IDB CULTURAL CENTER January 1996 No.13

ENCUENTROS

T he Meanings of
the Mullennium

Lecture by

Bernard McGinn



CULTURAL CENTER

Director: Ana Maria Coronel de Rodriguez
Visual Arts: Félix Angel
Concerts and Lectures: Anne Vena
Administrative Assistance: Elba Agusti

The Cultural Center of the IDB was created in May 1992 at the Bank's
headquarters in Washington, D.C., as a gallery for exhibitions and a
permanent forum from which to showcase outstanding expressions of the
artistic and intellectual life of member countries. Through the Center, the
Bank contributes to the understanding of cultural expressions as an integral
element of the economic and social development of its member countries.
In addition to exhibitions, other Center activities such as conferences,
lectures, and concerts stimulate dialogue and a greater knowledge of the
culture of the Americas.




THE MEANINGS OF THE MILLENNIUM®

By Bernard McGinn

As we approach the year 2000-2001 of what
we now ecumenically term the Common
Era words like millennium and apocalypse
seem to meet us everywhere. Millennial
madness, as I call it, may be in large part a
media-event, but no age in Western history
has lacked for those who believed that the
end of history, which is what the word
“apocalypse” signifies for most people, was
near. While apocalypse conjures up images
of dread and destruction in most minds, the
history of the broader phenomenon of apoc-
alypticism in Christianity, Judaism and Is-
lam, has always been an intricate fusion of
pessimism and optimism—with the theme of
Judgment Day representing the pessimistic
pole and that of the millennium symbolizing
the optimistic side.

Apocalypticism has been a crucial ele-
ment in the three Western monotheistic re-
ligions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, one
responsible for great acts of virtue and hero-
ism and for terrible deeds of persecution and
terror. It has produced not only considerable
theological literature, but it has also given
rise to some of the literary and artistic mas-
terpieces of Western culture, like Dante’s
Divine Gomedy and Michelangelo’s fresco of
the Last Judgment. Whether we wish to eval-
uate its present and (dare we say?) imminent

value in a negative or a positive way, that is,
as a dangerous delusion or as a valuable re-
source for the next millennium, we need to
ponder what apocalypticism has meant in
both the Old World and the New World
before we can make any responsible judg-
ment on its value. In augurating this series
of lectures that will explore “Millennial
Thought and Action in Latin America,” |
hope to suggest some broad perspectives for
exploring the meanings that apocalypse and
millennium have had over the centuries as a
way of introducing the question of their con-
temporary value.

We need to begin with some reflections
on terminology in order to be clear about the
object of our explorations. Apocalypse orig-
inally signified a genre of text containing a
mediated unveiling of heavenly secrets deal-
ing either with the description of the celes-
tial realm or with the course of history and
the imminent end of the present age.' These
two poles of the apocalyptic imagination—
the vertical one connecting heaven and
earth and the horizontal one stretching out
through time into the prophetic future—
have always coexisted in apocalyptic tradi-
tions, though we tend to use the word apoc-
alypticism primarily in relation to the latter
component today.

""The Meanings of the Millennium™ was presented at the Inter-American Development Bank on Jan-
uary 17, 1996, as part of the IDB Cultural Center’s Lecture Series. This lecture inaugurated a series on
millennial thought and action in Latin America, developed in collaboration with the Institute for the

Advanced Study of Culture.
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The apocalyptic literature created by
Jews and taken up by Christians in the cen-
turies immediately before and after Christ is
rich with archaic images taken from the
world of ancient Near Eastern mythology.?
The “old story” of the conflict between the
gods and the powers of evil in illo tempore, that
1, in the primal “time before time” that saw
the formation of the cosmos, is brought back
to life by being interwoven with the “new
story,” the historical situation of Jews under
the rule of the Hellenistic powers and of
Christians in an era when Roman persecu-
tion was always a threat, if not necessarily a
present reality.> One need not be a believer
in Jungian archetypes in order to appreciate
that much of the effect of apocalyptic sym-
bols resides in their ability to summon up
primal images enshrined in mythological
traditions.*

The mythological images that surface in
apocalypticism achieve their effect on the
viewer by contrasting vivid theophanies of
ultimate good versus ultimate evil. Their
principle intention is to induce hope and fear
in the viewer—hope and fear strong enough
to empower and sustain an all-embracing
religious decision. Apocalyptic literature is
often spoken of as a literature of consolation,
but it might just as well be described as a lit-
erature of decision. To be consoled in a time
of persecution by the message that final de-
liverance is just around the corner is also to
be encouraged to deepen one’s commitment
to the divine power that will bring a deliver-
ance transcending death.

