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The Christian Movement in the East
until 1453

The rising tide of Europe's economy carried its merchants and goods far
beyond its borders to the east. Friars and priests often traveled with them,
serving as agents for the spread of western Christian beliefs. The growing
strength of western Christendom stood in stark contrast to the diminishing
life of eastern Christian churches in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
The decline of the Christian movement in the East during this period was
due to a number of factors, internal as well as external in nature. The most
persistent were the realities of a changing political landscape that undercut
the ability of Christians to sustain a common life.

Cilician Armenia

The southeast corner of Anatolia was one of the last strongholds of an
indigenous Christian community in Asia at the end of the thirteenth century.
In the course of the century the Armenians had faced outside political
pressure first from the Mongols and then from the Mamelukes in Egypt.
Through it all they had managed to maintain at least the semblance of semi-
independent political life. On the ecclesiastical front the Armenians found
themselves faced with an alternative challenge. Western friars had settled in
the region and were busy attempting to win Armenian converts to the Latin
churches they were building in the region. The Armenian church at first
sought to oppose such endeavors. The patriarch declined to send a
representative to the Council of Lyons in 1274 to participate along with the
Greek delegation in its deliberations. By 1300, however, growing
Mameluke military pressure was changing the situation, forcing the
Armenians to open a new round of discussions with the Roman church.



The Council of Sis (capital city of Cilicia) in 1307 represented a major
turning point in Armenian church history. Facing the pressures of hostile
Muslim armies and hoping to gain assistance from the West, leaders of the
Armenian churches joined the patriarch in agreeing to bring their liturgical
practice into conformity with the Latin church. The decision was met with
resistance by others among the ranks of the Armenian monks and clergy
after word of the agreement was published among the churches of the
region. A rival party of Armenian church leaders in Jerusalem went so far
as to elect an alternative catholicus, although their candidate failed to gain
widespread recognition among Armenian churches.

In the West, church leaders still doubted the sincerity of the Armenian
clergy and nobility who had participated in the deliberations at Sis.
Furthermore, the promised military assistance was not forthcoming. The
Mameluke presence in the region increased until Armenian rule in Cilicia
was finally brought to an end in the last decades of the fourteenth century.
Some in the church even began to advocate the return of the patriarchal
office from Cilicia to the traditional homeland. In 1441 a gathering of
Armenian clergy and bishops elected a new catholicus in the city of
Etchmiadzin, the historical home of the patriarch in Greater Armenia. This
meant there were now two recognized catholicoi of the church: Kyrakos of
Virap in Etchmiadzin and Gregory IX at Sis. A new schism in Armenian
church history had opened up, as patriarchs and churches straddled the
political and theological divides of the region.

Christianity in Persia and central Asia

While the Armenians were struggling once again with the loss of their
national homeland, this time to the Mamelukes of Egypt, Christians in
Persia and central Asia were facing a different set of political pressures.
From 1282 to 1295 a succession of ilkhans ruled from Baghdad under
conditions that were politically unstable. The Mongol rulers in Persia were
simultaneously moving away from the authority of the great khan in China
and closer to their own subjects, of whom the great majority were Muslim.
Several within the ruling family of the ilkhans in Persia flirted with
Christian conversion, as we have seen, before Ghazan formally converted to
Islam in 1295. From that point on we can mark a new era of decline in the



life of the Christian movement in Persia and central Asia, reversing several
decades of official toleration.

Ghazan ordered the destruction of a number of churches, synagogues,
and temples throughout his domain. A new wave of violence was unleashed
against Christians as Muslim mobs attacked churches and individual
believers alike. At one point the patriarch Yaballaha himself was taken
hostage and tortured for several days until his followers could raise a
ransom, while his church and residence were looted of all their valuables.
Following his release the patriarch was forced to remain on the move,
staying in monasteries or Christian fortresses within the cities of Persia that
he visited. A new ilkhan named Oljeitu assumed the throne in 1304.
Although baptized by his Mongol Christian mother as an infant, he had
converted to Islam as an adult. Attacks against Christians became more
frequent. Christians in Arbela were massacred in 1310. Patriarch Yaballaha
was forced into permanent residence in the fortified monastery at Maragah.
By the time of his death in 1317, Christians across Persia and Mesopotamia
were under constant attack. The age of tolerant Mongol regimes was all but
a distant memory.

