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To Carolyn,  
my beloved wife  

and faithful companion  
in all of life’s ups and downs
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Historical Note

The early fourth century  (the AD 300s) was one of the most pivotal 
times in church history. Everything changed dramatically for the Christian 
church in a span of about twenty years. I have set the Constantine’s Empire 
trilogy in this era for precisely this reason. It is the fascinating moment 
when Emperor Constantine was coming into power, and at the same time, 
gradually realizing what the Christian faith was all about.

Historians debate the exact timing of his personal conversion. In fact, 
some scholars debate whether it was a genuine conversion at all or just a 
clever political ploy. In this novel, I treat Constantine’s conversion as both 
real and something he grew into as he left his pagan worldview behind. 
Over time, he became more fully committed to Christianity, backing up 
his beliefs with government support and generous funding for the church.

The sequence of Constantine’s personal conversion began with the fa-
mous “solar vision” in which he saw a brilliant, crisscrossed figure in the 
sun. He interpreted it as a Christian omen that told him to conquer by the 
powerful sign of the cross. In contrast, his brother- in- law Maxentius was 
a tyrant and occultist who oppressed the people of Rome. Confident in 
the power of the cross, Constantine set out for Rome to meet Maxentius 
in war. The run- up to this confrontation and its climax at the Battle of the 
Milvian Bridge form the historical background of book 1, The Conqueror.

Book 2, Every Knee Shall Bow, tells the story of Constantine’s civil wars 
with another brother- in- law, this one named Licinius. Their struggle took 
place within a political framework that distributed power among four em-
perors, an arrangement the ancients called a “college.” (Modern historians 
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HISTORICAL NOTE

call it the Tetrarchy.) Two great battles were fought and the outcomes of 
both were inconclusive. After a fragile truce was reached, a few years of 
relative calm allowed Constantine to initiate his plan of supporting Chris-
tianity. It was during this time that the foundations were laid for the great 
Roman churches of Saint John Lateran and Saint Peter’s Basilica.

But the peace within the Tetrarchy was not to last. By AD 323, the two 
brothers- in- law were back at war again. In Caesar’s Lord, you will read the 
story of Constantine’s final confrontation with Licinius by land and sea, as 
well as the important events in church history that happened afterward. I 
won’t offer any plot spoilers here, but I will tell you that the key cities were 
Alexandria, Nicaea, Rome, and Jerusalem.

As always in a work of historical fiction, some characters in this novel 
are real figures from history while others are made up. Though Rex and 
Flavia are not real people, the basic historical storyline that they follow is 
true. I have not violated any known historical facts in order to tell a better 
tale. The characters whom we know actually existed are:

Emperor Constantine

Emperor Licinius

Helena, Constantine’s mother

Fausta, Constantine’s wife

Constantia, Licinius’s wife and Constantine’s half sister

Caesar Crispus, Constantine’s son by Minervina, not Fausta

Constantine II, Constantius, and Constans, the sons of Constantine by 
Fausta

Licinius Junior, son of Licinius and Constantia

Sophronia (but the name Sabina, which I have attached to her, is 
imaginary)

Pope Sylvester of Rome

Bishop Ossius of Corduba

Bishop Alexander of Alexandria

Arius, a heretical priest of Alexandria

Athanasius, a deacon of Alexandria
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HISTORICAL NOTE

Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, the church historian

Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, an Arian

Bishop Macarius of Hierusalem

Cyril of Hierusalem, a young acolyte who later became the city’s 
bishop

Lactantius, a Christian rhetorician and theologian; the tutor of Caesar 
Crispus

Vincentius, a Roman priest

Abantus, a naval officer

Alica, a Gothic ally of Licinius

Rausimodus, a Sarmatian warlord

Perhaps in this third and final novel, I should say something about the 
historicity of Lady Sabina Sophronia, the heroine’s mother. She is listed 
above as a real person. However, all we know about her is the record of 
her noble suicide. Bishop Eusebius, in his Church History and Life of Con-
stantine, mentions an unnamed Roman woman who was the wife of the 
city prefect. She committed suicide to avoid being abducted and ravished 
by Maxentius. The Latin version of Eusebius’s Greek work, translated by 
the ancient scholar Rufinus, reported the woman’s name as Sophronia. She 
would go on to have a long literary history, appearing as an archetype in 
works such as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (1610), The Second Maiden’s Tragedy 
(1611), and The Honour of Ladies (1622). Sophronia (or a character like her) 
no doubt appeared in many other pious tales through the ages— including 
the one you are now reading!

The fictional element I have added to Sophronia is twofold. First, I have 
imagined that while her death by suicide was widely believed by her con-
temporaries, in fact, she secretly survived. Second, I have imagined that 
she can be equated with a woman named Sabina, who is associated with a 
church on the Aventine Hill. Atop that hill today, there stands one of the 
loveliest buildings in all of Rome: the Basilica of Santa Sabina. This church 
was constructed in the early 400s and still retains much of its original ap-
pearance. We know nothing of the “Saint Sabina” for whom the church 
is named, since the legends about her aren’t historically valid. In fact, this 
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HISTORICAL NOTE

person probably didn’t even really exist but was just a creation of popular 
Christian folklore.

Therefore I have imagined in my novels that Sophronia (who is actu-
ally attested in history) and Sabina (whose real identity is unknown) are 
the same person, and that she lived with her husband in a mansion on the 
Aventine Hill where many senators had their homes. Archaeologists haven’t 
excavated beneath the church of Santa Sabina, but if they did, they would 
probably find the remains of a Roman house. This would be the house 
that I portray as the childhood home of Flavia, where she lived with her 
godly mother and rascally father until she set out on her adventures with 
Rex. Then it was turned into a house church. Later, after the time frame 
of these novels, Flavia’s house was demolished and the current Basilica of 
Santa Sabina was built on the site— or so I imagine. In truth, however, no 
one knows whose house originally occupied the site where the beautiful 
church stands today.

Another important historical question in this novel is, What Bible version 
did the characters use? At that time, the Bible didn’t yet exist as a single 
book. It was a collection of separate texts. Though the exact boundaries of 
the canon were still being determined, there was widespread agreement 
among Christians about the core, such as the Mosaic law, the psalms, the 
four Gospels, and the Pauline epistles.