Apocalypticism attempts to unify the
whole of history, not only by the convention
of enumerations of the ages of the world
found in some apocalypses, but on a deeper
level by its projection of the mythic images

of the beginning of the world order into the
scenario of the last events, that is, the depic-
tion of ultimate destruction of this cosmos
and the coming of a new heaven and earth.’
Though this may seem a paradoxical fusion,
one of the characteristics of apocalyptic
thought is the way in which it alters ordinary
temporal processes, suspending time by cre-
ating analogical situations in which past is
seen as present or future through the mech-
anism of prophecy after the fact (vaticinium ex
eventu).® In an even more daring way, it
makes the end of history and even the eter-
nal life of the celestial realm actually present
through ecstatic experience or liturgical
action.

An analogous paradox is found in the fig-
ures and images described in apocalyptic
texts like the biblical books of Daniel and
John. These are often “impossible” images
in the sense that they paradoxically both in-
vite and defy pictorial representation. In dis-
cussing the four “Living Creatures” of the
Apocalypse of John, for example, D. H.
Lawrence, who wrote the first serious study
of apocalyptic symbolism despite his aver-
sion to John’s book, exclaimed: “If it is im-
agery, it is imagery which cannot be imag-
ined: for how can four beasts be ‘full of eyes
before and behind,” and how can they be ‘in
the midst of the throne, and round about the
throne’? They can’t be somewhere and
somewhere else at the same time. But that is
how the Apocalypse is.”” But the “complete
unnaturalness” that Lawrence deplored ac-
tually seems to be one of the secrets of the
Apocalypse’s appeal. It is no accident that
the Apocalypse was not only the source for
some of the earliest Christian iconography,
but that it also remained a central resource
for art down to the Renaissance. To try to



image the unimaginable is precisely what
gives apocalyptic art its special power.

Apocalyptic symbols, like those drawn
from the Johannine Apocalypse, can be said
to fall into three broad categories. The first
are the symbols of historical order by which
the visionary presents numerical sequences,
sometimes also involving images, to help the
reader grasp the divinely-predetermined
course of history. This aspect of the apoca-
lyptic imagination is rooted in the endless
human fascination with mystery of num-
bers,? but it takes on particular complexity
in the history of apocalypticism.? The other
two general types of apocalyptic imagery are
what I call symbols of opposition or conflict
and symbols of ultimacy. The first category
contains a bewildering array of animal, hu-
man, and even spatial and temporal images
symbolizing the conflict between good and
evil during the course of history. The second
type involves symbols which manifest the tri-
umph of good over evil in a wide variety of
ways. Some of these portray the final victo-
ry, either by way of its threshold or entry-
point, that is, the Last Judgment which vin-
dicates the meaning of history’s struggle
between good and evil, or else by its consum-
mation as seen in depictions of the eternal
state of the just in the Heavenly Jerusalem.
But there is another group of symbols of tri-
umph which express hope in a coming bet-
ter era to be realized on earth before the fi-
nal denouement. It is to this class of symbols
that the “millennium” belongs, both in its
origins and in its historical development.

A number of Jewish apocalypses from the
Second Temple period predict the coming
terrestrial reign of the expected Messiah.'® It
is in the John’s Apocalypse, however, that we
find the earliest appearance of a literal thou-
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sand-year kingdom of the Returning Christ.
This belief was widespread among early
Christians, although by the end of the sec-
ond century CE it had become suspect
among some believers who thought that
emphasis on a literal thousand-year period
of earthly peace and plenty did not square
with the spiritual character of Christian
hope. Nevertheless, these doubts did not pre-
vent John’s Apocalypse from being included
in the canon, or list of authoritative Chris-
tian writings we call the New Testament.
Because of this, all subsequent Christians
have had to take some stance on the mean-
ing of the millennium.

Like many other controversial aspects of
Christian belief, there has been a variety of
perspectives on the millennium, whether
conceived of as lasting exactly a thousand
years or as of an indeterminate length signi-
fied by a symbolic denomination of a thou-
sand. One common approach to these per-
spectives, developed in modern Protestant
theology, has been to distinguish “amillenni-
alism,” that is, the denial of a coming earth-
ly reign of Christ, from two forms of more
literal interpretation of the symbol. These
are “premillennialism,” which adheres close-
ly to John’s Apocalypse by insisting that
Christ’s return to earth precedes the ad-
vent of the end of history, as contrasted with
“postmillennialism,” which sees Christ’s re-
turn in judgment as coming after a period
of the triumph of Christianity in history."
While these categories are not necessarily
incorrect, they do not seem sufficiently nu-
anced to capture the variety found in the his-
tory of Christian millennialism, especially
prior to 1600 CE. I would like to suggest a
rather different way of getting at the story
through a series of five vignettes devoted to
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key historical figures who struggled with the
meanings of the millennium.