The last synod of the East Syrian church was formally allowed to meet
by the ilkhan in the year 1318. After that such gatherings were banned. That
same year the pope appointed the first Dominicans to head a new Latin
archdiocese of Persia. The appointment was made along the lines of John of
Monte Corvino and the Franciscans in China. Essentially the Dominicans
were to organize new Latin-rite churches in the regions to which they were
appointed, hoping to draw Persian Christians and others into them. Several
Dominicans eventually made their way into various cities of Persia and
India, although there is very little evidence that their efforts were
successful.

Further east, in China, both the Syrian- and Latin-rite churches faced the
prospect of declining Mongol rulers. The pope appointed several successors
to John of Monte Corvino to guide the Latin churches, but their efforts
produced few results. Even among the East Syrian Christians, the
attractions of Confucianism and Buddhism in China were becoming
stronger. In 1368 the Mongol dynasty was overthrown by a national
rebellion that established the Ming dynasty. Christians were too strongly
identified as foreigners by their liturgies to survive the wave of cultural



nationalism that swept across northern China. Latin and Syrian churches
that had been tolerated by the Mongol rulers appear to have withered away.

Timur Lenk

The fall of the Mongols in China left their empire without a titular head.
The scattered khanates of central Asia, Persia, and Russia were already
fighting among themselves, creating further instability. In the region near
Samarkand a Turkish military officer in the service of a Mongol khan rose
to power in the political vacuum that had been created. His name was Timur
Lenk (1336-1405), better known in the West as Tamerlane. A Muslim by
faith, he began to move against his Mongol sponsor in 1365. Within several
years he had taken military control of the region around Samarkand. The
khan was kept on as a nominal ruler in order to legitimate Timur Lenk,
whose goal was to reestablish the empire of Genghis Khan.

Over the next several decades Timur Lenk led his armies into Iran, India,
Mesopotamia, Syria, Anatolia, and Georgia. From Russia to India people
suffered under a reign of terror as bloody as any in history. Not without
cause was he called Scourge of God and Terror of the World. Christians,
Muslims, and Hindus all suffered under the extreme brutality of his
conquests. In northern India he is reported to have massacred one hundred
thousand people rather than take them captive, which would have slowed
his army's advance. In Georgia he burned hundreds of Christian villages
and destroyed whatever churches he could find. The Muslim defenders of
Anatolia were crushed by his forces, despite the fact that the majority of
soldiers on both sides shared the same Islamic faith. At the time of his death
at the age of seventy-one, he was preparing to invade China and no doubt
was intending to unleash similar destruction there.

Timur Lenk does not appear to have singled out Christians in particular
as victims of his reign of terror. Although tens of thousands died in the
onslaught of his army, he was at times capable of bestowing favors on
others. He showed a remarkable appreciation for scholarship and learning,
which he sought to attract to his capital at Samarkand, and was not against
Christians providing them for him. His main objective was always
conquest, however, and the scorched earth that his army left behind
provided little on which to rebuild. This more than any other reason
accounts for the decline of the churches under Timur Lenk. He destroyed



too much of their urban and commercial infrastructure for the Christians of
the East to recover. Not even his own descendants could sustain the empire
after he died, so great was the destruction. The Mamelukes were soon back
in power in Syria, while in Persia a new national dynasty eventually arose.
Both showed themselves to be harsh opponents of Christianity. By the end
of the fifteenth century only a handful of churches clustered in northern
Mesopotamia remained of the East Syrian tradition.

