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Introduction: Gifts, Bribes, and Blessings in the Later
Roman Empire

At the very end of Antiquity Pope Gregory the Great (590-604)
claimed ‘that in the churches of the East no one is promoted to holy
orders unless with the gift (datione) of bribes (praemiorum)’.> Here
datio is not an innocent gift but a pecuniary reward in exchange for
promoting a clerical candidate who thereby advanced his social status
(and income).®> With Constantine’s conversion almost 300 years earlier
and his sponsorship of the Christian Church-the range of offices that
were attractive to-men with ambitions expanded.* Particularly epis-
copal offices became- positions jof respect;and influence, and were
therefore also subject to fierce competition and strife. In order to in-
crease their chances of ordination, episcopal candidates therefore also
took recourse to ‘simony’, that is, to be ordained in exchange for a
payment.’

The extensive epistolary corpus of Gregory indicates that simony was
a major issue towards the end of the sixth century.® However, it was not
a new problem as already the fourth-century Canons of the Apostles
explicitly forbade simony and threatened clergy who ordained someone
for money with deposition (can. 29).” This sentence was picked up by the
Council of Chalcedon in 451 which was the first ecumenical council to
tackle simony (can. 2):

If any bishop should perform an ordination for money and put on
sale the grace that cannot be sold, and ordain for money a bishop,
chorepiscopus, presbyter, deacon [...] the one who has attempted
this, if convicted, endangers his own rank, while the person ordained
is to benefit nothing from his purchased ordination or promotion but
is to be deprived of the dignity or responsibility which he obtained
for money.?
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However, simony not always appeared as simple as the canon assumes
but could take various shapes that ranged from a rather general lobbying
for someone’s cause to a straightforward bribe.

In the time of Pope Gelasius (492-6), a certain Eucharistus wanted to be
elected bishop of Volaterra and asked Faustus, a defensor, to spend money
on his election campaign.” This might have been a common, otherwise
unattested, procedure but in Eucharistus’ case documentation survives
because he charged Faustus of misappropriating his money. Faustus,
however, could prove that he spent the money on supporters of Eucharistus,
reimbursement of expenses to voters, as well as defending Eucharistus
against legal charges of forgery and parricide.'® Sometimes a gift may have
appeared harmless but the intentions were not as a case of simony in the
time of the sixth-century patriarch Severus of Antioch (512-18) shows: ‘for
they say that the bribe [$#2kdd] was concealed under the name of a blessing
[biirktd] by those gain-hunters, and it deceived them’.!! Obviously, clerics
may have simply pretended not to understand the meaning of a gift they
received in order not to be accused of simony.

Justinian (527-635) legalized to some extent the widespread phenomenon
of customary gifts in exchange for ordination. In 546, the emperor decreed
that episcopal candidates were not allowed to offer gifts, pledges, or other
illegal incentives-in order: to" be elected but-he allowed that successful
candidates would pay consecrationfees. The language of Nowvella 123 only
thinly veils the venality of episcopal offices by speaking of consuetudinibus
(‘customary perquisites’) and intronisticis (‘enthronement fees’).'> In other
words, by the sixth century, access to ecclesiastical offices took grosso
modo the same development as imperial administrative offices for which
money ‘became a more important currency of access’.'> This was a con-
cession to the realities of the Later Roman Empire which the Church as an
institution could not evade. However, conforming to the material norms of
Late Roman society caused problems of justification. An ideology that
preached poverty as an ideal and promised salvation in another world had
to adapt to the fact that the Church as an institution had become one of the
richest and most influential protagonists in the world.'*

Therefore, wealth and abundance were redefined in Christian terms,
and particularly in monastic circles—the professional poor of
Christianity—as ‘holy wealth’ became not only accepted but even
praised.’® The donations of imperial aristocrats (who were most likely
responsible for the wealth of the monasteries in the fifth and sixth cen-
turies) were reinterpreted as gifts of God—‘blessings>—as the origin of
all material wealth. Thereby the traditional ideology of gift-exchange in
the Greco-Roman world was transformed into a Christian framework in
which God became the true donor who gave blessings at his discretion.'®
This Christian reinterpretation of material wealth developed particularly
from the fifth century, and helped Christian professionals to ‘“spir-
itualize” their wealth and formulate moral explanations for a full range
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of economic circumstances’.!” In fifth-century Egypt Shenoute’s monks
made proud use of the material abundance they received as blessings in
order to feed the poor.'® In the sixth century, Cyril of Scythopolis re-
ported that Theodosius, a monk in Palestine, would not accept any gifts
offered directly to him but the illustris Acacius buried 100 solidi in his
cave and, after his return to the Constantinople, regularly sent
Theodosius blessings in gold."’

