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Understanding the times. 
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ARS School of Music and Performing Arts. 

 
III- Modernism and post-Christianity 

 
1 Social and Cultural Background:  

-This third part is going to be divided into three sessions, in the first two we will 
refer to the intellectual and rational grounds that made possible the modern change of 
paradigm. Today we will concentrate on the Christian era and will see quickly how 
the process of corruption and degradation begins to take place during the Middle 
Ages and how this brings about what is known by historians as the second crises of 
the West in the 15th. Century.  

 

-In the next session we will concentrate on The Renaissance and Enlightenment times. 
 
-As we mentioned in the introduction, since one of the clear marks that 
postmodernism has left us in the Western mind is precisely the denial of history; it is 
very important for us to be able take glance rapidly at the development of 
modernism and the legacy that post-Christianity in its swift passage has left us. 

 
As you know, there are various periods of Western history that different historians 
have labelled differently depending on the period in question, but for our purposes, 
we will use in a schematic fashion the description of the most important periods in 
the history of the West in recent centuries offered by Arnold Toynbee, the British 
historian. D. 

 
The advent of Christianity. S. I-IV 

The Dark Ages (675-1075). Early Middle Ages 

High Middle Ages (1075-1475). Late Middle Ages 
The Modern Age (1475-1875). This is also the period that lays the foundation for 
what would later be known as the post-Christian era. 

The Post-Modern Age (1875-). Which it is what is also known by some as the 
post-Christian era itself.  

 

2- The Christian era: D. 

-Before being able to think about post-Christianity, we need to take a quick look at 
what the Christian era was, since young people in particular, need to understand 
first what existed in the past.  

 
-Currently in many European countries there are young people who not only do not 
know who the mythological characters that appear in many of the paintings exhibited 
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in museums are, but what is worse, they do not know the majority of the biblical 
characters that appear in them either. 

 
-As we know, post means after or what comes after. So, we must understand what 
that period called the Christian era was, namely that which existed before the post-
Christian era we are currently in. 

 
- D. As you know, before Christ, Europe was a pagan continent dominated by the 
Roman Empire and syncretic and polytheistic religious beliefs. 

 
-One of the fundamental characteristics of this historical period, and one that should 
be taken into account to gain a better understanding of our present situation in 
contrast to it, is that at that time a social and cultural environment existed, a 
framework of beliefs and convictions, within which every citizen assumed, it seemed the 
most natural thing in the world to them, to govern their lives by religious beliefs in 
God or the gods. 

 
-The prevailing atmosphere was that the spirit world coexisted in perfect harmony 
with the political, social and cultural life of every person, and even the State itself. 
A historian gave a good description of it: "the sky of the ancient world was 
plagued with gods". 

 
-So, we should also note that although Judaism was a monotheistic religion, it is 
within this context of religious syncretism and polytheism, due to the influence of 
Greek and Roman cultures in most of the known world, that John the Baptist made 
his entrance announcing the coming of the Lord Jesus, and that the early Christians 
preached the gospel. 

 
-A situation which would later result in a gradual and rapid process of 
transformation not only in Europe but also in Africa, Asia and around the known 
world at the time. D. Transformation which, by the way, was the largest ever 
conducted in the history of mankind. 

 
-This process of Christianization of a paganised world is carried out in several stages, 
and begins, of course, with the preparation of the way through the Old Testament 
and then in the first century with the preaching of John the Baptist, the coming of 
the Lord Jesus and the conversion of the first disciples. But it takes hold and comes 
to an end in the following centuries of the Christian era itself. 

 

- The first stage This is what some historians call the first mission to the Gentiles which 
includes the spread of the gospel to Africa, Europe and Asia. In the book of Acts we 
find the description of this process.  
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D. Acts 8:26. Now an angel of the Lord spoke to Philip, saying: “Arise and go toward the 
south along the road which goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” This is desert. 27 So 
he arose and went. D. And behold, a man of Ethiopia, a eunuch of great authority 
under Candace the queen of the Ethiopians, who had charge of all her treasury, and 
had come to Jerusalem to worship, 28 was returning. And sitting in his chariot, he was 
reading Isaiah the prophet. 

