Bebold the relics of Rome, the image of ber pristine greatness!
Neitber time nor tbe barbarian can boast the merit of this
stupendous destruction: it was perpetrated by ber own citizens.

(Petrarch, 1304-1374)

Nothing, it would seem, so evokes a consciousness of history, of
tdme and change, than the monuments of ages past, which by
their very time-boundedness comment upon old and new, then
and now. Thus, Petrarch’s lament over Rome’s fallen glory
festered in Gibbon to a more bitter condemnation of the cul-
prits of decline.! The Emperor Augustus himself boasted that
he “left in marble that which he found made of brick.”2 He also
left therein a bit of historical commentary seen from the opti-
mism of progress. Yet such imperial quips too evince the sense
of change, of old and new, which the monuments themselves
evoke. “Laugh, O Caesar,” exclaimed Martial, mocking relics of
a past glory, “at those kingly wonders, the pyramids.”

We may contrast the awe of nineteenth-century romantics,
neoclassicism falling on the heels of Gibbon as poéts and an-
tquarians alike rediscovered that past glory. Lord Byron felt its
tug as he contemplated the ruins of majestic Sounion (Childe
Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto II, 86):

Save where some solitary column mourns
Above its prostrate brethren of the cave;

Save where Tritonia’s airy shrine adorns
Colonna’s cliff, and gleams along the wave;
Save o’er some warrior’s half-forgotten grave,
Where the grey stones and unmolested grass
Ages, but not oblivion, feebly brave,
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While strangers only not regardless pass,
Lingering like me, perchance, to gaze and sigh “Alas!”

With the first blush of archaeological discovery came newly
found antiquities in increasing numbers. Egyptian statuary and
Greek marbles awed and inspired, and yet stirred the emotions
of mutability and human finitude. In Shelley, like Byron or
Keats, the refrain echoes:

Worlds on worlds are rolling ever
From creation to decay.*

It is in retrospect that human consciousness labels and inter-
prets such change as progress or decline. But such is perhaps the
natural inclination of self-conscious historical retrospection,
which looks to the past for “landmarks” to the present.

Landmarks of Early Christian History

Finding such landmarks in earliest Christian history is a difficult
task, but one that is more and more in demand with the greater
availability of texts and monuments to be examined and inter-
preted. In a series of lectures entitled “Landmarks of Early
Christianity,” the church historian Kirsopp Lake essayed a self-
critical sentiment toward such a task:

At first sight the historian of religions appears to be faced
by a number of clearly distinguished entities, to each of
which he feels justified in giving the name of a separate
religion; but on further consideration it becomes obvious
that each one of these entities has been in a condition of
flux throughout its history. Each began as a combination
or synthesis of older forms of thought with comparatively
little new in its composition; each ended by disintegrating
into many elements, of which the worst disappeared,
while the best were taken up into new life in some new
religion.’
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The historian looks for landmarks that chart a course of devel-
opment in discernible stages in order to posit description and
analysis of that development.

Establishing these landmarks becomes the first step in inter-
pretation. It is much like the archaeologist who, after sifting
through jumbled, seemingly indistinguishable, remains of hu-
man activity, delights in the discovery of an ashlayer. Rather
than some macabre perversity, this delight in finding signs of
destruction is in the recogniton that it marks clear stages of
ending and beginning; a clear break in occupational history and
stratigraphy. It is a landmark from which other historical devel-
opments, both before and after, can now be discerned more
clearly. Yet, as Lake correctly observes, such landmarks are not
always evident, either in the history of religions or in social
history and archaeology. Indeed, in many cases what pass for _
landmarks of human history are rather symbols of larger devel-

carly Christianity, and d'u: scholar is left to ponder the best ways
to mark off its development. Sdll, monuments stand to the

changes that have occurred and-call-ouefor-attempts to hear
th

~THe basic landmark that will be the focus of this study is the
beginning of Christian church building and the establishment
of an institutionalized religion in the Roman world. Religion is
more than 2 message, and the appeal of the early Christian
movement did not rﬁmmmwvnuon alone. There were
savior gods aplenty in the Graeco-Roman an world, and many a
cult following to promote them. The competition and interac-
ton of religions occurred in the social world as well as the
intellectual. The history of the early Christian movement can-
not be written without addressing the fact that growth, worship,