Christians in India

The army of Timur Lenk reached as far as northern India, where there
might have been some Christian communities, although most Christians
lived scattered along the coastal regions further south. Christians had
become assigned to a caste of their own under the dominant Hindu religious
culture in India. They generally referred to themselves in India as followers
of St. Thomas, although they were part of the East Syrian tradition. Bishops
were still being sent from Persia when possible, and worship was still
mainly conducted in Syriac, as it was elsewhere across Asia. Armenian
Christians had established trading communities in several Indian seaports
by the fourteenth century, as had members of the West Syrian (or Jacobite)
churches. As far as we can tell, there was no Christian liturgy said in a
native Indian language, and no Christian works written in Indian tongues.
Although these communities maintained a separate Christian identity, they
clearly lacked adequate resources for leadership and pastoral care. For
many, the sheer weight of their tradition as bearers of the heritage of St.
Thomas in India appears to have sustained their Christian faith identity.

This was the situation in the fourteenth century when the western friars
began to appear. A Dominican named Jordan Catalani reported visiting a
handful of Christian communities in the area of modern Bombay, where he
arrived in 1321. Several of his colleagues were executed by local Muslim
officials who opposed the Dominicans' efforts to win Christian converts in
the area. John of Monte Corvino several decades earlier had visited
Mylapore (later Madras, since 1996, Chennai) on the southeast coast of
India during the thirteen months he spent in India waiting for a ship to take
him to China. One of his fellow Franciscans had died while they were there
and was buried at the church of St. Thomas.



Latin priests were sometimes asked to baptize members of the indigenous
churches, perhaps because of the lack of indigenous priests. Within several
decades they could claim Indian converts, at least some of whom appear not
to have previously been members of other Christian communities. The
indication one receives from reading their accounts is that the friars were
not generally antagonistic to the other Christians they encountered in India.
We do not have enough evidence, on the other hand, to know if that
sentiment was shared by the St. Thomas Christians as well. In any case, the
small number of friars and the declining resources of the East Syrian
churches overall precluded any major confrontation between the two church
traditions in the fourteenth and fifteenth century.

Byzantium

All that remained of the East Roman empire was the city of
Constantinople and the lands to the immediate west stretching some 250
miles. What that represented historically was much more: a rich heritage of
Christian faith shared with a number of national churches in communion
with the ecumenical patriarch, and a wider heritage of classical culture
shared with other Christians, Muslims, and the world. Constantinople was
still the repository of that twin heritage, an active center for learning and
church life. Yet its economy was entirely dependent on the dwindling
resources of its taxes. Gone were the secondary cities of the empire and the
kingdoms that paid tribute to the emperor. Gone were the rich farmlands to
the east that could provide food for the tables of Constantinople's people.
The Byzantine empire had no navy of its own left to speak of by the year
1300, and the emperor depended entirely upon paid foreign mercenaries for
his troops. The old aristocratic order was ill-prepared to deal with the new
commercial world that was emerging. At one point the royal family was
forced to pawn the crown jewels in order to pay its debts and survive.

On every side Constantinople felt political pressures. To the north was
the kingdom of Bulgaria, and to the immediate west the kingdom of Serbia.
Both shared the Byzantine empire's historic form of orthodox Christian
faith but not its current political aspirations. The navies of the cities of
Venice and Genoa controlled the waters around Constantinople. Their
frequent skirmishes were often at the East Romans' expense. When the
Venetians or Genoese were not creating trouble for the emperor, the



Normans further west in southern Italy stepped in to fill the void. And
always there was the persistent issue of failures to achieve reunion between
the two great Christian traditions of Rome and Constantinople.