 
-This significant event marks the beginning of the expansion of the Gospel into the 
African continent. D. 

Acts 16:6-12 Now when they had gone through Phrygia and the region of Galatia, 
they were forbidden by the Holy Spirit to preach the word in Asia. 7 After they had 
come to Mysia, they tried to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit did not permit them. 8 
So passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas. 9 And a vision appeared to Paul in the 
night. A man of Macedonia stood and pleaded with him, saying, "Come over to 
Macedonia and help us." D. 10 Now after he had seen the vision, immediately we 
sought to go to Macedonia, concluding that the Lord had called us to preach the 
gospel to them. 11 Therefore, sailing from Troas, we ran a straight course to 
Samothrace, and the next day came to Neapolis, 12 and from there to Philippi, 
which is the foremost city of that part of Macedonia, a colony. And we were staying 
in that city for some days. 

 
-On this second occasion, we note that, in spite of the apostle Paul, who had a plan to 
go to Bithynia in Asia Minor and insisted on it until the Lord spoke to him; under the 
direction of the Holy Spirit, the gospel is brought to Europe mostly starting with 
Greece and Rome. And this had to be so simply because it was the land that God 
already had prepared and fertilised socially and culturally so that the spread of the 
Gospel could be carried out. 

 
 D. Acts 10: Now there was a man at Caesarea named Cornelius, a centurion of what 
was called the Italian cohort, 2 a devout man and one who feared God with all his 
household, and gave many [alms to the Jewish people and prayed to God 
continually. 3 About the ninth hour of the day he clearly saw in a vision an angel of 
God who had just come in and said to him, “Cornelius!” 4 And fixing his gaze on him 
and being much alarmed, he said, “What is it, Lord?” And he said to him, “Your 
prayers and alms have ascended as a memorial before God. 5 Now dispatch some men 
to Joppa and send for a man named Simon, who is also called Peter; 6 he is staying 
with a tanner named Simon, whose house is by the sea.” 

 
-Finally, and again, despite the Apostle Peter whose plans did not include the 
Gentiles until the Lord showed him this by revelation, the gospel began to be 
preached to the influential Gentiles of the Roman Empire. In this case to a centurion, 
then through the Apostle Paul, to the proconsul, the Governor of the province, and 
finally, it seems, even to the Emperor himself. So, began the spread of the Gospel to 
the entire known world at the time. D. 
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-This first great boom of the Gospel spreads, as we have already mentioned, 
throughout Africa, Europe, and Asia. And we can say that it comes to an end some 
300 years later with the promulgation by the Emperor Galerius of the Edict of Serdica 
in 311 AD, (it was an ancient city of Anatolia , capital of the Kingdom of Bythinia in Asia 
Minor, today Sofia, Bulgaria). D. 

 
-This process was definitely consolidated with the conversion of the Emperor 
Constantine in 312 AD and the publication of the edicts that come after in favour of 
Christianity. 

 
-The Edict of Milan agreed between Licinius and Constantine in 313 AD, bringing to 
an end the persecution of Christians. The Edict of Thessalonica known as the Cunctos 
Populos (to all peoples) decreed by Theodosius I in 380 AD, through which one can 
say that Christianity is established as the official religion of the empire. This was 
then definitively supported and sanctioned with the prohibition of pagan cults in 390 
AD and decreed by Theodosius I himself. 

 
“It is our desire that all the various nations which are subject to our Clemency and Moderation, 
should continue to profess that religion which was delivered to the Romans by the divine Apostle 
Peter, as it has been preserved by faithful tradition, and which is now professed by the Pontiff 
Damasus and by Peter, Bishop of Alexandria, a man of apostolic holiness. According to the 
apostolic teaching and the doctrine of the Gospel, let us believe in the one deity of the Father, the 
Son and the Holy Spirit, in equal majesty and in a holy Trinity. We authorize the followers of this 
law to assume the title of Catholic Christians; but as for the others, since, in our judgment they are 
foolish madmen, we decree that they shall be branded with the ignominious name of heretics and 
shall not presume to give to their conventicles the name of churches. They will suffer in the first 
place the chastisement of the divine condemnation and in the second the punishment of our 
authority which in accordance with the will of Heaven we shall decide to inflict.” 
GIVEN IN THESSALONICA ON THE THIRD DAY FROM THE CALENDS OF MARCH, 
DURING THE FIFTH CONSULATE OF GRATIAN AUGUSTUS AND FIRST OF THEODOSIUS 
AUGUSTUS 

 
-This first step, therefore, results in the conversion of a large part of the Roman 
Empire, the establishment of Christianity as the official religion of the State and 
finally the fall of Rome in 410 AD following the capture and plunder of eternal city 
by Alaric, the leader of the Visigoths. 

