Martyrs' Relics and the Politics of Christianity in the Late Roman Empire
The institution of gaining honor from relics of martyrs was very influential in determining the power structure within the newly Christianized Roman world of the fourth and fifth centuries AD.  Honor was important in the Christian Roman World much as it had been in the pagan Roman empire for centuries.  J.E. Lendon, the author of Empire of Honor, a book which attempts to explain the way that honor mediated power relationships in the Roman empire, briefly deals with Christian honor.  He says "Indeed, the distinction of a bishop's congregation (the confessions of its martyrs) reflected glory upon him, just as the distinction of an aristocrat's city did upon an aristocrat" (Lendon 93, see also Drijvers 159).  In other words, cities gained honor in the Christian sphere through the deeds and honors of their Christian citizens.  This honor in turn was reflected onto the bishops.  Although possession of relics was by no means the only way that a city could gain honor in the Roman Christian sphere, it was a very effective way.  It was therefore imperative for many cities to increase their own honor by newly highlighting their links to holiness through relics.  Bishops did this by discovering new relics, whether authentic or not, emphasizing the importance of relics already possessed, or even by transporting relics from one city to another.  It is necessary to investigate how this form of honor was utilized in several different cities in order to show just how significant this method of manipulating the Christian power structure really was.  This paper will focus on the experiences of Rome, Constantinople, Milan, and Jerusalem.
     A relic should be understood as any object or physical entity that is considered holy because of a connection to the physical body of a holy person.  The holy person could be a martyr, an apostle, a pope, or even Jesus Christ himself.  The connection to the physical body could be that the relic was touched by the martyr, or that the relic had once been a part of the body itself.  For instance, bones of a saint are relics.  Significantly, the connection need not be a genuine one.  New relics were being discovered all the time, with no mechanism for determining their actual authenticity except for what various believers claimed was divine revelation.  Thus, it did not matter whether there was an actual connection between a relic and the physical body of a saint or martyr. What mattered was that everybody agreed that there was such a connection.  It was this believed link to the corporeal presence of the holy person that made the object itself sacred.  This means that even a topographical location could function in the same way as a relic, since the location gained its honor from the former bodily presence of a holy person.  For the purposes of this paper, then, the definition of "relic" will be broadened to include holy geographical sites made sacred in this way, since Jerusalem gained honor from these places in the same way that it and other cities gained honor from sacred relics.  
    Relics were an important part of the Christian faith from early on in its development.  In "The Martyrdom of Polycarp", which should be dated to the second half of the second century, the bones of the martyr Polycarp are said to be very precious, and to have been deposited in a special place (Lightfoot 223, 240-241).  When Christianity became the official religion of the empire almost two centuries later, it was now possible for cities to openly display their precious possessions in the form of martyrs' relics like these, and gain the honor which came from them.  
     Honor earned from relics interacted with the other methods of gaining honor in order to determine a city's influence.  Thus, the bishop of Rome seems to have fastened on to the honor to be gained from Rome's martyrs in order to make up for Rome's decreasing power on the world stage.   Jerusalem, having very little secular honor and also not having much of an episcopal tradition after the first century of Christianity, would also rely on relics to gain honor.  Milan, although its secular position was increasing due to the presence of the relocated imperial court, needed to participate in the phenomenon of gaining honor from relics by uncovering martyrs of its own.  Constantinople's secular prestige also far outstripped its clout within the Christian world, since it had now become the Eastern capital of the empire but lacked much of a sacred tradition.  Therefore, Constantinople, along with Milan, would import relics from other portions of the empire.  It is now necessary to discuss each of these cities' experiences in this sphere in greater depth.
    According to Drijvers, author of Cyril of Jerusalem, Bishop and City, Cyril, as bishop of Jerusalem for much of the time between 350 and 388, was able to convert the city's wealth of holy sites and relics into influence within the church.  Many of the sites and relics which attracted attention from Christians during this time were sites associated with the physical presence of either Jesus himself or another prominent player in the story of the origins of Christianity.  These holy sites and relics are what encouraged the emperor Constantine to honor Jerusalem with building projects.  The cross on which Jesus himself was supposed to have been crucified became one of the most important relics in the Christian world soon after it was discovered in the early fourth century, with parts of it being distributed throughout the empire (Drijvers, 157, 26).  Furthermore, Cyril references the cross in a letter meant to bring the favor of the new emperor Constantius (Drijvers 159).  He writes, "In the time of your blessed father Constantine of happy memory and most favoured by God, the saving wood of the Cross was found in Jerusalem when God's grace rewarded the piety of his noble search with the discovery of the hidden holy places" (Yarnold 69)1.  In this way, Cyril claims that the cross was given to Constantine as a reward and as a sign of divine favor.  Thus, God had something directly to do with the discovery.  It should be seen as an honor to have God give a gift directly to a person.  However, the fact that it was found in Jerusalem should also be seen as significant (Drijvers 159).  Essentially, it should also be seen as an honor to Jerusalem that the relics were found in this city.  The presence of the holy relics and sites helped Jerusalem attract the presence of contemporary nobility and holy men, each of which would have increased the honor of the city.  For instance, Drijvers attributes the return of Jerusalem to power over Caesarea in part to the noble pilgrims who traveled to Jerusalem (Drijvers 179).
