘a thousand’) or millenarianism, the belief (based on Revelation xx.1 ~5)
in a special future era of salvation history which would be inaugurated
upon Christ’s return and unfold under his reign for a thousand years before
the final consummation. This period, so it was believed, would last a
thousand years (hence ‘millennium’), and would be the period of the
glorious rule of Christ and his saints on earth. Eusebius argued against
the chiliastic insistence that ‘there will be a period of about a thousand
years after the resurrection of the dead, when the kingdom of Christ will
be established on this earth in material form’, claiming that this view was
an error of the chiliasts who had made a ‘perverse reading of the account
of the Apostles, not realizing that these were expressed by them mystically
in figures’ (I, p. 205). By rejecting the literal interpretation of the
Apocalypse in lavour of an allegorical reading, and by claiming that the
Apocalypse could not ‘be understood according to the literal sense’ (11,
pp. 131-2), Eusebius in effect denied the possibility of historical
eschatological revelation. His views were the antithesis of the chiliastic
or millenarian beliel—one held by many Christians of his day—that at
the end of time Christ will return in all his splendour to gather together
the just, to annihilate hostile powers and to establish a glorious kingdom

17, Buuerficld, The Origins of History, p, 177; Markus, ‘The Roman Empire in Early
Christian Mistoriography', in From Augustine to Gregory the Great,
18. T. Ware, The Orthodox Church, Harmondsworth 1963, p. 26.
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on earth in which he himsell will rule as its king, and in which all the just,
including (he saints recalled to life, will take part.

Eusebius’ rejection of chiliasm or milienarianism left its indelible mark
on ecclesiastical history, which was now deemed (o be devoid of any
apocalyptic dimension. Eusebius, ‘the father of Church History’, however,
did not stand alone. Rather, the position he took gave wilness to an
increasing tendency among Christians of his day to place revelation, as
the defined goal of history, beyond time. Other major opponents of
millenarianism during the ante-Nicene period were Gaius, or Caius (early.
third century), who rejected both the Gospel and the Revelation of St John;
Origen (c.185 —c.254); and Dionysius the Greal (d. ¢.264), a pupil of
Origen and bishop of Alexandria. These writers ‘rejected the milienarian
doctrine in foto, either impugning the canonicity of the Revelation, like
Gaios [Galus] or condemning literal interpretation of lhc lexl like Origen

. seeing the millennium as the time of the Church”.!
Origen, like Eusebius, had rejected the literal meaning of the millennium
as an awaited earthly, historical phenomenon, perceiving it instead as a
spiritual event transpiring within the believer’s soul. Starting with the
presupposition that ‘the Kingdom of God is within us’, Origen asserted
that *he who prays for the coming of the kingdom of God rightly prays
that the kingdom of God might be established, and bear [ruit and be perfect
in himself’. In the same vein he argued that ‘Christ reigns with the Father
in the soul that is perfect’, concluding that ‘by the kingdom of God . ..
is meant the happy enthronement of reason and the rule of the wise
counsels; and by the “kingdom” of Christ, the saving words that reach
those who hear, and the accomplished works of justice and other virtues’.?°

Origen’'s perspective, and that of Eusebius elucidaled above, reveal both
men as the protagonists of the defence of the church against such
‘heterodoxy' as millenarianism, and as the proponents of what soon came
to be considered as the orthodox interpretation of Scripture. Indeed their
repudiation of chiliasm in the ante-Nicene period eventually came to be
the accepted view of the church [rom that time until the Protestant
Reformation.?!

These adversaries of chiliasm in the ante-Nicene period found themselves
up against a rich Christian tradition which stressed the beliel in a literal
interpretation of the Apocalypse. Among the leading proponents of
chiliastic doctrine in these first centuries were Papias of [Hierapolis
(c.60 —¢.130); Justin Martyr (c.100 —~¢.165); Irenacus, bishop of Lyons
(c.130 ~ ¢.200), and Tertullian (c.160 -~ ¢.225). The views and writings of

19, Daniélou, The Theology of Jewish Christianity, p. 378.

20. Origen, 'Prayer’, in Prayer, Exhortation to Mariyrdom, trans. J. 1. O'Mecara, /incient
Christian Writers, New York 1954, pp. 84 -5,
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these advocates of chiliasm illuminate the Christian theology of
millenarianism which consists of ‘three elements: the Christian themes of
the parousia (Second Coming), the resurrection of the saints and the reign
of Christ. In addition, there is the allusion to the period of a thousand
years. According to Eusebius, for example, Papias believed that there will
be a certain period of a thousand years after the resurrection from the
dead, ‘when the kingdom of Christ will be established on this earth in
material form’ (1, p. 205). In the same vein Tertullian expressed his
eschatological visions and millennial expectations, declaring:

We confess that a kingdom is promised to us upon the earth, before [the entry
into] heaven and in a different state of existence; but aflter the resurrection,
and for a period of a thousand years m the divinely-built cny of Jerusalem,
a kingdom come down from heaven.?