As if these problems were not enough, the fourteenth century brought a
new political threat from the east. The Turks in Anatolia had succumbed to
Mongol invasions in the middle years of the thirteenth century, as we have
seen. The fall of Baghdad to the Mongols in 1258 had ended the Abbasid
dynasty, leaving the Mamelukes in Egypt as the major Muslim political
power. The situation did not last long, however, for in 1300 a Turkish emir
named Othman emerged in Anatolia to establish a new kingdom that had
soon swept up the remaining Greek territories east of Constantinople.
Unlike the Seljuk Turks before them in Asia Minor, the Ottomans (as the
dynasty of Othman was known) did not look eastward for further conquest.
They turned their attention instead to the west, across the Dardanelles and
Bosporus straits to Constantinople and eastern Europe. By the 1350s they
had secured control of several cities on European soil and were advancing
into territory where Muslim armies had not previously been.

ol

ER T, T A
Al AR




Hagia Sophia as it appears today as a museum in Istanbul (formerly
Constantinople), Turkey. Photograph from Fatih Cimok, Hagia Sophia
(Istanbul: A Turizm Yayinlari, 1998), p. 17. Reproduced with permission.

Hesychast controversy and Gregory of Palamas

Within the city of Constantinople a new theological controversy around
monastic devotional practices broke out in the 1340s. At places like Mount
Athos and Mount Sinai, many of the monks had for centuries practiced a
form of meditation known as hesychasm (“holy silence”). The spiritual
practices of hesychasts had traditionally focused on reciting what was
known as the Jesus prayer: “Lord Jesus, Son of God, have mercy on me.”
Gregory, a monk from Mount Sinai, began in the 1330s to teach a particular
set of techniques that were to be used in meditation as well. By lowering the
chin, regulating one's breathing, and reciting the Jesus prayer continuously,
one could attain a vision of the uncreated light that surrounded Jesus Christ
on the Mount of Transfiguration, the hesychasts explained.

Gregory spent several years traveling throughout the eastern
Mediterranean world teaching these techniques to members of other
Orthodox monasteries. Before long his efforts began to attract criticism. In
Constantinople the theologian Barlaam, who was originally from southern
Italy, led the opposition. Barlaam attacked the notion that physical practices
could open the door to perception of the uncreated light that surrounds
Jesus Christ. The hesychasts were not without theological defenders in the
city, however. Into the fray on their behalf stepped one of the most capable
Christian theologians of the century, Gregory of Palamas (1292-1359), who
was eventually to become archbishop of Thessalonica. The debates reached
crisis proportions in the city, forcing the patriarch to call a council in 1341
to decide the orthodoxy of the practice.

The council only lasted a day or so, making it one of the shortest on
record in Christian history. Palamas made the case so persuasively for the
hesychasts that Barlaam's position was declared heretical. To those who
decided the case, Palamas was more clearly within the stream of Eastern
Orthodox theology that reached back through the centuries to the
Cappadocians of the fourth century. This tradition had always affirmed that
the doctrine of the transcendence of God means God is ultimately
unknowable to us. God is unknowable by human beings not just because of



human sin, Palamas pointed out. Even sinless angels do not fathom the
depths of the divine. God's transcendence is such that no created being can
plummet the depths of divine reality. Knowledge of God must proceed by
way of negation and silence (a tradition known as apophasis). The best one
can do in terms of attaining true knowledge of God is to be able to say what
God is not. Otherwise one must remain silent altogether. Yet along such a
pathway of negation, paradoxically, one can attain a positive vision of the
God who is beyond limitations, or an experience of mystical union with
God through contemplation that is beyond knowing.

The goal of such mystical union was theosis, a life that is fully divine or
Spirit-filled; on this point Palamas agreed with the long tradition of Eastern
Orthodox theology. Theosis does not mean that human nature becomes the
same as the divine nature, he argued. The doctrine does not imply the
identity of deified ones and the deifying One. Grace overcomes the distance
between the divine and human natures without confusing the two. Hence it
is grace that is shared with humans in order to deify them, not the divine
nature. Palamas followed the pattern of the distinction between divine grace
and divine nature to draw a parallel distinction between the divine energy
and the divine essence. Both are uncreated and eternal. The former in both
cases (divine grace or divine energy) is the means by which humanity
participates in the divine life, however, while the latter (divine nature or
divine essence) remains beyond our participation. The former is associated
with the procession of the Holy Spirit in the temporal economy of God, the
latter with the eternal procession of the Holy Spirit by which the Spirit
shares the essence of divinity, Palamas said.