    It was because of the holy sites and relics of the city that Drijvers can say that toward the end of Cyril's reign"The Jerusalem see-- together with Rome, Antioch, and Alexandria, and from 381 on, Constantinople-- became the most eminent within Chrsitendom and the Jerusalem bishop a person of authority at church councils" (Drijvers, 1).  In fact, according to the council of Nicaea, the bishop of Jerusalem "held a position of honor at general church councils together with Alexandria, Antioch, and Rome" (27 Drijvers).  However, at the same time, it was explicitly stated that the bishop of Jerusalem was subordinate to the bishop of Caesarea, another see in Palestine (27 Drijvers).  In spite of this technicality of local hierarchy, it seems that Cyril was able to convert Jerusalem's honor into practical religious power in at least two ways during his time as bishop.  First of all, he was able to set up his nephew in the see of Caesarea, which likely meant that for that time the bishop of Jerusalem was in control of Palestinian Christianity (Drijvers 53, 56).  Secondly, in the council of Constaninople in 381, Cyril of Jerusalem was the 4th most influential bishop among a group comprised of over 150 Eastern bishops, behind only the bishops of Antioch, Alexandria, and Constantinople (45, Drijvers).  Further, evidence suggests that Cyril personally had a very important role at this council and that he was instrumental in helping determine the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, the statement of faith to come out of this council (Drijvers 46).  After the death of Cyril, the bishop of Jerusalem became less influential for a time, although subsequent bishops would continue Cyril's legacy of trying to promote Jerusalem as a political power within the Christian church through the cultivation of relics (Drijvers 179).  Jerusalem would finally obtain official recognition as an apostolic see at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD (ibid) and this victory should be understood at least in part as being a result of cultivation of holy relics and holy sites.  
    Damasus, who was bishop of Rome from 366-384, attempted to gain honor for his city in much the same way that Cyril had for his city. From Damasus' inscriptions to the saints in and around tombs and shrines of martyrs, it is clear that he was trying to leverage Rome's position as the final resting place of many martyrs, including Peter and Paul.  As Massey Shepherd aptly points out, "Damasus' interest in the cultus of the saints and martyrs, his adornment of their tombs, and his arrangement for more commodious access to them, must be viewed-- apart from his own personal inclinations of piety-- in the larger context of his stabilizing an official papal right of his see (Shepherd 849).  In other words, Damasus was using the saints to establish Rome's dominance over the Western church.  
    Significantly, in the inscription at the basilica of Peter and Paul, Damasus claims these two greatest apostles of the Christian faith as citizens of Rome.  The inscription reads, in part, "You ought to know that the saints once dwelled here...  Peter and Paul (Ferrua 20)."  Later in the inscription, he continues by saying that "Rome deserved to defend its own citizens more strongly."  Thus, not only can Rome claim that Peter and Paul were its citizens, but Rome itself deserved to treat them better, apparently because it deserved to benefit longer from their presence while they were alive.  Contending this shows that Damasus was using this inscription as a platform to proclaim the glory of Rome, especially through proclaiming the glory of the saints who had dwelled there.  Inscriptions such as this show the honor that Rome was able to gain from the fact that the final resting place of these two great apostles was in Rome.
    However, Damasus was by no means content simply to claim the honor from Peter and Paul.  Damsasus also called attention to the many other martyrs that Rome could claim as citizens, and the glorious deeds which these martyrs had accomplished.  Consider the following excerpt from a dedication to the martyr Eutychius (Ferrua, 21).

Insofar as the martyr Eutychius was able then to conquer one thousand methods of harming together, the glory of Christ showed him the way.  A new punishment all over the limbs followed the filth of the prison.  They prepared fragments of bricks lest sleep should come.  Twice six days passed.  Food was refused.  The hallowed one was sent into the pit.  Blood drenched all his wounds which the fearful power of death introduced.
The martyr is referred to as "the hallowed one," and he is given the agency of conquering the various methods of torture.  Furthermore, it is stated that "food was refused," not that he was unable to receive food, which makes it sound like Eutychius valiantly added to his other miseries by fasting during the twelve days of his torture.  Thus, his suffering was seen as a holy triumph.