 
-The second stage D. which it is carried out, according to historians, through the 
massive invasions of barbarian tribes of the north such as Goths, Visigoths, Vandals, 
Huns, etc., and their subsequent conversion during the fifth, sixth, seventh and 
eighth centuries. 

 
-Period in which the following exerted a very important role: the Benedictine 
movement started by San Benito in Montecasino in the fifth century; the evangelizing 
work of St. Patrick in Ireland which later spread to England, Germany and France; the 
work of San Isidore of Seville in Spain in favour of the conversion to Catholicism of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bithynia


5 
 

the Arian Visigoths who had invaded Spain, etc., etc. 
 
 -This entire stage of Christianization probably reached its peak with the 
establishment of Charlemagne as Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire at Christmas 
in the year 800 AD. 
 

- It was at this time that the foundations were lain for what has become known as 
Christianity in the entire European continent and then later, in the 15th and 16th 
centuries would be taken to the newly discovered America by pilgrims in the North 
and conquerors in the South and centre of the New Continent. D  
 
-It is therefore the era in which the whole of the Western world lived under the 
influence of Christianity which came to condition and determine all aspects of 
personal, social, political, cultural and religious life of the average citizen. The entire 
Western world was, culturally speaking at least, Christian.  
 

-However, with all the splendour that this meant, this period, despite being very long 
and extremely fruitful, started to come to an end in the mid-eighteenth century which 
is when the foundations that declared the end of the Christian era were consolidated. D. 

Christianity, then, has been the most long-lasting and widespread civilization in the 
history of mankind. 
 
-It is very important to emphasize here that until now, that is until the eighteenth 
century, Christian civilization, had fostered and achieved the greatest 
achievements in the history of mankind, in science, culture, politics, social justice, 
education, etc.; of course with the help and influence of the Greek and Roman 
cultures that in a sense Christianity had internalised; but the fact is that it helped 
Western civilization make leaps and bounds in terms of progress and 
development that had never been seen before. 

 
-However, as we have said, in the eighteenth century, Christian culture itself, begins a 
rapid and drastic process of erosion and disappearance in Europe. This is not the case 
in America where the gospel had taken root and great revivals took place after the 
establishment and proclamation in 1776 of the Declaration of Independence of the United 
States of America. D. 

 
-Of course, a substrate of Christian influence remained, present in all strata of 

society, and even to this day, as a king of testimonial echo of what it had once been.  

 
-But from the late eighteenth century onwards there began a systematic and 

categorical process of de-Christianization which will continue to crystallize and 

give shape to what we now know as the post-Christian era. And that has led to the 

definitive establishment of secular societies in many Western countries in recent 
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years. 

 
-So, with this backdrop behind us, we can now speak of post-Christianity itself. 

 

2- The post-Christian era: D. 

-For this we will take a very quick journey of the process from its beginning, to see 
how this new period was developed and evolved, in order to have a panoramic view 
of it. D The experts and scholars on this topic state that the foundations for a process 
of de-Christianization in Europe actually date back to the Italian Renaissance in the 
fifteenth century. D. 

 
-This was a time of great upheaval that had been brewing in previous centuries as 
a result of corruption and degradation of the institutional Church. As I have already 
mentioned, Ortega y Gasset states that the second great crisis that the West has 
experienced, after the first century is precisely that of the fifteenth century. 

 
-During the previous centuries, at the heart of what had been definitively 
established as Christianity, a series of events had occurred that would 
give rise to this critical situation. D. 

 
-Over the course of time, the writers of Greek and Roman antiquity were awarded a 
value and authority comparable to that of the Bible and the Church Fathers. This gave 
rise to theological studies and debates in which the ideas of Greek philosophy of 
Plato, Aristotle and other thinkers of the Greco-Roman era, state to condition and, in 
some cases, corrupt the evangelical biblical message of the early church. D. 

