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JULIAN AND JUSTINIAN AND THE UNITY OF FAITH 
AND CULTURE* 

GLANVILLE DOWNEY, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D. C. 

The relationship-or lack of it-between religious belief and so­
called secular culture is a topic which has been of perennial interest both 
to ancient students of religion and history and to modern historians. 
Students today use the phrase Unity of Faith and Culture because it 
has become current and because it bears some relationship to our own 
situation and problems, but we must also consider the subject, at least 
as we see it in antiquity, in terms of the interdependence or the inter­
action of faith and culture. 

That the interdependence of religious belief and secular cultural 
activity in all its forms was something that was taken for granted in 
the Hellenised Roman world calls for no specific demonstration here. 
It is sufficient for the present purpose to ref er to the recent summary 
of this subject by F. Temple Kingston in the Anglican Theological 
Review.1 In the classical world religious faith might include both 
philosophy and cult, private and public, while culture involved the social 
order, and the political order, as well as literary and artistic activity. 
The individual, as a natural consequence of being a member of a state 
and a society built up by the Graeco-Roman achievement and tradition, 
could only be the heir of a system in which certain beliefs had come to 
be established and accepted-though not necessarily accepted to the 
same degree by each person-namely belief in the benevolent activity 
of the gods, or the divine power or powers, as protectors of the state 
and its members, along with confidence in the ability of the human in­
tellect to work out metaphysical and philosophical problems, though 
there could be, of course, difference of opinion, and individual choice, 
in the matter of the solutions. Freedom and diversity in such matters 
were themselves an essential part of the heritage, and the possibility of 
choice did not obscure or call into question the fact that life was to be 
lived within a known framework in which the ordinary member of so­
ciety, no matter which intellectual or religious path he elected to follow, 
still took his departure from a common inheritance and still was a mem­
ber of a state in which, for the Romans, the public cult, representing the 
formal acknowledgement of the emperor as a figure with divine attri­
butes, was a unifying and essential element. 

*This study is a revised form of a paper read at the joint session of the American His· 
torical Association and American Society of Church History in Washington, D.C., Decem­
ber 30, 1958. I am indebted to my colleague, Professor Milton V. Anastos, for his friend­
ly comments which have contributed much to the improvement of the paper. 
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In the Eastern, Greek-speaking part of the Roman Empire, with 
which the present study is concerned, there was a special situation, in 
that the Greek tradition maintained itself in an unbroken line, in its 
original home and in its original language. When the relationships of 
Christianity and classical culture had to be worked out, the reactions 
of pagan thinkers to the new problem give us an instructive opportunity 
to see how the unity of faith and culture was understood at that time. 
This is a topic that has been studied by a number of scholars, such as 
Edwin Hatch, W.R. Halliday, Charles Norris Cochrane and Frederick 
C. Grant, to name only a few. 2 The eventual acceptance of what was 
considered the best part of the classical heritage was the beginning of 
a tradition of Christian scholarship which has lasted down to our own 
times. The present study will deal with two aspects of this development. 

The first concerns the Emperor Julian the Philosopher. The suc­
cess of Christianity in the fourth century evoked, as one might expect, 
quite different reactions from pagan leaders of different temperaments. 
Libanius ignored Christianity, Themistius tried to compete with it, and 
Julian set out to fight it. From the writings of Libanius, the great 
pagan teacher and orator of Antioch, one would hardly know that 
Christianity existed; at least, to him, it was not something that people 
such as himself and his peers had to take into account.3 His contem­
porary Themistius devoted himself to showing that Hellenism, as a way 
of life and a system of education, was at least as good as Christianity 
if not better. The ethical teachings of Christianity, he believed, could 
all be found in Hellenism, and the intelligent man ought to prefer the 
older and hence genuine system.4 Libanius and Themistius were private 
individuals, but Julian, as Emperor, was in a different position, and his 
remarkable temperament and personality led him to other measures. 