The Greek Old Testament of the ancient church was the Septuagint, or 
the Translation of the Seventy. In this version, the numbering of the psalms 
was usually behind our modern numbering by one. This was because the 
Septuagint combined psalms 9 and 10 into a single psalm (and there were 
some other discrepancies elsewhere). Prior to the fifth century, virtually no 
ancient Christians read or translated the Hebrew text like modern Bibles 
do today.

The New Testament of the early church was identical to our Greek New 
Testament, at least at the macro level, though the specific wording varied 
among manuscripts. Some rough Latin translations of the Greek also circu-
lated in the western Roman Empire. At the time in which this novel is set, 
the church father Jerome had not yet published his famous Vulgate. Also, 
our modern divisions into chapters and verses had not yet been invented.

Here are a few other historical notes that may be of interest:
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HISTORICAL NOTE

• The Romans had an advanced travel system as part of their post 
office whose purpose was to send official government messages. 
People with high- level access could use this system and travel 
quickly by exchanging horses at intermittent stations (like the Pony 
Express in US history). Inns were stationed about a day’s ride apart. 
In this novel, “a mile” refers to a Roman mile, which was about 90 
percent the length of our modern mile.

• There is no actual record of an Arian assault on the Church of 
Theonas or a Manichaean attempt to invade and occupy the Lat-
eran Basilica. However, something similar did happen a little later 
in Milan, during the time of Bishop Ambrose. This was an age of 
highly inflamed religious passions on all sides.

• The Romans calculated their dates by counting the days (inclu-
sively) prior to three key points in each month: the Kalends, or the 
first day of the next month; the Nones, either the fifth or the sev-
enth day; and the Ides, the thirteenth or fifteenth day. By the time 
period of this novel, the Romans had a twelve- month calendar with 
the same names (in Latin) as the months we use today: Januarius, 
Februarius, Martius, etc.

In terms of an overall timeline for the trilogy, the events of the Con-
stantine’s Empire novels take place from AD 309 to 328. These are perhaps 
the two most crucial decades in all of church history. Why? Because the 
tide- turning battles, triumph over persecution, rise of beautiful church ar-
chitecture, councils and creeds, initial steps toward finalizing Scripture’s 
canon, and the formation of a Christian society instead of a pagan one all 
fundamentally changed the nature of Christianity forever.

These momentous events make for great storytelling. In my three novels, 
I have tried to blend real history with thrilling plotlines to narrate a grand, 
epic saga. It is my heartfelt prayer that you will enjoy reading this adventure 
as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

Dr. Bryan Litfin
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The Dynasty of Constantine

Maximian  +  Eutropia
(parentage uncertain)

Maxentius    =    Fausta  +  Constantine  +   Minervina      Constantia  +  Licinius

Helena  +  Constantius Chlorus  +  Theodora

Constantine II “Secundus”     =    Constantius    =    Constans    =    Crispus Licinius “Junior”

KEY: 
 marriage
 children
 = siblings
(not all siblings and  
relatives are depicted)
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Prologue

September 323

Despite the bloody sword in my hand, the captured Sarmatian kneeling 
before me had a defiant look in his eye. His name, so I had learned, was 
Rausimodus. He was the chieftain of his people and their warlord in battle. I 
found his swarthy face arrogant, especially for someone kneeling in bondage 
before an emperor of Rome. For a long moment, I considered thrusting my 
blade into his throat so his smirk would offend me no more.

There was a day when I would have done just that. But then I learned to 
execute my prisoners in a more useful way. It became my custom to throw 
the vanquished barbarians into the arena, where their deaths would do me 
some good. How the crowds would cheer as those once- mighty chiefs were 
ripped apart by the beasts! No one could dispute the invincible dominion 
of Rome.

Now, of course, I have rejected my former violent habits. I have become 
a Christian. Granting mercy has become my new way of life— mercy to 
even a captured enemy with a rebellious gleam in his eye. Truth be told, 
this virtue doesn’t come easy to me. I am Constantine, a ruler who must be 
feared. But mercy is God’s will, I reminded myself as I sheathed my sword 
and turned away from the haughty Sarmatian.

“Lock him up,” I commanded my camp prefect, “and give Rausimodus 
a fair trial. If he has fought nobly, send him back to his people with his 
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thumbs cut off so he can never again hold a weapon. But if he is guilty of 
treachery . . .”

The prefect smiled wickedly as he tried to finish my command. “Crucify 
him.”

“No!” I shouted. “The Savior’s death is unworthy for any man. It is cruel, 
and I forbid it. If capital punishment is required, give Rausimodus a merci-
ful death. Execute him by the sword, and swiftly. But first let him defend 
himself before a magistrate, which is only right in the eyes of God.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the prefect replied as the guards dragged the pris-
oner away.

I shivered and drew my cloak around me as I gazed across the wide and 
placid Danubius River. It was a cold day on the river’s windswept plain. 
That we were upon the northern bank of the Danubius, not the southern, 
was significant. Here, my army was outside the Roman Empire, in terri-
tory belonging to the barbarians. They had started crossing the river and 
raiding the empire last spring, taking captives and much loot. A prolonged 
campaign that stretched into September had been required to subdue them. 
But now they were defeated, and Rausimodus would trouble my subjects 
no more. Our victory would bring long- lasting peace with the Sarmatians. 
Unfortunately, the way it had happened would probably lead to war with 
someone else: my prideful brother- in- law, Licinius.

Across the Danubius, I could see a detachment of Licinius’s army eye-
ing us warily, though not with a threatening deployment. Now wasn’t 
the time to pick a fight. Both sides knew this. Yet a civil war seemed 
inevitable.

Even as I watched the troops, a rowboat was launched from the southern 
bank, whose earth belonged to the Roman diocese of Thracia. Over there, 
the troops stood on imperial soil, while the stuff beneath my feet belonged 
to the wild barbarians. We were free to wage war on this side; no laws 
or agreements restricted us. However, my army had been forced to cross 
through Thracia in pursuit of the Sarmatians. I suspected Licinius was going 
to make a fuss about that. Technically, it was a violation of our treaty. Many 
wars had been sparked by lesser offenses than this.

I beckoned to my camp prefect. “Now is the time for that scroll,” I told 
him. He scurried off to fetch it while I waited for the rowboat to land.

