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Constantine the Reader.
Exegesis and Empire in the Oration to the Assembly of the Saints

On Constantinian authenticity:

Dorries 1954: 147-61; Barnes 1976, 2001; Lane Fox 1986, 627-53; Silli 1987, x111; Cameron — Hall 1999, 51; Drake 2000,
292-305; Edwards 2003, xvii-xxir; Cristofoli 2005; Girardet 2013; Barbero 2016, 226-47; Lenski 2016, 35, n. 56.

(Some) hypotheses on place and date of delivery:

Trier, 314 (Girardet 2013)

Rome, 315 (Edwards 2003, xxix)

Serdica, 317 (Barnes 1976)

Thessalonica, 323 (Piganiol 1932

Nicomedia, 325 (Barnes 2001)

Antioch, 325 (Lane Fox 1986)

Nicomedia, 325 (Lenski 2016, 35)

Nicomedia, 328 (Bleckmann 1997)

OC as draft to be adapted for specific occasions (Drake 2000, 292-305)

OC as draft, but Eusebius preserves an actual version delivered before Nicaea, in the East (Cristofoli 2005, 12-28)

Structure of OC:

Ch.1-2 Preface (Passion of Christ, redemption of humankind)

Ch.3-11 Elements of theology: unity and eternity of God, Uncaused Cause (3); critique of polytheism (4);
God establishing cosmic principles and the notion of justice (5-8); critique of pagan philosophers
(esp. Socrates, Protagoras, Plato), strengths and weaknesses of Plato’s idea of demiurge (9-10);
repentance and salvation in Christ (11); criticism of detractors of Christianity, praise of free will
(12-4).

Ch. 15 Predicament and life of Jesus (Matthew); faith in Christ as source of protection.

Ch.16-17 Ruin of pagan cities (Memphis, Babylon). *[Prophets anticipating the coming of Christ (Moses;
Daniel)

Ch. 18-21 ‘Foreign witnesses to the coming of Christ’: prophecy of the Erythraen Sibyl; Virgil’s
Eclogue 4]

Ch. 22-25 God’s benevolence as source of Constantine’s success (22); faithful rewarded with eternal life
(23); analysis of recent history; criticism of past emperors who persecuted Christianity, doom of
their reign, triumph of Providence (24-5)

Ch. 26 Constantine’s celebration of God’s support and of the power of prayer.

* [interpretive digression]

T1 Daniel in the lions’ den (0C 17)

And Daniel, after the dissolution of the Assyrian state
(...) went over to Cambyses, the king of the Persians,
by the providence of God. But there too was envy and
with envy the pernicious attacks of the magi, great and
numerous dangers in succession, from all of which the
was easily saved with the help of Christ’s providence,
and easily excelled in the trial of every kind of virtue.
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For when the man prayed three times a day [Dan. 6.3-
9] (...) the magi (....) persuaded him (= the king) to
sentence Daniel to be a sacrifice to savage lions (...).
But Daniel’s sentence and imprisonment led not to his
doom but to his eternal renown. And set in the midst
of beasts, he found the beasts milder than his jailers.
For his prayer, assisting the virtue of rectitude and
discretion, rendered docile those who were mad by
nature. And when this was made known to Cambyses
(...) he himself was staggered by the marvellous nature
of what was reported, and regretted the easy credence
that he had given to the slanders of the magi. [Dan. 6.9-
23]. None the less, he dared to become an observer of
this spectacle, and to see the man who was hymning
Christ by the raising of both hands.

[all translations of the OC from Edwards 2003]

T2 The Erythaean Sibyl (OC 18)

But it rests with me also to commemorate foreign
witnesses to the divinity of Christ. (...) Now the
Erythaean Sibyl, saying that she was born in the sixth
generation after the flood, was a priestess of Apollo
(...) and once, having been led into the sanctuaries of
untimely superstition and become full of truly divine
inspiration, she foretold in words what was to happen
with respect to God, plainly revealing by the prexifing
of the initial letters, which is called an acrostic, the
history of Jesus’ descent:

In sign of coming judgment earth shall sweat;
Eternal monarchy shall come from heaven
Straightway to judge the flesh and all the world.
Outcasts and the elect shall look on God,
Uplifted at time’s end with all the saints,

Set on his throne to judge all flesh ensouled.

