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By 98 AD, the year Trajan ascended as the emperor of Rome, the persecution of Christians was not unknown to the empire.  Nero had blamed the great fire on Christians, and several prominent Christian figures had been publicly martyred in Rome.  The bravery demonstrated by those persecuted only helped spread the religion, especially in the eastern provinces of Rome.  Pliny, the governor of Bythinia, a province on Asia Minor, wrote to Trajan describing his trials of the Christians.  Though seemingly cruel by today’s standards, Pliny’s actions were not without fairness or restraint.

Pliny’s persecution of the Christians was not a wanton genocide by any means.  In fact, Pliny relates in his letters how he acted with restraint against the Christians.  Pliny was thorough in making sure that those interrogated were in fact Christian; unbelieving of their confessions, he asked them repeatedly, threatening punishment: “Interrogavi ipsos an essent Christiani.  Confidentes iterum ac tertio interrogavi supplicium minatus…” (ln 2-3) .  I interrogated them themselves whether they were Christians.  Confessing I asked them again and a third time having threatened punishment.  Indeed, Pliny did use torture in some cases, but torture was seen as an acceptable form of interrogation in the Roman empire, especially cases of magestas, or cases of treason or rebellion.  Pliny doesn’t cite the use of torture as a primary source of information, but instead as a way to confirm the words of others: “Affirmabant autem hanc fuisse summam vel culpae suae vel erroris, quod essent soliti stato die ante lucem convenire… Quo magis necessarium credidi ex duabus ancillis, quae ministrae dicebantur, quid esset veri, et per tormenta querere” (ln 21-23, 31-33) They affirmed [asserted] moreover that this had been the total [sum] of their fault or error, the fact that they had been accustomed to come together on an appointed day a little before dawn… I believed it was more necessary to ask [seek]  through torture two maidservants who were said to be deacons what was the truth.  Even though he sent Christian citizens of Bythinia to death, he was hesitant to slaughter Romans, and sent them back to Rome to be tried.  Trajan himself detects Pliny’s self-restraint, for he is quick to acknowledge Pliny’s actions as well as reimburse his actions.  “Actum quem debuisti, mi Secunde, in excutiendis causis eorum, qui Christiani ad te delati fuerant, secutus es… Conquirendi sunt… ut, qui negaverit se Christianum esse idque re ipsa manifestum fecerit, id est supplicando dis nostris, quamvis susceptus in praeteritum, veniam ex paenitentia impetret” (ln 2-3, 6-9) You followed the procedure which you ought to have, my Secundus, in examining the cases of these who had been brought to you as if Christians… that he who has denied that he is Christian and explicitly made it clear, that is by worshipping our gods, although he was formerly suspected, he should gain pardon from his repentance.  Trajan does not order Pliny to run around slaughtering every accused; in fact, he agrees with Pliny that the anonymous propaganda in circulation had no place in trials (“Sine auctore vero propositi libelli in nullo crimine locum habere debent” ln 9-10; Notices without authority put out ought to hold place in no accusation.)  


Not only did Pliny ignore propaganda, he was also careful only to eliminate those who were presently Christian.  Those who declared they were not Christian as well as those who stated that they had repented, were set free after they proved their faith by worshipping the Roman gods and praising Trajan: “… cum paeeunte me deos appellarent et imagini tuae, quam propter hoc iusseram cum simulacris numinum adferri, ture ac vino supplicarent, praeterea maledicerent Christo, quorum nihil cogi posse dicuntur qui sunt re vera Christiani, dimittendos putavi” (ln 12-16) …by my going ahead [as I dictated], when they named the gods and prayed with incense and wine to your image, which because of this I  had ordered to be brought ahead with the statues of the gods.  Besides, they cursed Christ, none of which is said that those [who] are truly Christian are able to be forced [to do], I thought they should be sent away.

Pliny’s persecution sounds devastating to our modern-day society not only because a great majority of us our Christians, but also we cannot help but contrast it to more recent historical events such as the Holocaust, Kosovo, et al.  For Pliny, the situation was quite different.  The Romans had an established religion, and the line between politics and religion was often blurred; many of the emperors were posthumously proclaimed gods.  Because the citizens of Bythinia were practicing a religion not endorsed by the empire, it would have been easy for a Roman such as Pliny to construe it as insubordination, especially when they refuse to worship Trajan.  Therefore the trials and subsequent removal of Christians were seen as a necessary step in keeping the peace in Bythinia.  Pliny’s motive was not to kill Christians for the sake of killing Christians, but to help maintain the peace within the empire.  One could say that Pliny’s faith to the Romans was as string as the Christians to their god.
Pliny had no self-serving agenda to be fulfilled by the mass-murdering Christians; he was only enforcing the authority of Rome.  He did not let personal prejudice govern his actions, and ignored the anti-Christian propaganda, which he just as easily could have used to ‘prove’ the guilt of many.  Pliny demonstrated his fairness and respect for Romans by providing trials for the accused and by staying away from inciting a Christian ‘witch hunt’, which Trajan commended him for.  Pliny demonstrated a restraint toward the persecution of Christians that had not always been shown in Roman history to that point.