With this framework in place, he could then go on to argue that believing
there are practices that can prepare the senses to receive grace does not
violate the doctrine of the transcendence of God. The unity one experiences
through mystical contemplation is not with the divine essence but with the
divine energy. As the rays of sunshine are not the same as the sun itself, so
the energy of God is not the same as the essence of God. Through
meditation involving the use of the senses, human beings can experience
the divine energies, Palamas asserted, but not the divine essence. Opponents
of the proposal charged him with separating the created and the uncreated
within the Godhead, but the majority of eastern bishops and theologians did
not agree. They saw that by distinguishing between the energy and essence
of God, Palamas was providing a way to affirm both that we participate in



God and that God infinitely transcends us. They recognized the doctrine as
fully orthodox and the practice of meditation as a vital means of opening
one's self up to God.

The resolution of the hesychast controversy in Palamas' favor was more
than a victory for the position that held direct knowledge of God to be
possible through mystical experience. Monasteries had long cut across the
political and cultural borders of Greek, Serbian, Georgian, and Russian
identity in the East. The spiritual practices of hesychasm likewise cut across
these political and cultural borders, thus providing a degree of unity and
cohesion in the Eastern Orthodox world at precisely the time that the
Byzantine empire was fragmenting and the power of the ecumenical
patriarch was diminishing. After the fifteenth century the unity of the
Eastern Orthodox world rested on a common spirituality more than it did on
imperial politics or ecclesiastical institutions.

Ottoman Turkish advance

The hesychast controversy was resolved rather quickly and in a relatively
conclusive way. Not so easily resolved was Constantinople's disintegrating
political life. The Ottoman Turks were soon expanding across the Balkans
from the European foothold they had established in the 1350s. Commercial
ties between the Turks and the Genoese further weakened Constantinople's
situation. The emperor traveled once again to Italy and in a personal act
submitted to the pope, hoping his action would secure some form of
assistance from the West. Once again none was forthcoming. The Ottomans
continued to strip away the remaining imperial lands outside the city. By
1375 the Greeks had no choice but to begin paying tribute to the sultan. The
emperor of the East Roman world, a ruler who stood in unbroken political
succession with the great emperors of the Roman past and who was the
living embodiment of the ancient imperial Christian ideal, was now reduced
to being a vassal of a Turkish sultan.

A series of engagements with Bulgar and Serbian forces left no doubt as
to Ottoman intentions further west. A decisive battle took place in 1389 in
Kosovo when the Serbian army under Tsar Lazar was destroyed by the
Turks. Soon all of Serbia, Bulgaria, and Macedonia were effectively under
Ottoman control. At the same time the Turkish rulers were securing control
over all of Anatolia. The remaining parcels of the older Seljuk sultanate



were incorporated into the new Ottoman state, whose ruler appropriated for
himself the title Sultan of Rum. An invasion by Timur Lenk in 1402
brought a temporary halt to the Ottoman advance, but before long their
military was back on its feet and on the move.

The Ottoman rulers were Sunni Muslims, but the great majority of people
they had conquered were Christian. Faced with the challenge of building an
army from among a mostly Christian population, toward the end of the
fourteenth century they instituted a practice known as devshirme.
Essentially it was a system of forced recruitment from among their
Christian subjects. The system proved successful. Every several years, as
the need arose, the Ottoman authorities would go out among the villages
and cities of their lands and remove from Christian families one-fifth of the
male children between the ages fourteen and twenty. These young men were
enrolled in special military units called janissaries. A strict discipline was
imposed upon them, members were tied to their units for life, and close
bonding among them was encouraged. Only the officers or older members
of the units were allowed to marry. Educated to become Muslims, they were
granted privileges and status beyond other Christians. The practice not only
served as an effective way to build the military force during the first
centuries of Ottoman rule, but it also had the effect of reducing the male
Christian community in Ottoman lands by 20 percent on a regular basis.