Chaff now and earth shall all the world become;
Riches and all their idols men shall break;
Earth, sky and sea shall be consumed in flames;
Invading fire shall breach the gates of hell.
Sinner and saint shall rise to day’s free light;
Their flesh the fire shall test eternally

Of secret deeds none shall remain unknown,
Since God’s torch shall unlock the heart’s recess.

Then shall all people wail and gnash their teeth;
Eclipse shall hide the sun and dancing stars,
Uplifting hollows, casting down high peaks.

Huge sorrow then shall fall on humankind.

In peak and plain there shall be no distinction;
Ocean shall bear no ships, as thunderbolts

Strip the burnt land of springs and sounding rivers.

Sounds of lament shall trumpet forth from heaven,
Omen of squalor, grief and cosmic pain.

Then yawning earth shall open Tartarus;
Emperors all shall come before God'’s throne;
Rivers of holy flame shall pour from heaven.
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Signs manifest to all men there shall be:

True men shall crave the branches of the Cross.
As men grow pious Christ will shock the world,
Unveiling the elect with his twelve springs.
Rod shall be shepherd, ruling as with iron.

Our God is this, set forth now in acrostics,
Saviour immortal, king who died for us.

T3 Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue (OC 19-21)
There a new race of people was established, of which I
think the most eminent of the Italian poets spoke:

Whence then appeared a novel race of men
And again, in another passage of the Bucolics:
Sicilian Muses, let our theme be great

What could be plainer than this? For he adds:
The oracle of Cumae is fulfilled

Obviously, the expression ‘of Cumae’ refers
enigmatically to the Sibyl. (...) And the poet adds:

Worship the newborn child, light-bearing moon,
Who gives the age of gold for that of iron;
For when he rules all human wounds are healed
And all the groans of sin are put to death.

Now we understand that these things have been said
through allegories, at the same time manifestly and
obscurely, the divinity of Christ leading to vision those
who examine the force of the words more deeply. In
order that none of those who held power in the royal
city shall have grounds to reproach the poet as one
who writes in defiance of paternal laws and repudiates
the customary practices of his ancestors with regard
to the gods, it conceals the truth. For he knew, as |
believe, the blessed and laudable end of the Saviour,
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and says that it is necessary to establish altars, build
temples and perform sacrifices to the newborn one.
And for wise readers the rest of his composition is in
keeping with this, for he says:

He shall receive God’s deathless life and see
Heroes his massed companions -

Obviously the righteous (...)
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Thy swaddling-clothes shall bring forth fragrant grass;
The venomed snake shall perish, perish too
Plague; and in vales the Assyrian herb shall thrive.

No-one could say anything truer than this, or more
germane to the virtue of the Saviour; for his very
swaddling-clothes, the power of the Holy Spirit,
engender as it were a fragrant flower in freshness. And
the snake perishes, and the venom of that snake, who
deceived the first creation, leading their minds away
from the <discretion> planted in them to the
enjoyment of pleasures, so that they might know the
destruction appointed for them. For before the
descent of the Saviour, he used to break the souls of
humans, who, not knowing the immortality of the
righteous, were supported by no good hope. (...)

But when the hour and fruit of manhood come

(that is, when having come to manhood, he eradicates
the troubles that beset human life and brings a
peaceful order to the whole world),

No sinful crews shall then profane the sea,
The fruitful earth shall yield abundant growth, (_...)

(21) One of those who lack understanding might think
that this is said of a human generation. But when a
human child is born, in what sense is the earth unsown
and unploughed (...)?