A few months ago, in the Fall of 1995,
Biblical scholars from all over the world
gathered on the Greek island of Patmos, off
the coast of Asia Minor, to celebrate the
nineteen-hundredth anniversary of the writ-
ing of the Apocalypse of John. There is com-
mon agreement today that the author of this
strange but striking book was not John the
Evangelist, but was a wandering prophet of
the early Christian communities of Asia Mi-
nor. His powerfully perplexing revelation,
which is what “apocalypse” means, is the
fountainhead of all Christian millennialism.

The structure and significance of the
Apocalypse’s predictions are among the
greatest puzzles of the book. What was
John’s view of the sequence of events before
the end? Most authorities today hold that the
Apocalypse is best understood not as trying
to give a linear account of what lay between
the prophet’s own time and the approaching
end of history, but that the book was struc-
tured according to a model of “recapitula-
tion,” that is, as one early Christian inter-
preter put it, “the sevenfold Holy Spirit,
when he has run through matters down to
the last moment of time and the end, returns
again to the same times and completes what
he left unsaid.”'? This repetitive structure,
however, does not mask the basic message of
the book. John saw his own time in pessimis-
tic terms as an era of persecution inflicted by
demonic forces. He interpreted contempo-
rary attacks on Christians as the first mani-
festations of an imminent final trial when the
great persecutor, Nero, viewed as the sev-
enth head of the beast symbolizing Rome,
would arise from the dead to slaughter the
just (Apoc. 13 and 17). John’s pessimism

about the present, however, forms the dark
foreground to an essentially optimistic view
of future history. In chapter 17, the revived
Nero turns against Babylon the Great Har-
lot, that is, Rome, whose destruction is de-
tailed in chapter 18. After a brief interlude
describing the joy in heaven over this event
(Apoc. 19:1-10), John predicts the return of
Christ, the Warrior on the White Horse
(19:11-16), and his final battle with the forc-
es of evil led by the Beast and the kings of the
earth. Christ’s victory will result in the bind-
ing of Satan for a thousand years in the bot-
tomless abyss—that is, it will inaugurate the
millennium (19:17-20:3). John describes it as
follows:

Also T saw the souls of those who
had been beheaded for their testimo-
ny to Jesus and to the word of God,
and who had not worshipped the beast
or its image and had not received its
mark on their foreheads or their
hands. They came to life and reigned
with Christ a thousand years . . . This
is the first resurrection. Blessed and
holy 1s he who shares in the first resur-
rection! Over such the second death
has no power, but they shall be priests
of God and Christ, and they shall
reign with him a thousand years

(20:4-6 RSV).

While it is true that the millennial king-
dom does not mark the end of history in the
Apocalypse, being succeeded by the brief
loosing of Satan and the final encounter be-
tween good and evil before the coming of
Judgment Day and the creation of the new
heaven and earth (Apoc. 20:7-21:8), John’s
message of encouragement in the face of



present persecution because of the coming
earthly reward of the millennium allows us
to characterize him as a “pessimistic opti-
mist.” Whether taken in a literal or in a
transferred sense, this outlook was to remain
one of the fundamental ways to view the
millennium in later Christian history.
Where did the prophet John find the
materials to create this picture of a coming
reign of Christ and the saints on earth? Ob-
viously, doctrines concerning a coming
“Golden Age” were part of the mythologies
of many of the peoples scattered around the
shores of the Mediterranean.” The more
immediate sources of John’s millennium are
both Jewish and Christian, or, better put,
Jewish-Christian in the sense that they reflect
an carly stage in Christian theology in which
a clear division between a standard “rabbin-
ic” Judaism and a developed “orthodox”
Christianity had not yet emerged. Some ear-
lier Jewish apocalyptic texts had described
the messianic kingdom as being of immea-
surable duration and therefore difficult to
distinguish from the heavenly “age to
come™;" but an ancient apocalyptic tradi-
tion, as found for example in the “Apoca-
lypse of Weeks” from the third century BCE,
distinguished between a temporary earthly
kingdom and the eternal reign of heaven."
Fixing the kingdom’s duration for a thou-
sand years seems tied to apocalyptic specu-
lation about the structure of world history,
specifically the “World-Week” schema
which viewed history as parallel to the cre-
ation account in Genesis and therefore as
consisting in six periods of a thousand years
(following Psalm 89:4),'® 1o be followed by a
millennium of rest and plenty."” Though
John’s picture of the millennium is some-
what muted, both Jewish and Christian
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apocalyptic expectations emphasized the
material pleasures of the messianic kingdom,
including an abundance of food and drink
and the begetting of thousands of children.'®