    One of the inscriptions of Damsasus specifically shows an attempt to convert Rome's past secular honor into prestige in the Christian religious sphere.  His inscription to Nereus and Achilleus (Ferrua 8) recounts the story of these two Roman soldiers who came to Christianity.  After this, the inscription says, "they left the impious camp, they threw away the shields, the scythes, and the bloody spears.  Having confessed, they carried the triumphs of Christ.”  The reference to "triumphs" calls forth the image of Rome's habitual claim to military glory, as do "the shields, the scythes, and the bloody spears."  Damasus realized that this was the way that Rome had established its claim to honor in the secular world.  But, the army inhabited "impious camps," and the triumphs of Christ were much superior.  Thus, as these Christian soldiers left the glorious Roman army to pursue the higher glory of Christ, Damasus was trying to make it so that Rome's honor, once based on military victories and triumphs, would be converted into a Christian honor which could stabilize his power within the Christian hierarchy.  
    The experience of Constantinople in this period shows that it was possible to have high amounts of secular prestige without being able to fully convert this distinction into religious power.  Constantinople had been a relatively unimportant Eastern town before the decision by Constantine to build the second capital there.  The new prestige that this city now had in the secular sphere was not matched by its lack of honor in the realm of saints' relics (92-93, Brown).  There was, however a "steady drain" of relics into Constantinople.  This should be seen as an attempt by Constantinople to gain honor in the religious realm through possession of martyrs of its own, even if these relics had been originally discovered elsewhere (ibid.).  
    Ambrose, bishop of Milan from 374-397, attempted to convert the rising prominence of his see in the secular world into increased religious prominence in part by stressing Milan's newly discovered saints relics.  In a letter to his sister, Ambrose reveals the attitude that he had toward saints' relics, an attitude that makes it quite plain that he was thinking of the saints' relics in terms of the competitive honor which they could bring to his see.  The letter starts with the claim that Ambrose agreed to consecrate a basilica in Milan in the same way he had the one at Romana if and only if he found relics of martyrs (376 Beyenka).  In the church in Romana, he had dedicated the church by importing relics from another place (211McLynn).  His refusal to do this, and his inclination instead to find relics native to the city itself shows that Ambrose felt that martyrs with a connection to the city gained it more prestige than relics imported from elsewhere would.  Ambrose then outlines the way in which the martyrs' relics were found, and then identified as authentic by miraculous signs and vague memories (213 McLynn).  In spite of the fact that there is plenty of room for modern speculation about whether these were authentically the bones of martyrs, Ambrose seems confident that they will be accepted as such, and that in doing so they will gain prestige for Milan.  In the letter, when he speaks of what the recovery of the martyrs meant, Ambrose says, "The glorious relics are rescued from an inglorious tomb; the trophies are exhibited to heaven; the tomb drips with blood; the marks of the bleeding triumph appear..."  This letter carries in compact form many of the sentiments contained in Damasus' inscriptions to the martyrs.  The martyrs and the relics are, of course, glorious in their own right.  They establish a link with heaven.  They are associated with imagery of the triumph, and the instrument of this triumph is the suffering of the martyr.  A few sentences later, Ambrose recalls his address to a crowd which assembled after the relics' discovery.  "Although this is the gift of God, I cannot deny the grace which the Lord Jesus has granted in the time of my bishopric.  And because I myself am not worthy to be a martyr, I have secured these martyrs for you" (380 Beyenka).  The fact that the relics are referred to as a gift from God reflects the fact that the relics would be good for the city, especially, as has been explored, in the realm of the city's honor.  And the fact that it was a particular blessing for Ambrose shows that he expected to be able to convert this gift into political gain for himself.  This would confirm his position within the see, as Ambrose had secured this gift for his fellow citizens, as well as his position compared with the bishops of sees that had not secured a similar honor.  However, in some ways, this should be seen as most significant in the fact that it shows that Ambrose is conceding the fact that he must compete with Rome in the realm of martyrs' relics.  Although Ambrose puts up a valiant effort to this end, he clearly recognized that he could never beat Rome in this area.  In part for this very reason, Milan was destined to remain subordinate to the Roman see.
    Of course, martyrs' relics were not the only consideration in determining which cities had the most honor, and thus the most power.  For instance, Jerusalem should have had the most relic-related honor because they had the most holy physical places and objects.  However, Jerusalem, while gaining much influence because of their cache of relics, was unable to become particularly powerful without a corresponding level of secular honor.  Milan and Constantinople, however, both demonstrate the fact that a city's secular prestige and importance was not enough to translate into religious political dominance.  However, as the experience of Rome shows, a combination of secular honor and religious honor gained from relics could go a long way to securing the regional dominance of a see.

1.  Translations of Damasus' inscriptions have been provided by the author with the assistance of various commentaries.  Other translations have been provided by the translators listed in the works cited section.
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