T4 Decius, Valerian, Diocletian (OC 24-25)

(24) I put the question to you now, Decius, you who
trampled upon the toils of the just in hatred of the
church and appointed retribution for those who lived
a holy life: how do you fare now after your life? What
kind of state are you in, what miseries surround you?
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The time between life and death showed your good
fortune, when, falling with all your army on the
Scythian fields, you led the renowned power of Rome

to contempt against the Getae. But you Valerian, who
showed the same murder-lust toward those who

heeded God, you made the holy judgment manifest
when you were caught and led as a prisoner in bonds
with your very purple and all your royal pomp, and
finally, flayed and pickled at the behest of the King of
the Persians (...) (25) And Diocletian after the murder-
lust of his persecution, having voted himself down,
unwittingly renounced himself as one unworthy of
power, and confessed the harmfulness of his folly in
the confines of one contemptible dwelling! What good
did it bring to this man to have kindled war against our
God? I suppose that of passing the rest of his life in fear
of the thunderbolt. Nicomedia tells it, and the
witnesses are not silent, of whom I happen to be one.
For I saw him cry out, when he was mentally enfeebled
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and in fear of every sight and sound, that the cause of
the evils surrounding him had been his own folly when
he invoked against himself God’s protection of the just.
Nevertheless the palace and his house were destroyed,
after the dispensation of the thunderbolt and the fire
from heaven. The outcome of these actions had

indeed been foretold by people of intelligence.
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T5 Cicero, de div. 1.18.34

Eis igitur assentior, qui duo genera divinationum esse dixerunt, unum, quod particeps esset artis, alterum, quod
arte careret. Est enim ars in eis qui novas res coniectura persequuntur, veteres observatione didicerunt. Carent
autem arte ei qui, non ratione aut coniectura observatis ac notatis signis, sed concitatione quadam animi aut
soluto liberoque motu, futura praesentiunt.

I agree, therefore, with those who have said that there are two kinds of divination: one, which is allied with art;
the other, which is devoid of art. Those diviners employ art, who, having learned the known by observation, seek
the unknown by deduction. On the other hand those do without art who, unaided by reason or deduction or by
signs which have been observed and recorded, forecast the future while under the influence of mental
excitement, or of some free and unrestrained emotion. [Tr. Falconer]

T6 Correcting Plato (OC 9)

And Plato himself, who excelled all others in
gentleness and first accustomed human intellects to
revert from the sensible to the intelligible and the
things that are always thus, the one who taught us to
look up to things above, did well when he postulated
the god above being, then made a second subordinate
to this one, dividing the two essences numerically,
while both shared one perception and the essence of
the second god received its concrete existence from
the first. For the maker and governor of the universe is
clearly sublime, while the other after him, in
submission to his commandments, refers to him the
cause of the constitution of all things (...) So far then
Plato was wise; but in what follows he is found to err
from the truth, introducing a host of gods and
assigning a form to each, which became a pretext for
greater error among the most unreasoning people,
who did not look towards the providence of the Most
High, but worshipped images of [the gods] which had
been transformed into human types and those of other
creatures. The result is that a nature and discipline

which were excellent and worthy of highest praise,

mixed with such shortcomings, are in an impure and
defective state.

T7 Constantine’s life as his argument (0C 22, 26)

(22) For my part, L ascribe to your goodwill all my good
fortune and that of those who are mine. And the
evidence is that everything has turned out according
to my prayers - acts of courage, victories, trophies
over my enemies. Even the great city is conscious of it
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and gives praise with reverence, while the people of

the most dear city approve, even if it was deceived by
unsafe hopes into choosing a protector unworthy of it
(...) (26) but when they praise my service, which
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confirm that God is the cause of my feats? Absolutely.
For it is God’s prerogative to decree the best things,
and that of human beings to obey God.

aitiov eivar SraBefatotvral; Tévtwy ye pdAota €0l
yap Bg00 {8lov 10 T dplota TPOGTATTEWY, GvOpDOTWY
8¢ 10 1§ Be® melbeobal.