_Litfin_CaesarsLord_AB_wo.indd   30_Litfin_CaesarsLord_AB_wo.indd   30 5/16/22   8:51 AM5/16/22   8:51 AM

Bryan Litfin, Caesar's Lord 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission



31

SEPTEMBER 323

When it skidded into the mud, the leader who disembarked was a blond- 
haired German wearing upscale Roman clothing. His soldiers, too, were 
Germanic mercenaries. Yet despite his foreign ethnicity, I knew he was 
coming to me with Licinius’s full authority. All Roman commanders were 
using mercenaries these days. The only thing that differed was the tribe 
they were from. Interacting with barbarian lieutenants was normal in this 
age of scarce imperial troops.

Interestingly, the man who approached me walked with a limp. Though 
he had a powerful build and was probably still dangerous, this fellow wasn’t 
fighting in battles anymore.

“I am Geta,” he announced when his party came and stood before me. 
“I am a son of the great and noble Augustus of the East, Gaius Valerius 
Licinius.”

“A son, yet not a caesar,” I observed. “You are the spawn of a wench, 
then.”

Geta stiffened at this. Though his eyes narrowed and an angry flush red-
dened his cheeks, he dared not respond with a threat. Bodyguards stood 
behind me; an army was encamped around me.

“I am a prince of the emperor by a humble woman,” he said through 
gritted teeth.

“And what do you seek from me, Princeling Geta?”
The man gathered his composure before he spoke. “My lord Licinius is 

offended. You have violated the treaty you made at Serdica six years ago. 
At that time, you clearly awarded Licinius jurisdiction over Thracia. You 
agreed not to occupy his lands without permission.”

“I am not in his lands. Nor are any of my men.”
“True,” Geta admitted, “but you marched troops through his territory.”
“Not against him,” I said mildly. “Only to defeat our common enemy. 

The Sarmatians are a mobile and elusive people, as Licinius would know if 
he ever bothered to defend his subjects from foreign raiders.”

“The duties of Licinius are not the issue at hand, Augustus Constantine.”
Though Geta’s tone was calm, his words and his face were bold. I could 

see he wasn’t frightened of me, for he knew I wouldn’t give his master cause 
for war by doing something more egregious than I had already done.

I smiled benignly. “Tell me, Princeling Geta. What is troubling the great 
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man’s heart? I have done nothing except eliminate a threat that was harm-
ing our people.”

Geta held up an object in his fingers. “This is why I have come! Licinius 
is angered by this!”

The object in the emissary’s hand was a little silver coin, newly struck 
by one of my own mints. How Licinius had obtained it so quickly, I didn’t 
know. A spy at the Sirmium mint had probably rushed it to him. I mo-
tioned to my camp prefect, who took the coin from Geta and brought it 
to me. I gazed upon it in my palm. My own image was there, my brow 
wreathed in laurels. I flipped over the coin and gazed at the reverse image: 
a victory goddess with a palm branch and a trophy in her hands. A pris-
oner was bound at her feet. Around her were written the words Sarmatia 
Conquered.

I glanced up from the coin. Rather than apologize for it, I announced 
to Geta, “Indeed, the Sarmatian threat to our empire has been vanquished. 
Now I am taking a new title: Sarmaticus Maximus, for I am the one who 
accomplished this needful thing.”

Geta recoiled at this announcement. Even my own guardsmen were 
shocked. It was a title that should have belonged to Licinius. The fact that 
I had taken it instead was a slap in the face, a reminder to everyone that 
Constantine was taking care of what Licinius was too timid to accomplish.

But I wasn’t finished with my shocking announcements. In times like 
this, when peace hung in the balance and war loomed like a vulture on a 
branch, it didn’t pay to be timid. The initiator who made the first move 
and threw his opponent off- balance was likely to come out ahead. And so 
I reached toward my camp prefect and received the scroll I had sent him 
to fetch.

“You have given me a token,” I said to Geta. “Now I have something for 
you to take back to your so- called father.” Though the insult angered the 
German again, I didn’t relent. “It has come to my attention that Licinius has 
also violated our former pact. We had agreed that the Christians in our lands 
would be at peace. Yet I have learned that Licinius has been forcing bishops 
to sacrifice to the gods. Surely Licinius has aroused the wrath of the Highest 
God! That is why I have issued this law”—I pitched the scroll to Geta, who 
caught it awkwardly as it bounced off his chest—“which mandates a harsh 
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beating or a heavy fine for any official who requires a Christian to sacrifice 
to the filthy demons whom you call gods.”

Geta unrolled the scroll and scanned it. His expression of dawning com-
prehension told me that although he was a barbarian, he could read Greek. 
After taking it all in, he looked up. Then, with what some would call courage 
but others might call impudence, he began to limp toward me.

Instantly my bodyguards rushed to my side, their spears lowered. Yet 
Geta kept coming. Though he was unarmed, he seemed determined to ap-
proach. After stopping a few paces from me, he met my eyes. His jaw was 
square, his chin dimpled, his blond hair woven into a braid that draped 
down his back. He seemed to be in his early thirties, yet he had the trim 
and muscular build of a younger man.

“I will take your law with me,” Geta said, “but I must warn you, Licinius 
does not favor those Christian vermin you adore so much.”

“Vermin?” How dare he offer such an insult. This man knows I am a Chris-
tian too!

My hand fell to the pommel of the sword on my hip. Everything in me 
wanted to draw it . . . swing it around . . . sever this fool’s head and hang it 
from a branch by its blond braid. My body knew exactly what to do after 
so many years of combat. It would be easy. Every fiber of my being cried 
out to do it.

But I refrained.
Why did I hold back? Out of Christian mercy, like before? Perhaps. Yet 

I also knew I wasn’t prepared for war right now. My legion—a force plenty 
big enough to defeat the Sarmatians yet not capable of resisting Licinius’s 
army should it close around us because of a diplomatic affront— was out 
here on the frontier. To slay this imperial legate, this illegitimate son of the 
eastern augustus, would be to slay myself as well. Licinius would have just 
cause to attack. I would be captured and killed.

And so I released the hilt of my sword.
Even so, I didn’t back down from arrogant Geta. I stepped toward him and 

was gratified to see him give way to my advance. I glared at him with all the 
disdain I could muster. He was a tall man, but so was I, and our eyes were 
even. “You will take that decree to my brother- in- law,” I told him fiercely, 
“and he will enforce it, or there will be hell to pay.” My statement pleased 
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me, for it had a double meaning. God would punish Licinius’s persecution 
of Christians with blades in this world and fire in the next.