The wealth of the Church as well as the development of the ‘mir-
aculous economy’ of ecclesiastical institutions through blessings did not
remain unnoticed by ‘secular’ authorities. Chrysaphius, the powerful
eunuch at the court of Emperor Theodosius II (408-50), requested
blessings from bishop Flavian on the occasion of the latter’s ordination
as bishop of Constantinople. The bishop innocently understood this as
spiritual blessings (the traditional Christian exlogiai brought for church
service), and sent him loaves but the eunuch clarified that he expected
eulogiai of gold.?° Aware of the Christian redefinition of a blessing,
Chrysaphius abused the concept, and his request can be considered
extortion—probably a more common phenomenon than our sources
allow us to trace.

The fluidity of the terminology and the question what could legiti-
mately be called and constitute a ‘blessing’ as-opposed to a: ‘bribe’ also
played a role in-one of the crucial moments of late antique- ecclesiastical
history. In what follows, the lavish material gifts that Cyril, patriarch of
Alexandria (412~44) bestowed on the Constantinopolitan court after the
Council of Ephesus (431) shall be discussed.”! In the short run these gifts
secured Cyril’s victory in the power struggle with his colleague John of
Antioch, and in the long run they facilitated the acceptance of Cyril’s
theology as the cornerstone of ‘Orthodoxy’ for the Church of the
Empire—as well as for most Christian denominations until today.

Cyril’s Gifts: ‘Blessings’ and Gold

Several allegations of ‘bribery’ stem from the time in the immediate
aftermath of the Council of Ephesus but one instance of a detailed cat-
alogue of gifts that Cyril sent in summer of 432 from Alexandria to
Constantinople has to be singled out. Cyril would have preferred to keep
this a secret as Peter Brown observed: ‘we were not supposed to know
about this incident at all—for the information relating to it was “leaked”
by opponents of the main protagonist’.>> The leaker was comes Irenaeus,
a friend and ally of Nestorius whom Cyril had deposed as patriarch of
Constantinople (428-31) at the Council of Ephesus and condemned his
teaching.”? Irenaeus’ polemical work Tragoedia is unfortunately lost but
the Roman deacon Rusticus translated an abbreviated account of the
documents used by Irenaeus into Latin in the sixth century. This ex-
tensive collection of documents, primarily letters, survives in the
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Collectio Casinensis.** Despite the anti-Cyrillian bias of the doc-
umentation, the texts offer rare insights into fifth-century ecclesiastical
politics and their mechanisms.

Three texts from the Collectio Casinensis matter here: a) a short
fragment of a letter to an unknown recipient—most likely a cleric (as the
recipient is referred to as sanctitate and religiositate), b) a letter by Cyril’s
archdeacon Epiphanius (who was in charge while Cyril was indisposed)
to Maximianus, patriarch of Constantinople (431-4), and c¢) the cata-
logue of gifts in kind and gold that accompanied Epiphanius’ letter and
must have been drawn up by Epiphanius as well.”> The catalogue ap-
pears to be a summarized copy from a cargo document for the actual
shipment, not an accounting document of what the Church of
Alexandria supplied for Cyril’s cause overall.*®