About three hundred and twenty-five
years after the prophet John composed his
Apocalypse, Augustine, bishop of a small
town on the southern shore of the Mediter-
ranean at Hippo Regius (present Tunisia),
pondered the meaning of John’s book with-
in the context of the new Christian Roman
Empire. For John, Rome had been the great
persecutor, but this view had become in-
creasingly problematic as early as c. 200 CE
when some Christian authors rejected the
book and others, like Origen, had pursued a
spiritual reading of its symbols that empha-
sized their inner moral meaning rather than
any message they might give about the
course of world history. Now that Rome was
Christian the original literal reading of the
book seemed even more clearly outdated.

While a few of Augustine’s fourth-centu-
ry predecessors, such as the Christian rheto-
rician Lactantius, still adhered to a literal
interpretation of the millennium," the most
popular understanding of the millennium
after the Emperor Constantine’s conversion
to Christianity was a political one which in-
terpreted scriptural millennial and messian-
ic texts as prophecies of the Roman Empire’s
embracing of Christianity.?® According to
this view (a moderate version of which was
even adopted by Augustine in his early
years), John’s prediction of the reign of
Christ on earth was a hint of the providen-
tial unification of Roman might and Chris-
tian right in the new world order inaugurat-
ed by Constantine.

Augustine wrote his City of God as a re-
sponse to the intellectual collapse of this
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providential Christian view of history in the
wake of the sack of Rome by the barbarians
in 410. “Why,” the remaining pagans asked,
“had the Christian God failed to defend the
city that his pagan predecessors had kept free
from capture for more than seven hundred
years?” Might there not be a message here
of some theological import? Augustine’s an-
swer was the creation of a new theology of
history, one which can be best described as
a “secularization” of the traditional ancient
view of direct divine involvement in the
course of history.?’ His position also in-
volved a reinterpretation of the Johannine
millennium that can be described as one of
“pessimistic pessimism.”

Augustine’s view of the meaning of histo-
ry can be aptly termed a secularization in the
sense that he denied any direct and observ-
able relation between the events of external
history, such as, the rise and fall of kingdoms
and the fates of nations, and the inner histo-
ry of the two loves which “built two cities: the
earthly city built by love of self even onto
contempt of God; and the heavenly city by
love of God even onto contempt of self.”’#
Thus, it was foolish to find in Rome, even a
Christian Rome, a proof of providence, let
alone the millennial kingdom. The coming
of Christ was the last decisive event in histo-
ry. It was equally wrong in the bishop’s eyes
to take the symbols of John’s Apocalypse as
literal prophecies of particular historical
events. Basing himself on Christ’s warning to
the Apostles, “It is not for you to know the
times or dates the Father has decided by his
own authority” (Acts 1:7), Augustine insist-
ed that we can never know the time of the
end.” Following the Donatist exegete Tyco-
nius, he advanced a fully spiritual reading of
the millennium depicted in the Apocalypse.

Book 20 of the City of God condemns “future
and bodily” interpretations of the first resur-
rection, arguing that the thousand years are
to be understood either as the present age
since the coming of Christ or as a symbol for
the whole duration of the world in which
Christ has been gathering the saints to him-
self.* Therefore, the thousand-year reign of
Christ and the saints is to be understood of
“the Church as it now 1s. . . , this kingdom
militant in which conflict with the enemy is
still maintained, and war carried on with
warring lusts. . . ; until we come to that most
peaceful kingdom in which we shall reign
without an enemy .. .”%