To his credit, Geta didn’t answer with a meek reply. Instead, he said, 
“When I return to Hadrianopolis with this law, my lord shall spit upon it.”

I could no longer hold myself back. My hand whipped out my sword in 
a move so quick that my bodyguards had no time to react. The tip of my 
blade was under Geta’s chin, pressing a dimple in his throat, though not 
drawing blood.

“Know this, spawn of Licinius,” I growled as I stared into Geta’s blue 
eyes. “I am the only lord who matters here. Now get out of my sight, lest I 
send you back to your father limping in both of your legs!”

Geta grimaced and took a step back, then returned to his boat. Only 
after the craft had eased into the water did I shove my sword back in its 
scabbard and turn away from my illegitimate nephew who had dared to 
challenge my reign.

“Will it be war?” the prefect asked as we left the riverbank.
“Iacta alea est.”
The prefect glanced sideways at me. “I only know Greek, my lord.”
“Those were the words of Julius Caesar when he started a civil war. ‘The 

die is cast.’ And so it is once again.”
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March 324

Even after seven years of marriage, Flavia’s heart still leapt when Rex came 
home. He was a tall man with a purposeful walk, so the sound of his footfall 
was distinctive in the hallway outside. And he had a way of always bursting 
into their apartment with a commotion that Flavia found endearing. That 
was who Rex was: a big, rowdy bundle of zest and energy. Flavia delighted 
to welcome him into every part of her life.

“I’ve got lake perch!” he exclaimed as he barged through the door, holding 
out the purchase he had made at the thermopolium, where hot food was 
served. The flaky white fish was wrapped in palm leaves to keep it warm. 
Olive oil dripped from it onto the recently mopped floor, a minor mess that 
Rex hadn’t noticed in his enthusiasm for the evening meal. Flavia placed 
the fish on a wooden platter and made a mental note to clean the spill later.

She kissed Rex on the lips— not passionately, for it was not yet time to 
stir those flames— but sweetly and with genuine affection. As she turned to 
take the fish to the kitchen area of the apartment, she felt a playful pinch 
on her bottom. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Rex’s bearded face 
grinning back at her. He was thirty years old now, and truth be told, even 
better looking than when she met him at eighteen. Back then, he was just 
a boy. Now he was a good and godly man—a fine husband and provider. 
She winked at him, acknowledging his playful flirtation. “Let’s eat on the 
balcony,” she suggested. “Go out, and I’ll bring the dinner in a moment.”
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“Good idea,” Rex agreed. “It’s another beautiful day in Aegyptus.”
Flavia divided the fish onto two ceramic dishes and sprinkled the fillets 

with fennel and sea salt. Next to them, she arranged some pieces of flatbread 
slathered with hummus. A handful of dates would add sweetness to the 
meal, while a few olives would counter it with salt. And of course, Flavia 
opened a jar of beer and inserted two straws. It was one of Rex’s favorite 
aspects of living in Aegyptus: the people here made beer like back in his 
homeland of Germania. Nobody wanted to drink the infectious water of the 
Nilus. The Aegyptian beer was made with emmer wheat, yielding a hearty 
and nutritious brew. Since a sludge floated on top, the straws helped the 
drinkers reach the fluid below, creating a sociable, communal experience. 
Though Flavia had been raised as an Italian wine drinker, she had come to 
enjoy sharing a jar of beer with Rex at the end of a long day.

He was reclining on a divan with a cushion under his arm when Flavia 
came out with the food. She lay down on the other divan and set her tray 
on a little table between them. Off to the west, far down the Aegyptian 
coastline, the red sun was setting into a veil of ragged clouds. Much closer 
in, Alexandria’s city gate was visible in that direction. The Moon Gate, it 
was called, because the Sun Gate faced the dawn on the opposite side of the  
city.

Rex had a wax tablet beside him, brought home from the Catechetical 
School where he had recently taken an appointment as a teacher. The Al-
exandrian church had ordained him a deacon not long ago, and now one 
of his primary duties was the doctrinal instruction of youths. Yet Bishop 
Alexander couldn’t help but notice Rex’s impressive physique, so the other 
part of his diaconal service was to lead a detachment of parabalani, the 
brawny stretcher carriers who scooped up invalids from the streets and 
brought them for care at the Christian hospital.

“I took some notes from a guest lecturer today,” Rex said, waving his 
tablet. “Listen to this.” He cast his eyes to the Latin writing he had scratched 
into the wax. It was a quotation from the church father Tertullian, whose 
hometown of Carthago was somewhere down the coast where the sun 
was now setting. Rex read aloud, “It is proper for the faithful not to take 
any food or go to the bath without first saying a prayer. For refreshing and 
sustaining the spirit should take precedence over sustaining the flesh, since 
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heavenly things always take priority over the earthly.” And with that wise 
admonition from a century ago, Rex said a prayer over the meal.

The married couple ate in companionable silence for a while, enjoying 
the pleasant evening. Flavia found herself lost in her thoughts as she gazed 
across the cityscape of her adopted Aegyptian home. The apartment’s bal-
cony had a good view, for the building rose a little higher than most. It sat 
on the slope of one of Alexandria’s few hills, the hillock atop which the 
Serapeum was perched. At this prestigious center of pagan learning, the 
church rented rooms for its Catechetical School, which meant Rex’s trip 
to work was just a short walk uphill.

As Flavia was sopping up fishy olive oil with a piece of bread, Rex caught 
her attention. He pointed across the low buildings to the city’s waterfront 
in the distance. The lighthouse on the island had just been lit, its glow 
beckoning ships into Alexandria’s wide and spacious harbor. “That is one 
of the greatest wonders of the world,” Rex marveled. “Who could imagine 
that men could ever build such a lofty thing?”

“It’s an amazing construction. But the real lighthouse of Alexandria is 
over there.”

Rex glanced to where Flavia was pointing. His eyes came to rest on 
the building that stood on the main avenue next to the Moon Gate: the 
Church of Theonas, which was Bishop Alexander’s episcopal seat. “Christ 
is the Light of the world,” Rex agreed. “His beacon is never extinguished 
but always invites the world to salvation.” Flavia nodded at her husband’s 
eloquent words.