Epiphanius sent the letter and the list to Maximianus just after the gifts
had been dispatched. Nevertheless, the mail may have been carried by a
faster vessel to Constantinople and easily reached Maximianus before
the gifts made it to the capital. At the end of the letter Epiphanius states
that Cyril had written a letter to his trusted clerics in Constantinople at
the same time as the shipment left Alexandria, most likely sent by dif-
ferent mail to alert them of the arrival of the goods (and to probably
distribute tasksto:them). The catalogue contains-a list of seventeen to
nineteen (mostly named)-courtiers and the lists-of which gifts they were
to receive. Maximianus was the linchpin of Cyril’s clerical network in
Constantinople; a well-connected cleric who was able (and requested) to
directly approach ‘the' courtiers.-Cyril-‘had a clear-understanding of the
mechanisms at court as well as good knowledge of personal (religious)
allegiances of individuals. The chamberlains (cubicularii, but also the
cubiculariae as well as the confidants of the cubicularii) were clearly a
main target of Cyril as they were the personal servants of the emperor
(and empress) and his closest confidants at court. However, via a certain
Ammonius, maybe the comes rei privatae (the senior fiscal official of the
emperor responsible for the imperial estates) or the comes sacrarum
largitionum (the imperial finance minister), Cyril probably even pro-
mised emperor Theodosius a good share of the gold.

The gifts are broken down in two categories—gifts in kind (textiles
and furniture) and gold—serving different functions. Twice it is noted
that the gifts in kind should work as a ‘door opener’: one courtier was
supposed to receive more gifts than the preceding recipient in order to
cease opposing Cyril, and another recipient’s gifts are introduced as tool
so that he ‘should think in our favor’.*” It therefore seems likely that the
textiles and furniture were considered ‘customary suppliant blessings’
(eulogiae consuetudinariae supplices) as the catalogue noted at one
point.*® The Latin translation uses here the same terminology that we
find in Justinian’s Novella 123 (consuetudinibus), and also Augustine of
Hippo (395-430) used it to describe acceptable ‘grease payment’ to state
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officials (per tolerabilim consuetudinem).*® These ‘blessings’ were am-
biguous gifts as they were neither selfless presents nor did they trigger an
automatic repayment for Cyril. They were intended to build up a moral
obligation for the recipients to consider Cyril’s cause in more favourable
terms than before.*®

The nature of the gift in gold was different as its delivery was in most
instances tied to written conditions. For example, after the first re-
cipient’s gifts in kind are listed, Epiphanius added: ‘and in order that he
would help us in the cause about those matters which were written to
him: fifty pounds of gold’.*! For another courtier Epiphanius stipulated
“if he shall have acted in accordance with what was written to him by the
most magnificent Aristolaus — with the lord Claudianus intervening as
mediator — and helped us: two hundred pounds of gold’.** In other
words, there had been previous communications (partially via Cyril’s
emissaries in Constantinople) between the Church of Alexandria and the
courtiers in Constantinople. The gold now shipped to Constantinople
marked the last part of negotiations between Cyril and courtiers who
had agreed or at least shown some disposition to support Cyril in ex-
change for gold.

The gold mentioned in Epiphanius’ letter and the attached catalogue
totaled 2580 Roman pounds: 1500 pounds of gold-was promised to
Ammonius, and-another 1080 pounds physically present and ready to be
given to the listed individuals at court. 2580 Roman pounds are ¢.836 kg,
taking a Roman pound to be-around 324 g. Supposing a gold price of USD
1900 per ounce(in-April-2022), Cyril would have spent the equivalent of
¢.USD 50 million today.>* As discussed elsewhere, Cyril must have spent
decades of ordinary savings of the Church of Alexandria, and most likely
depleted Alexandria’s liquid assets.**

Cyril’s ‘Blessings’: Their Timing and Incentives

Considering the enormous costs for the Church of Alexandria and the
meticulous care with which Cyril put his network to work at court, it is
necessary to inquire into the reason and Cyril’s motivation. Why did
Cyril desperately need support? And why did he initiate the shipment of
gifts to Constantinople at this stage of the controversy in summer 432?