The picture of Julian with which we have all grown up, the noble 
defender of the lost cause, is a touching and romantic spectacle. How­
ever, our picture of Julian has changed radically in the last half cen­
tury, thanks to the researches of such scholars as Johannes Geffcken, 
Wilhelm Ensslin, Joseph Bidez, Roberto Andreotti, and Professor 
Dvornik,5 and our new knowledge both does greater justice to Julian, 
and throws a clearer light on the history of the Roman state and the 
real factors behind the success of Christianity in what Professor Dow6 

has so aptly called the new-old fourth century. 

We now understand that Julian's plan was not simply a campaign 
against Christianity as an inferior and erratic new kind of religion, 
but was a part of a larger political, social and economic program de­
signed to save the state from what Julian and his supporters viewed as 
the gravest dangers. Here I believe Julian was thinking primarily in 
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terms of the unity or the interdependence of faith and culture, if we 
use the term culture in the widest sense. 

The economic system which developed under Diocletian and Con­
stantine the Great, at the end of the third century and the beginning of 
the fourth, was proving to bring hardships to the working classes, and 
Constantine's ambitious building program, coupled with increasing mili­
tary expenses, inevitably produced an inflation which as always bore 
hardest on the poor and the middle classes. This is an aspect of the 
Constantinian system, as Julian and his friends would have viewed it, 
which has only recently been sufficiently understood, and in fact we 
must wait, for a full appreciation of it, until there is adequate publica­
tion of the coins issued by Julian, of which we do not yet possess a sat­
isfactory catalogue. But the overall economic situation when Julian be­
came emperor in 361-the inflation, the difficulties with the currency, 
and the characteristic local famine and price spiral at Antioch, Julian's 
headquarters-are all perfectly clear.7 Taken in conjunction with other 
aspects of his program which have been better known-the effort to 
reform justice, to strengthen the local municipal governments, to reduce 
the expenses of the imperial court-the economic problems are a first 
indication that Julian's program as a whole was not entirely a crusade 
against the Christian religion as such. 

On the political side, we likewise have new knowledge. Here the 
basic problem, to Julian, was the danger to the state produced by the 
way in which Constantine and his sons had been slighting the old Roman 
gods in favor of the Christian deity. Every pagan knew that the Ro­
man Empire and the Roman people had grown great through the favor 
of, the old gods whose worship they had maintained with reverence and 
care, and it was obvious that if the imperial house adhered to Chris­
tianity, the traditional gods would be angered and would withdraw 
their favor. From Julian's point of view, the policy of Constantine and 
his dynasty had created a situation of the most alarming kind, which 
brought the gravest kind of threat to the stability and prosperity of the 
state. 

In its political aspect, Julian's reaction was not merely a restora­
tion of the status quo, but a radical return to older principles of Roman 
government, upon which the original greatness of the state had been 
based. It is only recently that Professor Dvornik has shown, in the 
course of his comprehensive study of the origins of Christian political 
philosophy, how Julian intended to abandon many of the features of the 
Roman imperial office as it had developed in his own time, returning in­
stead to the political forms of the early Roman principate and the 
traditional Republican ceremonial. Julian refused the title of Dominus 
and condemned the formalized ruler cult and everything associated with 
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absolute and theocratic monarchy, and he set himself to obey and sup­
port the laws, instead of putting himself forward as Law Animate.8 

In the matter of religion, likewise, Julian was not content to try 
simply to revive the pagan cults as they had existed before the time of 
Constantine, and to preserve pagan philosophy and literature in the 
forms they had then reached. Instead, Julian set out to found what has 
been called a "pagan church,'' with a professionally trained and dis­
ciplined priesthood organized in a hierarchy headed by a chief priest 
in each province. He likewise undertook to put together, himself, a new 
philosophical system, based on the principal traditional schools of 
philosophy, which would both preserve and vitalize the best features 
of classical philosophical thought. Julian was himself a keen and 
learned student of the history of religion and the history of philosophy, 
and was well qualified to undertake this task. 

