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This Sunday’s feast of the dedication of the Lateran basilica in Rome harks back to 324 AD. Like many an ancient church, the Lateran is the beautiful creation of many generations.  


Certainly the Church is first and foremost the people of God, rather than buildings. “Do you not know that you are the Temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?” asks St Paul (1 Cor 3:16) 


Yet humans are physical creatures, and their houses of prayer are physical, while also expressing the human spirit. A church building is a sacramental, a prayer made in stone and wood, plaster and glass. 


Our basilicas and cathedrals are the splendid praise of God, inscribed by our forefathers in solid matter. By labour and daring inspiration, they transformed the old creation, hard intractable materials, into beautiful tokens of the new creation – soaring naves, vaulted like forests, illuminated by sheets of stained glass – a symphony of the praise of God carved and chiselled into durable rock and wood.

Today we think of prayer primarily as words or silent meditation. But maybe not every man is given to such types of prayer? Some express themselves best in painting, others in sculpture, or woodcarving, or metalwork, or as architects or goldsmiths or bricklayers or joiners. Is their prayer less valuable because it is linked not to silent thought, but to refashioning matter into something beautiful for God?


“Art is long, life is short” reads the old Latin proverb - Ars longa, vita brevis. going back to the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates. Great art and architecture perdure through many generations, far outliving their creators.


The Lateran is closely connected to the Emperor Constantine (280-337), who first granted the Christian Church her civil liberty. He was the son of a Roman general, Constantius Chlorus, and Helen, an innkeeper’s daughter from Niš in Serbia. 


In order to become junior Caesar of the west, his father had to divorce and remarry an aristocratic wife. Constantine was held at the court of Diocletian and Galerius.  


In 305 AD he fled and joined his father on military campaigns against the Picts beyond Hadrian’s Wall.

Whether or not the Scots weather proved his undoing, Constantius Chlorus died in Eboracum (York) in 306 AD. His troops then proclaimed Constantine as Emperor, quite possibly in the Roman basilica whose remains are visible in the crypt of York Minster. 


This gives York a direct link with the first Christian Emperor of Rome, and with Constantinople, the city he later founded as New Rome on the Bosphorus.


Constantine’s share of the empire comprised Britain, Gaul and Spain. He returned via London to Trier where he defeated the German tribes along the Rhine. Relations with his co-Emperor Maxentius worsened. Eventually he crossed the Alps into Italy, to fight for the imperial throne itself. In 312 he captured Turin, Milan, Verona and Ravenna, before moving southwards against Rome.


Maxentius had abandoned central Italy, and prepared Rome for a siege, stocked high with African grain reserves. His dictatorial manners provoked civil unrest: the crowds at the chariot races had openly jeered him. Encouraged by soothsayers’ advice that “the enemy of the Romans” would die in the battle, he left the city and advanced north to face Constantine’s forces at the Milvian Bridge 

On the night before the battle, the famous miracle occurred. Constantine saw in the sky a vision of a flaming cross, with the words, In hoc signo vinces – “In this sign shall ye conquer.”


Although not himself a Christian, he apparently had some faith in the God of the Christians. He ordered his soldiers to sew this sign of the cross upon their apparel. The next day, they were victorious against an army double their numbers. Constantine entered Rome in triumph, wearing the symbol of the Christians, the cross. Significantly, he did not proceed to the Capitoline Hill to offer sacrifice in the Temple of Jupiter, but he visited the Senate to restore their rights and privileges abrogated by Maxentius.

By the edict of Milan in 313, Constantine halted all persecution and made Christianity a tolerated religion, restoring confiscated church property. He himself had witnessed Diocletian’s persecutions in 303 AD, the firing of the new Christian basilica of Nicopolis in Asia, the burning of the Scriptures, the arrests of priests and seizing of church treasures.


Whether as compensation of Diocletian’s excesses, or because he attributed his military successes to the protection of the Christian High God alone, Constantine proved a true benefactor of the Catholic Church.