In rejecting both the literal and the polit-
ical readings of the millennium, it might still
seem that Augustine found a new form of
optimism in history by identifying the
Church with the millennial kingdom. But it
is more accurate to describe the bishop’s in-
terpretation as one of pessimistic pessimism
in the sense that he expected no fundamen-
tal change in the amount of sin, evil and suf-
fering until the dawn of Judgment Day. This
is because Augustine never identified the
Church with the City of God itself. Although
the Church was God’s instrument of salva-
tion in the world, the recruiting office for the
City of God as it were, Augustine’s struggle
with the Donatists had convinced him that
the Church was not an assembly of perfect
saints, but would always remain a “mixed
body” (corpus permixtum) containing both
good and evil among its leaders and follow-
ers. Since the Fall, history was fundamental-
ly the story of the trials and tribulations that
humanity had brought on itself, trials whose
only positive value was to test and refine
those predestined to be members of the civi-
tas Dei. Writing to the Spanish priest Victori-



nus in 409 to console him during the horrors
of the barbarian invasions, Augustine strikes
a note typical of his pessimistic view of his-
tory: “We ought to weep over these things,
but not to be surprised . . . What ought hu-
manity to hope for when things like this were
foretold long ago in the Prophets and the
Gospel?”? In other words, there were no
optimistic predictions in the Bible, only pes-
simistic ones.

Seven hundred and seventy years after
Augustine penned his pessimistic reading of
the millennium in the City of God, directly
across the Mediterranean from North Afri-
ca in the Calabrian mountains of the toe of
the boot of Italy, another Christian teacher
took quite a different view of the reign of
Christ and the saints predicted in Apoca-
lypse 20. Joachim of Fiore, ascetic, visionary
and monastic founder, was engaged in writ-
ing his massive Exposition on the Apocalypse
throughout the 1190s. Difficult as it was for
any medieval thinker to disagree with the
authority of Augustine, Joachim’s divinely-
given “spiritual understanding” (intellectus
spiritualisy of the “fullness of this book [i.e.,
the Apocalypse] and of the entire harmony
of the New and Old Testaments” allowed
him to create a new understanding of the
millennium, one that can be characterized as
manifesting a triple pattern of “pessimism-
optimism-pessimism.”?’

Like John and Augustine, Joachim saw
contemporary events in a fundamentally
pessimistic way; like John and unlike Augus-
tine, he believed in an imminent better age
on earth, a real millennium, if not precisely
one of a literal thousand-year duration.
Joachim’s view of the millennium, however,
was different from that of the prophet John.
His unique conviction of the Trinitarian
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structure of history, that is, that salvation his-
tory reveals three great eras, or states (status),
pertaining to Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
enabled him to put forth a new version of
Christian millenialism that was to be influ-
ential for centuries and that still merits pon-
dering today.

According to the Calabrian abbot, the
Old Testament, or state of the Father, last-
ed for sixty-three generations which had ex-
act parallels, or concordiae as Joachim called
them, with the sixty-three generations of the
New Testament, the state of the Son. This
enabled the abbot to identify his own time
with the final two generations of this era, the
period which would witness the worst of the
seven persecutions figured in the seven heads
of the dragon of Apocalypse 12. It was the
time of Antichrist. Joachim was so convinced
that the ultimate terror was at hand that he
addressed a general letter to all Christians
announcing: “This will not take place in the
days of your grandchildren, or in the old age
of your children, but in your own days, few,
and evil.”#® But if Joachim was pessimistic
about the present, he was supremely opti-
mistic about the future, because the Trinitar-
ian structure of history, revealed throughout
the Bible but most especially in its last book,
announced the coming of the third state, the
time of the Holy Spirit, when a renewed and
purified earthly Church would enjoy a peri-
od of peace, enlightenment and contempla-
tion in a monastic utopia that the abbot
sketched out in one of his famous diagrams,
or figurae. Naturally, this was also the true
meaning of the millennium found in Apoca-
lypse 20. Augustine was correct, according
to Joachim, in disputing a literal thousand-
year kingdom of a carnal variety; however,
it is not only a “reasonable view” (rationabilis
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opinio) but also a “totally pure understand-
ing” (serenissimus intellectus) to see Apocalypse
20 as predicting the coming true Sabbath of
the Church, when the Holy Spint, who was
given to humanity in part from the first Sab-
bath of Christ’s sleep in the tomb, will be giv-
en “according to his plenitude from [the
time of] the destruction of the Beast and the
False Prophet.”® The exact duration of this
Spirit-filled millennium of the Church is un-
clear. What is clear, however, is that the log-
ic of Joachim’s theology of history demand-
ed that once again pessimism must follow
optimism before the end of the ages. At the
conclusion of the third status a final Anti-
christ, prophesied in the mysterious figure of
Gog found in Apocalypse 20:7, will come to
attack the purified Church immediately be-
fore the return of Christ and the Last Judg-
ment.