Modern scholars have pointed out that Julian's plan for a pagan 
church shows that he appreciated the importance, in the success of 
Christianity, of its professional clergy, trained and governed within a 
hierarchical structure, which made a notable contrast with the casual 
nature of the pagan priesthood. It is certainly true that by Julian's day 
the pagan cults had lost ground and tended to become unattractive and 
uninteresting, in comparison with the position they had once held. But 
we can also see, in this aspect of Julian's program, a part of a much 
more comprehensive effort to restore pagan thought and worship to 
the central place in human life they had formerly occupied. Classical 
philosophy, by Julian's time, had developed along so many different 
lines, and had become so academic and esoteric, that it had lost touch 
with ordinary life and could no longer be taken to represent the best 
elements of pagan thought. Julian's effort to organize a system of classi­
cal philosophy has been looked upon by some modern students as a 
bookish and impractical pastime, reflecting what has been thought of as 
the unworldly, rather dreamy side of his complex nature. It seems 
rather that Julian was here seeking to produce a strengthened synthesis 
of philosophical thought which would take its place alongside the new 
pagan church in a comprehensive revival of the classical way of life 
which, he thought, would be able to displace Christianity. Julian's pro­
gram of reform, we have been coming to realize, reached into every 
department of life- government, justice, society, the economic order, 
cult and philosophy. In all these he tried to reintroduce the ancient 
virtues and to renew his people's connection with the ancient achieve­
ment, and it seems plain that he was convinced that all these depart­
ments of human thought and action must hang together. What counted 
most, to Julian and his friends, was that it was classical Greece that had 
first taken up the task of equipping man with all that fitted him for 
civil life and promoted his secular wellbeing.9 
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Julian's intense belief in the essential unity of faith and culture is 
illustrated by his famous edict on Christian teachers, in which he for­
bade Christians to teach classical literature, because, he pointed out, it 
could only be morally dishonest for a teacher to give instruction in 
material in which he himself did not sincerely believe.10 A man like 
Julian could only distrust any attempt at assimilation. Truth, to him, 
was established and single and it made a single culture and a single 
faith. In the belief in which Julian had been schooled, both classical 
civilization and the political ideal of the Roman Empire and its eternity 
were in themselves matters of faith, and Julian could not comprehend 
the new Christian idea of man, society and learning as another single 
and unified idea of faith. 

Whether Julian's program as a whole was practical, and whether 
it could have been successful, is another question. Julian-and he was 
not alone in this-could not understand that there was something within 
Christianity which made it impossible to eliminate this new religion. It 
is, moreover, by no means certain that Christianity was responsible for 
all the evils which Julian found in the state; but Julian's attacking the 
Christian system on a comprehensive basis and attempting to replace 
it with a comprehensive classical system shows how important, to his 
mind, was the wholeness of faith and culture, whether the faith be 
pagan or Christian. For Julian, as for the classical Greek philosophers, 
ethics, as they concerned the individual, and politics, as they concerned 
the state, were not to be distinguished.11 

* * * * * 
A little more than a century and a half later, when Justinian be­

came emperor, paganism and Christianity had come to occupy quite 
different positions. Yet the problems that Justinian found were, in 
their implications, comparable to those Julian had faced. Justinian's 
ambitions, as we know, were two, the restoration of the political power 
of the ancient Roman Empire, and the definitive establishment of 
orthodox Christianity in the sense that orthodoxy was to be achieved 
within the Church, and heresy and paganism were to be once for all sup­
pressed. To Justinian, heresy and paganism presented a threat to the 
welfare of the Roman State as a whole, just as Julian had believed that 
Christianity and its consequences had brought the Empire into mortal 
peril. 

Like Julian, Justinian took a personal part in preparing the in­
tellectual and spiritual foundations of the Christian state which he 
hoped to shape. As head of the state, responsible for both the spiritual 
and the political welfare of his subjects, he himself pursued theological 
studies which produced important results, 12-studies which were the 
counterpart, mutatis niutandis, of Julian's philosophical and religious 
writings. 
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There is no need here to describe in detail Justinian's conception of 
the Christian state and of the Emperor's responsibility, as the head of 
it, for both the spiritual and the political welfare of his subjects. What 
I hope to do is to offer some new considerations on Justinian's views 
on Christianity and the Greek tradition which I think may help us to 
understand a little better certain aspects of his policy. 