 
-From the fourth century the importance of teaching and learning from the 
Scriptures fades as a fundamental aspect in the life of every believer, as had been the 
case both in the Jewish world, and at the beginning of the early Church. (This Book 
of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night...) 

 
-In this context it is surprising that thinkers such as Boethius, (supposedly Christian, 
having been born in 480 during the reign of Odoacer, a Germanic chieftain who had 
dethroned Romulus Augustus, the last emperor of the West, so a world that was 
already fairly Christianized); as I was saying, it is curious that Boethius wrote on 
theology and had a great influence on the development of scholastic theology 
throughout the Early Middle Ages, that in his most influential book, revered by all the 
entire Christian tradition, The Consolation of Philosophy, there is not a single mention 
of the Gospels or the writings of the New Testament. 

 
-This gives us an idea of how Christiandom, not Christianity, was faring during 
the Middle Ages. More importance begins to be given to issues such as the 
celebration of rituals, the participation in processions, the Mass, visits and pilgrimages 
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to sacred sites, faith in relics becomes fervent, etc., etc. 
 
-In the IV and V Centuries monasticism becomes a popular movement. It is seen 
the only way to serve God. It is said that it became so popular that Emperor Valens 
from 364 to 378, had to limit the number of men who could actually become monks. 
They all wanted to follow the example of people like Pablo el ermitaño, Antonio Abad o San 
Pacomio. 

 

-Only by withdrawing from the world can someone who loves God devote himself 
to his service. This mindset will determine and become a distinguishing mark of 
medieval Christianity. In the words of Saint Eusebius in the fourth century "Two 
forms of life were given by the law of Christ to his church. One is supernatural and beyond 
the common way of life ... Completely and permanently separated from the common and 
ordinary life of humanity, and is dedicated to serving God alone ... This is the perfect form 
of Christian life. And the other, humbler, more human, allows men ... To engage in 
agriculture, trade, and other more secular as well as religious interests ... And a kind of 
second-class piety is attributed to them. " 
 
-It is important not to lose sight of this issue since it is one that will re-occur 
periodically in the history of the Church at different times in, and it has 
conditioned, in many cases negatively, the way in which Christians have placed 
themselves and have carried out their mission within the “secular” world even 
today.  

 
-In this long process of degradation and decay in the Church it is important to 
mention what has been called by some historians as the Leaden Century or Iron Century 
which was the X Century. Between the years 882 and 1046 there were more than 40 
popes and antipopes; some of them came from influential Roman families and were 
murderers, womanizers and a not good testimony of a godly life. One of the worst 
examples of this is Pope Boniface VII who is supposed to have killed two other popes 
to be able to get the chair of command. 

 

-On the other hand, other conflicts arise created by the Crusades with the aim of 
wresting Jerusalem from the hands of Islam and preventing the spread of this new 
religion throughout the European continent. 

 
-Political disputes and fierce power struggles within the Church take place, the 
Pope becomes a warrior or Knight of the Cross and demands and holds more power 
than that of emperors and kings. 
 
-Issues such as nepotism become widespread within the Church (It is the preference 

that  public civil servants  have of giving jobs to family or friends, regardless of their merit for the 

position, but based only on their loyalty or allegiance). And simony, (the buying or selling of 

spiritual privileges with material goods.) It includes ecclesiastical offices, sacraments, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_sector
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relics, promises of prayer, grace, ecclesiastical jurisdiction, excommunication). The 
growing abundance of prelates and ecclesiastical offices that include their 
respective prebendas, that were the incomes linked to these posts. 
 
-To add to all this between the XI-XV Centuries the scholastic movement (that belongs 

to the school) give prominent place to reason as the way to know all truth, although 
their motto was “Philosophia ancilla theologiae, philosophy the servant of theology. 
This movement then gives rise to The Summa Theologica written by Thomas 
Aquinas between 1265-1274, which tries to present the reasoning for almost all 
points of Christian theology in the West, strongly influenced by the philosophy of 
Aristotle. 