In spring 432 it was already obvious that the emperor had dropped his
former bishop Nestorius and the eastern bishops—who were largely
supporters of Nestorius—could not do anything about it. However,
Cyril’s problem was something else as he pointed out in a letter to
Rabbula of Edessa:

While it was appropriate that they [the eastern bishops] agree to
what was proper and anathematize the wicked teachings of
Nestorius, according to the intention of the most pious emperor
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and all of the orthodox, on the other hand they seek to render void
everything which was written by me either in pamphlets or in books.
In this way, they say, the churches will be in communion with each
other.>

The eastern bishops proposed to come to terms based on the Council of
Nicaea and allowed as additional material Athanasius’ letter to Epictetus but
discarded all further dogmatic material vel per epistulas vel per capitula.>®

This explicitly targeted Cyril’s Twelve Chapters, the twelve anathemas
that Cyril had appended to his third letter to Nestorius in 430.?” John of
Antioch’s counter-council, the conciliabulum, at Ephesus declared
Cyril’s Twelve Chapters to be heretical because they proposed teachings
of Arius, Apollinarius, and Eunomius.*® After Ephesus, regional synods
in Antioch and Tarsus did the same and Epiphanius’ letter pointed out
that the eastern bishops requested Cyril to withdraw his capitula.®

According to Epiphanius’ letter the eastern bishops had at this mo-
ment (late summer 432) not yet condemned Nestorius and it seems very
likely that they expected Cyril’s retraction of the Twelve Chapters in
exchange for their subscription to the deposition of Nestorius and the
condemnation of his teachings. After meeting with Aristolaus and
reading Theodosius’  sacra, John of Antioch-knew that he would be
unable to defend Nestorius. He sent Paul 'of Emesa to ‘Alexandria for
face-to-face discussions in which an agreement on the deposition of
Nestorius and the anathematization of his teachings was undoubtedly
conditioned on Cyril’s retraction of his Twelve Chapters*® John could
show his good will to reunite the Church but Cyril’s concession would
also give him the public victory he hoped for.*!

Cyril must have anticipated John’s tactic and realized how critical the
situation was for his embattled Twelve Chapters. Epiphanius’ urgent
requests to Maximianus, his sophisticated allocation of bribes in
Constantinople, and the very fact that Cyril looted Alexandria’s treasury
underline the seriousness of his concern. It was not about Nestorius’
deposition and the anathematization of his teachings but about Cyril and
his involvement in the Nestorian controversy. Would Cyril appear im-
maculate as a suffering confessor who brought down Nestorius, or as the
radical opponent of Nestorius, whose own theology was questionable or
even heretical as some Easterners believed? After all, the emperor had
agreed to Cyril’s deposition before and Cyril also knew that insisting on
an official acceptance of his Twelve Chapters would cause a public
outcry. Therefore the instructions and letters that were sent to the
courtiers, accompanied by the gold, probably requested their recipients
to propose that no party was allowed to make any further request to the
other party. To an outsider this might even appear as if Cyril lowered the
bar for an agreement and any courtier could readily support such a
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moderate and reasonable proposal. However, this way, Cyril out-
maneuvered John and left him empty-handed while achieving all his own
goals: Nestorius was deposed and his teachings anathematized, and
therefore by default, Cyril’s Council of Ephesus was to be accepted as
orthodox (which included in its acts Cyril’s third letter to Nestorius with
Cyril’s Twelve Chapters).**

The negotiations continued for months and John at some point agreed
to Nestorius’ deposition but would not anathematize his teachings.
However, in February 433 Cyril felt confident enough to send John an
ultimatum.*?® Cyril’s political shrewdness had outwitted John who finally
signed the Reunion of 433 between Alexandria and Antioch. The letters
of communion included a largely dyophysite statement that had origin-
ally been composed by the eastern bishops for the emperor in 431.**
Therefore, John cannot have hesitated to agree to this, but in exchange
for subscribing to Nestorius’ deposition and anathematizing of his
teachings, his goal had been to receive Cyril’s signature under a retrac-
tion of his Chapters. However, this eastern request was off the table once
Cyril’s ultimatum reached Antioch and it is difficult not to directly link
this development to Cyril’s shipment of ‘blessings’ and gold to
Constantinople.*