Justinian's deep respect for classical antiquity is well known.13 He 
saw that the Empire of his own day, as the direct heir of classical 
Greece and Rome, could draw renewed strength from a revival of those 
elements, political, legal and cultural, which had made the ancient Em­
pire great. In view of the emperor's well known enthusiasm for antiq­
uity, it has seemed a paradox that he shoul,d have closed, in 529, the 
ancient and celebrated schools of Athens, in which classical Greek 
philosophy was still being taught in establishments which were the di­
rect descendants of the schools of Plato, Aristotle and their successors. 
This has seemed almost a blot on Justinian's character, but in reality 
his action was perfectly normal and consistent. 

The real background of Justinian's action may be perceived in the 
academic activities of the major centers of learning in the Empire in 
his day. One of the most characteristic illustrations of the academic 
program of this period is found in the history of the School of Gaza 
in Palestine, one of the most famous and influential literary centers of 
that epoch. This School has not been well known among modern 
scholars because only a limited number of its productions have been 
preserved and these do not have a strong appeal to modern taste. Yet 
this School played a highly significant role in the literary history of the 
sixth century of our era. This peaceful little town on the coast of Pales­
tine, admired for its attractive climate and its handsome buildings, was 
famous throughout the Empire for the special excellence of its teach­
ing of the classical Greek language and literature. Gaza was of course 
not the only place in which the tradition of Hellenism was maintained; 
but by reason of its secluded location, the distinguished faculty which 
was built up, and its tranquil antiquarian atmosphere, this quiet uni­
versity town carried on the Greek tradition in a manner which drew 
students from all over the Empire. 

Gaza, however, was only one of several classical schools. A com­
parable center of learning, better known to scholars today, was Alex­
andria, where studies of Greek classical literature and philosophy had 
flourished since the Hellenistic period. Almost equally famous was 
Athens. Athens in fact might be thought to be somewhat similar to 
Gaza. This was a center of Greek literature and philosophy which was 
much older than Gaza and Alexandria, and as late as the fourth century 
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of our era the University of Athens, as we should now call it, was 
more famous than the school in Palestine, which began to reach its full 
development in the fifth century.14 To Athens some of the most fa­
mous Christian thinkers of the fourth century had gone, as young men, 
for their classical training. It would seem, on the face of it, at least 
puzzling that Justinian, the outspoken admirer of classical antiquity, 
should have closed the University of Athens two years after he became 
sole emperor. The teachers, and their instruction, were avowedly 
pagan, but even so the Emperor's action might appear to contradict his 
expressed admiration for what he himself spoke of in his legal writ­
ings as "the venerable authority of antiquity" and "faultless antiq­
uity.m5 Justinian encouraged the work of the historian Procopius of 
Caesarea and of the poet Paul the Silentiary, both of whom wrote in 
classical Greek style, and the poems of the Greek Anthology attest the 
serious study of classical poetry in court circles in Constantinople. 

The seeming inconsistency of Justinian's termination of the ac­
tivities of the University of Athens16 can be explained quite naturally 
in the light of the development of the contemporary academic world. 
Very soon after he became sole emperor, Justinian issued edicts which 
forbade heretics, pagans and Samaritans to teach any subject what­
ever.17 He did this, of course, as a part of his campaign to achieve re­
ligious unity, for he realized clearly that proper education was basic 
to his purpose, and that-as he himself wrote18-pagan or heretical 
teachers might corrupt the minds of their students. The parallel with 
Julian's edict on teachers is very striking, and these edicts indicate19 

that the closing of the University of Athens was a consequence of the 
teachers there being pagans. 