It may be uselul to say a few words about the vatious strands of
millenarian thinking in the Early Church, the roots of which are to found
in early Jewish Christian theology. Those thinkers who were writing from
within the Asiatic tradition of millenarianism elaborated the basic teaching
of Christ's expected return and the establishment of his kingdom in terms
of Jewish apocalyptic symbolism, and imbued this anticipated reign with
features of Old Testament prophecy. Many of these features were in fact
related to the world to come, and the transfer of prophecies dealing with
nature to the millenarian domain: for example, the close linking of the
earthly reign of Christ with the idea of renewal of the earth is particularly
pronounced in the writing of Papias of Hierapolis. Such transferrals are
also a good illustration of the so-called mythical bent of millenarianism
which was deemed unacceptable by later theologians. The literal
interpretation of biblical prophecy, which identified the triumph of the
chosen people with the millennium, was particularly abhorrent to the
Hellenic Christians who responded to such notions by rejecting
millenarianism altogether.?

The Syrian — Egyptian type or trend of millenarianism was characterized
by astrological impulses which led to eschatological calculations of the
cosmic week as the basis for the seven millennia, according to which five
millennia had already passed, the sixth was in progress and the seventh—
the anticipated day of rest or repose of the saints —was still awaited. Both
Theophilus, Bishop of Antioch and one of the Christian Apologists (later
second century), and Hippolytus of Rome (c.170 — ¢.236) represent this
trend. Theophilus was one of the first Christian writers to take an interest
in the theology of history and he had a marked influenced on Irenaeus,
whose millenarian thinking synthesizes the two types mentioned above.?

What is important about the various strains of millenarian thought is
that their representatives believed in the immediacy of apocalyptic

22. Tertullian of Carthage, Against Marcion, ciled in Daniélou, Theology of Jewish
Christianity, p. 389.
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revelation and maintained that Christ’s Second Coming, like his first, would
take the form of an earthly revelation occurring within time and history.
Justin Martyr, prominent among the supporters of the literal interpretation
of the millennium, when asked whether he ‘really believe[d] that this place
Jerusalem shall be rebuilt’, and whether he did ‘actually expect’ that
‘Christians will one day congregate there to live joyfully with Christ',
declared his response in plain words: ‘1, with many others, feel that such
an even! will take place’. While he clearly admits that ‘there are many pure
and pious Christians who do not share our opinion’, he insists that he and
‘every other completely orthodox Christian, fecl certain that there will be
a resurrection of the flesh, followed by a thousand years in the rebuilt,
embellished, and enlarged city of Jerusalem’. Justin found a further
buttress for his millenarian views in the Book of Revelation, to which he
refers in the following manner: ‘a man among us named John, one of
Christ's Apostles, received a revelation and foretold that the followers of

. Christ would dwell in Jerusalem for a thousand years, and that alterward
the universal and, in short, everlasting resurrection and judgment would
take place’.?* Justin and others all identified the millennium with the times
of the anticipated messianic kingdom, a position strongly challenged by
their opponents in the post-Nicene period. .

The existence of these two conflicting traditions within Christianity
during the ante-Nicene period, concerning the interpretation of
Scripture—the literal interpretalion as embraced by the advocates.ofl
chiliasm, and the allegorical explanation as expounded by their
opponents —is perhaps the key to understanding the history of the Church
in the post-Nicene period right up to the Protestant Reformation. For,
with the conversion of Constantine and the success of Christianity in the
Roman Empire, the vivid chiliastic beliel came increasingly to be regarded
in Christianily as heterodox, even heretical. Millenarianism was foreign
to the Church ol Rome where, as Daniélou has noted, the focus was
centred on the establishment of the church, the completion of which was
seen as the ‘condition for the coming of the heavenly kingdom®; this caused
a significant shift in Christian thinking, for now the messianic age came
to be ‘identified with the times of the Church, which themselves constitute
the seventh millennium’.*® The challenge to chiliasm —a challenge which
constituted a growing trend in the post-Nicene period —is no more apparent
than in the resolutions embodicd in what came to be known as the Nicene
Creed, which reflected the church’s attempt to consolidate its position as
the official religion of the Roman Enpire by formulating a uniform
expression ol orthodox Christian faith.

25.  Saint Justin Martyr, *Dialogue with Trypha', in Writings of Saint Justin Martyr, T. 13,
Falls (ed.), The Fathers of the Church, Washingion 1977, pp. 275 - 8.
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The Nicene Creed, or as it is sometimes known, the
Niceno — Constantinopolitan Creed, incorporated the resolutions of two
important ecclesiastical councils, the Council of Nicaea (325) and the
Council of Constantinople (381), From the time of the Council of
Chalcedon (451) onward, it was acknowledged as the Church’s accepted
creed.”” The first ecumenical council,.at Nicaea, was summoned by the
emperor Constantine in order to secure uniformity and unity within the
church of the empire and to affirm the beliel in the true divinity of Jesus -
against the Arians who denied it. The Council of Constantinople added
the doctrine of the Trinity and later, at Chalcedon, the doctrine of the
two united and unchangeable natures of Christ was adopted.