Christianity in Russia prior to 1448

While the Ottomans were increasing their hold on Anatolia and the
Balkans, Mongol rule in Russia was beginning to show signs of
deteriorating. The first years of the rule of the Golden Horde had been
brutal. The khanate encompassed all of Russia south of the city of
Novgorod. Numerous cities had been destroyed during the invasion, and the
Russian nobility that survived was kept firmly under Mongol control. John
of Plano Carpini reported that he had learned of a Russian prince, Michael
of Chernigov, who had refused to venerate an image of Genghis Khan and
was beheaded by Khan Batu in 1246. At Karakorum the Franciscan met
another Russian prince, Yaroslav I of Vladimir, who died while being held
as a hostage in the great khan's camp.

The ferocity of the initial conquest of Russia was soon tempered by the
realities of running an effective empire. The Mongols collected tribute from



the peoples that they subjugated. Even the fiercest generals among them
quickly found that there was more wealth to be gained in times of peace
than could be plundered through warfare. Cities such as Kiev were rebuilt
and soon regained their place in the regional economy. The Mongols did not
migrate into lands that they controlled, and thus they did not attempt to
install their own aristocracy over the cities. They depended instead on a
policy of keeping local Russian princes at odds with one another to prevent
them from uniting against Mongol rule. At the same time the unified
Mongol empire, stretching from China to Poland, provided a degree of
stability across Asia that translated into safer passage for commercial
goods. New trade routes between northern Europe and China were opened
up across Asia, cutting out the Muslim intermediaries while spurring
economic growth in several northern cities. All of these factors translated
into ample opportunity for Russian artisans and merchants to advance.

The first generation of Mongol rulers, in Russia as elsewhere in their
empire, exercised a relative degree of religious toleration toward the people
under them. Like their cousins in central Asia, the first Mongol rulers in
Russia were practitioners of shamanism. By the fourteenth century a
number had begun to convert to Islam, but there was never any attempt to
impose Islamic law on the Russian people. Christian clergy were not taxed
under the Mongol rulers, and new churches and monasteries were allowed.
Church officials traveled freely throughout the region and were allowed to
collect funds for the ecumenical patriarch. The Mongols had good
diplomatic relations with Constantinople and even treated the “metropolitan
of Kiev and all of Russia,” who until the fourteenth century was always a
Greek, as a foreign diplomat. Despite these freedoms afforded the churches,
however, the fact remained that the Russians were a politically subjugated
people.

One of the cities that grew in importance during the period of Mongol
rule was Moscow. By the fourteenth century it had not only become a major
commercial center, but its prince had become a major factor in Russian
political life. After 1310 the metropolitan of Kiev and all of Russia moved
his residence permanently to Moscow, while retaining the older title. The
Golden Horde had welcomed Moscow's rise in power at first, as it served
their policy of playing one prince against another. By the last quarter of the
century, however, the principality of Moscow was strong enough to
challenge Mongol rule directly. In 1380 forces from the city under the



command of Grand Prince Dimitri handed the Mongols a major military
defeat at the battle of Kulikovo. Even though the Mongols returned two
years later to sack the city and bring Dimitri back under their vassalage, the
victory made Moscow the symbol of nationalist hopes among the Russian
people.