The Abbot Joachim’s reinvention of liter-
al millenarianism was influential on many
religious groups in the later Middle Ages,
especially because of his speculations con-
cerning the “spiritual men” (viri spirituales)
who would oppose the Antichrist at the time
of the transition between the second and the
third status and who would also flourish in
the renewed contemplative age to come.
From the 1240s on, a number of Franciscans
adopted aspects of Joachim’s views, and
even produced literature that they pseudon-
ymously ascribed to the abbot, designed to
show that Saint Francis had ushered in the
last age as the “Angel of the Sixth Seal” of
Apocalypse 7:2 and that the absolute pover-
ty of his way of life gave the Franciscans a
unique status in the unfolding drama of im-
minent persecution and coming bliss in a
“Franciscanized” millennium. The foremost
theorist of this Franciscan Joachite millena-

rianism was the Provencal friar, Peter John
Olivi, whose Lecture on the Apocalypse was com-
pleted in 1297, the year before his death.

The Spiritual Franciscans, as Olivi’s fol-
lowers and related groups are called, were a
source of considerable concern both within
the order and in the Church at large. In
1294, the hermit pope Celestine V, sympa-
thizing with their desire for a life of absolute
poverty and contemplation, had allowed one
group to set up their own order. His succes-
sor, the imperious and acerbic Pope Boni-
face VIII (1295-1303), resolving to bring
them to heel, rescinded the permission and
began a persecution of those who resisted. A
number of Spirituals, including the poet and
mystic Jacopone da Todi, were excommu-
nicated and thrown into prison. Here
Jacopone denounced the Pope in no uncer-
tain terms:

Behold, a new Lucifer on the papal
throne,

Poisoning the world with his
blasphemies!

Nothing good is left in you—only sin;

T’d be ashamed to mention some of
the vices

you’re accused of . *

Other Spirituals, such as Ubertino da
Casale, identified Pope Boniface with the
Antichrist.

Boniface VIII was a canon lawyer, not an
exegete or theologian. His personal interest
in the Apocalypse and its millennial predic-
tions was marginal, or better, negative. A
chronicler of his pontificate recounts that
while reading an apocalyptic treatise of the
Spiritual Franciscans, he once exclaimed:
“Why are these fools waiting for the end of



the world? The world ends for each man
when he dies.” His many enemies painted
Pope Boniface as a complete skeptic, a man
who used religion to advance himself and his
family but who really did not believe.*
Whether or not this was really true, as the
head of the Ghurch, the pope could not fail
to take some kind of stand in relation to the
millennium. His scornful remark about liter-
al apocalyptic and millenarian views tells us
where he stood in relation to the forms of
pessimistic optimism of the prophet John
and to Joachim and his Franciscan followers.
If queried about the millennium, Boniface
would probably have replied by citing Au-
gustine and Augustine’s followers, like Tho-
mas Aquinas, who denied that the time of
the end could be predicted and who inter-
preted the kingdom as the Church.*® Nev-
ertheless, Pope Boniface’s form of pessimis-
tic pessimism was different from that of the
bishop of Hippo.

Pope Boniface is most noted in history
not for his quarrel with the Spiritual Fran-
ciscans, but for his famous Bull “Unam
Sanctam” of November 1302, which pro-
claimed that “It is altogether necessary to
salvation for every human creature to be
subject to the Roman Pontiff.””** Contempo-
raries, as well as later historians, have debat-
ed the degree and kind of “subjection” in-
tended by the Pope; it seems clear, however
interpreted, that Boniface’s document repre-
sents the apogee of the claims of the medi-
eval papacy to world domination. The
pope’s pursuit of these claims was to lead to
his own disgrace at the hands of the agents
of his implacable opponent, Philip IV of
France. From the perspective of the history
of Christian views of the millennium, Boni-
face went beyond Augustine by identifying
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the power, prestige and wealth of the
Church with the only kingdom worth pur-
suing. Boniface’s kingdom is truly one of this
world alone. An Aragonese ambassador,
writing to his king in September of 1301,
summarized Boniface’s outlook succinctly:
“The pope cares only about three things—
that he may live long, get rich, and enrich,
magnify and exalt his relatives. He has no
concern for spirituality.”* One of Boniface’s
reported statements goes further: “To lose
this world for the next is like a dog dropping
a bone to seize its reflection.”® At times dur-
ing his pontificate the pope’s presentist mil-
lennium was surely the source of great plea-
sure and optimism for him and his
adherents, especially during the triumphant
year of Jubilee he introduced i 1300 that
drew vast paying crowds to Rome. The true
pessimism of such a view, however, is shown
by Boniface’s death as a broken man a few
weeks after the famous attempt to arrest him
and cart him off to France for trial as a
heretic.