What is important to note is that these councils clearly reflected the
eschatological thrust of Christian thinking and adhered to the belief in
Christ’s Second Coming, the Last Judgment, the Resurrectjon of the Dead
and the Kingdom of Christ. The Nicene or Constantinople Creed expresses
the firm belief in ‘one Lord Jesus Christ . . . who for us men-and because
of our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy
Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became human’. Confident that Christ ‘will
come again with glory to judge the living and the dead’, and that ‘His
Kingdom shall have no end’, those reciting the creed concluded with the
anticipatory phrase ‘we look forward to the resurrection of the dead and

the life of the world to come’.*® What was missing from the Nicene Creed,
however,

was the Millenarianism of Paul and the Book ol Revelation: the beliel that
when Christ returned to carth, his would be a fighting realm in which Christ
would reign until he had destroyed all his enemies . . . or in which Christ would
reign for one thousand years, afler which there would_be a last battle with the

enemies of the kingdom until the New Jerusalem would come down out of
heaven (Rev. 20).%

These official resolutions of the councils of the church set in motion
a fateful process which led to the exclusion of chiliasm from the orthodox
Christian faith. Indeed, this was the ‘de-eschatologization process’, a
gradual displacement of Christ’s Second Coming from this world to the
‘world lo come’. More than anything else, the process of de-
eschatologization which began with the establishment of Christianity as
the religion of the empire signified the church’s gradual abandonment of
millennial expectations—or at least the denial of their relevance for the
present or immediate future. A signal transformation had occurred in the
Christian sense of time and vision of history; eschatology and apocalypse
now stood outside the boundaries of history and so, in stark contrast with
chiliastic teaching and millennial expeclations, the entire culmination of
the redemptive process was placed beyond time and history. By stressing

21.  Creeds of the Churches, John H. Leith (ed.), Atlanta 1977, pp. 28 - 36; Adoll Harnack,
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the beliel that divine, prophetic revelation would be realized beyond time
and history, this de-eschatologization process, or the gradual displacement
of the eschatological revelation of Christ’s Second Coming rom this world
to the ‘world to come', irrevocably separated history from prophecy. No
longer considered an intrinsic part of the historical process, eschatological
revelation —now associated with an indefinite delay in Christ's Second
Coming —receded into a realm outside the boundaries of history, or into
some undefined distance. Thus, the fulfilment of sacred prophetic
revelations, once considered to be an inextricable dimension of history
itself, was now sought only outside the process of history. In other words,
it was now felt that although historical events, such as Constantine's
conversion to Christianity, might have an ultimate significance in the
overall divine scheme of salvation history, their meaning or purpose was
by no means knowable on the basis of revelation or decipherable in terms
of biblical prophecies. No longer were Christians encouraged to believe
that the millennium was upon them, that it hovered on the horizon or
that it might be expected within the lifetime of certain generations.

Equally important with regard to the ebbing of the eschatological wave
in Christian thought, and parallel to it, was the declaration of the Nicene
Creed that the church is the exclusive instrument of salvation—extra
ecclesiam nulla salus. Thus, not only did chiliasm or millenarianism come
to be regarded as heresy, but in the historical process of salvation, the
church, as the body of Christ, now assumed an exclusive role, for it alone
was invested with the means of salvation upon earth. The decline of
eschatology was due primarily to the establishment of both the ecclesiastical
structure of the church and its dogmatic norms during the third and the
fourth centuries. Yet this decisive transformation involved the shift from
‘the categories of cosmic drama to those of being, from the Revelation
of St John the Divine to the creed of the Council of Nicaca’.?® In this
process the church surrendered the millenarian interpretation of the
Apocalypse in favour of the view that the millennium referred 1o ‘the time
of the church’ within the world.?' Thus, the eschatological and apocalyptic
dimensions of the goal and meaning of history were surrendered in favour
of ‘the church’s new affirmation of the place of universal history in the
economy of salvation’.*?

Conclusive as il was, however, the process of de-eschatologization,
which culminated in the formation of the Nicene Creed, could not lead
to a blankel rejection within Christian thought of the eschatological
sentiment and apocalyptic hopes expressed in the Pauline epistics and the
Book of Revelation. Apart from the obvious rcason that, as parl of
Scripture, these writings had been traditionally accepted as the work of
divine authorship, it was also recognized that millenarianism, witl its stress
on the sense of immediacy of the realization of millennial dreams, had
an undeniably powerful appeal and was embraced by many Christians.
Millenarianism had cxisted from the church’s first days and had managed

30. Pelikan, Catholic Traedition, p. 131.
31. Daniélou, Theology of Jewish Christianity, p. 378.
32. DPelikan, The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition, p. 129.

HISTORY AND ESCHATOLOGY 407

more or less Lo escape the official censure of the church.’? Such was the
case with the first millennial and apocalyptic movement, Montanism, in
the latter part of the second century. Those who embraced Montanism
were firm adherents of the millenarian hope.

For a long time then, the church could not overlook the millenarian
strain of thought, and in fact had to wrestle with the presence of millennial
dreams within the framework of ecclesiastical history. In other words,
Chiristian thought had to offer a plausible interpretation for eschatology
and Apocalypse, an interpretation sufficiently meaningful to retain the
vivid, prophetic visions of Scripture, while holding their loaded message
in check so that chiliasm would not thwart the inroads being made by the
church trinmphant, as the head of the official religion of the empire. For
one of the emphatic views of chiliasm or millenarianism is that
eschatological salvation is not preordained by, nor exclusively associated
with, the church; hence the grave threat which it posed to the church which
had come to regard itself as the sole vehicle of salvation. Unable to deny
the millenarian dream, Christian thinkers in the post-Nicene period sought
a way to accommodate it within the confines of sacred, ecclesiastical
history, or within the boundaries of the providential philosophy of
salvation history.-Obviously, the aim of the newly established church of
the Roman Empire was to avoid lending any legitimacy to the millennial
movements’ tendency to seek salvation outside the boundaries of the
institutions of the church itself.