At last, the sun ducked beneath the horizon, leaving a pink glow in its 
wake. Venus was visible now, burning white and fierce above the sun, and 
a few other stars soon followed. Though Alexandria was a warm city, it 
was March, so the nights could still be cool. Rex’s divan was a wide one 
with a soft mat. “Sit with me?” he invited. Flavia willingly obliged. The pair 
snuggled under a woolen blanket and listened to the city’s sounds shift from 
the daytime bustle to the more placid rhythms of night.

A public park was near the apartment, and two boys playing there caught 
Flavia’s attention. They were curly haired Aethiopians from far up the Nilus 
River, the land where the hot sun caused people’s skin to turn black. The 
boys were playing a game with their father, laughing hysterically as they 
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pitched a ball back and forth. Apparently, the boys’ goal was to get past 
their father while holding the ball without being tagged. Flavia found herself 
riveted by the competition, and soon Rex got into it too. “Go, little man!” 
he cheered as one of the boys finally succeeded in his noble quest.

When the mother of the family arrived at the park, the two boys ran 
toward her. Their combined force was so vigorous that they almost bowled 
her over, but her husband was there to steady her. She smiled at her man, 
her white teeth flashing in the evening dusk. He patted her stomach gently, 
and Flavia discerned that it bore the roundness of pregnancy. A little sigh 
escaped her lips.

Rex pulled Flavia closer under the blanket, taking her hand in his.
“I wish . . .” she started to say, then let her words trail away.
“Me too,” Rex replied.
“But we still have a beautiful life.”
“We do. And perhaps soon, the Lord will make it even more beautiful.”
“I hope so,” Flavia said sadly, though without despair.
Rex nuzzled Flavia’s ear. “Do you want to hear a theological truth I 

learned today at the Catechetical School?” A playful tone was in his voice.
“Tell me, o wise one.”
“The man was a scholar from Caesarea. He said Mary’s virginal concep-

tion was a onetime event. It will never happen like that again.”
“Is that so?”
“Mm- hmm,” Rex replied. “It’s an absolute truth. Only once like that— 

ever.”
“Then I suppose that leaves the normal method for everyone else.”
Rex laughed as he tossed the blanket aside and stood up. “It’s getting 

chilly out here,” he declared. “How about if we go inside? Maybe you can 
help me understand what you mean by ‘the normal method.’”

“There are many definitions, Rex. I have so much to teach you.”
“And I’m quite willing to learn.” He winked at Flavia, then added, “O 

wise one.”
Rex went to the door of the apartment and opened it. As he paused 

there, he was silhouetted against the lamplight from within. With his broad 
shoulders and narrow waist, his manly shape was appealing. He glanced 
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back, inviting Flavia to follow him with a sly tip of his head. She felt her 
heart begin to race.

I really do have a beautiful life, she said to the Lord, then followed her 
husband inside.

Q
When the imperial coach came to a stop, Emperor Licinius immediately 

felt his stomach begin to rumble. He was ready for a hot lunch. And he was 
even more ready to be rid of the philosophical blabbering he’d been endur-
ing all morning on the long ride to Hadrianopolis.

Everyone said the philosopher Diogenes was the best teacher around. 
Licinius had decided to take them at their word despite the man’s unimpres-
sive appearance. The little fellow was unusually scrawny, and now his great 
age had shriveled him even more. How that shrunken body could sustain 
so great a flood of words, Licinius didn’t know. It was a wonder the wheezy 
old man was still alive, much less capable of teaching philosophy.

Yet teach he did, this chattering geezer. His mouth ran constantly, spew-
ing profound thoughts that Licinius only half understood. Yet Licinius didn’t 
consider himself dull- minded. It was just hard to think about philosophy 
when he had an empire to run.

Licinius had spent the previous winter shoring up his defenses at Byzan-
tium and Nicomedia. Troop deployments had to be managed, provisions 
laid in, walls rebuilt, and Gothic mercenaries recruited. That was just for 
the land army. Any confrontation with Constantine was going to require 
sea battles as well. The navy needed more triremes right away, as many as 
could be amassed. Maybe some could be found at—

“Are you listening to me?” Diogenes demanded, interrupting Licinius’s war 
planning. The philosopher’s voice had the bold tone that old men often took. 
Their lives were near the end already. What more could anyone do to them?

“I’m listening,” Licinius said, “though only with one ear.”
Diogenes made a displeased tsk! at this. “Both ears are required for phi-

losophy, Emperor Licinius. Can an archer shoot with one arm? Can a racer 
run on one leg? Can a surgeon operate with one hand? Total effort is needed 
for those tasks! How much more, then, are all your mental faculties required 
for the greatest of human pursuits?”
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“I’m not sure philosophy is the greatest human pursuit,” Licinius mut-
tered.

“Well, sire, you’re the one who hired me. You must have wanted this.”
It was an impudent thing to say, yet true nonetheless. As Licinius had 

been making his rounds through his eastern domains, he had become pain-
fully aware in those elegant circles— steeped as they were in six hundred 
years of glorious Greek culture— that his own peasant background was 
embarrassing. Licinius knew war- making very well, but in truth, not much 
else. Running an empire properly was going to require some higher learning. 
Diogenes was the handy solution.

“It’s been a long morning and I’m tired,” Licinius admitted. “We’ve 
reached the sacred grove now. Let us resume our studies after lunch and 
a nap.”

“Let us keep your studies going,” the old man countered. Licinius ignored 
the remark and exited the coach.

The sacred grove that had been chosen for the lunch stop was a pictur-
esque dell with mossy cliffs and big, old oaks. A beautiful stream watered 
it, making the grass thick and lush. Long ago, some ancient gardener had 
been hired to turn the place into a religious shrine. Now many idols stood 
at the base of each tree, making the grove into a pantheon, a sanctuary for 
all the gods.

But Licinius had lunch, not worship, on his mind. After a fire was quickly 
kindled, the chef of the imperial caravan began to cook sausages for the 
emperor and his entourage of advisers and lackeys. Yet Diogenes was un-
willing to let his philosophical teaching take a lunch break. He called his 
pupil over to the grotto’s lovely stream. Since Licinius was thirsty anyway, 
he obliged.

