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Abstract
Religious persecution of “heretics” by the Catholic Church that characterizes the middle ages
had its roots in power struggles centuries prior. In the first centuries of Christianity, Christians
fought amongst themselves for interpretive and doctrinal authority. Heterodoxy didn’t stand a
chance in the Middle Ages; in Late Antiquity nothing was certain. Everything changed when, in
380, Emperor Theodosius legally adopted Christianity as the official religion of the Roman
Empire. A minority group that had once only held sway among its own, Christians were now in a
position to influence the most powerful man and government in the world. Before long, bishops
would rise to a higher station than the emperor himself. Previously, Christian officials wielded
only religious authority, but after Theodosius’ Edict they would command temporal authority as
well. It was not long before Theodosius’ commitment to rooting out wrong belief was put to the
test; only five years later in 385 the first execution for heresy took place.
As Roman imperial rule waned in the west, the Catholic sphere of influence grew. In 410, with
the imperial government safely retreated from the city, the Bishop of Rome was left to negotiate
with invaders. Increasingly, the emperor in the west had little real power; the official seat of the
Empire was in Constantinople. As Goths settled in Gaul and threatened Roman borders,
Christian officials campaigned to bring these groups into the Catholic Church. The focus was
different in the east where a powerful emperor still held sway. There, Christian leaders and their
doctrinal interpretations remained inextricably tied to currents of politics and the will of the
emperor. Gradually and over the course of many disputes, the eastern and western Christians
drifted farther and farther apart in doctrine. In the west, the Bishop of Rome became inarguably
more powerful than and more influential over the rulers of the kingdoms that arose after the fall
of the empire. The changing role of bishops, the reservation of harshest punishments for those
who relapsed from Catholicism, and the successful formation of a myth of unity despite the
reality of faction are the critical factors from Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages visible in
shaping the development of widespread heretical persecution later in the medieval period.
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