The principality of Moscow emerged to become one of two major
political entities shaping Russian life in the fourteenth century. The other
was the kingdom of Lithuania. Squeezed between the Latin Christian
kingdoms to the west and the Mongols to the east, Lithuania had emerged in
the thirteenth century as an independent kingdom to extend its control over
a sizable portion of Russian soil, including the historical city of Kiev. The
king of Lithuania was not yet a Christian in the early fourteenth century, but
his Russian domains included a number of Orthodox churches. Moreover,
he was not a vassal of the Golden Horde, whereas the metropolitan of Kiev
and all of Russia, now residing in Moscow, recognized the legitimacy of
Mongol rule. Because of the difficulties Russian Orthodox churches in
Lithuanian territories faced in this situation, the ecumenical patriarch in
Constantinople consented to the appointment of a separate metropolitan.

For much of the fourteenth century there were thus two metropolitans
among the Russian people, the metropolitan of Kiev and all of Russia, who
resided in fact in Moscow, and the metropolitan of Lithuania, who in fact
sometimes oversaw Kiev. The various occupants of the two metropolitan
sees struggled constantly for Constantinople's blessing as first one, then the
other, and sometimes both were recognized as the legitimate head of the
Russian churches. The situation was only resolved after 1386 when the king
of Lithuania, who had by then been baptized into the Orthodox faith,
converted to Roman Catholicism and joined his kingdom to that of Poland
in what is known as the Union of Krewo. Thereafter the center of Russian
Christianity was located firmly in Moscow.

By the first decades of the fifteenth century, tensions between the
Russian churches and Constantinople were becoming quite visible. The
Mongols' grip on the Russian princes was weakening for one thing, and
Russian nationalism was on the rise. Surrounded by a host of hostile forces,
Constantinople was becoming increasingly isolated, for another. Earlier in
the fourteenth century, the ecumenical patriarch had begun to alternate
Russian with Greek appointments to the metropolitanate, and after 1380
nominations to the position were to come from Russia, but the latter



stipulation was not being followed. Russian church leaders also expressed a
growing disenchantment with the ecumenical patriarchate's efforts toward
union with the Roman church. In 1436 the ecumenical patriarch appointed
Isidore, a Bulgarian who considered himself Greek, to be metropolitan of
Kiev. Isidore was a unionist. Not only did he participate in the Council of
Florence and sign the “Decree of Union” in 1439, but following the council
he served as a papal representative to other churches in the eastern
Mediterranean.

Back in Moscow most other church leaders rejected the “Decree of
Union” and the ecumenical patriarch's role in the whole affair. Isidore was
expelled from the city after he tried to return in 1441, and the Grand Prince
of Moscow requested another metropolitan be appointed in his place. After
seven years, when none was forthcoming, the bishops of Russia took the
momentous step of electing and consecrating one of their own, a cleric
named Jonas (Iona) to be the new metropolitan of Russia. The year 1448
thus marks a decisive turning point in the life of the Russian church. By
elevating Jonas without the involvement of the ecumenical patriarch, the
Russians were in effect announcing that theirs was an autocephalous
church. The act was not that of a schismatic body, nor was there a break in
the continuity of their Orthodox faith. The need for a self-governing church
and the difficulties facing the patriarchate in Constantinople had combined
in their minds to mandate such a course of action. Three decades later, in
1480, Ivan III of Moscow put an end to the rule of the Golden Horde. An
independent Russian kingdom and a national church under the primate of
Moscow had emerged almost in tandem.

The last days of Constantinople and the East Roman empire

Timur Lenk's invasion of Anatolia in 1402 proved in the long run to be a
minor setback to Ottoman aspirations. Soon the Turkish rulers were able to
turn their attention again toward the west. Constantinople was soon under a
state of perpetual siege. Surprisingly the city still stood, due to the strong
defenses that its walls provided and to the sheer perseverance of its
remaining inhabitants. Even so, the city's population was clearly in decline;
the bureaucracy and physical infrastructure also were diminishing. The
farmlands immediately outside the city were no longer under
Constantinople's control, so vineyards and grains had to be grown inside the



city's walls in order for the people to have food. Little commercial activity
stirred within its markets, although some trade was still being carried on
with the Venetians and Genoese. The imperial family sold off whatever
items of value it had left in an effort to bring new income into the city. A
shadow of its former self, the city was nevertheless holding on.