Ihcologg, ethics—in short, every aspect of religion in human
erience—were centered in communal experience, in assem-

bly. The Christian movement did not begin as a separate

gion but as one of several reforming currents in ﬁrst-century

Judaism. By the fourth century, however, it had become an
official religion of the Roman state.
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It seems, then, that one of the best ways to see this historical
progression is in the development of the place of assembly and
church building. In the beginning of the mavement, the fol-
lowers of Jesus met in the homes of members. According to
Acts, the primitive Jerusalem community gathered “from house
to house” (Acts 2.46; 542; cf 12.12). The domestic “upper
room” (Acts 20.8) perpetuates the tradition of Jesus’ Last Sup-
per (cf Luke 22.12; Acts 1.13). It is likely that the author of
Luke-Acts has idealized or romanticized the picture somewhat,
and this may in some ways reflect the first self-conscious histo-
riography.¢ Yet, the earliest Christian sources confirm the basic
elements; Paul regularly addressed letters to and from “the
church in the house [bé kat’ oikon ekkiésia) of so-and-so”7 Re-
cent studies have shown how this “house church” setting condi-
tioned the nature of assembly, worship, and communal organi-
zaton. It was first and foremost an urban phenomenon. The
constituency and social locatdon of Pauline communides re-
flected the character and conditions of urban households and
other private domestic activities.® It is most significant, more-
over, that the place of assembly was unchanged from its original
domestic function. There were as yet no church buildings. At
this stage the house church was primarily a social phenomenon
of the history.

Within three centuries, however, the situation, and with it
the character of assembly changed radically. In sharp contrast to
the catch-as-catch-can housc churches dep:cu:d in Acts stands
the monumental church
and informal; the other is hieratic and fixed. From the fourth

“eéntiiry onward the basilica (the epitome of Christian church
architecture) became a norm of style. Patronage by the emperor
Constantine and his mother Helena Augusta account for the
proliferation of monumental church buildings both at Rome
and in the Holy Land.? Besides endowing new construction,
they also supported the restoration and renovation of existing
buildings in basilical style.! This monumentalization under the
aegis of Constantine offers the historian a landmark for many
facets of development in early Christianity.!! The Christian
basilica took its place alongside the monumental public archi-
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tecture of the state, the imperial fora and palaces, and the tem-
ples of the gods. At the same time one cannot help but notice
the enormous differences within the Christian movement
marked by the changes of the architecture 6f the fourth Century

from the perio
g"ﬂﬁ: history of Chnsuamty, then, two landmarks stand out

m the architectural tradition: on one side the house church
of the Pauline period; on the other, the basilica of the Constan-
tinian age. One marks the period of primitive beginnings and
sectarian identity; the other, an age of emergence into the main-
stream of Roman society and acceptance as a state rclig'iozg The
landmarks themselves present few problems of recognition on
the surface. Through their overt contrast they are identifiable,
measurable signs of change. But historical refinement and so-
phistication also show them to be symbolic moments in a more
gradual process of change. For as Lake would call us to observe,
neither stage is unique in and of itself for its own time. The
problem for the historian, then, is reconstructing in more detail
the subtle lines of development, the process of change, with an
eye toward both social and historical components.