T8 Constantine, Against Polytheistic Worship (VC 2.48-9)

Victor Constantinus Maximus Augustus to the
Provincials of the East.

(48) Everything embraced by the sovereign laws of
nature provides everybody with sufficient evidence of

the providence and thoughtfulness of the divine

Nwkntis Kwvotavtivog Méyiotog Zefaotog
ETAPYLOTALG AVATOALKOTG.

(48) Mavta pev 6oa TOi§ KUPLWTATOLS THS PVOEWS
TIEPLEXETAL VONOLG, THG KaTd TV Belav Sidtagv
mpovoiag te kai Bewplag ikaviv aloBnowv toig maot

ordering; nor is there any doubt among those whose

mapéyel, o0de £o0TL TIC Gu@iBolia oig kat' evBelav

intellect approaches that topic by a correct scientific

YVWoew¢ 080V Siavora ¢’ ékeTvov GysTal TOV

method, that accurate apprehension by a healthy mind

ok0ToV, WS 1) ToD VY10DG Aoyiouot kat Ti¢ SPrewg

and by sight itself rises in a single impulse of true

VTG 1) kBN § KaTdAnPig ud poTi] Tijs GAnBois

virtue to the knowledge of God. Hence no wise man
would ever be disturbed at seeing the majority swept
along by contrary attitudes. For the merit of virtue
would lie unobserved, if vice had not on the other side
exposed the life of perverse unreason. That is why a
crown is promised for virtue, and judgment is
exercised by the most high God. For my part I shall as
far as I can try to acknowledge openly to you all what
my hopes are.

(49) I held the previous Emperors as exceedingly
harsh because of their savage ways, and only my father
engaged in gentle deeds, with wonderful reverence
calling upon the Saviour God in all his actions. All the
rest were mentally sick and embraced savagery rather
than gentleness; they cultivated it unremittingly,
preventing the truth for their own advantage. Their
terrible wickedness reached such intensity that when
all divine and human affairs were alike at peace, civil
wars were rekindled by them.

[tr. Cameron - Hall 1999]

T9 Eusebius’ Life of Constantine, 1 27-28
(27) Knowing well that he (= Constantine) would
need more powerful aid than an army can supply
because of the mischievous magical devices practiced
by the tyrant (= Maxentius), he sought a god to aid
him. He regarded the resources of soldiers and
military numbers as secondary, for he thought that
without the aid of a god these could achieve nothing;
and he said that what comes from a god’s assistance
is irresistible and invincible. He therefore considered
what kind of god he should adopt to aid him, and,
while he thought, a clear impression came to him,

GpeTiig i TNV Yv@ow dvapépel Tol Beod. Stomep
TLAG GUVETOG AP OVK v TToTE TapayOein Tovg
TIOAAOVUG Op&V EVavTIaLg TIPOAIPEGEDL PEPOUEVOUG.
AvomTog yap v 1| Th¢ GpeTiig EAGvBave xa&plg, €t un
KOTOVTIKPY TOV TG SleaTpappévng dmovoiag Biov 1)
Kakio TpoUBERANTO. 510 THj HEv peTii oTéPavog
TpoKeLTal, ThG 8¢ kpioews avbevtel 6 VYloTog BedS.
Eyw & WG Eym & @G VL pAALloTA QAVEPDS TIEPL TMOV
Kot £pouTtov EATiSwv Tdoy DIV OpoAoyijoat
TIELPACOOL