To the Roman bishop he gave the Lateran palace as a dwelling. The Laterani had been a noble family who served as administrators to several emperors. One of them, Plautius Lateranus, engaged in a conspiracy against Nero, and suffered the confiscation of his property as a result.


Already by 313 Pope Miltiades was in residence at the Lateran, holding a synod of bishops there. Constantine initiated the erection of the basilicas over the graves of the apostles Peter and Paul. 


St Helen, the Emperor’s mother, was a baptised Christian. She travelled to the Holy Land, and built the basilicas at Bethlehem and over the Holy Sepulchre.

In Rome in 324, Pope Sylvester I presided over the official dedication of a new basilica beside the Lateran Palace, dedicated to Christ the Saviour. The bishop’s throne was placed inside, making it the cathedral of Rome. The dedications to St John the Evangelist and St John the Baptist were added much later.

This basilica was built partly over the remains of the Castra Nova equitum singularium, the “new fort” of the imperial cavalry bodyguard, established by Septimius Severus in AD 193. These troops had been among Maxentius’ most determined supporters. One understands Constantine’s reasons for disbanding this hostile regiment of guards and demolishing their fort. 

Constantine’s reforms pointed in a profoundly Christian direction. He abolished crucifixion, forbade infanticide, suppressed many gladiatorial games and discouraged slavery. He made Sunday into a weekly day of rest. He summoned the Council of Nicea in 325 and enforced some of its decrees in law. Yet he himself delayed his baptism year after year.  


Perhaps he felt that being an Emperor was sometimes a dirty business. Once baptized, he would have to spare his opponents and act morally. He preferred to leave baptism as late as possible, to ensure his future - as well as his past - sins would be washed away at the end. 

At the instigation of Fausta his wife, he had his eldest son Crispus put to death for attempted rape. On discovering that Fausta’s accusation was false, and merely a way of securing the imperial succession for her own sons, he had her locked in a bathhouse and suffocated with steam.

These judicial killings left Constantine deeply depressed, so much so that after moving to his new capital Constantinople in the east, he never returned to Rome. 

At Easter 337 he fell seriously ill, and left Constantinople for the hot baths near Helenopolis on the Gulf of Izmit. Realising death was approaching, he enlisted among the Christian catechumens. He tried in vain to return to Constantinople, but only reached Nicopolis. 


Promising to live a more Christian life should he survive the illness, he was baptised by bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, an Arian. He died shortly afterwards at a suburban villa called Achyron, at Pentecost 337.


If you visit the Raphael rooms in the Vatican Museums, you will see a fresco of Pope Sylvester I baptising Constantine in the baptistry at St John Lateran. This however is the stuff of legend, not history. In the hagiography of the eastern Churches, Constantine is canonised and depicted with Helen his mother, holding the true Cross, as the first Christian Emperor saint. The Church indeed owes Constantine a great deal, but he was hardly the model of a Christian ruler.

If San Giovanni Laterano – to give the basilica its modern Italian name - once looked out over the olive groves of the Roman campagna, it does so no longer. It is sited by one of Rome’s busiest traffic junctions. Beyond the Aurelian walls rise the eight storey blocks of flats, marking the beginning of suburban Rome. Hundreds of Roman buses carry the destination “Porta S Giovanni” on their signboards, and you take your life in your hands trying to cross the traffic streams to the basilica.


Destroyed repeatedly by Vandals, fire and earthquake, it has been many times rebuilt. All the Popes from Miltiades onwards lived here until Clement V moved the Papacy to Avignon in 1309. When Gregory XI  moved back to Rome in 1376, the Lateran was so dilapidated that he chose to reside at the Vatican instead, and the Popes have done so ever since. 


The present façade dates from 1731. In reflection of the basilica's role, the main door carries the inscription Sacrosancta Lateranensis ecclesia omnium urbis et orbis ecclesiarum mater et caput, meaning “Most Holy Lateran Church, of all the churches in the city and the world, the mother and head.”