Towards accomplishing this most critical task of keeping within the
church the presence of eschatological visions and millennial expectations,
while stripping away (heir revolutionary meaning in regard to the
established church, the greatest contribution in terms of ecclesiastical
history as a mode of historical thought was undoubtedly made by
Augustine of Hippo.

Unlike Eusebius' Ecclesiastical History, which totally rejected chiliasm,
and unlike the Creed of Nicaca which sidestepped the millenarianism of
St Paul and the Apocalypse, the church sought a way in which to
accommodate millennial belief without undermining its own exclusive role
in mediating divine grace. Another solution in fact existed, one which
would allow the church to use eschatological and apocalyptic beliefs in
order o consolidate its position within the world. This, however, required
reformulating ecclesiastical history in such a way that the millennium would
be presented as inextricably bound to the historical process as embodied
in the history of the church. It is precisely this unique reformulation which
was St Augustine’s greal achievement.

In his City of God, written between 413 and 426, Augustine elucidated
the Christian philosophy of time, and particularly the church’s unique role
in providential history, in so skilful a manner that his views on this subject
came 1o be identified with the essence of Christianity right up to the
Protestant Reformation. The City of God is a well-arliculated example
of ecclesiastical history; but nol in the sense of an account of concrete
cvenls concerning the church. Indeed, Augustine pointedly denies any

33.  Pelikan, Cathalic Tradition, pp. 124 ~ 6.



408 JOURNAL OF RELIGIOUS HISTORY

pretensions to historiograply and even advises the reader to ‘raisc himsell
above’ this kind of history. Rather, The City of God ofTers a scl Christian
view of history.>* The church, which exists both for the City of God and
for the Kingdom of Heaven, is the embodiment on carth of that which
is to come in the next life and is now more than ever seen as the pivotal
and indispensable player in providential history. Furthermore, ecclesiastical
history, where the drama of sin and redemption is played out from the
beginning to the end ol time, is now held up as the sole source of meaning
for events in this life. This was the major accomplishment of Augustine'’s
City of God. In what follows we shall discuss Augustine’s view ol history,
one which is delermined by and inextricably intertwined with his
understanding of the church, and also focus on his eschatological teaching,
which came to be accepted doctrine in Christianity in subscquent
generations.

The City of God was written in a totally different historical context than
that of Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History. While the latter composed his
celebrated opus at the time of Constantine's conversion to Christianity
and the rise of the church to prominence in the world, the former wrote
under the shadow of a crucial event in the history of the world —the Sack
of Rome. In his book, Augustine defends Christ and Christianity againsl
charges that they were responsible for this great disaster of the Western
world which occurred when, in August of the year 410, Alaric and the
Goths sacked Rome, a city which had been frec from the fcar of attack
for over 800 years. Living in this new and dramatic historical context,
Augustine, in marked contrast to Eusebius, was obviously unable to
confirm the optimistic belief that the triumph of Christianity would be
realized in the process of history, or that the progress of history bears
witness to the gradual yet inevitable triumph of the church all over the
world. Augustine duly notes that in their attempt to explain an event of
such terrifying magnitude, there were many in Rome who pointed an
accusing finger at the ‘Christian era’ under whose influence their city had
been for years, and held ‘Christ responsible for the disasters which their
city endured’ (I. 1). After generations of success in the Roman Empire,
Christians in his time were once again confronted by hostility and
opposition in the world. Once again, therefore, they had to come to grips
with the notion that this world was not theirs, for theirs was another
kingdom. )

In light of recent historical events, it became clear to Augustine that
a reassessment or more nuanced expression of the relation between
revelation and historical reflection was called for. The general interest in
‘ecclesiastical history’ as a mode of historical thought was alrecady much
in evidence by the fourth century, but Augustine’s special interest lay in
the exposition of the theological significance of the unfolding course of
history, and in particular of the church’s role therein.?® Paulus Orosius,

14,  As Pelikan notes, he ‘explicilly disqualified himself* from being a “writer of history”.
See Pelikan, The Mystery of Continuity, p. 35.
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whose The Seven Books of History Against the Pagans was composed at
about the same time as The City of God, saw the writing of hislory largely
as an exercise in apologelics, one guided by the dictates of sacred history.
Hence his concern to set forth ‘the desires and punishments of sinful men,
the struggles of the world and the judgments of God, from the beginning
of the world down to the present day . ..: but separating Christian times,
because of the greater presence of Christ's grace, from the former
confusion of unbelief’.*® Paulus, who had written his account at the behest
of the ‘most blessed Father Augustine’, echoed the latter's view of the
church as an alien socjourner in this world, and of the inherent dualism
of the Christian condition, noting in simple terms: ‘Among Romans . . .
1 am a Roman; among Christians, a Christian; among men, a man . . .
1 enjoy every land temporarily as my fatherland, because what is truly
my fatherland and that which I love, is not completely on this earth”.?’