Yet this does not alone explain what happened. It is at Gaza and 
Alexandria that we can see an even more important reason for the dis­
appearance of pagan philosophical instruction at Athens. At both 
places there had developed the new type of Christian professor, a type 
which has lasted down to the present. In the School of Gaza, instruc­
tion was centered on the Greek classics, and the students devoted them­
selves to Homer and Thucydides and the other great pagan writers. 
But at the same time-and this is what is significant-the teachers 
were actively engaged in research and writing on Christian subjects. 
One of the best known figures is Procopius of Gaza whose career lay 
in the reign of Anastasius (A.D. 491-518).20 In the classical style he 
wrote such pieces as a panegyric of the Emperor Anastasius, a monody 
on an earthquake at Antioch, a description in rhythmic prose of two 
pictures at Gaza which portrayed scenes from the story of Phaedra and 
Hippolytus, and a highly literary description of a mechanical clock at 
Gaza.21 Such writings are typical of the belles-lettres of the day. At the 
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same time, Procopius was well known as a theological writer. He com­
posed a commentary on the Octateuch which the learned Patriarch 
Photius of Constantinople later described as somewhat fulsome be­
cause Procopius was careful to record all the opinions of all the au­
thorities.22 He also wrote commentaries on Kings, Chronicles, Proverbs 
and the Song of Songs, and polemics which included an attack on 
Theodoret of Cyrrhus and a refutation of the Neoplatonist Proclus. 

Further examples could be cited of similar scholarship in the 
Christian classical tradition at Gaza and elsewhere in Palestine at this 
period.23 The school at Alexandria produced the same kind of scholar­
ship, for example in the work of John Philoponus, who wrote on both 
Christian theology and Greek philosophy.24 Careers such as those of 
Procopius of Gaza and John Philoponus will make much more in­
telligible the closing of the pagan schools at Athens. Obviously Chris­
tian truth could be taught only by teachers who were themselves 
Christians. It had long been recognized that there was a place in the 
education of the Christian for the best elements of classical literature, 
but it was plain that the classics could be taught properly only by 
teachers who were Christians and could present the classical tradition 
within the Christian framework. It could only be on these terms that 
Justinian could achieve the synthesis of the revived Imperium Romanun1 
and the Church. As Professor Florovsky has recently put it, in a Chris­
tian society nothing can be simply secular.25 In this sense the schools at 
Athens had become an anachronism and their closing was even over­
due. These pagan schools had simply put themselves outside the aca­
demic program of the rest of the Empire. It was not the teaching of 
classical philosophy at Athens that Justinian found dangerous, but 
the fact that it was being taught by pagans who had no interest in help­
ing build up the kind of Christian culture that Justinian saw was needed 
as an essential basis for the Christian State. As we know, the Athenian 
professors found themselves unable to become Christians to save their 
jobs, and went as refugees to the court of the King of Persia. 

Julian and Justinian, each in his own way, saw, as Professor 
Tsirintanes of Athens has recently emphasized, that the past is a con­
dition for the existence of a civilization, and that belief in a civilization 
is belief in the historical cohesion of values.26 The sense of the "pres­
entness of the past," as Justinian and others of his day conceived it, 
proved of course to be one of the vital bases of Byzantine civilization 
and of the role of the Orthodox Church in the Byzantine Empire.27 

When we recall that Julian, from his own point of view, had had the 
same sense of the continuity of the present with its roots, we realize 
what it was that the unity of faith and culture meant to both rulers. 
Both these learned and conscientious emperors were sure that unity 
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existed and that it could be realized in practice; and as Roman sover­
eigns they conceived it to be their duty to use all the power of the state 
to put this unity into e:ff ect. The contrasts and at the same time the 
similarities that we have seen in these two epochs are a commentary on 
the ancient view of the necessity and the naturalness of the unity of 
faith and culture. 
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more if they are sophists. For these 
claim to teach, in addition to other 
things, not only the use of words, but 
morals also, and they assert that po­
litical philosophy is their peculiar field. 
Let us leave aside, for the moment, 
the question whether this is true or 
not. But while I applaud them for as­
piring to such high pretensions, I 
should applaud them still more if they 
did not utter falsehoods and convict 
themselves of thinking one thing and 
teaching their pupils another. What! 
Was it not the gods who revealed all 
their learning to Homer, Hesiod, De­
mosthenes, Herodotus, Thucydides, Isoc­
rates and Lysiasf Did not these men 
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threatened on all sides [i.e. under the 
Christian regime] absolved men for 
concealing the truest beliefs about the 
gods. But since the gods have grant­
ed us liberty, it seems to me absurd 
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they are and for whom they sit, so to 
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The American Society of Church History announces that its next 
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will conclude in 1960. The award will be announced at the annual meet­
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