(49) "Eoyxov &ywye TOoUG TPO TOVUTOU YEVOUEVOUG
avtokpatopag Sx  TO TOV TPOTwV  Eyplov
ATIOGKANPOUG, HOVOG & O TaThp O £U0G NUEPOTNTOG
£pya peteyelpileto, petd Bavpaotiic evAaBeiag év
mdoalg Tals eautol mpageot (2) TOV ocwTtijpa BedV
mkaAovpevog. dool 8¢ Aouroi, ovy LYLAIVOVTES TAG
@PEVAS GyploTNTog PaAdov i tpadtnTog EmepédovTo,
Kol TadTnVv €Tpe@ov aeBovwe, £l TGV (Siwv Kapdv
TOV GAnOT] Adyov Swaotpé@ovteg, TiiG 8¢ movnpiag
a0ToTg 1) SeWOTNG €ig TOoOTTOV EENTITETO, WG TTAVTWY
opod t®v Belwv TE Kal GvOpwTIvwv TPAYUATWY
glpnvevopévwy  Eu@uliovg UTékelvwv  TOAEUOUG
avappumifeodal

EV & évvorioag &G KPeiTTovog fj KATd oTpaTIWTIKV
SéoL avT® Ponbeiag Sui TaG KakoTEXVOUGS Kol
YONTIKAS payyavelog TdG Tapd T¢) TUpAVVQ
omovdalopévag, Bedv dvelntel BonBAv, Ta pév €5
OTAT®V Kl oTpaTIwTIKOD TANB0UG Sevtepa
TI0£pevog (tiig yap tapd 60D Bondeiag dmovong to
unBev tadta ShvacOal Nyeito), Ta & éx Oeol
ouvepylag poya eival kai djTTnTa Aéywv. vvoel
Sfjta 6Trolov 8oL Bedv BonBov émypdPacbal,
rolivit & adtd évvold Tig UTELoTiABEY, WG TAELOVWY
mpdtepov Tiig &pxiig é@alauévwv ot pev mAeioot

that of the many who had in the past aspired to
government, those who had attached their personal

0£01¢ TAG 0OV aVT®V Avapthoavteg EATiSag,
Ao1Bais te kat Buoiatg katl avadniuact TovToug




hopes to many gods, and had cultivated them with
drink-offerings, sacrifices, and dedications, had first
been deceived by favourable predictions and oracles
which promised welcome things, but then met an
unwelcome end, nor did any god stand at their side to
protect them from divinely directed disaster; only his

Bepameloavteg, ATATNOEVTEG TX TIPDOTA SIX LAVTELDV
KEXOPLOHEVWY XPNOoU®V TE TA afola dmayyeAlopévwy
atoilg T€Aog ok afolov ebpavto, 006¢ Tig Bedv PO
TO pr) BenAdtols LTIORANOT VAL KATAGTPOPATS SEELOG
a0Tols Tapéatn, uovov 8¢ Tov Eautod matépa TV
évavtiav €Kelvolg Tpamévta TV Pev mAGVNY

own father had taken the opposite course to theirs by

KaTayv@val avtov §& TOV EMEKEVA TOV

condemning their error, while he himself had
throughout his life honoured the God who transcends
the universe, and had found him a saviour and
guardian of his Empire and a provider of everything
good. He judiciously considered these things for
himself, and weighed well how those who had
confided in a multitude of gods had run into multiple

destruction (...) he marshalled these arguments in
his mind, and concluded that it was folly to go on
with the vanity of the gods which do not exist, and

to persist in error in the face of so much evidence,
and he decided he should venerate his father’s

God alone.

(28) This God he began to invoke in prayer,
beseeching and imploring him to show him who he
was, and to stretch out his right hand to assist him in
his plans. As he made these prayers and earnest
supplications there appeared to the Emperor a most
remarkable divine sign. (...) About the time of the
midday sun, when the day was just turning, he said he
saw with his own eyes, up in the sky and resting over

OAwv BgdV, SLd Ao S ToavTa {wiig, cwTipa Kat
@OLaka Th¢ Baoelag dyaBoD Te TAvVTOS YopN YOV
gbpacBaL tadta Tap’ autd Staxpivag 0 Te
AOYLOGUEVOG, G Ol pEV TTANOEL Be®dV £mBappioaVTES
Kol TAeloo W EmmenT®KAOY 0A£0pOLS (...) TADT’ 0DV
TAVTA guvayay®v Ti] Stavoiq, TO pév mepi TOLG
un0sv dvrac BeovC paTaLdley Kai peETA
T000UTOV éA£YY0V @OTTAQVAGOaL

uwpiag épyov vmeAduBave, TOV 8¢ Tatp@ov
TGV pOvoV QETO StV Bev.