Cyril’s Gifts: Blessings and Payments = Bribes

In capitalist economies, the payment of money for goods or services is a
daily business transaction. Not-all'of these payments are official in the
sense that in exchange for money we also receive a receipt together with
the goods or services. Tipping the waiter in a restaurant is not only ac-
cepted but also expected to supplement for the waiter’s (low) income. It
does not constitute a bribe but ideally rewards good service that is also in
the interest of the waiter’s principal, the restaurant owner. However,
slipping a bill to the maitre d’hétel in a restaurant in order to expedite
the seating affects others who wait for a table as well. Therefore, in a
‘Friends’ episode depicting such a situation, Monica requested that
Chandler ‘be smooth about it’ because slipping a bill to the maitre
d’hétel should be done in secret so that no one else notices it.** We may
not immediately consider this a bribe but it can be regarded a standard
case of bribery: it a) constitutes an ‘alienation of agency’ as the maitre
d’hotel should act in the interest of the restaurant and seat parties ac-
cording to their reservations or time of arrival, and b) it is done in se-
cret.*” The maitre d’hétel acts no longer as trusted agent but according
to his own financial interests—and may therefore be called corrupt. He
abuses his position for personal gain and not according to his duty and
responsibility.*®

In recent years the validity of the term ‘corruption’ for pre-modern
societies has been questioned. When scholars (and lawyers) today
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categorize a deed as ‘corruption’ and/or ‘bribery’, would Romans have
perceived it the same way?*” Throughout history ‘grease payments’ and/
or complimentary gifts facilitated or sped up routine tasks undertaken by
state bureaucracies and they would not necessarily constitute a bribe in a
given context or society.”® They were not secret and were often even
socially accepted as privileges that bureaucrats enjoy(ed) in pre-modern
but also modern societies.

Christopher Kelly has detailed the instances in which late Roman
bureaucrats could expect a payment or other compensation for their
services.”' Cyril’s gifts in kind seem to have fallen into this category as
Epiphanius’ note concerning the ‘customary blessings’ almost certainly
refer to them. However, how shall we understand the term ‘blessings’
(benedictionesleulogiae) here? Walter Beers rightly noted that Cyril’s
‘blessings’ were ‘not disinterested gifts’ and therefore the usage of the
term eulogia ‘becomes a rather disingenuous euphemism’.>* The fact that
it was Cyril’s opponents who leaked the details of these lavish ‘blessings’,
suggests that the Easterners (and probably other contemporaries as well)
were appalled by Cyril’s behaviour and perceived the ‘blessings’ in the
very same way as scholars today—as bribes!

It may nevertheless be worth taking Cyril’s (or Epiphanius’ for that
matter) terminology serious-and considering -what Alexandria shipped
as ‘blessings’ to Constantinople (and even referred to as virtute eu-
logiarum).>® The blessings consisted largely of domestic textiles and
furniture and can most likely be considered luxury goods: fleece car-
pets, cushions;-table cloths, draperies, covers for 'stools, doors, and
chairs, large curtains or veils, but also ivory stools and chairs as well as
tabulae, persoina (see below), and ostrich eggs.”* Sumptuous Egyptian
textiles are well attested for Late Antiquity and Alexandrian décor
textiles may have been sought after in Constantinople.’® Maybe even
more prestigious were Alexandrian ivory chairs and stools as ivory was
(next to gold and silver) the luxury material par excellence in Antiquity
and Alexandria one of the centres of ivory workshops.’® The ivory
tablets of the ambo of Henry II (1014-24) in Aachen most likely stem
from a late antique Alexandrian (ecclesiastical?) ivory throne and it has
been argued that also the most famous late antique piece of ivory
furniture—the ivory throne of bishop Maximianus of Ravenna
(546-56)—was produced in Alexandria.’”

At a time when the rich indulged in an ‘iconography of abundance’, as
Peter Brown aptly phrased it, the courtiers may have picked some of
Cyril’s luxury gifts otherwise unavailable in Constantinople in order to
upgrade their interior decoration through pieces of exquisite material
and exotic design.>® The old furniture and textiles could have been re-
used as gifts for their clientele like in the Italian TV-series Gomorra
Donna Immacolata gives away her sofa to a loyal foot soldier of her
husband, the local boss of the Camorra.’” In other words, Cyril’s



56 Volker Menze

gifts—if displayed—reinforced the recipients’ social status as being
sought-after luxury goods.