Both the process and the time period of development from
house church to basilica are crucial to understanding the history

of earliest Christianity. It was the period of gogaﬁon and crys-
talization of most of worship, theology, ethics, an orga-
fizaton, during which Ee Christian movement came to have its
reco zaﬁlie shape and identity. It was the period during which
' t:ianig achieved a umgue self-definition awax' from Juda-
ism, an er inte iion with regard to hetero-

doxy and orthodoxy. By some it is viewed as a period of triumph
and maturation toward the great Church of the early medieval
era. By others it is viewed as a period of decline and apostasy
from the pristine purity of the New Testament. Fundamental
changes in the nature and setting of Christian assembly, there-
fore, are of more significance than for the development of archi-
tecture alone. They are inextricably ted to all aspects of Chris-
tan practice, precisely because assembly and worship were at
the center of the religious experience as well as the social expan-

W
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Archaeology and Christian Architecture

Generally, the development of church building has been the
province of historians of art and architecture, and only sec-
ondarily of use to social and intellectual historians. Despite
New Testament references to household assemblies, since the
Renaissance the normatve character of basilical planning has
served as the starting point for discussions. Investigations of
architectural development were predicated on static concep-
tions of aesthetic and style, with little or no consideration of
critical issues from the earliest periods, before there was a
Christian architecture.12

Much of the raw material for this discussion came from the
burgeoning archaeological discoveries at Rome and in the Near
East during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
Post-Renaissance neoclassicism and aesthetics were bolstered
by the emergence of the Roman school of early Christian ar-
chaeology, associated especially with the name of Giovanni Bat-
tista de Rossi (1822-1894).1 This period brought initial explo-
ration of both the catacombs and subterranean levels beneath
churches and cathedrals. Indeed, many of the basic discoveries
of early Christian antiquities that continue to be discussed were
brought to light at this time. While basic issues and theories had
been debated for several centuries, the archaeological field was
opened up afresh with profuse new discoveries commencing at
the end of the nineteenth century, and new shape and definition
were given to the raw data and the critical interpretation of that
data.14

So profound were some of these new discoveries, that they
fundamentally reshaped basic assumptions about Christian ar-
chitecture made by (among others) the most influential church
historian of the early twentieth century, Adolf von Harnack
(who died in 1924).1 Albeit concerned with social issues, Har-
nack was primarily an intellectual historian and theologian. He

professed little competence in primary archaeological data, and *

relied on the prevailing architectural theories of his generation.
The essential problem of this early scholarship was that no early
church buildings were known that could be securely dated prior
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to Constantine. Indeed, some that were dated to this early
period (such as churches at Rome and the basilica at Emmaus)
were found to be quite erroneous.!® New discoveries prompted
fresh approaches and solutions to the perennial issues.

Two areas of archaeological work -conducted after World
War I proved to be especially important. The first began with
new work to refine and expand analysis on the subterranean
levels beneath the oldest churches at Rome. This project was
led by Richard Krautheimer beginning in 1934, and continues
to the present.!” The singular achievement of Krautheimer and
his school has been the comprehensive scale of analysis brought
to bear on each archaeological site as its use is traced from
earliest strata of pre-Christian construction to the building and
rebuilding of medieval basilicas in successive styles. Each case,
then, becomes (to whatever degree possible) a stratigraphic
archacological record of that particular building site. In this
process a more cautious and thoroughgoing assessment of tra-
ditional or legendary claims for earliest Christian usage at cer-
tain sites has been attempted. Especially important are the
claims, from tradition or from earlier archaeological sites at
Rome, that some represent pre-Constantinian house churches
or church buildings going back to as early as the first century
C.E. The most notable case in this regard is the Basilica of San
Clemente, which traditionally is thought to be the property
donated for a church building by Clement of Rome, who died
around 95 C.E. Krautheimer’s work makes it possible to assess
these traditions more carefully and to bring into sharper focus
the archaeological progression of the site (from Republican
buildings to Christian basilicas, layered on top of one another
and continuing through the Baroque period).

Even more interest was precipitated by the discoveries at
Dura-Europos (a Roman garrison on the. Syrian frontier) be-
ginning in 1921-1922.18 In 1931 a house was unearthed that had
been renovated for use as a place of Christian assembly. Because
of the destruction of that city in Sassanian incursions of 256
C.E., the Christian edifice is securely dated and remains both
the earliest and most completely known pre-Constantinian
church building. Due to these unique circumstances the joint
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archaeological expedition of Yale University and the French
Academy of Inscriptions and Letters yielded evidence for the
physical shape of the building and its renovation for Christian
usage.!® Perhaps more than any other modern discovery the
Dura Christian building has precipitated new emphasis on pre-
Constantinian church buildings and reopened the question of
development from the earliest house church period.