Diogenes had girded up his tunic and was standing knee deep in the 
stream when Licinius arrived. “I am about to teach you the most important 
principle in all of philosophy,” he announced. “This is the central debate 
from which all other philosophies emerge— the problem of the One and 
the Many.”

“I shall get a drink while you’re at it,” Licinius replied as he waded into 
the stream and began to cup water to his mouth.

With a grand flourish, Diogenes dropped a twig into the current. “Be-
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hold the great truth!” he exclaimed. The two men watched the stick float 
away.

Licinius wasn’t impressed. “So that’s the great truth?”
“Indeed, it is, sire. What you have just witnessed is the meaning of the 

universe.”
“Is that so? Well, I’ll be sure to think about your cosmic twig while I 

eat my sausage.”
Licinius had waded back to the grassy bank and started toward the fire 

when he heard the philosopher yell to wait, so he turned around.
“Come back!” Diogenes said, beckoning with his hand. “There is one 

more thing you must learn. Stand here in the water.”
Rolling his eyes, Licinius reentered the stream. The sausages wouldn’t 

be ready yet anyway.
Diogenes drew a handful of water and let it dribble between his fingers. 

“Is this the same stream you entered before?”
“Of course. I walked into it, got a drink, and walked out. Now I am in 

it again.”
“But look around you. Is any of this water the same? Or is every drop 

that surrounded you before now gone? Isn’t it all far downstream, along 
with the twig that still floats upon its surface?”

“I . . . I guess the water here is different,” Licinius admitted.
“Then is this stream a permanent thing?”
“Yes. It flows between these two banks, here and there, and nowhere 

else.”
“What flows here?”
“Water, obviously.”
“Yet not a single drop that now touches your shins is the same water 

that touched you before. That water is long gone on its way to the ocean. 
It had a twig upon it that is no longer here. Your assertion that this stream 
has permanent existence is just an illusion. In fact, the stream is entirely 
different now. And the whole cosmos is like that. Everything is constantly 
changing. There is no being, only becoming.”

“Some things do stay the same.”
“No! Not when you analyze them minutely like I just did. You must 

awaken to the fact that everything is in a state of flux. Though we try to 
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impose coherence on what we see, it is just a trick of the mind. We strive 
to give uniformity to what is actually a chaotic and disordered mess.”

Licinius considered the philosopher’s claim, trying to grapple with the 
possibility that it might be true. “Are these your ideas, or someone else’s?”

“They are the beliefs of the ancient philosopher Heraclitus, whose motto 
was ‘Everything flows.’ Heraclitus said you can never enter the same stream 
twice, because he realized what I am telling you now. There is no single 
existence binding everything together. That was the view of Parmenides— 
and Plato and Plotinus after him— but they were wrong. Look around! This 
grove will not last forever. Nor has it always been here. In our world, there 
is only the conflict of opposites crashing into each other. Winter vies with 
summer, the wolf vies with the deer, and even the things that are supposedly 
the same are in conflict. Each drop of this stream fights for its desired place. 
Yet as soon as it is achieved, another drop pushes it away. Licinius, listen 
to me! Reality is like that cookfire behind you. It is constantly changing at 
every moment. The only thing you can do is accept this truth, then enjoy 
the chaos while it cooks your sausage.”

Licinius scratched the back of his head, wrestling with Diogenes’s claims. 
A spark of insight had been kindled in him, though he couldn’t yet define 
it. Licinius had the feeling he was on the cusp of a mental breakthrough— 
one that would have implications for his policies as emperor. “So nothing 
is permanent,” he mused as he stared at the current rippling past his legs.

“Exactly. Only change.”
“There is nothing stable and lasting behind it all?”
“Not in the human experience. Constant change— the struggle of oppo-

sites— is the only truth. There is no great One, only the Many in perpetual 
conflict. That is all mankind has ever had, and all we will ever know— 
chaos and complexity, lacking ultimate meaning. So then, my son, enjoy 
whatever you can until you collapse back into the absurdity from which 
you came.”

“That’s not much to look forward to—a constant cycle of absurdity.”
“Have you ever seen the lush grass upon a grave? It feeds the goose, who 

feeds the man, who feeds the soil, until it all starts over again. It means 
nothing. There is no intention. That’s just the way it is.”

“Somehow . . . I’m not sure how, but somehow, I think this relates to . . .” 
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Licinius’s words trailed away as he tried to sort out the implications of the 
philosopher’s assertions.

“It relates to everything!” Diogenes said with urgency. “This is the great 
truth behind all philosophy, all art, all politics, and all religion.”

“Yes!” Licinius exclaimed, his eyes widening. “Religion! That’s it!” Now 
he waded deeper into the stream to where Diogenes stood, ignoring the 
soaking of his royal tunic. He grasped the old man by his frail shoulders 
and stared into his eyes. “This is the question behind the clash of religions 
that’s happening in our empire! Unity or diversity? The constant battles of 
the gods or the will of one God? I stand for Heraclitus, and Constantine 
stands for Parmenides. These two great ideas are striving once again for 
supremacy!”

“Yes, sire. This debate is exactly what separates our many gods from the 
Christians’ one God. But they are wrong. A God who gives meaning to the 
world doesn’t exist. Reality is like your campfire over there. One man uses 
it to cook sausages, another to heat his home, a third to burn the Christians 
for treason. Since there is no ultimate purpose for fire, you can do with it 
what you please. Universal truth is just an illusion for the weak.”

“I do not intend to be weak.”
“May the gods forbid it! As a supreme ruler, you must instead be wise. 

And today, although you resisted it at first, you have finally seen the light 
and become a wise man.”

“I shall rule with wisdom,” Licinius agreed as he shook the philosopher’s 
hand. “Kind sir, I am in your debt forever.”

Turning away from the old man, Licinius hurried back to the impe-
rial caravan. “Candles!” he shouted to his lackeys. “Bring me candles right 
away!” Quickly, a fistful of beeswax tapers was located and brought to 
the agitated emperor. He bent to the cookfire— unmindful of the sausages 
now— and lit one of the wicks.

“Follow me, everyone!” he shouted to his entourage of bureaucrats and 
bodyguards. Dutifully, they crowded around him, waiting to hear what 
their lord would say.