The fact that the recipients of Cyril’s ‘blessings’ all received similar
gifts, albeit in different quantities, however, argues against the items all
being used domestically. It would also not explain Epiphanius’ termi-
nology of ‘blessings’. Walter Beers has compared Cyril’s gifts to Melania
the Younger’s gifts when she visited the court of emperor Honorius
(395-408): the saint supposedly brought the eunuchs ‘ornaments, such
as rings, silver and silken garments’.°® It is very obvious that the ‘or-
naments’ (kopo) here are personal luxury goods—jewellery and gar-
ments.®! This is in stark contrast to Cyril’s ‘blessings’ which contain no
jewellery or clothes, or any other personal or personalized luxury good.
It seems that all of Cyril’s gifts in kind could be offered as ‘blessings’ to
churches, hospitals, or monasteries. Tabulae could of course mean tables
but maybe it refers here to panels (as possible decoration in a church),
persoina from the Persea-tree might literally have been a blessing for the
sick, and the ostrich eggs may not only have been an exotic addition to a
courtier’s home decoration but could also have been considered a valid
blessing for any church.®* Therefore, Cyril seems to have sent gifts in
kind that had a ‘dual-use’: if the courtiers wished, they could utilize them
in a domestic context but Cyril could always-claim that he had sent them
blessings in the literal sense that could/should be donated to-ecclesiastical
institutions.®?

The relationship between the gifts in kind and: the gold is not always
fully clear-cut as’Epiphanius twice summarily refers to ‘worthy blessings’
(benedictiones dignae) including both gifts in kind and gold.®* However,
in the catalogue, gifts in kind and gold are always separated: the gifts in
kind were delivered as ‘customary blessings’ upfront, the gold only if the
courtiers fulfilled written agreements. Considering that Cyril had several
emissaries in Constantinople, the recurring element of written agree-
ments remains surprising. Scholars have noted that already the catalogue
of gifts made the donor vulnerable to accusations of bribery if leaked—as
happened later.®> In other words, was this an oversight by Epiphanius
who obviously was in charge as long as Cyril was ill? Should this be
attributed to Epiphanius’ inexperience in handling a very delicate
matter? Possibly. However, considering the repeated references to
written instructions and agreements with, or pledges by, courtiers
throughout the catalogue and the fact that Cyril clearly had written to
them about these matters (and what he expected from them), it seems
rather intentional.

If this is the case, it might also be the case that legal contracts between
the courtiers and Cyril (or the Church of Alexandria) had been issued.
Codex Theodosianus 11.29.2, a law from 394, stipulates that those who
have petitions (desideria) and ask for patronage (suffragium), were leg-
ally obliged to fulfill their contract (sponsio) when the other party has
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fulfilled their patronage.®® In Late Antiquity the term suffragium usually
refers to patronage in obtaining offices but the legal side is not that
different here as also Epiphanius requested the courtiers to be patrons for
Cyril’s cause.®” More precisely, as the courtiers only interceded on
Cyril’s behalf in exchange for gold, the courtiers were not traditional
patroni but should rather be considered ‘brokers’.®® In fact, a Medieval
Latin-Greek glossary defined suffragium—>besides the classical meaning
of “voting’—as (a ‘decree of’) ‘payment’.®” Such a contractual arrange-
ment may appear odd initially but it actually makes sense for Cyril to
have had the courtiers’ agreement for their suffragium on record. The
proof of such contracts would immediately free him from charges of
illegal interference and the enormous sums he paid would even prove
how much he was willing to invest in ‘Orthodoxy’!

Epiphanius also pointed to the avaritia of the courtiers and it might
also have become a custom among court officials to expect payments for
approving ecclesiastical decisions. The general tax-exemption of the
Church remained untouched but government officials could receive their
(what they certainly believed, fair) share of ecclesiastical wealth.
Particularly in the case of Ammonius, it may have been that once Cyril
approached him in this matter, the comes dictated Cyril the price he had
to pay for the emperor’s support.

Must the conclusion therefore be that there wasmo bribery, in contrast
to what scholars have concluded so far? From Cyril’s perspective the
answer would be ‘yes’; as the gifts in kind were ‘blessings’ that the re-
cipients supposedly could donate to charitable church institutions, and
the gold was a legal transaction for the courtiers’ brokerage. However, I
assume this line of defense was only Cyril’s precaution to prepare for the
worst-case scenario if he were caught. Even if Cyril meticulously ensured
that his transactions remained within legal limits suffragium already had
a disreputable overtone.”’