This was also the main theme of the series of sermons which Augustine
preached following the Sack of Rome, ‘Citizens of Jerusalem,’ he called
to his fellow Christians in Carthage, ‘O God's own people, O Body of
Christ, O high-born race of foreigners on earth . . . you do not belong
here, you belong somewhere else.”*® Not reconciliation with the world,
but alienation from it, not a conquest butl a permanent pilgrimage upon
earth—this essentially was the business of the Christian in the world, an
cxistential aspect of Christian life upon which Augustine constructed his
City of God. In this great work the new expositor of ecclesiastical history
no longer shows the world as the realm in which the church rises to
dominance and glory within the course and progress of history, as Eusebius
had done, but depicts it rather as the arena for the crucial contest between
the f:hurch (the City of God) and the world (the earthly, profane city).**

Firmly ensconced in the world and linked in their activities, the heavenly
and the earthly citics are the locus for the unfolding of time, and the
struggle between the two constitutes the essence of history which is to
culminate in their disentangiement at the end of time and history, or at
the Last Judgment. ‘My task,’ wrote Augustine, ‘is to discuss . . . the rise,
the development and the destined ends of the two cities, the earthly and
the heavenly, the cities which we find, as I have said, interwoven, as it
were, in this present transitory world, and mingled with one another’
gXl. 1). A closer look at the precise nature and meaning of these two cities
is the best starting poinl [or our consideration of Augustine's grasp of
‘ecclesiastical history’.

Augustine's understanding of the historical process, as one characterized
by the intrinsic contest between the two cities from the beginning to the
end of time, evolved from his earlier view of the church as composed of
two sorts'of people~—a view which he now applied to history in general.
Up to the writing of the City of God, writes Peter Brown, Augustine’s .
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‘ideas on the two Cilies had developed largely in relation to the human
composition of the church’,*® an institution in which, according to
Augustine, two types of people are to be found, good and evil, those
destined for salvation and those who would not be saved, and from which
the evil types would not be weeded out until the Day of Judgment:

] classily the human race into lwo branches: the one consists of those who' live
by human standards, the other of those who live according to God's wx}l: 1
also call these two classes (he two cities, speaking aliegorically. By two citics
1 mean two socielies of human beings, one of which is predestined to reign
with God for all eternity, the other doomed to undergo cternal punishment
with the devil. (XV. 1)

Thus, the dualism which Augustine perceived within the body of the church
became the cornerstone of his historical interpretation. It rested on the
claim that the entire historical process is significd by an inherent dualism
between the two cities.

Augustine characterizes the two cities not only with regard to their final
destiny, but also in terms of their mode of existence in this world. He
has scathing words for the profane city: ‘I cannot refrain from speaking
about the city of this world, a city which aims at dominion, which holds
nations in enslavement, but is itsell dominated by that very lust of
domination’ (I, Preface). Over against this city he presents the City of
God which both ‘exists in this world of time, a stranger among the ungodly,
living by faith’ and resting ‘in the security of its everlasting seat’ (1, Preface).
He makes the distinction in the following manner: ‘God’s City lives in this
world's city, as far as its human clement is concerned; but it lives there
as an alien sojourner’ (XVIIL. 1). This dualism of the temporal and
spiritual, sacred and profane, lics at the heart of Augustine’s view of the
existential condition of human life and, by extension, of the church itself.
God, as the creator ‘of both souls and bodics’ determined that by definition,
the church, which is the composite of his creatures, would be of this world
but also be linked to the heavenly sphere by virtue of its soul (XII. 28).
‘For nations have already filled the Church, and the clean and the unclean
are contained as it were in the framework of the Church's unity, until the
appointed end is reached’ (XV. 27). .

Only with the end of time and history would this dualism disappear
and both cities finally be separated from one another. ‘The two cities, !hc
earthly and the Heavenly, which are mingled together from the beginning
1o the end of their history’, are similar in that both ‘alike enjoy the good
things, or are afflicted with the adversities of the temporal s(n!c'
(XVII1. 54); for ‘just as both the cities started together, as they exist
together among mankind, so in human history they have together
experienced in their progress the vicissitudes of time’ (XVI1IL. 1). On'lhe
other hand, however, each has ‘a different faith, a different expectation,
a different love’; and in the final scenario the two will be ‘separated by
the final judgment . . . [when] each reccives her own end, of which there
is no end’ (XVIIL. 54).
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Together with and closely related to this dualism, which Augustine
characterized as the essential feature of history and in light of which he
attempted to interpret the entire historical process, he introduced an
important notion concerning the dimension of time within which this
dualism works itself out. According to Augustine, the space of time within
which the struggle between the two cities is waged, and hence present
history itself, is characterized by what might be called the dimension of
‘realized eschatology’: ‘Jesus’ ministry constituted the beginning of the
millennium’, and during the unfoiding of the millennium his ‘chief
instrument’ would be ‘the Church’.*! Thus, from the First Coming of
Christ, history became that realm of time within which the [ulfilment of
eschatology transpires. For according to Augustine, ‘the Devil is bound
throughout the period embraced by the Apocalypse, that is from the first
coming of Christ to the end of the world, which will be Christ’s second
coming' (XX. 8). Between these two great apocalyptic and revelatory events
occurs the millennium, a period which is indeed unfolding in history, or
in Augustine’s words: ‘while the Devil is bound for a thousand years, the
saints reign with Christ, also for a thousand years; which are without doubt
to be taken in the same sense, and as denoting the same period, that s,
the period beginning with Christ's first coming’ (XX. 9). Furthermore,
during this period of realized eschatology in which the millennium is
alrcady taking place within historical time, the church assumes its ultimate
role in salvation history. According to Augustine, in the course of the
millennium the church assumes the place of the Kingdom of Christ and
the Kingdom of Heaven upon earth, and in it Christ exercises his millennial
reign alongside his saints. ‘“The Church even now’, Augustine stressed time
and again concerning his present age, ‘is the kingdom of Christ and the
kingdom of Heaven', and therefore ‘the Church now begins to reign with
Christ among the living and the dead’ (XX. 9).