Licinius walked to one of the idols in the sacred grove. It depicted stern 
Artemis, the many- breasted mother of all humanity. Kneeling before the 
goddess, Licinius wormed his candle into the soft, moist earth. Using the 
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ancient words of pagan prayer, he intoned, “Holy Artemis, behold, I give, 
that you might give.”

Lighting another candle from the first, Licinius went to the next idol. 
Again he repeated his prayer: “Almighty Jupiter, behold, I give, that you 
might give.” All the officials surrounding the emperor murmured their 
agreement. Together they made their way around the entire pantheon until 
candles were twinkling like stars before every idol in the grotto.

Now Licinius walked to the center of the shrine and stood in the midst of 
his entourage. Words welled up within him, making him feel more eloquent 
than normal. He assumed the stance of a rhetorician giving an important 
address before the Senate. His Curator of Correspondence, a man named 
zeno, took out a tablet and stylus to record the speech in shorthand.

“Friends and comrades!” Licinius cried. “These are our empire’s gods. 
We honor them with worship derived from our most ancient ancestors. 
But he who leads the army that opposes us has denied the religion of his 
forefathers. He has adopted blasphemous ideas instead, honoring a weird, 
unheard- of deity.”

“A strange, Jewish god!” came a shout from the crowd.
“Do not fear, though,” Licinius went on. “The moment has arrived to 

prove which of us is mistaken. The war shall decide between our gods and 
the one whom our enemy professes. And the outcome will surely declare 
the victory to be ours, displaying to all mankind that our gods are the true 
saviors and helpers of the world. But if Constantine’s God, who comes 
from who knows where, should prove superior to our deities— who are 
many and have the advantage of numbers— then go ahead! Let everyone 
attach themselves to that God’s superior power, and give him the honor 
of victory.”

“Never shall that happen!” cried another fierce voice.
A third speaker, a soldier in chain mail, raised his spear. “The ancient 

gods shall reign!”
Licinius lifted his palms to quiet the agitated onlookers. “Do not let your 

hearts be troubled, and be not dismayed,” he said to his entourage with the 
confidence that only a deified emperor could possess. He reached out to 
the soldier who had brandished his spear, borrowing the weapon to make 
his point. After planting its butt in the ground as if to stake out territory, 
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Licinius gripped its wooden shaft and continued his exhortation. “We need 
not fear the upcoming war, my brethren! And if our gods triumph, as they 
certainly will, then we will press the war against the Christians. We will 
crush those fools, those wretches, those despisers of our ancient gods!”

At these triumphant words, a huge cheer rose among the emperor’s 
advisers. Caught up in the moment, Licinius urged on their fervor. “Curse 
the arrogant Christians who insist that Jesus alone is Lord!”

“We Romans were right to crucify him,” snarled the chain- mailed soldier, 
shaking his fist.

Licinius put his finger onto the sharp point of the spear. A quick move-
ment of his hand pricked his fingertip. Using the red blood that welled up 
as holy ink, he dabbed two letters onto the spear’s shaft, one above the 
other: P.P.

Returning his attention to the crowd, Licinius showed them what he 
had done. “Pontius Pilate defeated Jesus once already,” he declared to his 
followers. “Now the man who stands before you shall finish the job.”

Q
The trudge up the hill to the Serapeum brought a little sweat to Rex’s 

brow, not because the walk was far or the incline too steep, but because 
of how muggy it was today. The sky was hazy and gray, and the air felt 
uncomfortably thick. He hoped the odeon where he was headed might 
catch a little breeze.

“I never like coming up here,” Flavia said to Rex as they walked side by 
side. “The Serapeum is impressive, with its colonnades and statues and all 
that. But spiritually, it’s dark.”

“I know what you mean,” Rex replied with an understanding nod. “I feel 
it too. Yet what better place for Christians to rent rooms than where we can 
dialogue with the best pagan philosophers?” Flavia seemed to contemplate 
this point as the pair silently continued their climb to the magnificent 
temple complex of Serapis.

The little odeon was a semicircle that would seat about a hundred people 
on its stone risers. It was near the archives where the surviving books from 
Alexandria’s famous Library and Museum— destroyed by a civil war a few 
decades ago— were now kept for safekeeping. A theological debate had been 
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scheduled for today. Several eager students from the Catechetical School 
were already sitting on the front row of the odeon when Rex arrived, and 
he greeted them all by name. They welcomed him warmly, along with 
Flavia too, for she had previously attended lectures, so the young fellows  
knew her.

“This Arius is full of caca,” one of the students declared after the couple 
had taken seats. “He’s a heretic, pure and simple!”

“I heard he is righteous in character, though,” countered another young 
man. He was a thoughtful student from Carthago who usually remained 
quiet and listened because he wasn’t yet fluent in Greek.

“I guess we’re about to find out,” Rex said. “There he is.”
Father Arius entered the odeon with an entourage of students who 

seemed chattier and more boisterous than they should have been in this 
dignified setting. Father Arius was a tall man whose confident demeanor 
made him likable and charismatic. His hair, the color of gray concrete, was 
tied in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. He also had a gray beard that he 
oiled into a point.

Bishop Alexander entered with Arius. As the city’s highest church 
leader, he served as the honorary president of the Catechetical School. Its 
original purpose was to instruct new believers in the basic doctrines and 
morals of God prior to baptism. But now, thanks to the legacy of the scholar 
Origen, deeper theological investigations also took place here. Whenever 
guest lecturers were invited to address the students, the bishop tried to be 
present to offer a gracious welcome. The same was true today, even though 
Arius, a local priest, had opposed Alexander for the past six years. The 
theology he advocated was viewed as heresy by some and gospel truth by 
others. Bishop Alexander firmly opposed the Arians, whom he considered 
a threat to Christianity. Yet because Alexander wanted to see truth prevail 
by theological investigation instead of force, he hadn’t forbidden today’s 
lecture. Rex wasn’t sure how the local church was going to resolve this 
complex matter.

A platform occupied the focal point of the odeon’s half circle. The acous-
tics of this arrangement allowed the speaker’s words to be heard by all. 
Alexander offered a brief and somewhat strained introduction, then Arius 
was given the stage. After a few pleasantries and words of greeting, he 
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launched into his speech. Rex leaned back on the riser behind him and 
settled in to listen.