It cannot be forgotten, however, that on the same street at
Dura two other cultic facilities were found that had been reno-
vated from private houses. One was a mithraeum, the sanctuary
of the romanized cult of the Persian god Mithras. The other
was a heavily decorated synagogue, by far the most extraordi-
nary discovery, causing scholars to rethink traditional assump-
tions about the origins and development of the synagogue and
Diaspora Judaism.2® It was at first a house, and only through
subsequent renovation had taken on more of the trappings ofa
formal synagogue structure. In many ways, then, the develop-

ment of a normative synagogue architecture through the fou
ur ing. Interestingly enough, the carliest strata of
po—ss:ElFCEn-;:IEa-n occupation beneath San Clemente also indi-

cated that the building was immediately next door to a house
which had a small Mithraic establishment installed in the
ground-floor cortile. From the archaeological evidence, the
carliest Christian activities can hardly be disengaged from those
of the immediate social context. Significantly, in all three cases
at Dura, the initial renovation for religious usage did nothing to
transform the basic domestic character of the existing building,
yet, the Dura Christian building was no longer used as a resi-
dence after renovation. It had become a church building in
some more formal sense. It cannot, therefore, be pushed back as
an example or model of the house churches of the New Testa-
ment period. There are difficulties in trying to date the ar-
chaeological evidence back to the first or second century at San

Clemente and numerous other sites as well. Thus, these discov--

eries require fresh assessment within the framework of the land-
mark development from the house church to the basilica, and
suggest that we cannot look at the Christian evidence in isola-
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tion from the religious use of private architecture in the larger
Roman environment.

W]:!at is needed, then, and what the present volume seeks to
offer, is a more comprehensive analysis of the beginnings of
Christian development in church building—the progression
from house church meetings to basilical mhlm%
one hand this volume 1s largely concerned with archaeological
and documentary collection, to assess the available evidence.
On the other hand, it is analytical; it seeks a historical re-
construction and interpretation of the developmental process.
From this perspective, it is not an architectural history as such,
?mt_] the further lines of analysis will sharpen this distinction. It
is instead a social history that depends on the most careful
reconstruction possible of the evidence (both archaeological
and literary) in its historical context.2!

A cartalogue of relevant texts and monuments is assembled in
a companion volume (The Christian Domus Ecclesiae and Its Envi-
ronment: A Collection of Texts and Monuments).22 In addition to
both Christian and pagan literary references it includes as much
as po‘ssible of the Christian archaeological evidence. The types
of ev?dence range from excavation reports on buildings (usually
rewritten to reflect the phases of construction history for each
site) to inscriptions and papyri. Also included are some se-
lmd comparative monuments (largely buildings and inscrip-
dons) depicting the diffusion of Mithraism and Judaism in the
Graeco-Roman environment.

By looking at the history of scholarship we see same of the
u:aditiona.l models and issues in the understanding of the begin-
nings of Christian church building. By integrating new infor-
mation and perspectives from archaeology and social history, we
are able to establish analytical issues for reconstruction. In par-
!:lcular we may examine the environment for patterns of adapt-
ing and renovating private buildings for religious and commu-
nal usage in greater detail. We focus on the diffusion of the
numerous oriental cults in the Hellenistic and Roman periods.
This offers insights into the way Christianity spread and devel-
ode. Of special interest are two such groups. First is the cult of
Mithras, one of Christianity’s main competitors for official ac-
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ceptance by Rome. The second is Judaism itself as it spread in
the Diaspora and served as a conduit for the emergence of the
Christian movement. These groups offer a social context for the
transition from house churches into church buildings, as a ba-
rometer for the development of the Christian movement into a
major force in the culture of the Roman world.
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