Two hundred years after Boniface’s out-
burst against the fools who expected the end
of the world, another Italian, this one born
in Genoa, studied prophecies concerning the
future in his adopted country of Spain.
While the four previous figures we have con-
sidered lived in a world dominated by the
Mediterranean, the central sea, this student
of the millennium was to be largely respon-
sible for helping to widen the imagination of
the Old World by his discovery of the New
World.

The apocalyptic and millenarian dimen-
sions of Christopher Columbus’s mental
landscape have been an important discovery
of the past generation of scholarship.?” In
1501 during the interim between his third
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and fourth voyages, Columbus, with the help
of the Carthusian Gaspar Gorritio, put to-
gether a mélange of texts from the Bible, the
Fathers and various medieval authors that
he called The Book of Prophecies. His intention
was to show how his three previous voyages
were intimately connected with the greater
project he now proposed to his patrons Fer-
dinand and Isabella—nothing less than the
recovery of the Holy Sepulchre from the
Moslems. “Not unworthily or without rea-
son, Most Splendid Rulers,” as he put it in
the work, “do I assert that even greater
things are reserved for you, when we read
that Joachim the Calabrian Abbot predict-
ed that the future ruler who would recover
Mount Sion would come from Spain.”%
Joachim had predicted no such thing. Co-
lumbus was employing pseudo-Joachim
prophecies concerning the Last World Em-
peror which had become increasingly popu-
lar in Spain in the Late Middle Ages.®® This
marks him out as belonging to a different
strand of Christian millenarianism—that of
the imperial legends which, in Columbus’s
case at least, imply a form of what I would
call optimistic optimism.

From the perspective of the history of
apocalypticism, the most important effect of
the conversion of the Roman Empire had
been the creation of the Last World Emper-
or Legend as a way of incorporating the des-
tiny of Rome into the Christian scenario of
the last events. This new form of political
interpretation of the millennium went be-
yond that rejected by Augustine in one cen-
tral dimension—its concentration on the fu-
ture millennial aspect of the imperial office
rather than on present Roman rule as the
realization of the kingdom of God on earth.
It appears to have been created in large part
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as an apocalyptic explanation for the diffi-
culties and defeats of the Christian Roman
Empire, especially in the light of the rise of
the new religion of Islam in the seventh cen-
tury CE.

The earliest known appearance of a full-
blown picture of the Last Emperor is found
in the Revelations ascribed to the early Chris-
tian bishop Methodius, but actually written
about 690 in Syria by Christians seeking to
explain Islamic victories and their persecu-
tion of Christians. According to the Pseudo-
Methodius, the success of the “seed of Ish-
mael” will not be long. According to the text,
soon:

The King of the Greeks, i.e., the
Romans, will come out against them
in great anger, roused as from a
drunken stupor like one whom men
had thought dead and worthless (Ps.
77:65). . . . The King of the Romans
will impose his yoke upon them seven
times as much as their yoke weighed
upon the earth. . . . Then the earth will
sit in peace and there will be great
peace and tranquillity upon the earth
such as has never been nor ever will be
any more, since it is the final peace at
the End of time. . . .*

This coming definitive victory over Islam,
for Methodius and later proponents of the
legend of the Last Emperor, always involved
the conquest of Jerusalem, the apocalyptic
city par excellence.

The development of the legends concern-
ing the Last World Emperor over the eight
hundred years between their appearance in
the Pseudo-Methodius and their use by Co-
lumbus to encourage the support of the



Spanish monarchy for his next voyage is a
complex and fascinating story. Originally
applied to the Eastern, or Byzantine Emper-
ors, it soon moved West to find claimants
among the occidental successors of Rome in
the Holy Roman Empire, and then on to the
developing national monarchies, especially
in France and in Spain. Expectations for a
coming age of final peace and prosperity
under the Last Emperor were often of con-
siderable duration (112 years in one text),
though never a full millennium. From the
perspective of modern theological catego-
ries, the legend was a form of “postmillenni-
al” hope in the sense that Christ comes after
the Golden Age, though not before a time of
trial when the Last Emperor surrenders his
crown to God in order to trigger the on-
slaught of Antichrist and the final persecu-
tion. Among certain proponents of these
imperial legends, however, the truly apoca-
lyptic aspects of the drama—that is, the ap-
pearance of Antichrist, his career of persecu-
tion and ultimate defeat and the coming of
the Last Judgment—fall by the wayside.
These authors emphasize conservative polit-
ico-religious hopes for earthly peace in a new
world order to such an extent that we may
think of them as purely optimistic in a way
that John, Augustine, Joachim, and even
Pope Boniface (none of whom had any sym-
pathy for imperial legends) would have
found surprising. Columbus seems to fit this
model, especially because The Book of Prophe-
cies restricts its view of the future to two con-
cerns: coming world-wide missionary activi-
ty made possible by the discovery of the New
World; and the launching of the final cru-
sade to conquer the Holy Land and initiate
the millennial Spanish rule.

