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 Thorns & Roses 
Religion began when the first 
scoundrel met the first fool.

Voltaire

tHE FIRST POPES ABOUT WHOM 
much is definitively known are the late 
Second century and early Third century 
bishops Victor, Zephyrinus, and Callistus. 
Considering what is known about them, 
however, the Church might prefer they had 
joined the remaining early popes in 
conveniently sanctified obscurity. 
   Victor (c. 189-199) was the first bishop of 
Rome born in the Roman province of 
Africa. At this time the early Church was 
split into numerous rival factions, and 
bishops achieved and maintained their 
positions through a combination of 
corruption, nepotism, and threats of 
excommunication—supplemented as 
required by acts of physical violence.

             The Roses of Heliogabalus , Alma-Tadema(1888)

   Victor spent most of his decade in power 
seeking to solidify the Roman faction’s 
claim to being the legitimate heirs to the 
Church of St. Peter, excommunicating rival 
Christian Churches in Asia Minor.
   But the real thorn in Victor’s side was a 
Greek faction led by Theodotus, who had 
established an independent church in Rome 
which rejected the idea of the Holy Trinity. 
Theodotus promulgated the heretical 
teaching that Jesus was an ordinary man on 
whom the Spirit descended at baptism. 
(Apparently, even two centuries after his 
supposed death on the cross, the exact 
nature of the Christ figure’s divinity was 
still subject to rancorous debate.)   
   Pope Victor was succeeded by the ‘simple 
minded and illiterate’ Zephyrinus (199-217), 
but followers of Theodotus instead backed a 
heretic named Natalius, who some historians 
consider to be history’s first antipope. 



   Natalius’s opposition was short-lived, 
with one rather imaginative Christian author 
recounting him being whipped all night long 
by an angel. The following morning, the 
hapless heretic—donned in sackcloth and 
ashes—prostrated himself at the feet of 
Zephyrinus, begging forgiveness.
   The real power behind the throne during 
Zephyrinus’s two decade-long papacy, 
however, was the thuggish archdeacon 
Callistus, who had acted as Victor’s right-
hand man or ‘enforcer’ during the latter’s 
violent and contentious reign. 
   When Zephyrinus died, a battle for the 
throne broke out between Callistus and an 
ambitious presbyter named Hippolytus, who 
had won the backing of the influential 
theologian Tertullian of Carthage. Callistus 
managed to secure influence over the 
incompetent Zephyrinus through a series of 
bribes, however, and ultimately prevailed. 
(Hippolytus is now considered to be an 
antipope, but for two decades both 
continued to lead rival Christian gangs.)
   Callistus boasted a long criminal record,  
having served time in a work gang after 
embezzling donations intended to help poor 
widows and orphans. Shortly after his 
release, he was arrested again after a brawl 
in a synagogue where he was attempting to 
swindle a group of wealthy Roman Jews.   
   Callistus was sentenced to hard labor in a 
Sardinian penal colony, but a concubine of 
the emperor Commodius named Marcia 
persuaded the emperor to order his release. 
(Marcia’s calculated favor paid off hand-
somely when Callistus became pope in 217.) 
   Coincidentally, Callistus’s five-year grasp 
on the papacy coincided with the brief reign 
of the notorious Roman emperor, Elagabalus. 
A 14-year old cross-dressing bisexual, 
Elagabalus reportedly had sexual relations 
with five wives and one husband, as well as 
his own mother and a Vestal Virgin.

   A high priest of the Arab sun god El Gabal, 
Elagabalus worshipped a sacred black stone 
(very likely a meteorite) which—despite its 
huge size and weight—he brought with him 
to Rome from his native Syria.     
   Despite some of the more extreme claims 
about Elagabalus probably being fabricated, 
his reign was notorious for its cruelty, 
bloodshed, and excesses of every kind. (One 
legend has him smothering dinner guests to 
death beneath a huge cascade of rose petals.)
   Though benign in comparison, Pope 
Callistus shared Elagabalus’s libertine ways, 
reportedly admitting ‘fornicators, adulterers, 
and murderers’ into the church, presumably 
in order to bolster its meagre membership.  
   Not surprisingly, both Callistus and 
Elagabalus came to an ignoble, perhaps 
coincident end. The disgraced and reviled  
Elagabalus was assassinated along with his 
scheming mother in March 222, their 
headless, naked bodies dragged through the 
streets of Rome. Callistus was lynched by a 
mob, probably during this same upheaval. 
(According to legend, Callistus’s body was 
retrieved from a well by a well-intentioned 
priest and given a proper burial, for which 
deed the Good Samaritan was arrested and 
thrown off a bridge into the Tiber.)
   The dissident antipope, Hippolytus, 
continued his attack on the ruling faction, 
led by popes Urban I (222-230) and 
Pontianus (230-235), until the emperor 
Maximinus Thrax sent them both into exile 
in 235—ironically, to the same Sardinian 
mines to which their predecessor Callistus 
had earlier been condemned. 
   This time, however, there was no imperial 
prostitute to intervene on their behalf: After 
escaping justice for her involvement in the 
assassination of Commodius (thus ending 
the Pax Romana), Marcia was murdered in 
193 during the reign of Didius Julianus. 

   Reportedly, no roses were involved.◾