At the Council of Florence in 1439 the eastern delegation, which
included both emperor and patriarch, agreed once again to a formula of
reunion between Greek and Latin churches. The Greeks still hoped that this
might pave the way for western military assistance against the Turks. As we
saw above, the council served instead to bolster the position of the papacy
both in the West and among other churches in the Mediterranean. In
Constantinople the reception accorded the returning delegates was quite
cold. Anti-unionist sentiments still ran high among clergy and laity alike.
Not until the end of 1452 were the unionists able to introduce even the
minor change of adding the pope's name at the head of the listing of
patriarchs of the world church who were blessed in liturgy at Hagia Sophia.
Perhaps they need not have bothered, for within six months the liturgy itself
would fall silent within the cathedral.

The Ottoman Turks launched their final attack against Constantinople in
1453. Cannons that had been designed for them by a German engineer were
dragged into place and fired against the city. These new weapons soon
proved their value by destroying portions of the city's walls. There was an
ominous occurrence on the eve of the battle. The icon of the Virgin that was
being carried through the city, as it had so many times before when the city
was under siege, fell from the shoulders of its carriers. Finally, on May 29
the Ottoman sultan, Mehmet II, mounted what would prove to be the final
siege. The elite corps of janissaries, along with other troops (many of them
Christian mercenaries), stormed through the broken walls. The last round of
defenders went down, among them the emperor, who had discarded his
imperial insignia as he waded into the fray. His body was never identified.

For several days the invaders reportedly raped and massacred many of
the remaining population. Many members of the remaining Greek nobility
were summarily executed. Priests in Hagia Sophia were killed at the high
altar as they were celebrating a final eucharist. Within days the cathedral
and most of the other churches of the city had been converted into mosques.
The Ottoman sultan appointed a new patriarch, a monk named Gennadius
(formerly George Scholarius). Gennadius had been at the Council of



Florence, where he had supported the union agreements, but he had later
turned against them to become a leader of the anti-unionist party. The new
patriarch now headed a Christian community that was relegated to separate
quarters in the city that Constantine had originally built for it. After more
than a thousand years, New Rome had fallen.

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 brought about the end of a Christian
empire in its Byzantine form. The fall of the Mongol empire in China
nearly a century before brought about a strong national movement against
foreign religions, and thus the second eclipse of the Christian movement
there. Elsewhere in Asia the Mongol rulers underwent wide-scale
conversion to the Islamic faith of the majority of their subjects in the
fourteenth century. Christians were generally the losers in the aftermath of
such conversions. The brief but bloody reign of Timur Lenk accelerated the
rapid decline of churches throughout central Asia, Persia, and
Mesopotamia. The rise of the Ottomans in Anatolia further diminished the
Christian presence in west Asia.

After 1453 the ecumenical patriarch was subject to the Ottoman rulers,
who were Muslims. In eastern Europe, Serbia, Bulgaria, Macedonia, and
Greece were all brought under Ottoman rule as well. The effect on the
churches in these regions was not only to limit their access to power but to
diminish their numbers through warfare and conversion. The one exception
among churches in the family of Byzantine Orthodoxy was Russia, which
was soon to be heralded as a New Constantinople and even the Third Rome.
Along with the kingdom of Ethiopia, Russia was the only state outside
western Europe at the end of the fifteenth century where Christian kings
exercised political rule.

After fifteen hundred years the Christian movement thus found itself in a
rather lopsided situation. The majority of the world's Christians resided in
the European West. The dominant culture of western Europe was virtually
synonymous with Latin Christianity. The social and political institutions
were shaped by those of the church. Western armies marched on behalf of
Christian as much as national political impulses. These same armies,
accompanied by friars and followed by merchants, were soon to spread
across the world in a new phase of Christian expansion that accompanied
European colonialism. The history of that expansion awaits us in volume II.
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