Arius’s central claim was that Jesus Christ was a creature whom God had 
made for important purposes. Because the Savior wasn’t eternal, his divinity 
was on a lower level than the Father’s. “Didn’t Jesus himself tell us this?” 
Arius asked with a rhetorical flourish of his hand. “From his own holy lips, 
he said, ‘The Father is greater than I.’ And the Book of Proverbs says about 
him, ‘The Lord made me the beginning of his ways.’ Christ’s inferiority to 
God is scriptural truth!”

As Arius was speaking, he descended from the platform and approached 
an Aegyptian man on his left. The fellow was seated next to his wife, much 
like Rex and Flavia were seated next to each other— except this woman had a 
newborn infant swaddled on her lap. Arius asked the couple to stand. “What 
is your baby’s name?” he asked the father. When the reply was, “Shenoute,” 
Arius cried, “Aha! You have a little boy!” And the parents nodded.

“We are now in the month the Romans call March,” Arius went on. He 
took the baby into his hands and held him up for all to see, but he spoke 
directly to the father. “Do you know when your little son was begotten?”

At this point, Shenoute began to wail, not recognizing the hands that held 
him. The mother looked disturbed, and the audience grew unsettled. The 
Latin- speaking student from Carthago leaned over to Rex and whispered, 
“I don’t know that word, begotten.”

“It refers to the conception of a son,” Rex told him. “Like when ‘Abra-
ham begat Isaac.’” The succinct answer seemed to satisfy the inquisitive 
Carthaginian.

Arius decided to hand the baby back to his mother, which immediately 
soothed the child. Now that the little one was quieted, Arius repeated his 
question: “When was Shenoute begotten?”

“Nine months ago,” replied the father. “I remember the beautiful moon 
and the warm breezes on that night.”

Arius brazenly placed his hand on the mother’s belly. “And what was 
inside your wife’s womb before this?”

“Nothing, sir. Shenoute is my firstborn son. Before he was begotten, he 
was not.”

“Exactly!” cried Arius, whirling to face the crowd and raising his finger 
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to the sky. His triumphant word echoed around the odeon like a victory 
shout. “Before a son is begotten, he does not exist! His existence begins at 
conception. So then, if Christ is the only- begotten Son of the Father as the 
scriptures declare, there must have been a prior time when he was not.”

This provocative statement agitated many of the gathered priests and 
theology students. Rex could feel the tension building among his friends. 
While Arius’s doctrine did have a kind of logic behind it, the implications 
were troubling. Did Jesus deserve less worship than the heavenly Father? 
Was there really a time when he did not exist? Was the Son of God part of 
the creation instead of eternal deity?

Yet Rex could see the other side too. If Christ was equally divine with 
the Father like Bishop Alexander taught, did that mean there were actu-
ally two Gods? And how did the Holy Spirit fit into this? Were there three 
Gods? Or just one, like the Jews believed? The debate was a thorny theo-
logical dilemma.

Energetic discussions broke out in the odeon as the listeners formed small 
groups. Arius allowed them to continue because he seemed satisfied with 
the way things were going. Flavia leaned close to Rex and whispered, “Arius 
sounds convincing because of his logic. But his conclusion is blasphemous. 
The Lord Jesus isn’t a creature. He is God come down in the flesh.”

“But what kind of God is he? Maybe a lesser version?”
“He’s the exact same, Rex, just like the bishop says.”
Before Rex could reply, the students and nuns who had entered with 

Arius began to chant a song. The tune wasn’t from one of the church’s holy 
hymns. It was a lively drinking song popular in the taverns.

“There came a time to make the world, so Jesus was begot!” chanted the 
Arians. “But long before God made his Son, there was when he was not!” 
Then that refrain was repeated by the singers: “There was when he was 
no- o- ot! There was when he was no- o- ot!”

“Blasphemy!” cried Bishop Alexander, standing off to one side. Yet it 
was no use. The catchy song had taken over the odeon. No one was listen-
ing to the bishop.

A short, brown man suddenly burst from the crowd and strode purpose-
fully toward Arius. He was youthful, perhaps in his midtwenties. Everyone 
turned their attention to the new arrival, for it seemed as if fisticuffs might 
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be imminent. Rex began to rise from his seat. He had seen rocks thrown at 
Arius before, drawing blood, and he didn’t want another riot to break out. 
Such behavior wasn’t worthy of Christians.

“Let him speak,” Flavia said, putting her hand on Rex’s arm to restrain 
him. “Athanasius isn’t violent. Let’s wait and see what happens.”

“Alright. But if I see anything threatening, I’m going to stop it.” Rex 
settled back on the riser, keeping a wary eye on the feisty Aegyptian deacon 
who had come forward.

Athanasius beckoned for the married couple with the baby to join him 
next to Arius. When they were on the speaker’s platform, Athanasius fixed 
his eyes on little Shenoute. Everyone in the odeon fell silent, waiting for 
the deacon to speak. Yet all he did was stare at the infant. Soon, everyone 
else was looking at Shenoute too.

“Hail, Glorious Lord!” Athanasius suddenly shouted. And with that, he 
fell to his knees and began to worship the baby.

The sacrilege shocked the audience. Everyone began to boo and jeer, both 
the Arians and catholics alike. Yet Athanasius didn’t relent. He bowed his 
face to the ground again and again, crying, “Mighty God! Blessed Lord!”

Bishop Alexander could contain himself no longer. “Rise up, my son, 
and stop this nonsense.”

At the sharp episcopal command, the little deacon got to his feet. Ges-
turing to Shenoute, he asked the crowd, “What’s wrong? You think this 
boy deserves no worship?”

“Of course not, you blasphemer!” shouted someone from the audience.
“Aha!” cried Athanasius, pointing to the man who had shouted. “So you 

agree that some things belong to God and not to humans! Not everything 
that is true of God is true of man. The properties of each are distinct.”

A murmur of approval rippled through the crowd, so Athanasius pressed 
ahead with his point. “This baby was conceived by his parents through the 
act of marital love. It happened last summer, as his father has informed us. 
And before that, Shenoute did not exist. But what is true of human chil-
dren isn’t necessarily true of God’s own Son. The Almighty lives outside of 
time. He doesn’t conceive through physical generation. We cannot assume 
a precise analogy in every way.”

Athanasius descended from the platform and walked up the steps of the 
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