(28) Avekaleito Sfjta év evXals ToUTOV, AVTIBOAGDV
Kal TOTVIOHEVOS @fival alTd EavTtov oTiS €in kal
™V €autol SELdV XETpA TOTG TIPOKELUEVOLG ETTOPEEAL.
evxopévw ¢ Tadta kal Amap@§ IkeTelovTL TH
BaoAel Beoonpeia Tig émupaivetal Tapadofotd
() Gpel peonppPpvag nriov wpag, f8n g NEpag
amoxAvovong, avtois 6@BaANOTS IBEV £pn év alTd
oVpav® Lepkeievov Tol NAiov oTaVPoD TpdTaLoV

the sun, a cross-shaped trophy formed from light,
and a text attached to it which said, ‘by this conquer’.

£K @WTOC CUVIOTAUEVOV, YPa@NV TE QUTE GUV-
flwbaL Aéyovoav- TovTw vika.

T10 Praise of treatise: VC 4.35

Nwntig Kovetavtivog Méyiotog Zefactog Evoefim. (...) dnepbavpdoag ot g priopadeiog te kol
purotipiag, ovtog te 0 PiAiov avéyvav dopévac, Kol Toig TAeiooty, ol ye Ti) mepi 10 Oelov Aatpeiq yvnoimg
TPocaveEYoLat, (3) kabd EBovAndng, £ékdobijvar mpocétata. cuvop®dv Toivuv ped’ dong Buundiog ta ToradTa
Topa THG o1g dyywvoiag ddpa Aappdavouey, cuvexesTéPolg UGG AOYOIS EDPPAivELY

Victor Constantinus Maximus Augustus to Eusebius (...) With great admiration for your learning and endeavour |
have gladly read the book myself, and as you desired I have ordered it to be published for the large number who are
sincerely attached to the worship of God. Now that you are aware how cordially we enjoy receiving such gifts from
your intelligence, do make every effort to give us the pleasure of more frequent literary works.

Commission of the codices: VC 4.36.

Victor Constantinus Maximus Augustus to Eusebius. (...) Be ready therefore to act urgently on the decision which
we have reached. It appeared proper to indicate to your Intelligence that you should order fifty volumes with

ornamental leather bindings, easily legible and convenient for portable use, to be copied by skilled calligraphists
well trained in the art, copies that is of the Divine Scriptures, the provision and use of which you well know to be

necessary for reading in church.

Cf. also Constantine’s discussion of Eusebius address at V/C 4.33.

T11VC4.17

Zréyarto 0 v TIG T TOVTMV GEUVOTEPQ, dLYVOVG OG £V aVTOIG Toig factieiolg EkkAnciog Beod
TPOTOV 01€0£T0, GTOVITG EEAPYWV AVTOG TMV EVOOV EKKANGLOlOUEVDV: LeTd XETPAG YE TOt
AouBdvav Tag Bifrovg i) tdv Beonvedotwv Aoyiov Bewpia Tpocaveiye TOV vodv, €11’ g0y

gvO£covg GOV Toig TOV Paciielov oikov TAnpodcty dmedidov.



One might observe the more solemn aspects of these things by noting how he conducted matters even in the
imperial quarters in the manner of a church of God, being himself the leader in earnestness of those constituting

the church there. He would take the books in his hands and apply his mind to the meaning of the divinely
inspired oracles, and would then render up lawful prayers with the members of the imperial household.
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