When Augustine set the start of the millennium at Christ's First Coming,
defining it as the historical period which unfolds from that event to the
Second Coming which would signal the final day of judgment, he stripped
the millennium of its most revolutionary extrahistorical, apocalyptic’
dimensions and planted it firmly within the boundaries of time and history.
The millennium of Augustine, however, was totally and radically different
from that of the chiliasts or the millenarians, even though both stressed
its historical, earthly and feasible aspect. While the chiliasts vividly
anticipated the culmination of the historical process in Christ’s Second
Coming and his millennial rule with his saints upon earth, for Augustine
that decisive moment in the history of salvation had already occurred with
Christ's First Coming.

Augustinc’s assertion that the millennium had begun with Christ’s First
Coming enabled him to cleanse ecclesiastical history of the radical ideas
that had given rise to revolutionary millennial expectations and
eschatological visions. The millennium, argued Augustine, was already
in progress within time and history, and was not some glorious period
in the future which would be inaugurated by Christ's Second Coming.
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‘Augustine could discard the pursuit of the millenniumn from his
ecclesiastical history, becausc he had made the millennium an integral part
of the historical process. The chiliasts or millenarians, on the other hand,
strongly adhered to the prophetic revelations of the Apocalypse; for them
Christ’s Second Coming had signilied that most glorious moment in
providential history in which the whole mystery of the history of salvation
and redemption would be resolved.

The belief that there will be an earthly reign of the Messiah belorce the
end of time and history is an integral part of Christian teaching which

is indicated in the New Testament in I — 1l Thessalonians, | Corinthians-

and the Revelation of John. It expressed the belicl about the parousia,
or Christ’s return to this world at the end of time to establish his Kingdom.
Ultimately, millenarianism denotes the beliel in cosmic eschatology and
eschatological salvation — the view that there would be a glorious period
at the end of salvation history and these last days would comprise the return
of Christ, the resurrection of the saints, the general judgment and the
inauguration of the New Creation.*? Therefore, according to chiliasm,
the millennium would be signalled by a cataclysmic cosmic event that would
unveil the whole course of redemptive history, while for Augustine the
time of the millennium is already unflolding in the present and is therefore
inextricable from the process of history itsell.

The difference between Augustine and the chiliasls on this score is
perhaps better illustrated by their respective views concerning the meaning
and aim of history. Both sides discerned the redemptive activity of God
in the historical process. Yet Augustine, as we have alrcady noted,
envisaged the course of history as a constant struggle between the two
cities, from which—so divine revelation has assured —the City of God
would emerge triumphant. The ultimate goal of the City of God, however,
was to be found beyond history, after the eschatological day of judgment
which signifies Christ’s Second Coming. Since history, according to
Augustine, was characterized by a profound dualism, the millennium
itself — which he located within history —bore by definition the mark of
historical struggles and contests, and thus indecd was very different from
the glorious utopia envisaged by the millenarians, in which Christ and his
saints would vanquish evil. Augustine belicved that divine providence was
concerned with salvation, not with history as such, and therefore felt that
the intrinsic dualism characteristic of the historical process would be
resolved only beyond time and history.

Chiliasm and millenarianism on the contrary stressed the belief that the
meaning of history is to be found within history itself, with the advent
and final triumph of Christ and his saints upon earth. Thus, in their pursuit
of the millennium, they anticipated an apocalyptic event of terrific
proportions which would inaugurate Christ’s rule, and theirs, in the world.
Time and again, Augustine attempted to refute this eschatological view
of the millennium. Against all sorts of millenarians, materialists and

spiritualists, he wrote: ‘those people assert’ that during the millennium the
saints
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will spend their rest in the most unrestrained material feasts, in which there
will be so much to eat and drink that not only will those supplies keep within
no bounds of moderation but will also exceed the limits even of incredibility.
But this can only be believed by materialists: and those with spiritual interest
give the name ‘Chiliasts’ to the believers in this picture, a term which we can
translate by a word derived from the equivalent Latin, ‘Millenarians'. (XX. 7)

This chiliastic or millenarian vision of a tangible thousand-year period
of the saints’ rule upon earth was totally contradicted by Augustine’s own
version ol a ‘historical millennium’—a millennium, it should be noted,
which is totally deprived of its most radical eschatological meaning and
the revolutionary apocalyptic dimension as described in Scripture.