My brief sketch of five thinkers over four-
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teen centuries who took different perspec-
tives on the millennium is meant to suggest
something of the complexity that hopes for
a coming golden age have taken in Christian
history. Though I have concentrated on the
history of apocalyptic and millenarian views
of the Old World, these same hopes and
fears fueled crucial aspects of the story of
European expansion in the New World as
well. Much remains to be done in exploring
the apocalyptic and millenarian dimensions
of the history of the Americas. Recent revi-
sionist views of Columbus and his successors
have shown us the negative side of colonial-
ism and the apocalyptic ideas which were at
least part of its motivation, but it seems fair
to recognize that these hopes were not al-
ways ignoble and their realization not always
destructive. As I emphasized at the outset,
apocalypticism has been responsible both for
good and for ill in its long history.

We may, of course, legimately wonder if
apocalypticism has anything more than an
antiquarian interest today. In his famous
address of 1837 on “The American Schol-
ar,” Ralph Waldo Emerson spoke for all the
opponents of apocalypticism when, in advis-
ing his scholar to be independent of “the
popular cry” no matter however conveyed,
he said: “Let him not quit his belief that a
popgun is a popgun, though the ancient and
honorable of the earth affirm it to be the
crack of doom.™

Similar satiric assaults can be directed
toward the more hopeful side of apocalypti-
cism. Optimistic views of a coming Christian
golden age, while once useful for consolation
in times of trial and persecution, are really
only delusions—aren’t they? Further, the
fact that these hopes were often harnessed to
motivate crusade and conquest prove how
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dangerous such delusions can be—don’t
they? Would it not be better, with August-
ine, to abandon expectations for any better
age to come, to recognize that history is just
“one damn thing after another,” and to be
content with the modicum of justice that is
all that can ever be realized in a fallen world?

Perhaps. But we should also reflect on the
fact that millenarianism is extremely difficult
to eradicate, even among the congenitally
pessimistic. As we approach the third millen-
nium, millenarianism is alive and well, both
in religious and in secular forms.

Let me close with a few random exam-
ples. On November 10, 1994, Pope John
Paul II issued his Apostolic Letter, “Tertio
Millennio Adveniente,” in which the pontiff
declared that “. . . preparing for the Year
2000 has become as it were the hermencuti-
cal key of my Pontificate.”** While rejecting
any crude or literal millenarianism (official-
ly condemned by the Holy Office in 1944),
Pope John Paul shows himself the heir to the
vague but powerful millennial currents
found in Eastern Europe during the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries in this letter
and in two previous encyclicals. The Pope’s
program for the millennium is essentially a
revised ecumenical version of the first part of
Columbus’s Book of Prophecies—no longer
conversion of the world to Christianity, but
rather a new world-wide evangelization and
ecumenical effort.

Contemporary secular versions of apoc-
alyptic hopes and fears are often more pro-
grammatic and predictive than religious
ones, as is evident in aspects of the ecologi-
cal movement in recent decades. In some
ecological manifestoes, for example Robert
Heilbroner’s popular An Inguiry into the Hu-
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man Prospect,*”® legitimate dread of the possi-
bility of final destruction of the very environ-
ment of the planet is balanced with hopes for
a “green,” post-industrialist society that
functions much like the literal millennium of
ancient Christian hope.

Hope is the key. Most humans seem in-
capable of living productive lives without
some form of hope, though pessimists will be
inclined to think that millenarian hopes tend
to go beyond what can be legitimately ex-
pected. And so I close with a quotation about
hope from Vaclav Havel:

... [T]he kind of hope I often think
about . . . I understand above all as a
state of mind, not a state of the world.
Either we have hope within us or we
don’t; it is a dimension of the soul, and
it’s not essentially dependent on some
particular observation of the world or
estimate of the situation . . . Itis an ori-
entation of the spirit, an orientation of
the heart; it transcends the world that
is immediately experienced, and is an-
chored somewhere beyond its hori-
zons . . . I feel thatits deepest roots are
in the transcendental, just as the roots
of human responsibility are . . . Hope
in this deep and powerful sense is . . .
an ability to work for something be-
cause it is good, not just because it
stands a chance to succeed. . . .*

Does the millennium ever stand a chance
to succeed?
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