To summarize, Cyril’s gifts ultimately should be considered bribes
because they were:

a  Absolutely beyond the customary norm of what might constitute a
‘grease payment’. Theologians might argue that ‘Orthodoxy’ is
priceless but the evaluation of the 836 kilograms of gold shows
that Cyril spent more gold than he possibly saved during his tenure
as patriarch;

b Clearly an ‘alienation of agency’ as they did harm another party, the
Easterners, who could have expected a more favorable treatment by
the court without Cyril’s gifts. Finally,

¢ They were most likely given in secret. Even if written contracts were
issued, no party involved had an interest to publicize them. The
courtiers simply hid their gold at home and a luxurious ivory chair
embellishing a courtier’s chamber would not prove anything.”" It is
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notable that although Cyril wrote numerous letters to courtiers (who
in return must have written to Cyril or his trusted clerics and pledged
their support), none of them who had agreed to suffragium
publicized their agreements. Therefore either a ‘Nestorian’ supporter
among the Constantinopolitan clergy or Maximianus (or his
successor) leaked the letter and the catalogue in order to damage
Cyril’s reputation.

Conclusion: Bribes, Orthodoxy, and Sainthood

The politically observant reader of Epiphanius’ letter and catalogue
cannot fail to draw a comparison to one of the largest political cor-
ruption scandals in recent years that erupted 2018 in Argentina.”* Oscar
Centeno, the chauffeur of Roberto Baratta, former senior official in the
Argentinian Planning Ministry, had kept ‘notebooks of corruption’ that
cover precise information of the times, location, license plates, value, and
weight of the bags of money he delivered around Buenos Aires.”* Eight
of these spiral-bound notebooks which detailed the delivery of bribes of
over USD 50 million (according to Centeno’s estimation) were leaked to
an Argentinian newspaper, La Nacion, and copies given to the federal
prosecutor. They: cover theryears 2005 to 2015 but miss out the years
2011, 2012, and' 2014, and the prosecutor believes the total sum might
be up to USD 160 million.”* However, Centeno’s deliveries did not pay
off: the detailed record compromised the secrecy of the payments and,
following their-publication, numerous high ranking bureaucrats, politi-
cians, and even a judge have been charged with corruption.

In contrast, Cyril’s blessings were well-spent funds so that even
modern scholars have vigorously defended Cyril’s bribery as if he did it
for the common good. Lionel Wickham argues that the ‘hostile dossier
which records the transaction criticizes, by malicious exposure, the size,
not the fact, of the payment. The bankrupting size is the sincerest tes-
timony to Cyril’s wish for a united Church and should, in fairness, bring
him credit’.”> However, a united church would have been possible
without depleting Alexandria’s ecclesiastical funds had Cyril been
willing to retract the Twelve Chapters that infuriated the eastern bishops
(as Wickham actually points out).”® The heart of the political quarrel
came down to the question of what each side surrendered for subscribing
to a renewed communion.

Ecclesiastical protagonists could probably never completely escape the
institutionalized mechanisms of venality but Cyril proactively made use
of the courtiers’ avaritia for his own ends. He Christianized the termi-
nology, veiled his gifts as ‘blessings’, and rebranded the economy of
venality in Christian terms.”” He may have legalized the payment of gold
via contracts for suffragium so that even the hostile publication of his
bribery did not prevent the success of the transaction. It proves Cyril’s
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ability as ingenious politician even though his personal and public tri-
umph ultimately prevented a theologically sound agreement that could
have become the basis for a unified Church. In economic terms, Cyril’s
Return on Investment certainly paid off. Already shortly after his death,
the Reunion of 433 was considered to be Cyril’s theology; John accepted
and followed it.”® The Twelve Chapters became authoritative in the sixth
century and the Fifth Ecumenical Council in Constantinople in 553
judged other theologians and their texts accordingly. What the
Easterners had regarded in 430 to be heretical theology became a cor-
nerstone of Orthodoxy in almost all Church traditions and the suppo-
sedly immaculate Cyril is even canonized as a saint today. Therefore, in
the longue durée, Cyril’s gifts proved to be one of the best investments in
ecclesiastical history and more than a ruthless politician can usually
expect even for a lavish bribe of around USD 50 million.
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