Thus, the solution which Augustine offered concerning the relation
between history and prophecy was a vision of history since Christ's First
Coming as the domain of eschatological realization. The miillennium
thereby becamie an integral element of the course of history.and, as such,
was deprived of its most unique character as the apocalyptic climax of
redemptive history, becoming instead but one aspect of salvation history.
This reflects an important theme of Augustine’s ecclesiastical history:
namely, that the time-span between Christ’s Coming and the end of the
world has no meaning in terms of sacred history; for, although world
events may be part of the providential plan, we cannot seek or find their
meaning in scriptural texts. As Markus notes, even the most earth-shaking
world events could no longer be secn to have any meaning in salvation
history:

In this long perspective — and nobody could say how long it might be—events
could henceflorth only be neutral, devoid of sacred significance. There was no
room for lurther ‘epoch making' events. The ‘sacred history® of the last times
was a blank, an open space between the Lord's two comings.*?

Accordingly, in Augustine's view, Christ’s First Coming was not an
apocalyptical event whose final realization will be signified by his Second
Coming and his glorious rule upon earth; rather, the First Coming marked
the launching of a period —the historical millennium—in which Christ
reigns with his saints in the church. Yet it was exactly on this point of
the historical millennium, deprived as it was of its radical eschatological
import, that Augustine’s greatest contribution to ecclesiastical history lay.
TFor by stressing the belicf that redemption waits beyond time and history,
Augustine, like the earlier fathers of the church who opposed chiliasm,
removed the locus of eschatological visions and millennial expectation to
an undefined distance in the future, or in fact beyond the realm of history
itself.

Augustine’s Ciry of God must indecd be considered in the context of
the de-eschatological trend undergone by the Christian Church from the
time of the conversion of Constantine. At first glance this may appear
contradictory; but, given Augustine’s contention that the historical process
since Christ’s First Coming is one of ‘realized eschatology’, there is, in
fact, no contradiction here at all. For what Augustine did was to place

43, Markus, The End of Ancient Christianity, p. 89.
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the millennium squarely within history while stripping il of all apocalyptic
significance as described for example in the Book of Revelation. The
removal of radical, that is, imminentist, anticipations in eschatological
thought, and the introduction of the notion of present history as the
millennium in process, had great import for ecclesiastical history.
During the period of realized eschalology, or the unfolding of the
sttt Becs nnd now on enctly, the Charch masmned the place of the
henvenly kingdom on earth, und in it Christ reigned alongside his saints,
the church, like the City of God, ‘proceeds on its pilgrim way in this world,
in these evil days’; for, as Augustine explains: '

In this wicked world, and in these evil times, the Church through her present
humiliation is preparing for the future exaltation . . . In this situation, many
reprobates are mingled in the Church with the good . . . and in this world,
as in a sea, both kinds swim without separation, enclosed in nets until the shore
is reached. There the evil are to be divided from the good; and among the good,
as it were in his temple, ‘God will be all in all’. (XVI1I. 49)

Time and time again, in reference to the current age, Augustine stressed
that ‘the Church even now is the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of
heaven’, and so the church is in effect beginning ‘to reign with Christ among
the living and the dead’ (XX. 9).

Subsequent Lo the process of de-eschatologization which the Church
had undergone in previous centuries, it now emerged all the stronger for
its self-proclaimed exclusive role in providential history. Having disposcd
of the radicalism of the millenarian movements, the church was able 1o
establish its own singular role in the history of redemption and salvation
by asserting that extra ecclesiam nulla salus. 1t was especially with regard
to this new form of the church's role in providential history that Augustinc’s
contribution was significant. For him it was clear that at the end of time
and history the City of God would triumph; in the meantime, however,
the church took central stage. Hence Augustine developed the ‘doctrine
of the church as the realization of the millennium'.*® For during the
millennium, the church as ‘the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of
heaven’ began to realize within her bounds the miliennial role of Christ
and his saints. Indeed, with the First Coming, Christ’s Kingdom had been
already established upon earth in the form of the church, the City of God,
‘and so even now his saints reign with him'. To the Church on earth were
given ‘the thrones' of judgment, mentioned in the Book of Revelation,
thrones which were interpreted by Augustine ‘as the seat of authorities
by whom the Church is now governed, and those sitting on them as the
authorities themselves’ of the church (XX. 9). Thus the church was in eflect
the realm within which the millennium, or Christ’s glorious thousand-year
rule with his saints on earth, unfolds and is fulfilied.

The ramifications of the belief in the church as the realization of the
millennium are of extreme importance for the Christian sense of time,
vision of history, prophecy, and the role of the Church in God's grand
design —in short, for ecclesiastical history. With the formulation of this
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doctrine it became clear that Augustine ‘abandoned the eschatological
visions of the Apostle Paul and the Book of Revelation’ concerning Christ's
Second Coming.** Faithful to his dualistic view of history, and in light
of his understanding of the millennium as immersed in history, Augustine
could not but describe the realization of the millennium exclusively in terms
of the City of God, or the church, while excluding from this providential
drama the carthly city. In other words, in describing the realization of
what to his mind was a historical millennium, he limited himself to one
part of the double nature of reality. This directly contradicts St Paul and
the eschatological visions of the Book of Revelation, in which the
millennium, beginning with Christ's Second Coming, would instantly
abolish the dualism inherent in history, thus bearing on reality as'a whole,
when Christ and his saints would rule upon earth, and not-just on the
church alone.