 
-In the words of the priest Gustav Vietti, commentator of the Imitation of Christ, by 
Thomas Kempis: “In those days there was an inflation of the intellectual aspect 
against a real experience of the spiritual life. The great theologians and masters of 
the time wrote beautiful intellectual structures but there was a progressive 
separation between the scientific elaboration and the personal life of faith”. 

 
-The moral degradation of the Church became widespread, which affected not only the 
lower clergy such as the goliard priests but even reached the highest levels, where, 
despite the vow of celibacy, some Popes sired broods of illegitimate children. 
 
-There was a growing rise in superstition encouraged by practices encouraged 
inherited from paganism and that the Church had tolerated in one form or another. 
Things like the proliferation of relics, the purchase of indulgences that gave to the 
soul in torment a more prompt release from the torture of purgatory, etc., etc. 

 

-As we mentioned already referring to the XI Century as the leaden Century, there 
continues to be all kind of disputes among the Church. One schism after another, 
where two popes, and even three, after the Council of Pisa in 1409; fought to gain 
control of the Chair of Saint Peter, etc. Not to mention the division between the 
Western Church and the Eastern Church. D. 

 
-Another example of the decaying spiritual situation of the Church and its need of 
reformation is cardinal Peter Damian. He published a book in 1051 called The Liber 
Gomorrhianus, The Book of Gomorah, which raised uproar because he puts the spot 
light on many of the common immoral and even homosexual practices among the 
clergy. He was completely opposed to the tendency of the leaders of the church to 
not do much about those practices, and he asks for the excommunication and 
expulsion from the Church of those who practice those things. 

 
-But the paradigm of this desolate spiritual situation is the Borgia family who was 
legendary as a corrupt dynasty of prelates and popes who openly took lovers, 
plotted assassinations and even apparently held orgies and other aberrations of a 

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophia_ancilla_theologiae
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sexual nature. 
 
-To all this must be added issues such as the fall of Constantinople in 1453 to the 
Ottomans, after being taken by the Crusaders in 1204 and having established the 
short-lived Latin empire that only lasted until 1261. A situation that produced the 
attempt at reconciliation between the Western and the Eastern Church, but in the 
end resulted only in several failed attempts. 
 
-On a social level, situations also arose that gradually contributed to creating an 
atmosphere of anguish and despair as well as scepticism and disbelief in the 
population. 

 
-One of these was the terrible  pandemic  D. (a disease spreading across a wide region) of  
bubonic  place, which struck Europe in the  fourteenth century  and peaked 
between  1346  and  1361  , so that for several decades the power of death made 
itself felt.  
 
-This was one of the most terrible things that has happened in European history, 
and some considered it to be the divine punishment because of the decadent state of 
the Church. D. 

 
-This plague decimated the population to such an extent that some historians 
estimate that more than half of the inhabitants lost their lives. In its final years, it 
became so aggressive that it affected the young and healthy population with more 
virulence, and they would suddenly fall ill and die within a few days. 
 
-To summarize this situation, in the words of Salvador Minguijón, in his foreword 
to the book The Culture of the Renaissance, by Robert F. Arnold says: "The 
accumulated wealth of the Church had attracted to its hierarchy men who did not 
share its spirit. Torn apart by schism, (moral) decadence, simony, nepotism, the 
desire for wealth, the courtier spirit and an ambitious propensity for politics, all of 
these had taken root in her bosom”. 
 
-D. Faced with this troubled and confusing situation, and the obvious state of 
corruption and degradation of the Church, there was an increasingly urgent need 
for a profound renewal and change, which began to be promoted within its own 
ranks. D. 
 

-Movements such as the Cluniacs and the Cistercians in the tenth century, the 
Franciscans and Dominicans in the thirteenth century began to arise. There were also 
people like Cardinal Damiano who we have already mentioned, and eloquent and 
fiery preachers such as John Wycliffe, Jon Huss, Savonarola and others. And with 
this we come to what its known as the Renaissance period. D. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plague
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plague
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/14th_century
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1346
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1361
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-But I am going to stop here for today to make room for questions and answers, 
and will continue our journey in the next session, in which we will say something 
about The Renaissance, The Enlightenment and how these two periods lay the 
foundation for the postmodern and post-Christian era. 
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