Since our concern here is with the relationship betwéen history and
apocalypse, or with the Christian sense of time, the issue of the future
as the period in which the entire course of providential history would be
unveiled is of the utmost importance. By arguing that the millennium
commenced with Christ's First Coming Augustine left no room for the
anxjous apocalyplic anticipation of Christ's Second Coming. 1f, as
Augustine says, the millennium is a historical phenomenon already in
progress within the present church, then the quest for the millennium by
chiliasts and millenarians, who strove for eschatological nearness to Christ
in the future, was altogether unwarranted. While, to Augustine's mind,
the Tuture was to bring the eschatological day of judgment, it Jacked an
apocalyptic revelation of terrifying cosmological proportions. In this way,
the whole meaning of the Apocalypse was completely altered. Far from
perceiving revelation as the final goal of history, as did the chiliasts,
Augustine belicved the final goal of history to be beyond history itself;
and, refusing o regard the Book of Revelation as a mirror of temporal
history reaching its culmination with Christ’s Second Coming, he
transformed the Apocalypsc from a revelation of things to come into the
total of past and present events from Christ’s First Coming onward. -

With the introduction of this understanding of Apocalypse and the
nature of the millennium, Augustine offered a new interpretation of present
time and of the role of the church within it. By glorifying the present as
the period of cschatological realization, Augustine infused present time
with new significance. This, moreover, was heightened by his adamant
assertion that Christ’s First Coming was the decisive event in history, that
the millennium was an historical happening and that the church was the
explicit embodiment of the millennium. This is indeed one of the most
important achievements of The City of God, which ‘far from being a book
about flight from the world . . . is a book whose recurrent theme is “our
business within this common mortal life”, [and] it is a book about being
otherworldly in the world".*® By switching the focus from the visionary
future back to present history as the dimension of eschatological
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‘rcalization, Augustine helped the Christians, who had been universally
.accused of responsibility for the sack of Rome, to find new meaning in
Aheir own time. In short, he paved for them new paths towards self-
assurance in a world which, with the fall of Rome, had become hostile
to Christ and his church. :

The justification for this study of Augustine’s views concerning the
relationship between history and prophecy and the nature of ecclesiastical
history lies in the fact that for centuries these views were accepted as
traditional, orthodox doctrines of the Christian Church. Pointing
unmistakably to the exclusive, divine role of the church on earth,
Augustine’s teaching offered the most meaningful solution to the

problematic relationship which existed between history and apocalypse,.

and to the question of the ecclesiastical raison d'éire. Augustine was
concerned in his work to present ‘the history of the City of God, as it
develops through succeeding periods’ and as it reveals ‘how the promises
. .. are being fulfilled’ (XVIL. 1).

It has been grudgingly conceded that in Augustine’s work we can discern
‘somne kind of theology of history’, and even this is dismissed as ‘little more
than the view of history as given in the Scriptures, that is the prophesying
of redemption and its fulfilment’.*’ And yet it is clear that Augustine’s
purpose and achievement were no less than a reappraisal of history, the
millennium ‘and the Church's role in fusing the two. By placing the
millennium within history and by bringing the kingdom of heaven down
10 earth (by stressing its embodiment in the church), Augustine not only
succeeded in presenting a unified and coherent doctrinal position which
took the apocalyptic wind out of the millenarians’ eschatological sails —
thereby removing the potential threat to church unity — he also established
in definitive fashion the meaning of the church in salvation history.

The tendency toward de-eschatologization which is so prominent in The
City of God was—as we have already noted —part of a trend that was
already discernible in earlier resolutions of the councils of the church, and
one that paralleled the attempt to circumvent the millennial strain of
thought in Christianity. But Augustine’s staunch refusal to identify the
millennium with any glorious and revolutionary sbcial, political and
ecclesiastical transformation in salvation history laid the foundation for
the most conservative approach toward the sacred, prophetic revelations
of the Apocalypse which Christianity was to embrace in his wake.

Augustine died in 430 while the Vandals were besieging Hippo, the sce
over which he had presided as bishop. Before his death he managed to
complete The City of God, which he closed with this sentence: ‘Behold
what will be, in the end, without end! For what is our end but to reach
that kingdom which has no end?’ (XXII. 30). It was his preoccupation
with what it meant to be a citizen of ‘that kingdom’—the kingdom of
heaven in this world — which had motivated him to write The City of God.
Augustine was concerned to show that the kingdom of God is a spiritual
kingdom unfolding in the present, and not some future reign which is still
to be realized. Augustine taught that faith within the confines of the

47. 1. ). O'Meara, ‘Introduction’ o The City of God, p. xxxiv.

church—and sof millennial expectations  of social and celestial
proportions —is the way of the Christians on earth who are in fuct ‘cilizcn.s
of the City of God . . . on pilgrimage on this earth, as they sigh for their
Heavenly Country’ (XV. 6). By thus giving expression to the existential
state of Christians in the world, Augustine bequeathed to his own and
to future generations a work which instilled in Christians a new sense of
identity in a world that was once again denying Christ. His City of God
is indeed an ecclesiastical history, not only in the sense of an account of
the battle between the City of God and the City of Satan in the world,
but also in the sense of a distinctive conception of history which takes
the sacred sphere, and the unique role of the church therein, for granted.



